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To
Dori Lewis





Philosophies . . . are the very soul o f 
the philosopher projected, and to the 
discerning critic they may tell more 
about him than he knows about him
self In this sense the man’s philoso
phy is his autobiography; you may read 
in it the story o f his conflict with life.

— Walter Lippmann 
in the New Republic, July 17, 1915
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Introduction to the 
Transaction Edition

I f Walter Lippmann had enjoyed thinking about his own past, this book 
probably never would have been written. He would have written it him

self. But he was a public man who liked to live in the present. He did not 
care to reflect on his own emotions, anguish over whether he should have 
made different decisions, or ruminate about the past. The newspaper col
umn he wrote for thirty-six years was, with good reason, entitled ‘Today 
and Tomorrow.” What interested him was how things happened, who made 
them happen, and what the result was likely to be.

When most famous people retire, as he largely did in 1967, almost the 
first thing they think about is writing their memoirs. They want to tell their 
story in their own way, not through the pen of some observer likely to be less 
admiring. But Lippmann wasn’t that way. Writing, or even thinking, about 
himself seemed too narcissistic, too tedious, and in some ways too unpleas
ant. The past, that is his own past, really was for him another country.

However he had no objection to letting someone else take on that task, 
so long as he felt that the person in question was at least moderately sym
pathetic. One can hardly blame him for a certain trepidation. When he 
offered his full cooperation to me in writing his biography he was, in a real 
sense, putting his life in my hands. This required either enormous self- 
confidence or excessive trust. No matter how sympathetic the writer, the 
subject can never be sure of the final result. As Oscar Wilde, who usually 
had the last word on everything, said: “Biography lends to death a new 
terror.”

After a few friendly meetings Lippmann agreed to give me access to his 
voluminous private papers and to cooperate as best he could in my recon
struction of his life. If he was apprehensive he never showed it. And he 
seemed relieved that he no longer had to fend off entreaties from his pub
lisher to write his autobiography.

He never told me what he thought the book should be, and in fact never 
interfered with my research or tried to shape my judgments. He seemed 
content to stand on his record—and with good reason, for that record was 
deeply impressive. He was, after all, not only America’s most distinguished



journalist, but a confidant of statesmen, an author of learned books, and a 
guru on nearly every public issue.

Here was a man who had been at the very center of American political 
life for much of the twentieth century. Beginning his career as a disciple of 
William James and Santayana, he had worked with Lincoln Steffens, wrote 
speeches for Theodore Roosevelt, helped found The New Republic, agi
tated briefly for the socialist party, drafted Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen 
Points, edited a New York daily, conspired with politicians, and wrote pio
neering studies of public opinion and political philosophy. Walter Lippmann 
had left his fingerprints on, and even helped mold, almost every major 
issue in American life over six decades.

And this was only the public Lippmann. There was also the man only 
his valet knew. While I had no intent to psychoanalyze him, it became 
obvious, as I delved deeper into his writings, that I had to understand what 
motivated him. Why did he support a Wall Street lawyer for president in 
1924 rather than a prairie populist? Why did he admire A1 Smith and deni
grate Franklin Roosevelt? Why did he flirt with isolationism in the 1930s? 
Why at the end of his career did he defy the foreign policy establishment 
of which he had been a crucial part?

These questions, and others like them, required answers. But they could 
not be found entirely in the carefully reasoned arguments of his columns. 
They lay between the lines. I had to unearth the man beneath the Thinker. 
The more I tried to do so, the more that Lippmann, being a very private 
person, put up his defenses. He did not really want me to know too much 
about his inner life. For him this did not seem particularly relevant, and in 
any case was off-limits.

So it was that for a couple of years, until his death in 1974, he and I 
engaged in a subtle minuet. In our conversations about politicians and events 
I would deviously slide in a personal question, or challenge him on a judg
ment. Generally he would take a nimble step back, leaving me to unravel 
the mysteries of his political, and even his personal, passions as best I 
could.

He did not live long enough to see the final result. That is probably just 
as well. Despite my great admiration for him—not only for his intelli
gence and accomplishments, but also for his dignity, kindness, and de
cency—I had to deal with issues and, as biographers must, make judgments 
that probably would not have entirely pleased him.

This is a writer’s essential duty to his readers and to his craft. But it is 
also meant as a tribute to Lippmann himself, for he was such a giant in so 
many ways that it does not, to my mind, diminish him to note that on some 
issues he did (as he sometimes admitted) make mistakes. The fact that he 
was fallible is neither surprising nor noteworthy. The fact that he set stan
dards of excellence and integrity that are unmatched, and that he was an 
exceptionally articulate and wise observer of virtually every important
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political and intellectual movement that shaped American life in this cen
tury—that is what matters.

Author of books, confidant of the mighty, interpreter of the times, Walter 
Lippmann was a man of many parts and talents. But it is as a journalist that 
he is primarily remembered, even though it is his major books—Drift and 
Mastery, Public Opinion, A Preface to Morals, U.S. Foreign Policy, The 
Public Philosophy—that endure long after the headlines that inspired his 
columns have grown dim.

For some time after his death there was speculation as to which current 
editorialist would be awarded the crown of the “next Walter Lippmann.” 
Various younger pundits wrestled for the crown. But in the end none quite 
seemed to fit the bill. On close inspection it was clear that candidate A was 
too predictably liberal, B too conservative, C too intellectually thin, D too 
vague and pompous, E too afraid of offending. And so on down the list 
until no one was left. But in truth there really could not be anyone. For no 
matter how skillful these aspirants were at their task, there could never be 
another Lippmann.

This is in part because he was a rare combination: both a journalist and 
a scholar. He had a graceful style that made words sing, and he could 
explain the most complex idea in a way that an average reader could easily 
grasp. This is a rarer skill than might seem to one who has not tried it. 
Further, Lippmann was not merely a stylist, or a confidant of the mighty. 
He was a learned man with a deep interest in philosophy and history, and 
the author of several path-breaking books. He had the mind of a scholar 
and the pen of a reporter.

More importantly, what made Lippmann unique was that he came into 
prominence at a time when Americans required a Walter Lippmann—even 
though they did not know it until one appeared. By 1931, when he began 
his syndicated newspaper column, Americans needed guidance on the com
plex economic, political and social issues they could not avoid. There were 
no serious columnists. Few papers could afford trained editorial writers. 
Readers needed guidance through the maze of war, revolution and eco
nomic depression. Lippmann stepped into the gap. Overnight he became 
not only an authority, but a sensation, and even a household word.

Although in later years there were many competitors for the public’s 
attention, Lippmann never faced a serious challenger. He got there first, he 
did his job better than anyone else, and he so defined the field that he was 
always far in the lead. Today the media are jammed with opinion-molders 
of every description. Each has his champions and each reaches a portion of 
the public. But none commands the authority that Lippmann did.

Even if someone were to emerge today with all of Lippmann’s intelli
gence, stylistic grace, intellectual background, connections to the movers 
and shakers of the world, and originality as an author of books—even then 
that person would not be the “next Walter Lippmann.” The mold that



Lippmann filled so impressively no longer exists. The sources of news and 
opinion are too atomized and varied. No single person can encompass them 
all. There could no more be a next Walter Lippmann than there could be a 
next Hemingway, a next Earhart, or for that matter, a next Elvis.

It is tempting to speculate on what Lippmann might say about the events 
that have taken place since his death: the end of the cold war, the demise of 
the Soviet Union, the rise of Asia, Ronald Reagan, multiculturalism, glo
balization. We could use some wise and calm interpreter to put them into 
perspective. But one would be hard-pressed to predict what Walter 
Lippmann would say. He had an intellectual contrariness that made him 
hard to pigeonhole. Was he liberal or conservative? Neither and both. Not 
infrequently he surprised his readers, as when he supported Nixon for presi
dent in 1968. Indeed he seemed to take a perverse pleasure at times in 
going against the established wisdom of his peers.

Lippmann was not infallible. But he was thoughtful, he was wise, and 
he was beholden to no party, ideology, or faction. The role that he set for 
himself, and fulfilled so indispensably, was to analyze forces and events in 
such a way that the concerned citizen could make an informed judgment 
and act responsibly. In doing this he set a standard of excellence that de
fined the field of political commentary, and deeply influenced the way that 
his successors performed their jobs.

In the end we measure him, as he measured himself, not by his access to 
the passing parade of headline-makers, but by his ability to provide his 
readers with a thoughtful and unbiased insight into a world that lay behind 
the headlines. This he did so uncommonly well that he remains the stan
dard by which those who follow in his steps are judged.

X iv INTRODUCTION TO THE TRANSACTION EDITION
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PROLOGUE

T he Name That 
O pened Every D oor

Once you touch the biographies o f human beings, the 
notion that political beliefs are logically determined 
collapses like a pricked balloon.

—  A Preface to Politics, 1913

W a l t e r  L ip p m a n n  began his career in the halcyon days before 
the First World War, when human progress seemed un

limited and inevitable, when poets danced in the squares and science 
promised a life of leisure and abundance for all. He ended it with the 
trauma of Vietnam, the shame of Watergate, and rioters running 
through the streets. His career spanned a century, a century during 
which the American empire was bom, matured, and began to founder, a 
time that some have called, first boastfully, then wistfully, the American 
Century.

As a small boy in the 1890s, Walter Lippmann shook hands with 
President McKinley, was formally presented to Admiral Dewey, and 
rapturously cheered Theodore Roosevelt on his return from San Juan 
Hill. He studied at Harvard with Santayana, took tea with William 
James, worked as a legman for Lincoln Steffens, debated socialism with 
Bernard Shaw and H. G. Wells, was in Belgium when the Germans 
invaded and at the House of Commons when Britain declared war in
1914. For a time he worshiped Theodore Roosevelt, and when he was 
twenty-five TR pronounced him to be the “ most brilliant young man of 
his age in all the United States.” 1 He was one of the founders of the 
New Republic and among the “ movers and shakers” who sounded the 
trumpet for a cultural and social revolution in America before the First 
World War. He became the eminence grise to Woodrow Wilson’s own 
alter ego, Colonel House, and was a key member of the secret organiza
tion that produced the territorial part of the Fourteen Points.

Enthusiastically supporting the war to make the world “ safe for de
mocracy,” Lippmann bitterly denounced the peace that within a genera
tion spawned an even more terrible conflict. He became editor of the
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greatest newspaper of its day, Pulitzer’s World, the voice of America’s 
liberal conscience. High in a tower above Park Row, protected from 
clanging telephones and clamoring reporters by a shield of secretaries, 
for more than nine years he penned the biting editorials that first made 
him a national figure. None of these editorials were signed and few are 
remembered today. For the devoted readers of the World, they needed 
no signature, for they bore their own special stamp.

Yet Lippmann was anything but anonymous. When he traveled, as he 
did a part of every year, and in great style, he conferred with heads of 
state. Often they sought him out, eager for the privilege of being inter
viewed by a man who commanded so many faithful and influential 
readers. His was, as a colleague once said, “ the name that opened every 
door.’’2 On a trip to Greece in the mid-1950s, for example, he jotted in 
his private engagement book: “ Saw the King, the prime minister, etc — 
the usual people.’’ For him they were. Eschewing scoops and scorning 
planted “ leaks,” which he thought unworthy of a serious commentator, 
he ruminated on the meaning of events in a column that was required 
reading in every chancery, foreign office and editorial room.

For nearly forty years his syndicated column appeared in the leading 
newspapers of the United States and throughout the world. When he 
went into semiretirement in 1967 it was as though an institution had 
suddenly ceased to exist. Three generations had been led through the 
maze of political affairs by Walter Lippmann. He was not always right 
and he was not universally popular. His rare gaffes — such as his early 
dismissal of Franklin D. Roosevelt as a well-meaning playboy — were 
memorable. His occasional enmities — such as his bitter feud with Lyn
don Johnson over the Vietnam War — were monumental.

Readers turned to Lippmann, not for solutions, but for dispassionate 
analysis. He had a marvelous ability for simplifying the complex. His 
extraordinary success was due to two qualities: a mind that could plunge 
through the miasma of contention to grasp the essence of a situation, 
and a superbly lucid literary style. He had an intellect of a sort that is 
rarely attracted to journalism. He could have been a philosopher, a 
professor of history or even, as he once wistfully reflected, a mathema
tician. At college he had been Santayana’s assistant, and his classmate 
John Reed had hailed him as a future President of the United States.

But Lippmann would be neither a politician nor a professor. Just a 
few weeks before he was to have received a master’s degree in philoso
phy he left Harvard to work on a new socialist newspaper in Boston. 
Nor was he ever seriously tempted by government work after his painful 
experience with politicians during the First World War. Why did he flee 
academia? Partly because he feared such a career would insulate him 
from the “real” world he yearned to join. He loved the glamour and ex
citement of being part of that world. Yet a political life, particularly if it
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meant running for office, was out of the question for a man who so dis
trusted emotionalism and so detested insincerity. He enjoyed being 
famous and influential, but he preferred to analyze power rather than to 
exercise it. So he chose a career that combined involvement and detach
ment in a mixture peculiarly his own. He was, as he once described 
himself, a man who led two lives, one of books and one of newspapers, 
each feeding the other. The combination made him unique and gave his 
voice an unparalleled authority.

Lippmann was proud of being a journalist. He took younger col
leagues under his wing. He listened to what they had to say rather than 
pontificating at them. They were, for a man who worked alone, his city 
room. The only advice he ever gave them was to avoid the dangers of 
“cronyism” — of getting so close to a politician that a journalist would 
lose his objectivity. It had happened to him. He got too close to Theo
dore Roosevelt, and was badly burned by Woodrow Wilson. For a mo
ment he was captivated by John F. Kennedy, and later fell under the 
spell of Lyndon Johnson’s beguiling ways, until the spell was shattered 
by the Vietnam War.

Influence was Lippmann’s stock-in-trade; was what made him a pow
erful public figure. That influence was tangible, but hard to measure. He 
commanded no divisions, but he did have an enormous power over 
public opinion. This in turn gave him a power over Presidents, politi
cians and policymakers. They did not, by any means, always do what 
Lippmann advised. But they listened to him and sought his support — 
and they learned not to take his opposition lightly. Lippmann com
manded a loyal and powerful constituency, some ten million of the most 
politically active and articulate people in America. Many of these peo
ple literally did not know what they ought to think about the issues of 
the day until they read what Walter Lippmann had said about them. A 
politician could ignore that kind of power only at his own risk.

Lippmann had a reputation for being a man of Olympian detach
ment—  a Jove prone to hurling thunderbolts, but too scrupulous to de
scend into the political fray. That reputation, like so many others, bore 
only a scant relation to reality. In fact, he had promoted a good many 
men for public office, and had actively worked to defeat others. Some
times he operated in print, at other times behind the scenes in ways that 
would have astounded his readers, had they known. He was an Olym
pian, with his correct public manner and his firm moral sense, but he 
was assuredly not detached.

His editorials for the New York World helped prevent an American 
invasion of Mexico, and his secret negotiations made possible a settle
ment between the revolutionary Mexican leaders and the Vatican. He 
wrote political speeches for John W. Davis, A1 Smith, Dwight Morrow 
and Newton D. Baker. Later he prepped Wendell Willkie and Dwight
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Eisenhower for the presidency, conspired with the Dulles brothers, and 
counseled Kennedy and Johnson. His ivory tower was equipped with a 
swift-moving elevator.

Walter Lippmann was without doubt the nation’s greatest journalist. 
His was, as Van Wyck Brooks once said, the “most brilliant career ever 
devoted in America to political writing. ’ ’ But he was also a moralist and 
a public philosopher. In effect there were two Walter Lippmanns: the 
man who put out a weekly magazine, a daily newspaper, and finally a 
syndicated column without ever missing a deadline, and the man who 
retreated to his “ pool of silence” to speculate on a “ longer past and a 
longer future.” 3

Essentially a man of reason — an Enlightenment rationalist in an age 
of hot ideologies and global crusades — Lippmann was also buffeted by 
passions. The lean, stony face, the finely chiseled mouth, the gray-green 
eyes flecked with violet gave only a hint of a man who, in his late for
ties, was caught in a tempestuous love affair that drove him to the edge 
of despair. He was an emotional man who could keep those emotions 
under control only through an iron will.

The last years marked a strange capstone to Lippmann’s work. In
stead of bowing out gracefully as the elder statesman of American jour
nalism, he became involved in the most vituperative fight of his career. 
Outraged by the destructiveness and the obsessions of the Vietnam War, 
he turned bitterly against the administration — one whose highest eche
lons were staffed by those who admired and flattered him. He became 
emotionally involved in the war, and in the struggle that was dividing 
America into armed camps.

When he was nearly eighty Walter Lippmann regained the fervor of 
his youth. He turned his back on the conservatism he had espoused 
during the 1930s and on the intellectual detachment with which he had 
viewed the follies of the late 1940s and the 1950s. The war in Vietnam 
had rekindled his sense of outrage. It was perhaps his finest hour.

Throughout his long life Lippmann engaged in an unending search, 
one that led him to socialism, to political activism, to skepticism, to 
stoical detachment, to economic conservatism, to cold war criticism, to 
social liberalism, and finally to emotional revulsion against what he 
viewed as imperial ambitions. He wanted his country to pursue its own 
high ideals, and never tired of reminding his readers of them.

He was a teacher rather than a preacher. He knew, as he once wrote, 
that if the moralist “ is to deserve a hearing among his fellows, he must 
set himself this task which is so much humbler than to command and so 
much more difficult than to exhort: he must seek to anticipate and to 
supplement the insight of his fellow men into the problems of their ad
justment to reality.” 4

Even though a part of Lippmann was tempted to retreat from the
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world, to build “ walls against chaos,” he fought that temptation. He 
challenged himself, grappled with his demons, and deliberately pursued 
a career that forced him into the political thick of battle, did not allow 
him to withdraw from a fight, and exposed him every day to his 
enemies. That took a special kind of courage for a man who shunned 
personal contention.

What saved him from withdrawal was a conviction that politics mat
tered, that men could live a life of reason, and that those with special 
gifts or understanding had a responsibility to do what they could to 
illuminate the path. “ The hallmark of responsible comment is not to sit 
in judgment on events as an idle spectator, but to enter imaginatively 
into the role of a participant in the action,” he once wrote in apprecia
tion of a renowned newspaper editor. “ Responsibility consists in shar
ing the burden of men directing what is to be done, or the burden of 
offering some other course of action in the mood of one who has 
realized what it would mean to undertake it.” s

Intellectually Lippmann was engaged in the battle, emotionally he 
stood apart. This gave an unresolved tension to his work and to his life. 
He was a complex man — far more so than he appeared to those who 
knew him only from the sublimely self-assured tone of his articles. 
Spirits were fighting within him, spirits he never fully subdued and 
whose warring claims he never quite resolved. Like H. G. Wells, of 
whom he wrote so admiringly as a young man,

he seemed to be buffeted from both sides, challenged by his dreams, which 
revolted at the compromises of reality, and assaulted by reality which de
nounced the emptiness of all dreams.

He seemed to spend himself in that struggle — the severest that a man can 
face; and he seemed to win by a constant renewal of effort in which he refused 
to sink either into placid acceptance of the world, or into self-contained satis
faction with his vision.6

Lippmann was, in a sense, “ an antediluvian, a survivor from the time 
before the wars and revolutions of this century . . . born and raised in 
one epoch and living and working in another,” as he once said of him
self. “ Nothing in my childhood prepared me for the violent and bewil
dering times in which I was to live and for the radical changes which 
have occurred in the human condition.” 7 A man whose childhood had 
been spent learning Latin and Greek by gaslight and riding a goat cart in 
Central Park lived through the revolutions of psychoanalysis, bol
shevism and fascism, nuclear fission, and frenzied nationalism. He 
spent his life trying to understand those revolutions and to help his coun
trymen make their “ adjustment to reality.”





Part O ne

1889-1931





►- 1
T he O nly Child

Our life is managed from behind the scenes; we are 
actors in dramas we cannot interpret. Of almost no de
cisive event can we say: this was o f our own choosing.

—  Drift and Mastery, 1914

W a l t e r  L ip p m a n n  was brought up to be a gentleman. His wealthy 
parents sent him to the finest schools and, from the time he was 
six, took him to Europe on annual cultural excursions. He knew his way 

around Paris and London, Carlsbad and St. Moritz, St. Petersburg and 
Berlin long before he ever saw Philadelphia or Coney Island.

Born in the comfort of his parents’ home on Lexington Avenue in 
New York City on September 23, 1889, he was four years old during 
the Panic of 1893, and not yet nine when the United States fought its 
“ splendid little war” with Spain. Like most boys, he was a fervent pa
triot, indignant at the perfidious Spaniards who kept Cuba in bondage 
and stood in the way of America’s manifest destiny. This patriotism was 
fortified by his maternal grandfather, Harris Baum, who had fled Berlin 
after the Prussians suppressed the liberal uprising of 1848, and, follow
ing a sojourn in England, had settled in New York. Baum taught him, 
as Lippmann later recounted, that “ wherever the American flag was 
planted, there tyranny must disappear.’’1

During the summer of 1898, when with his parents at the resort town 
of Saratoga Springs, where New Yorkers of all classes retired to test the 
waters and bet on the horses, he met his first authentic hero. There on 
the veranda of that great, and now demolished, gingerbread palace, the 
Grand Union Hotel, his father introduced him to Admiral George 
Dewey, fresh from his destruction of the Spanish fleet in Manila Bay. A 
few days later he went to a great open-air rally where he heard a stubby 
little man with glasses give a speech that moved him to a state of excite
ment he could never forget or quite understand. Theodore Roosevelt, re
turned from the battle of San Juan Hill and running for governor of New



York, was working the crowd. He bellowed, he gesticulated, and he left 
eight-year-old Walter Lippmann — along with a good many grown men 
and women — shaken. Lippmann became, as he said, “ an unqualified 
hero-worshiper. ’ ’ Roosevelt was for him ‘ ‘the image of a great leader 
and the prototype of Presidents. . . .  I should have to say,” he admit
ted years later, ‘ ‘that I have been less than just to his successors because 
they were not like him.” 2

Lippmann never lost his admiration for men of daring and determina
tion. He liked them to be strong, but they also had to have a redeeming 
vision and a sense of democratic values. In men like Theodore Roose
velt and Woodrow Wilson, later in Winston Churchill and Charles de 
Gaulle, he saw leaders who could express the inarticulate needs of their 
people, help them subdue unnameable fears and paralyzing doubts. The 
capacity to act “upon the hidden realities of a situation in spite of ap
pearance is the essence of statesmanship,” he once wrote.3

That he should have admired Theodore Roosevelt is not surprising; 
millions of Americans did. That he should have kept that faith through
out his life says something about the kind of qualities Roosevelt embod
ied and the kind of man Lippmann was. TR, for all his bombast, was an 
intellectual, a reformer, a doer, a man of vast and barely contained 
energies. He knew what he wanted and moved the earth to get it. Lipp
mann responded to that.

In one of his early books, written when he was only twenty-three and 
still open enough to reveal his anxieties, he spoke of what he called the 
“ inner history of weakness, of what disappoints us in leaders, the ti
midity of thought, the hesitancy and the drift.” In these cases imagina
tion and will are often blinded by “constructed evils,” he wrote. “We 
falter from childhood amidst shames and fears, we move in closed 
spaces where stale tradition enervates, we grow-hysterical over success 
and failure, and so by surrounding instinct with terror, we prepare the 
soul for weakness.”

The appeal of Theodore Roosevelt for men like Lippmann was that he 
had conquered those constructed evils. As a child Lippmann had known 
some evils. One of the family maids, a superstitious and devout Irish 
girl, had told him she had read the predictions of an astronomer that the 
end of the world was at hand. He must pray for forgiveness before the 
day of judgment. Impressionable enough to be frightened by such 
stories, he also had a child’s fear of ghosts and the dark. Alone in his 
room at night, he had no way to allay those fears other than by an act of 
will. Later he recounted how he had laid his fears to rest one night in 
what was “ undoubtedly the most heroic event of my life.” Confronting 
the ghost, he got out of bed, turned on the light, “ identified the ghost 
with the lace curtain, went back to bed, turned on the light once more,
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made sure that the ghost was the curtain, and felt immeasurably hap
pier.” 4

He told the story to illustrate how people were crippled by irrational 
fears of the unknown. But it revealed something more: not just the 
danger of “ bogeys,” as he called them, but the crucial role that reason 
played in his life. Reason was the light that dispelled darkness * turned 
ghosts into lace curtains, allowed men to confront and conquer the dark. 
Reason became a kind of religion. Even though he later came to admire 
the order and community of what he termed “higher religion,” he con
tinued to put his trust in reason rather than in mystery, in works rather 
than in faith. And he continued to look for men who could see beyond 
the “bogeys” and “constructed evils,” for great leaders who could 
direct the passions of lonely men in crowds and guide them toward 
higher paths. From the time he was a child he sought out these men.

He did not find them at home. His father was a kind and decent man, 
eager to provide luxuries for his son and proud of his accomplishments. 
But Jacob Lippmann was not the sort of man to inspire either adulation 
or dislike. He was a benign presence, generous but ineffectual. His 
wife, Daisy, dominated him, thereby inducing in Walter an anger to
ward his father he could never fully admit, even to himself. His disap
pointment and irritation took the form of a studied indifference. Rather 
than rejecting or struggling with his father, he simply ceased to take him 
seriously. When Jacob died of cancer in 1927, after a protracted and 
painful illness, Walter showed tender feeling but no sorrow. “ I couldn’t 
wish him to live more of the contracted and miserable existence which 
remained to him,” he wrote Judge Learned Hand.

When I received word of his death I was relieved. And then suddenly it seemed 
I forgot what he had been for two years and remembered him clearly as he once 
was. He was a very kind man with a kind of sweet humility and an unfailing 
good humor. He had so far as I knew no ambitions and no anxieties of any kind 
for himself, even when he knew that he was hopelessly ill.

We were never very intimate, but affectionately friendly; he always let me 
do whatever I wanted to do, even when he did not understand it, because he 
trusted me very much. When something I did got the obvious sort of recogni
tion he felt justified and was happy about it in a way which I had to pretend 
often to share.5

The death of his father, which Freud has described as the most poignant 
moment of a man’s life, did not appear to touch Walter deeply — or at 
least not in any way he could admit.

Fathers are not so easily discarded. Walter found his in a succession 
of strong leaders whom he greatly admired, and in a variety of older 
men to whom he became attached, men of strong character and personal
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warmth, such as Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, political theorist Gra
ham Wallas, Judge Learned Hand, art historian Bernard Berenson, 
presidential counselor Edward M. House and cabinet official Newton D. 
Baker. From the beginning he was drawn to men of purpose and daring. 
While some boys filled their rooms with baseball bats and pictures of 
athletes, he decorated his with a bust of Napoleon and an engraving of 
the emperor’s retreat from Moscow — and, as an aesthetic touch, the 
prow of a gondola and a reproduction of a fresco in the Sistine Chapel.

Other heroes were closer at hand. One was his teacher. At Dr. Julius 
Sachs ’s School for Boys on 59th Street just off Fifth Avenue — where 
he prepared for college on a rigorous program of history, classics and 
mathematics — Walter fell under the spell of his geography instructor, 
Fred Thompson. A good-looking, easygoing, athletic young man who 
also coached the school football team, “ Fritz” became a model of as
sertiveness and masculinity for a boy too much confined to a household 
of women. He also inspired a fascination with geography that was later 
to dominate his pupil’s view of foreign policy.

Their association continued even after Fritz went to Amherst College 
to teach history and Lippmann set off on his own career. “ In most re
spects he was the human being to whom I was the closest,” Lippmann 
later confessed. “He was my first friend, my first teacher, in all the im
probable things a father,” he told Thompson’s widow on his mentor’s 
death in 1935.6 To a boy who had rejected his own father, Fritz Thomp
son, with his warm laugh, his easy arm around the shoulder, his plea
sure in games and fellowship, played a vital role.

Fritz was one of the Gentile anomalies of Walter’s school, an institu
tion for children of the German-Jewish establishment run with Teutonic 
rigor by Dr. Sachs. The Sachs School for Boys, and its upper-level ex
tension, the Sachs Collegiate Institute, served as a training ground for 
the great Jewish families of New York. Because of its high standards, 
the school also attracted rich Catholics who did not want their children 
to mingle with the poor Irish in the parochial schools. The demanding 
curriculum, designed to produce cultivated young gentlemen who at the 
age of sixteen would be ready to enter either business or Harvard, in
cluded eleven hours of Greek and five of Latin each week. Walter, 
together with his neighbor and closest friend, Carl Binger, entered the 
Sachs school in September 1896, just a few days short of his seventh 
birthday.

Although predominantly Jewish in enrollment, the Sachs school was 
entirely secular in spirit. In this sense it was the perfect complement to 
the prestigious temple where the rich German Jews worshiped — the 
palace of reason and moderation known as Emanu-El. The symbol of 
Reform Judaism in America, Emanu-El — then located at Fifth Avenue 
and 43rd Street, before its move uptown — was hailed on its opening in
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1870 by the New York Times as “ the first to stand forward before the 
world and proclaim the dominion of reason over blind and bigoted 
faith.” As such, it turned its back on a ritualistic Orthodox Judaism — 
with its evocations of European ghettos and medieval cabalas — and 
sought to assimilate Jews into the mainstream of American life by 
“ modernizing” Judaism. In surroundings more resembling a church 
than a synagogue, women in hats and men without them worshiped 
together.

The fashionable members of the Emanu-El congregation, like many 
of their Protestant brethren, had been brought up to think of religion 
more as a social convention or an act of bonding than as an expression 
of piety. Instead of ushering its young men into the congregation by the 
ancient rite of bar mitzvah, Emanu-El granted them “ confirmation.” 
Walter was confirmed in May 1904 at fourteen. His religious instruction 
had been scant; his religious faith was minimal. In this sense he was like 
most German Jews of his class and background. Their Judaism was 
inherited rather than affirmed, and many sought to transmute their heri
tage into something less obtrusive, less “ foreign.”

Emanu-El also symbolized the desire of the German Jews to seal 
themselves off from their unassimilated brethren on the Lower East 
Side. The immigration waves that began in the 1870s had brought 
hundreds of thousands of Jews to New York, most of them refugees 
from the massacres and pogroms of eastern Europe. Impoverished, 
clinging to the ghetto for support, often socialist in their politics, these 
immigrants were distressingly foreign to the cultivated German Jews. 
The loud and abrasive newcomers, it was said uptown, gave Jews a bad 
name. A form of Jewish anti-Semitism developed. The rabbi of Emanu- 
El praised his congregation for having shed the “ shackles of medieval
ism” and for being “ no longer Oriental.” Being Oriental became a 
euphemism for being a Russian or Polish Jew. The American Hebrew 
echoed the sentiments of its uptown readers in declaring that the “ as
similation between Orientalism and Americanism . . . will never take 
place.” 7

The Lippmanns shared this aversion to “ Orientalism” and, although 
they could hardly be compared to the princely Schiffs, Warburgs and 
Loebs, considered themselves a part of New York’s Jewish society. 
Nearly every summer they made a tour of Europe, once taking Walter as 
far as St. Petersburg and Moscow. As befit those proud of their German 
culture, they crossed on the Hamburg-Amerika Line and took the waters 
at Baden-Baden, Carlsbad or Marienbad. During intervals between such 
excursions the Lippmanns escaped New York City’s summer heat at 
Saratoga or at that stretch of the Jersey shore known as the “ Jewish 
Newport.”

They had not always been so grand. Walter’s mother, Daisy Baum,
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had been bom in a modest wooden house with a garden and a picket 
fence on 84th Street just off Third Avenue. Jacob, as a child, had lived 
even more modestly, on West 22nd Street in the Chelsea district. Harris 
Baum had started out his career in America as a wholesale meat mer
chant, while Jacob’s father, Louis Lippmann, was a garment manufac
turer.

As a young man Jacob worked with his father and his two brothers, 
Henry and Leopold, in the family business. The shop took up two floors 
of a commercial building at Fourth and Prince streets, in what is now 
called the S0H0 district: one floor for sales and display, the other for 
cutting and sewing the garments. Theirs was one of the first clothing 
firms to use machines for cutting. The business prospered, providing the 
brothers with a handsome, though not spectacular, living.

Real money came into Jacob’s life after the death of Daisy’s father. 
Harris Baum had branched beyond the meat business into real estate. He 
had made some smart investments in downtown tenements and uptown 
apartments, and by the time he died was extremely well off. He left all 
his money to his wife, and on her death to Daisy. This enabled the 
Lippmanns to move first to a comfortable town house at 123 East 79th 
Street, and then to a grander one at 46 East 80th Street. It also permitted 
Jacob to retire from the clothing business and to engage in more gentle
manly pursuits, such as travel, the appreciation of fine art, and leisurely 
meals at good restaurants. His waist, along with his artistic sensibilities, 
expanded considerably.

Jacob and Daisy rarely spent an evening at home, unless they were 
entertaining friends. Their life was a constant round of concerts, plays 
and dinner parties. Every summer, when New York social life tapered 
off, they would go to Europe for the spas and museums. Walter always 
accompanied them, along with Daisy’s mother, who lived with the 
Lippmanns after Harris Baum’s death. They were a contented family, 
sure of their place in society: Jacob, florid and a bit stout from a life of 
overindulgence, good-natured, easy to please, a bit weak-willed; Daisy, 
a dazzling moth, high-spirited, elegantly turned out, a graduate of 
Hunter College at a time when few women aspired to higher education; 
Mrs. Baum, earthy and fun-loving, cultured and at home in three lan
guages, though not at all intellectual, doting on her only grandchild; and 
Walter, the prize possession, coiffed, groomed, overprotected, and left 
too much on his own.

Walter was neither particularly unhappy nor rebellious, although 
sometimes a bit lonely as an only child. He was coddled by his grand
mother, whom he adored; indulged by his father, whom he considered 
weak; and ignored by his mother, whom he came to dislike. Obedient 
and well-mannered, he did his homework, had a professional shampoo 
every week, and took the piano lessons that Daisy imposed upon him.
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Daisy loved music and was an accomplished pianist; Walter developed 
an aversion to music — a feeling he was never able to overcome no 
matter how many concerts he attended.

Walter grew up in a gilded Jewish ghetto. Virtually everyone he 
knew was wealthy, Jewish and of German background. His earliest and 
closest friends, the Binger brothers, Carl and Walter, came from a fam
ily like his. They drove their goat carts together in Central Park, were 
confirmed at Emanu-El, went to the same school, and thought of them
selves as part of a cultural and social elite. Unlike the immigrant Jews 
on the Lower East Side, they did not feel cut off from the mainstream of 
American culture. Indeed, they were eager to be a part of it, and be
lieved the path lay through assimilation. This meant submerging rather 
than affirming their Jewishness, relegating it to a small and unimportant 
part of their identity. For them Judaism was not a matter of pride or a 
question to be discussed, but an infirmity that could be rendered innocu
ous, perhaps unnoticeable, by being ignored. Assimilationist Jews like 
Lippmann and the Binger brothers married Gentiles and lived most of 
their adult lives in a largely Gentile social world. Theirs was a time 
when young intellectuals were inspired by a cultural cosmopolitanism 
that ignored or actively tried to eliminate ethnic differences. If assimila
tion was not the highest goal, it was at least a necessary way station on 
the road to a universal society.

But assimilation demanded a price. It meant being cut off from one’s 
origins and trying to fit into a society where one was never fully secure. 
However cosmopolitan one’s friends, or the world one traveled in, there 
were always moments when anger or passion might break the bonds of 
civility. Demagoguery and mass emotions were as threatening to the 
Jews of the Diaspora as to the Negroes of the American South. Civility, 
reason, respect for the law were valued by all civilized men, but perhaps 
particularly by the assimilated Jew, who had historical reason to feel 
threatened by a breakdown of the social order.

If Walter lived in a Jewish world, he was never fully of it. He was a 
young man whose interests knew no ethnic boundaries, and whose am
bitions would not be limited by them. He had no intention of being con
fined to a gilded ghetto, to its materialism, its political conservatism, its 
narrowness, and its exclusive Jewishness. Bom to privilege, living in a 
home where the arts were respected and enjoyed, admired by his 
teachers and well liked by his schoolmates, he had every reason to 
believe that he could be whatever he wanted. His father thought he 
should be a lawyer, and his debate coach, Arthur Garfield Hays, urged 
him to go to Columbia Law School after Harvard. But the law had little 
appeal for him. His sights were set on something more aesthetic, more 
elevated and humanistic. He would be an art historian. This taste was 
formed partially by Jacob, who escorted his son through the Metropoli-



tan on Sunday afternoons and through the great museums of Europe dur
ing the summers, and who had collected prints of paintings in a huge 
scrapbook that he showed Walter on winter nights. The taste was in
spired even more directly from Walter’s reading of the aesthetic and 
social criticism of John Ruskin.

The Stones o f Venice and Seven Lamps o f Architecture had snared 
him in Ruskin’s vision of a social order where political reform and aes
thetic purity went hand in hand. From Ruskin he acquired the tastes of a 
Victorian puritan, admiring the clean lines of preclassical Greek, Ro
manesque and early Gothic architecture, and deploring as vulgar all sec
ular art, including that of the Renaissance. The perfect model of a prim, 
adolescent aesthete, he echoed his master in deploring the corruption of 
the modern age.

During the summer of his junior year at Sachs, accompanying his 
parents on their annual wanderings around Europe, he haunted art mu
seums with a single-minded dedication. While Jacob and Daisy strolled 
through the Tuileries and lingered at the Café de la Paix, he took to 
spending his afternoons at the Louvre. There, one afternoon as he was 
inspecting Cimabue ’s Madonna and Child with the concentration of an 
appraiser, he was approached by a fashionably dressed American lady 
and her young companion. The lady, who introduced herself as Mrs. 
Gardner of Boston and her companion as Matthew Pritchard of the 
Simmons College art faculty, had seen him often at the museum and 
thought it curious that such a young man would spend so much time 
looking at paintings. As they fell into conversation she was immediately 
taken with his intelligence and charm, and offered to guide him through 
the galleries, which she obviously knew very well. Over the next few 
weeks they met frequently, with Mrs. Gardner explaining the pictures 
and their history. When they parted she gave him her address in Boston, 
and urged him to visit her when he enrolled at Harvard.

Walter was not nearly so naive as his cherubic face seemed to in
dicate. Within a few days after arriving in Cambridge in the fall of 
1906, he took the trolley across the Charles River to the pink Italianate 
villa on the Fenway. There Isabella Stewart Gardner received him wear
ing a long velvet gown very much like the one in which she had posed 
for the famous portrait by John Singer Sargent that adorned her remark
able palazzo. She showed him her collection of paintings, one of the 
finest in the world, and explained that it had been formed with the aid of 
Bernard Berenson. Later Berenson would come to play an important 
part in Lippmann’s own life.

Walter had already developed a taste for the world beyond books and 
paintings, and particularly beyond that of the Sachs school and Temple 
Emanu-El. Isabella Stewart Gardner offered a glimpse of that world — a 
world he would soon make his own. As he began his studies at Harvard
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in September 1906, still a few days short of his seventeenth birthday, he 
had no doubt that he would become an art historian, pursuing, with 
Ruskin as his model, the pleasures of an ait poetic in inspiration and re
formist in spirit.

Unfortunately, he had less interest in aesthetics than he had imagined, 
and it was not long before he replaced Ruskin with other heroes. But 
then many things at Harvard turned out to be different — and not 
always agreeably so — than he had imagined.
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Harvard 10

Gentlemen, the future President o f the United 
States!

—  John Reed, introducing Lippmann, 1908

W h e n  he arrived in Cambridge in the fall of 1906, Walter was 
ready, or so he thought, to launch his new life as a Harvard gen
tleman. He came prepared with several trunks of clothes, including half 

a dozen tailored suits cleverly cut to conceal his chubbiness, two tennis 
rackets and several dozen indispensable books. He was not intimidated 
by Harvard. Sachs, after all, had a tradition of turning out Harvard- 
bound men, and had prepared him to handle any academic challenge he 
was likely to meet.

What it had not — what it could not have — prepared him for was 
the social challenge. He thought he would scale the social peaks at Har
vard as easily as he had at Sachs. But he had not realized quite how 
many Harvards there were, and how little they overlapped. There was a 
Harvard of athletes; a Harvard of the scholars intent on graduate school; 
of the good-time boys who would later be selling bonds on Wall Street 
or State Street; of the privileged young men from proper families, with 
their social clubs like Porcellian and the A.D., who perfunctorily sat in 
on an occasional class; of outsiders searching for kindred souls; and of 
rebels eager to defy authority.

For quarters, Walter was assigned a single room in Weld Hall, one of 
the dingiest dormitories in the Yard. It had neither running water nor 
central heating. A small fireplace provided the only warmth, and the 
nearest bath was at the gymnasium two blocks away. But Carl Binger 
had a room just one floor below, and it was not long before Walter 
made new friends in class or over meals at Memorial Hall and Randall 
Hall. There he met a good many upperclassmen, for one of the innova
tions of President Charles W. Eliot had been to put all the undergrad-



uates together in the Yard rather than segregating freshmen in separate 
dormitories.

By the time Lippmann entered Harvard the legendary Eliot was near
ing the end of his forty-year tenure as president of the university. A man 
of awesome energies, Victorian integrity, and an unshakable faith in 
science and progress, “ a little bit like God walking around,” as Lipp
mann later said of him,1 Eliot had come to Harvard in 1869, when there 
were only 563 students in the college. On his departure in 1909 there 
were nearly 2,000. He sought out the best scholars, gave them academic 
freedom, inaugurated the free elective system for undergraduates, and 
developed the university into a college surrounded by a cluster of au
tonomous professional schools. The elective system, which opened the 
intellectual resources of the university to undergraduates, was a liberat
ing draft for those who could handle it. Students were encouraged to 
strike out on their own. One of the purposes of a Harvard education, 
Eliot told the 605 entering freshmen of Lippmann’s class, was “ to allow 
each man to think and do as he pleases.”

Some of the students took advantage of that freedom, rebelling — at 
least for a time — against convention, and even against the university 
itself. “There was talk of the world, and daring thought, and intellectual 
insurgency; heresy has always been a Harvard institution,” John Reed 
wrote of his college days. “ Students themselves criticized the faculty 
for not educating them, attacked the sacred institution of intercollegiate 
athletics, sneered at undergraduate clubs so holy that no one dared men
tion their names.” 2 Yet the undergraduates were not so daring as they 
thought. Rebellion was also part of the Harvard tradition. Experi
mentation and free thought, not indoctrination, were the goals of the 
Harvard education under Eliot. “ Our undisciplinables are our proudest 
product,” the philosopher William James declared at a commencement 
dinner.

For intellectually curious boys like Walter the atmosphere was excit
ing, “ At Harvard class distinction counts for nothing,” he reported to 
the boys back at Sachs in an article for the school magazine. “Men of 
all types and purposes are thrown together in dormitory, dining hall and 
on the athletic field . . .  the scientific student is expected to know po
etry, and the aesthete is generally interested in physics.” 3 Green fresh
men may have been thrown together with seasoned upperclassmen in 
dormitories and dining halls, but strong class distinction persisted at 
Harvard. The richer undergraduates shunned the Yard for the spacious 
new private dormitories on Mount Auburn Street, the “ Gold Coast,” as 
it was called because of its comparative magnificence. Private social 
clubs dominated most undergraduate activities and closed their doors to 
those considered “ unsuitable. ” Rough was the path and narrow the gate 
that led to the acme of Harvard social life: the final clubs. In their soph-
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omore year, athletes, men of social distinction, hard workers, such as 
editors of the Crimson and the Lampoon, and the managers of the major 
athletic teams were chosen for the three “ waiting clubs.” From these a 
handful of the elect gained admission to the prestigious final clubs.

Since one path lay through athletics, Walter, eager to make the grade 
socially, entered the competition for manager of the freshman track 
team. When he won the post of second assistant manager, he thought he 
was in the running for the waiting clubs. But the clubs were not inter
ested in Jews, or for that matter in those who did not “ fit”— who were 
from public high schools or the hinterlands, or were obviously intellec
tual, or in some way “ odd.” Rejection was part of the game. This 
rejection made some boys, like Walter’s friend David Carb, feel worth
less, while it inspired others, like John Reed, to a personal awareness of 
social injustice. By the end of his freshman year, Walter, realizing he 
was not going to make the clubs, dropped out of the athletic circle and 
concentrated on the intellectual side of Harvard.

Taking advantage of the system of free electives, he sought out the 
star professors: Hugo Münsterberg and Edwin B. Holt in psychology, 
George Lyman Kittredge and Barrett Wendell in English, Irving Babbitt 
in French literature, George Santayana in philosophy. During his first 
three years he took seven courses in philosophy, five in languages 
(Latin, French and Italian), three in English and comparative literature, 
three in economics, and one each in history and government — but not 
a single course in mathematics or the sciences. The work was not 
hard — Sachs had prepared him well — and he spent most of his time 
reading in the library. By the end of his third year, with mostly A’s and 
a few B’s, he made Phi Beta Kappa and had enough credits to graduate, 
but decided to stay on for a fourth year to do advanced work in philoso- 
phy.

This easygoing academic schedule left him with a good deal of free 
time for writing and for late-night bull sessions in the Yard. Above all it 
allowed him to wander through College Library. Having been saturated 
in the classics at Sachs, he set out to devour modern social critics like 
Ibsen, Shaw and Wells, and novelists like Hardy, Meredith, Galsworthy 
and Kipling. These writers seemed to speak a new language, promising 
liberation from the inherited privilege, outmoded social conventions, 
and moral smugness of the Victorian world. Caught up in the spirit of 
these critics he memorized whole paragraphs from Wells’s Tono-Bungay 
and The New Machiavelli, and read passages from Shaw ’s Man o f Des
tiny to his friends. Their fervor aroused him to flights of indignation: 
“ Ibsen and Shaw have shown us with perfect truth that morality is not 
respectability, that the Life Force is above marriage laws, that society is 
against the individual,” he wrote Lucile Elsas, a New York girl with 
whom he was conducting a shy romance. “ We have seen that the curse
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of great fortunes is the degradation of the poor, that social position is 
built upon the slum.” Naturally, the duty of those who had seen the 
light was to lead the way. ‘‘In the work of uplifting we cannot do too 
much.” 4

While his social conscience burgeoned, Walter also hovered on the 
fringes of aestheticism. The Celtic revival was afoot, and like many 
literary-minded undergraduates he savored the poems of Yeats, Synge 
and Dunsany. Joining the Circolo Italiano, he studied Dante. This led, 
naturally, to a passion for Swinburne, and late in the evenings he would 
recite to his friends lines like ‘ ‘The lilies and languors of virtue and the 
roses and raptures of vice” — though he himself focused more on the 
lilies. In the spirit of the day he staunchly proclaimed the need to 
embrace the world, advising Lucile that salvation lay in ‘‘saying with 
Nietzsche, ‘Yes, to the universe . . . then and only then are we divine 
and immortal.’ ” 5

Yea-saying was very much in vogue at Harvard at the time, and it did 
not take Walter long to find a circle of men eager to talk about rapture, 
joy, beauty and the life-force. Besides his oldest friend, Carl Binger, he 
drew close to Ernest Westcott and to Kenneth Hunter; to Dave Carb and 
Lee Simonson, the star pupils of George Pierce Baker’s “47 Work
shop” in play writing; to a Hindu prince named Gupta, who followed 
him around like a spaniel and quoted his remarks as though they were 
graven on stone; to the poet Paul Mariett, who died of cancer before 
graduation; and to troubled Alfred Kuttner, whose interest in psychiatry 
first made Lippmann aware of Freud.

While none of these men fitted into the clubman ’s Harvard — being 
either odd, Jewish or improperly connected — they were part of an ex
traordinary group. Walter’s class of 1910 was probably the most illustri
ous Harvard ever produced, including not only journalist John Reed, but 
T. S. Eliot, already writing poems while in training for the freshman 
track team; Robert Edmond Jones, who transformed American stage 
design; Hans von Kaltenborn, later a well-known radio commentator; 
Bronson Cutting, who would become a senator from New Mexico; 
Hey wood Broun, Lippmann’s colleague on the New York World in the 
1920s; and the promising poet Alan Seeger, who died in the First World 
War. Just ahead of the Class of ’10 came the literary triumvirate of 
Edward Sheldon, Van Wyck Brooks and John Hall Wheelock; just 
after, the poet Conrad Aiken.

They wrote plays and poems, edited the literary and political maga
zines, and argued long into the night. Lippmann’s room at Weld Hall 
became a place for them to sit around the fire while drinking beer, read
ing poetry, and speculating on their professors and the meaning of life. 
‘‘It has been such a wild time,” Walter wrote Lucile after one of these 
sessions; “ metaphysics, Socialism, art theories, Schopenhauer, a vi-
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tality in religion — every night till late in the morning and then dissatis
faction and bed.” Lest she get the wrong idea, he told her that “dissat
isfaction is the price we pay when we’re young for vision . . .  it is 
better never to see and to realize, than to see and realize and not tran
scend the vision.” Their ideal, he explained, was “ to build a citadel of 
human joy upon the slum of misery . . .  to give the words ‘the 
brotherhood of man’ a meaning.” 6

One way to bring about such a lofty ambition was through the pen. 
Writing seemed as natural to Walter and his friends as arguing at the 
dinner table. Barrett Wendell used to tell them — on the assumption 
that they would all one day be authors — that in writing a book they 
must be sure it opened and ended well, but that the parts in between did 
not matter so much. To tighten his prose style Walter signed up in his 
sophomore year for the advanced composition course taught by Charles 
Copeland. “ Copey,” as he was known to admirers and detractors alike, 
had attracted and trained some of Harvard’s best writers. A former actor 
and a biographer of Edwin Booth, he loved to perform. He would sum
mon his students to his office to have them read aloud from their papers. 
Retiring to a sofa he would close his eyes, and as the terrified student 
read, he would shout out, “ Awkward!” or “ Purple prose!”

Walter’s leanings toward the purple were knocked out and stomped 
upon by Copey, and he soon became one of his teacher’s pets. One time 
as he was reading a paper, Copey shouted at him: “ Lippmann, put in 
the margin, ‘Your pen drips vitriol.’ ” Copey knew no higher compli
ment. Not everyone responded to Copey’s brutal methods, fey manners, 
and obvious favoritism for the talented and the handsome. Some found 
him shallow and mean-spirited. But Lippmann learned a lot during those 
nerve-racking sessions at Hollis Hall, where, as he later wrote in tribute 
to Copey, “ you began to feel that out of the darkness all around you 
long fingers were searching through the layers of fat and fluff to find 
your bones and muscles.” 7 

In college magazines like the Monthly and the Illustrated, Lippmann 
put into practice what he had learned from Copey. In typical Harvard 
fashion, he devoted one of his first published articles to an attack on a 
professor. Barrett Wendell, an Anglophile defender of gentility, had 
written a book called The Privileged Classes, in which he charged that 
true culture had been debased by mass taste. Such elitism offended 
Lippmann’s liberal scruples. The simple workingman, he wrote in re
tort, “ has gone on genially producing houses he will never enter except 
to repair them, producing food while his own children go to school 
unfed; building automobiles so that fashionable ladies may take their 
Teddy Bears out for an airing in Newport.” 8

Such bold words lifted the hearts of all lovers of social justice. 
Among them was William James. Bored in his retirement and restless
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after the publication of his great work Pragmatism the previous year, 
the sixty-six-year-old philosopher was always on the lookout for new 
ideas and new people. An iconoclast by nature and a Whitmanesque 
democrat by temperament, he was suspicious of whatever was hal
lowed, and willing to give any theory a respectful hearing. He assumed 
that there must be a grain of truth in everything. Barrett Wendell's cul
tural absolutism was obviously the antithesis of everything he believed 
in. Nothing gave him greater pleasure than to see snobs like Wendell 
shot down, even by supercilious undergraduates.

In characteristically impromptu fashion, James decided to congratu
late the young author in person. Early one fall morning in 1908, the 
nineteen-year-old Lippmann responded to a knock on his door at Weld 
Hall and found the white-bearded philosopher on the other side. “ I ’m 
William James,” he said, as though he were not a living institution to 
every Harvard student. “ I thought I ’d drop by and tell you how much I 
liked that article on Wendell.” Recovering from his stupefaction, and 
quick, as always, to seize upon an opportunity, Lippmann suggested 
that they take a little walk together through the Yard. They chatted of 
cultural fossils like Wendell, the bright promise of socialism, and the 
lectures James was preparing to give the following year on pluralism. 
The philosopher, impressed by Lippmann’s charm and intellectual curi
osity, suggested he come to tea.

The invitation became a weekly ritual. Every Thursday morning at 
eleven Lippmann crossed the Yard to take tea with James and his wife 
at their house on Irving Street. Conversation ranged over politics, re
ligion, ethics, whatever struck James’s fancy. Lippmann responded 
eagerly to the philosopher’s passion for social reform, commitment to 
experimentation, abhorrence of dogma, and deep sense of personal 
morals. His talk with James, he wrote his parents after their first meet
ing, was “ the greatest thing that has happened to me in my college 
life.” 9

William James was a liberating influence on an entire generation. 
Man, he declared in words that ardent youths like Lippmann took to 
heart, must “ live today by what truth he can get, be ready tomorrow to 
call it a falsehood.” Rejecting all dogma, except, of course, his own 
dogma of iconoclasm, he exalted skepticism to a philosophical princi
ple. In place of the gloomy Social Darwinism of Herbert Spencer, or the 
ephemeral Idealism of Josiah Royce, he preached experimentation, 
pluralism and action. Downgrading intellectualism, he exalted will over 
reason, and urged his young disciples to give up logic “ fairly, squarely, 
and irrevocably,” substituting for it “ reality, life, experience, con
creteness and immediacy.”

As a young man eager to remake the world and kick over the con
straints of an inherited Victorian cosmology., Lippmann was drawn to



idol-smashing. James provided an intellectual justification. This alone 
made him a culture hero. Through his writings, and even more through 
his weekly conversations over tea, James aroused in his young follower 
an interest in science and experimentation, persuaded him that religion 
could be reconciled with science by the standards of empiricism, and 
evoked realms of consciousness beyond everyday experience. In his first 
book, written a few years later, Lippmann was echoing James when he 
proclaimed that “ no moral judgment can decide the value of life, no 
ethical theory can announce any intrinsic good.” 10 The philosopher 
taught him some lessons he never forgot. One was meliorism, the belief 
that things could be improved but never perfected. Another was practi
cality — that men had to make decisions without worrying about 
whether they were perfect: “ We must choose, whether we will it or not, 
and where all is doubt,” as Lippmann later wrote. James also taught 
him discipline — that every writer should set down at least a thousand 
words a day, whether or not he felt like it, even whether or not he had 
anything to say.

James’s openness to new ideas, his warm character, his life-embrac
ing optimism revealed how philosophy could help enrich human life. 
Even though Lippmann later strayed far from his mentor’s pragmatic 
iconoclasm, he never lost his admiration for this gentle and kindly man. 
When James died in the summer of 1910, Lippmann, just out of col
lege, eulogized him in his first signed article as a journalist. James, he 
wrote, was a man who “ listened for truth from anybody, and from any
where, and in any form, from Emma Goldman, the pope or a sopho
more; preached from a pulpit, a throne or a soap-box.” He was “ per
haps the most tolerant man of our generation.” 11

If James taught Lippmann to open his mind to new ideas, others, less 
fatherly and far less gentle, also had a powerful effect on him. One was 
Irving Babbitt, the enfant terrible of the French department. Bran
dishing the battered, but still unbowed, standard of classical humanism, 
Babbitt vitriolically denounced the modern vices — materialism, 
science and naturalism. “There are tastes that deserve the cudgel,” he 
would cry out to the delight of his students, scattering notes and bits of 
paper stuck in the books from which he indignantly quoted. Above all, 
Babbitt detested Romanticism, believing that its self-righteous anti- 
intellectualism and its mindless assumption that all men were innately 
good debased all cultural and moral standards.

Most undergraduates looked on Babbitt as an anachronism, one of the 
characters the university had provided for their amusement. Yet on 
some he made an indelible impression. T. S. Eliot was one, and in a 
different way, so was Lippmann. At first Lippmann detested Babbitt’s 
Tory conservatism. Like most young men he admired Rousseau, be
lieved that “ the people” really were good and were corrupted by soci-
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ety, and that their “general will“ should be obeyed. Babbitt under
mined that faith. He showed how the supreme values of Western 
civilization had been built by men with a vision of excellence who were 
willing to defy the corrupt tastes and the fleeting passions of the com
mon people, how the substitution of will and instinct for reason could 
wipe away the thin veneer of civilization and leave men naked to their 
own brute passions, how democracy itself rested on restraining the 
power of the majority. The young Lippmann resisted this, found it of
fensive, elitist, antimajoritarian. But a decade later he was a good deal 
closer to Babbitt than to James.

Harvard’s other great influence on Lippmann was George Santayana. 
A Catholic freethinker who valued religion aesthetically rather than as a 
guide to morality, he was a prolific writer of exquisite sensibilities who 
had been teaching in the Philosophy Department since the year of Lipp
mann’s birth. During that time Santayana had made an impressive repu
tation and a great many enemies. He had little time for colleagues whom 
he considered intellectually feeble, and even less for Boston society. 
But he had devoted disciples, for he was a superb teacher whose subtle 
mind was complemented by a compelling classroom presence and a po
etic literary style.

Though he had come to America from Spain as a child and had taken 
his degree in philosophy at Harvard under Royce and James, Santayana 
claimed he was American only “ by long association,” and he took a 
certain pride in his distance. “ I see by my little Spanish paper that Pres
ident Taft isn’t very popular,” he once told Lippmann. By temperament 
and by choice he was estranged from both Spain and his adopted land. 
“ A man’s feet should be planted in his country,” he said, “ but his eyes 
should survey the world.” Alien everywhere, Santayana’s mind wan
dered across the continents and the centuries, his sharp tongue de
molishing academic pedantry and the cultural colonialism of what he 
mockingly called “ the genteel tradition.”

There was a physical fascination about the man that was hard to pin 
down. Lippmann once described him as “ resembling Leonardo’s Mona 
Lisa with a little pointed beard,” while Max Eastman thought him 
“dangerously fascinating” with eyes like Milton’s Satan.12 Dangerous 
or not, the undergraduates found him mysterious and exotic. Always 
elegantly dressed, often with piqué vest, spats, and suede gloves, he 
would stand at the lectern, stare into space, and, never once glancing at 
a note, give lectures that could have been printed verbatim. He seemed 
a visitor from another shore, always “ gazing over our heads as if look
ing for the sail that was to bear him home,” in Lee Simonson’s words. 
Soon it did. In 1912 he retired from Harvard at the age of forty-nine and 
spent the forty remaining years of his life in Europe, first in Oxford, 
then in Rome. There he produced some of his most important works.



including the four-volume Realms o f Being, a three-volume autobiog
raphy, and a novel.

Lippmann first encountered Santayana in 1907, during the fall of his 
sophomore year, when he signed up for the introductory course in Greek 
philosophy. The experience was disturbing. With his devastating wit, 
precise turn of phrase, and corrosive intellect, Santayana challenged 
most of the nineteenth-century shibboleths of progress and moral uplift 
that Lippmann had grown up believing. In their place he offered a neo- 
Platonic naturalism, positing that everything man experiences comes 
from nature and has a potential to develop toward an ideal end. With his 
poetic sensibility and gift for language, he described the goal of man’s 
existence as a struggle for excellence, an effort to capture the harmony 
and beauty of the human spirit.

At first Lippmann resisted Santayana’s subtly insinuating philosophy. 
But soon he was overwhelmed by it. While still in the introductory 
course he plunged into Santayana’s five-volume Life o f Reason, pub
lished just a few years earlier. During his third year he struggled be
tween the rival visions of Santayana and James, but soon fell under the 
Spaniard’s spell. Abandoning any thought of becoming an art historian 
or, as his family still hoped, a lawyer, he concentrated on philosophy, 
taking every course Santayana offered — some of them virtual tutorial 
sessions. One course, which Santayana was using as a testing ground 
for his book Three Philosophical Poets, made such an impression on 
Lippmann that he organized his third year around it, reading Lucretius 
in Latin, Dante in Italian, and Goethe’s Faust in German.

The philosopher had drawn his star pupil into his net, enlisting him as 
a dinner companion on forays into Boston, making him an audience for 
malicious remarks about his colleagues. He had irrevocably demolished 
Walt Whitman for Lippmann by pointing out the poet’s “ corrupt desire 
to be primitive. ” Nor was he more charitable to James, whose philoso
phy he compared to the Polish constitution: if a single vote were cast 
against the majority, nothing could be enacted. Dismissing James’s ex
perimental pragmatism as “ romantic cosmology’’ (James had described 
Santayana’s doctoral thesis as “ the perfection of rottenness’’), he ob
served with caustic accuracy that it would depress James to have to 
confess that any important question was finally answered. If he 
squirmed at such gibes, Lippmann nonetheless found Santayana intellec
tually irresistible. Having finished his course work in three years, he 
decided to stay on at Harvard for a fourth year to work on a master’s 
degree when the Spaniard offered him the post of assistant in his intro
ductory philosophy course.

They made a curious combination: the fine-boned philosopher with 
his burning dark eyes, noble brow, and quizzical smile; the eager pupil 
whose quick intelligence and passionate idealism shone in a face still
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round and a bit unformed. Superficially they were worlds apart, Lipp- 
mann all intensity and indignation faced with the inequities of society, 
Santayana bemused by the human condition, preferring to pass his lei
sure in the company of handsome athletes rather than with colleagues or 
Boston matrons.

There was no drawing close to Santayana. “ Aloofness and facile con
tempt were his defects,” wrote Bertrand Russell, “ and because of 
them, although he could be admired, he was a person whom it was dif
ficult to love.” Yet Santayana struck a powerful chord in Lippmann. 
From Santayana the poet he learned the importance of writing gracefully 
as well as clearly; from Santayana the humanist he learned to value the 
classical virtues of measure and restraint. It was Santayana who steered 
him away from the Idealism of Josiah Royce and from the experimental 
pluralism of William James, Santayana who instilled in him a striving 
for excellence as the highest goal of a life guided by reason. “Our lives 
must be given over to the most beautiful ones, for beauty alone, physi
cal or intellectual or spiritual, has the power of completeness,” an im
pressionable Walter wrote Lucile in phrases turned from Santayana. 
“ Beauty alone is immortal, not skin-deep as cynics say, because 
fullness is the essence of immortality.'*13

Except for the exuberant books of his early youth, Lippmann’s works 
bear the imprint of Santayana’s search for a reality beyond experience, 
one rooted in neo-Platonic “essences,” eternal values, and a “detached 
contemplation of earthly things,” as Santayana himself described it. 
While James’s praise of instinct and experimentation, his war against 
dogma and abstract intellectualism, captured the imagination of the 
young Lippmann, Santayana’s doctrine that the “ function of reason is to 
dominate experience,” and his fear that excessive democracy would es
tablish a tyranny of the majority, “ the most cruel and unprogressive of 
masters,” proved more enduring. Lippmann came to see James’s prag
matism, with its moral relativism and its belief that truth was to be made 
rather than found, far less compelling than Santayana’s search for abso
lute moral values that couki be reconciled with human experience. “ 1 
love James more than any very great man I ever saw,” he wrote Ber
nard Berenson a decade after leaving Harvard, “ but increasingly I find 
Santayana inescapable.”

In Santayana’s emotional detachment Lippmann also saw a quality he 
recognized in himself. The year after he left Harvard he wrote a sketch 
of Santayana, perceptive in its judgment, but as revealing of the student 
as of the teacher. “The serenity and aloofness of Santayana shut him 
out of the rank of prophets,” wrote the twenty-one-year-old Lippmann.

You feel at times that his ability to see the world steady and whole is a kind of 
tragic barrier between him and the common hopes of ordinary men. It’s as if he
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saw all forest and no trees. He filled active souls with a sense of the unbridge
able chasm between any ideal o f perfection and the squeaky, rickety progress 
of human affairs. There is something o f the pathetic loneliness o f the spectator 
about him. You wish he would jump on the stage and take part in the show. 
Then you realize that he wouldn’t be the author of The Life o f  Reason if he did.

“ For it is a fact,” Lippmann added, perhaps more revealingly than he 
realized, “ that a man can’t see the play and be in it too.’’14

When he wrote those lines Lippmann did not feel he had to choose 
between being a spectator and being a participant. He wanted to see the 
play and be in it too. It took him somewhat longer to realize that to “ see 
the world steadily and whole ’ ’ was as much a matter of temperament as 
of choice.



►- 3
A  Friend of the Masses

I long to . . . reach some small portion of the 
“masses” so that in the position not of a teacher but of 
a friend, I may lay open real happiness to them.

— To Lucile Elsas, c. 1908

T h e  subtle lure of Santayana’s neo-Platonic essences was rudely 
shattered for Lippmann during the spring of his second year at Har
vard. A week before Easter 1908 a fire ravaged the slums of the nearby 

city of Chelsea, leaving thousands homeless. He joined a brigade of 
Harvard students who volunteered to help the victims. Although he had 
spent some time working with underprivileged children at Hale House, a 
Boston settlement, this was his first experience with poor people. The 
working class had been an abstraction: anonymous janitors, policemen, 
shop clerks. As he roamed the smoldering tenements he saw poverty for 
the first time as a human reality.

On returning to the Yard he began to relate what he had seen to the 
social criticism he had been reading. Shaw’s plays and Wells’s novels 
took on a different meaning. Until then his social concern had been sen
timental and literary. Now he began to question the system that pro
duced such inequality. He began to relate it to socialism. The subject 
was daring even at Harvard and unthinkable in the social world he had 
come from, a world in which, as he later wrote, the name of a Democrat 
like Grover Cleveland ‘ ‘was uttered with monstrous dread in the house
hold,” and where William Jennings Bryan was “ an ogre from the 
West.” 1 He read The Communist Manifesto and some of Karl Marx’s 
shorter essays, but disliked the emphasis on class struggle and felt that 
inciting the masses to mob action was not a desirable way to bring about 
a better society. Like most children of the Progressive era, he wanted to 
make society more equitable, not turn it upside down.

In search of reform without revolution, he found what he wanted in 
the British Fabians. Organized in the 1880s by Beatrice and Sidney



Webb, the Fabian Society had attracted an impressive group of writers 
and intellectuals, including H. G. Wells and George Bernard Shaw. 
Preaching moderation, emphasizing education, and confining their 
membership to a small group of the “enlightened,” the Fabians took 
just enough of Marx to be modern, while eliminating everything that 
threatened social stability. Convinced that nothing constructive could be 
done by the masses, they favored the creation of a small core of selfless 
leaders — what Wells had called a “ new mass of capable men” — 
mostly scientists and engineers with a “ strong imperative to duty.” 
Subordinating their appetites to the service of the state, these men and 
women would surmount the inefficiency and prejudices of popular de
mocracy. Fabianism appealed to intellectuals like Lippmann because it 
so perfectly expressed the desire of the middle-class reformer to ‘ ‘level 
up” rather than to “ level down,” to transform the poor into contented 
bourgeois rather than to seize the state apparatus, and to put power in 
the hands of an intellectual elite.

Lippmann burrowed into the stacks of College Library, devouring 
the Fabian texts: the Webbs’ Industrial Democracy and Report on the 
Poor Laws, the novels of Wells, the political essays of Shaw and H. N. 
Hyndman. From these he delved into the futurist classics: William Mor
ris’s News from Nowhere, Thomas More’s Utopia, and Edward Bel
lamy’s Looking Backward. After hearing a talk on socialism at Faneuil 
Hall he had been “ walking on air all day,” he told Lucile. “ Isn’t it a 
thing great enough to make you feel like getting down on your knees 
and worshipping man to find that in the center of American conserva
tism . . . people are today discussing the fundamental errors of our 
government?” A week later he announced his conversion. “ I have 
come around to socialism as a creed,” he told Lucile. “ I do believe in it 
passionately and fearlessly — not that all men are equal, for that is a 
misapplication of democracy — I believe that the people must express 
themselves in an organized society where religion is the dynamic.” 2 
The young convert’s questioning of equality was characteristically Fa
bian, as was the equating of religion with Justice, Progress and Ef
ficiency.

His social conscience aroused by the Chelsea fire and his intellect 
engaged by the Fabian tracts, Lippmann worked closely with a socialist 
discussion group at Harvard. In March 1908 he and eight undergraduates 
had formed the Socialist Club to consider, according to its manifesto,
‘ ‘all schemes of social reform which aimed at a radical reconstruction of 
society.”  The group unanimously elected Lippmann, its organizer and 
most effective debater, as president. In its first official action the club 
applied for a charter from the Intercollegiate Socialist Society (ISS), a 
coordinating body founded by Clarence Darrow and Jack London in
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The budding Fabians set up a reference library in Hiram Moderwell ’s 
dormitory room, and every other week held meetings to discuss papers 
written by the members on equality and injustice. “ If anyone taking a 
bird’s eye view of Cambridge at one o ’clock in the morning were to see 
five or six groups of excited Harvard men gesticulating wildly on 
various street comers,’’ Lippmann wrote in an article for a school maga
zine, “ let him know that the Socialist Club held a meeting that eve
ning.’’ In addition to gesticulating wildly, the young socialists also in
vited speakers such as Lincoln Steffens, the muckraker journalist; 
Florence Kelley, head of the National Consumers’ League and a pioneer 
of the women’s movement; Morris Hillquit of the Socialist party; James 
Mac Kaye, author of The Economy o f Happiness; and such local writers 
as Charles Zueblin and B. O. Flower. William James extended his bless
ing, while George Santayana and Ralph Barton Perry came to speak. 
For Harvard, where the annual Hasty Pudding show was still the leading 
undergraduate activity, the Socialist Club was a daring iconoclasm. “ He 
who listens carefully enough,’’ Lippmann wrote in an effort to tantalize 
his fellow students, “ will hear at Harvard heresies about private prop
erty which ten years ago would have been denounced by the public 
press as leading straight to atheism, to free love, and all the other hor
rors that terrified ignorance can conjure up.’’3

Not content to debate issues, the young socialists challenged the uni
versity to stop exploiting ill-paid workers, permit women speakers, and 
offer full credit for a course in socialism. They even reached beyond 
Harvard Square, drawing up a socialist platform for municipal elections 
and introducing bills into the state legislature. Their aim was to over
come what Lippmann described as the “ suffocating discretions, the res
ervations, and the bland silence” of college life. Fired by his new faith, 
he helped found the Social Politics Club, joined the Debating Club and 
the Philosophical Club, wrote for the political Harvard Illustrated, 
edited by his classmate Kaltenborn, and for the more literary Harvard 
Monthly, then under the direction of Edward Eyre Hunt — his socialist 
“ comrade. ”

He became part of a group of rebel agitators whose aim, in John 
Reed’s words, was “to make undergraduates take sides, grow angry, to 
split the university in sides on every question.” “ I ’m very happy,” 
Walter wrote Lucile of his work at the Cambridge Social Union, “ be
cause it gives me an opportunity of working in the exact field I long 
to — to reach some small portion of the ‘masses ’ so that in the position 
not of a teacher but of a friend, I may lay open real happiness to 
them.” 4

As he developed confidence in himself as a writer, he turned out a 
stream of articles for the school magazines extolling the superiority of 
socialism, decrying the commercialism of college athletics, and defend-
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ing the women’s movement. “They are unladylike, just as the Boston 
Tea Party was ungentlemanly, and our Civil War bad form,” he wrote 
of the suffragettes. “ But unfortunately in this world great issues are not 
won by good manners.” He even took on A. Lawrence Lowell, who 
had succeeded Charles W. Eliot as president of Harvard in 1909, for 
decreeing that freshmen could no longer live in the same buildings as 
upperclassmen. This, he charged, discriminated in favor of the opulent 
private dormitories on Mount Auburn Street and meant ‘ ‘the grouping of 
men by the amount of rent they are willing to pay, by fashion or tradi
tion . . .  the reproduction at Harvard of the same social stratification 
which exists in the world.” 5

Although the Socialist Club had fifty members by the fall of 1909, 
most undergraduates remained indifferent to the great political issues. 
“ We move in a political darkness,” Lippmann complained in the 
Monthly. “We fail to grasp the overwhelming duties that freedom im
poses on the individual; our consciences are not social; we are ‘hope
lessly private persons.’ ” There was nothing wrong in being dissatis
fied, he told the undergraduates, but it was “ decidedly ridiculous for 
young men to be ‘conservative, ’ for it means that they will probably be 
‘stand-patters’ — when they grow older. Men who are ‘orthodox’ when 
they are young are in danger of being middle-aged all their lives.” He 
even tried to activate younger boys. “ Join the sleepy political clubs and 
wake them up,” he wrote in an article for his old school paper. “ Make 
them count for what they ought to count in college life. . . .You will 
do your studying eagerly because it will seem to have a connection with 
interesting and important events.” 6

Eager to make that connection himself, he did not confine his socialist 
activities to Harvard. As an effective public speaker, his delivery re
fined from years of training as a debater, he was greatly in demand at 
other socialist clubs, and was often called on by the Intercollegiate So
cialist Society. When the ISS held its first convention in New York 
early in 1910, Lippmann was a featured speaker. Later that year he 
joined the executive committee and toured other campuses to give pep 
talks.

As an apostle of socialism, Lippmann was excited to discover that 
Graham Wallas, one of the original Fabians, would be at Harvard in the 
spring of 1910 to teach a seminar in politics. Unlike academic political 
scientists. Wallas had written political tracts, addressed mass meetings, 
and even run for office on the Labor party ticket. He was also a bit of a 
renegade. Having been a guiding director of the Fabian Society, he had 
dramatically resigned in 1904 following a quarrel with the Webbs. To 
undergraduates who had only read about such distant and dramatic per
sonalities, the chance to come into contact with one was irresistible. In
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his last term at Harvard Walter, with considerable anticipation, joined 
six other students in signing up for Wallas’s seminar.

The fiery British radical turned out to be a shy and diffident man, 
given to jotting down notes on little bits of paper and stuffing them into 
his pockets whenever an idea came to mind. “ Rather slovenly, slightly 
pedantic,” in H. G. Wells’s description, he was also a noble-spirited 
teacher, and behind the bland demeanor lay a subtle and original mind. 
Two years earlier, with the publication of his book Human Nature in 
Politics, Wallas had set off a small furor by contending that politics, 
like human life, was an essentially irrational phenomenon. People made 
political judgments, not by a judicious weighing of the facts and their 
probable consequences, but as they made other judgments — through 
instinct, prejudice and habit. The trouble with political science, he 
argued, was that it refused to take human nature into account, preferring 
to examine statistics.

For Lippmann, who had been taught that politics was about constitu
tions, elections and legislative committees, Wallas’s approach was a 
revelation. Demonstrating that principles and institutions meant little 
unless based on human motivation, Wallas taught him to look suspi
ciously on political scientists who could, in the scathing words Lipp
mann himself later used, talk about “ the national will of America as if 
it were a single stream of pure water which ran its course through sil
ver pipes laid down by the Constitutional Fathers.” A pioneer in social 
theory, Wallas nonetheless never took his analysis into realms of the 
unconscious. He had no inkling of how Freudian psychology might 
be applied to politics: that lay for Lippmann himself to do. But Wallas 
did blaze a path, and deserved credit, as Lippmann wrote a few years 
later, for having ‘ ‘turned the study of politics back to the humane tradi
tion of Plato and Machiavelli — of having made man the center of po
litical investigation. ” 7

Wallas left two other legacies to Lippmann. First was the view that 
modem man lived in a “great society” where the environment was so 
large as to be virtually invisible. Such a concept — though .Wallas him
self never fully explored it — threw into doubt the assumption that men 
could know their environment and make intelligent political judgments 
about it. This was a theme Lippmann himself was to elaborate so dis
turbingly a dozen years later in Public Opinion. Wallas also induced in 
the young Lippmann a skepticism about the socialism to which they 
both professed allegiance. Having broken with the Fabians, Wallas was 
not at all sure that socialism was the only path to reform. Nor was his 
student. “ Socialism stands or falls by its fruits in practice,” Lippmann 
wrote that spring of 1910 at Harvard. “ If it can be shown that public en
terprise, where tried under democratic conditions, fails to produce a
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beneficent effect on the health, happiness and general culture of a com
munity, or that private enterprise is more beneficent, then the socialist 
case collapses. And good riddance to it. ” More the words of a meliorist 
and a liberal than of a socialist militant.

That germ of skepticism was planted by Wallas, and fell on fertile 
soil. “The man who diverted me more than anyone else was Graham 
Wallas himself,’’ Lippmann later explained of his lapse from socialism. 
“ He began more and more, gradually, slowly and patiently to explain to 
me his doubts as to how it would work, and the inability of man to ad
minister a great society.’’8 Wallas detailed his doubts four years later in 
The Great Society, the book he was formulating at Harvard and that — 
in a striking testimony to the impact his student had made upon him — 
he dedicated to Lippmann.

Lippmann impressed Wallas the way he had impressed James and 
Santayana and so many of his teachers. He had an ability to ask the 
right questions, to go to the heart of a matter, to challenge his teachers 
without impertinence. With his charm, his talent for writing, his ingra
tiating manner and appearance, he clearly seemed marked for a brilliant 
future. His articles for the college magazines and his leadership of the 
Socialist Club had made him a well-recognized figure. Once when he 
came as a guest to the Western Club, a gathering place for undergrad
uates from what Barrett Wendell referred to as “ the wilds of Ohio’’ and 
beyond, John Reed jumped to his feet, made a sweeping bow, and an
nounced, “ Gentlemen, the future President of the United States!’’ There 
were smiles and laughs, but not of disbelief. Reed himself summed up 
Lippmann ’s promise in a poem he wrote a few years after college:

Lippmann, —  calm, inscrutable,
Thinking and writing clearly, soundly, well;
All snarls o f falseness swiftly piercing through.
His keen mind leaps like lightning to the True;
His face is almost placid —  but his eye —
There is a vision bom to prophecy!
He sits in silence, as one who has said:
“ I waste not living words among the dead!”
Our all-unchallenged C hief!9

A Chief for some, but not for all. Although attractive, well liked, and 
an outstanding achiever, he had not been invited to join the Crimson, 
the Signet Society, or the elite social clubs. He was, as his friend Lee 
Simonson, also a Jew, had written of discrimination at Harvard, “ an 
outsider as that term is understood in college life.’’10 Since he could not 
be an insider at Harvard, he would become a brilliant outsider. The 
decision to form the Socialist Club in the spring of 1908 was a step in
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that direction. He took a more explicit step during his final term when 
he joined a group of radical undergraduates in attacking Harvard ’s holy 
of holies, the Institute of 1770. This organization was the nerve center 
of the clubman’s Harvard. Each spring the Institute chose some 
hundred-odd sophomores for the prestigious waiting clubs. By tradition, 
clubmen dominated the social activities of the college — athletics, the 
theater, the Crimson — and filled most of the class offices.

Trouble had been brewing for some time between the clubmen in the 
private dormitories on Mount Auburn Street and the social rejects in the 
Yard. In the spring of 1910 a group of students challenged the right of 
the Gold Coast clubmen to control the class offices. Plunging into the 
fight, Lippmann had the Debating Club schedule an open meeting on the 
question of “ The Yard and the Street.” Interest was so intense that 
eight hundred men jammed the lecture hall — a third of the student 
body. After several men had spoken, Lippmann stepped to the podium 
and gave a tough, impassioned speech, accusing the Institute of splitting 
the university into factions and of imposing social snobbery on the 
freshmen. When he finished, the hall was still. It was, as John Reed 
wrote, “ as if a sacrilege had been spoken.” 11 Students shook Lipp
mann’s hand and said they thought he was right. His speech was not 
wasted. After a bitter fight, the Yard men asserted their numerical 
strength and captured most of the class offices.

Although it was a striking victory, Lippmann never wrote about the 
incident, nor did he ever again seriously challenge a system of discrimi
nation that excluded people on the grounds of race or religion. Whatever 
pain his exclusion from the clubman’s Harvard gave him, it was buried 
too deep for him to speak of it openly. Later he became an Overseer of 
the university, a director of its Nieman Fellowship, and one of Har
vard’s most honored alumni; the token Jew at such fashionable clubs as 
the Metropolitan in Washington and the River in New York; and was 
courted by many who had hardly deigned to speak to him as a student. 
But the memory of a hurt was there. At his twenty-fifth class reunion he 
told the widow of a classmate that her husband was one of the first Gen
tiles who had been kind to him.

Although Lippmann never spoke directly about discrimination and the 
club system, a few years after leaving Harvard he wrote an article 
spoofing a fictitious clubman he called Albert the Male. “ After many 
nights of worry and a rather strenuous campaign conducted by his 
mother,” he wrote sarcastically, Albert managed to get into the right 
club. “ I saw something of Albert in those days when we were freshmen 
together, and he was always cordial when we were alone. In public he 
did not know me so well, and there were times in the month before his 
election when he did not know me at all.” Election to the club was all
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that mattered: “ Albert could have lost his degree and laughed about it 
with the feeling of a good loser, but the club he required to give mean
ing to his life.”

The article was Lippmann’s belated revenge against the Alberts, peo
ple who had hurt him more than he was willing to admit. He could not 
hate Albert as the evil accomplice of an exploiting class. Rather, he saw 
him as “ a charming, well-mannered, unconscious snob, who knows 
nothing of men outside his class, an uneducated, untrained and shut-in 
person who has been born to power by the accident of wealth. ” 12 It was 
a fair assessment, and perhaps also a bit of sour grapes. But unlike 
friends such as Reed, Lippmann was never a radical who wanted to 
overthrow the ruling class. His method was to find, on his own terms, a 
secure place within it.

Lippmann was not by nature an outsider. His anger never led him to 
emphasize his Jewish heritage and become a Zionist, like his friend 
Felix Frankfurter or Louis D. Brandeis. Instead, the experience of dis
crimination led him to put even greater emphasis on assimilation as an 
answer to anti-Semitism. He believed that acceptance lay in identifica
tion with the values and style of the white Protestant majority. If being 
an outsider had led him to socialism, so later, when he ceased to be an 
outsider, he also ceased to be a socialist.

Through his work with the Socialist Club, Lippmann came into con
tact with a number of Boston reformers, including a sometime Con
gregational minister named Ralph Albertson. A ladies’ man and bon 
vivant, Albertson had come to Boston after the dissolution of his uto
pian colony in Georgia. Installing his family in a spacious house in 
Jamaica Plain, he dabbled in the ministry, laid plans for a socialist 
newspaper, and became involved in a municipal improvement project 
known as Boston — 1915. After an invitation to speak at the Socialist 
Club, Albertson returned the favor by asking its members to come out to 
his house for food and drink on Sunday afternoons. Albertson loved an 
audience, enjoyed the company of young people, and delighted in po
tential suitors for his three adolescent daughters by a previous marriage. 
The boys often teased Faye — blond, still a bit ungainly at fifteen, but 
already showing signs of the beauty she would become — for having a 
crush on Walter. Sunday afternoons at Jamaica Plain became a habit for 
the little band of socialists and freethinkers. There they discussed egali
tarianism, smoked cigarettes, drank beer, and plotted the socialist para
dise they were sure would soon be born.

During Lippmann’s senior year at Harvard Albertson sold his house 
and moved his family to a farm outside West Newbury, about forty 
miles north of Boston. Although the clergyman was often away, attend
ing to various professional and extramarital interests in the city, his ab
sence did not prevent the boys from spending weekends at what they
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called “ the Farm. ” The chief attraction was not the country air, but Al
bertson’s second wife, Hazel, only a few years older than the boys 
themselves. Earthy, fun-loving, clever, she was their sister, their com
panion, their unattainable seductress. As her friend Mabel Dodge later 
said of her, she was, “on a high level indeed, a superior flirt. ’’13 At the 
rambling farmhouse on the banks of the Merrimack, Hazel and her three 
stepdaughters, her four small children by Ralph, and the Harvard 
boys — Walter, Carl Binger, Samuel Eliot Morison, Kenneth Mac- 
Gowan, Lee Simonson, Gerard Henderson, Ernest Westcott and Ted 
Behre —- formed a loose-knit, affectionate family.

Hazel became for Walter the sister he never had; he confided in her as 
he was never able to confide in his friends. Hazel was a life-force, a 
spirited heroine in a Wells novel. She gave Walter the affection he felt 
he never had from his mother, helping him to overcome the shyness and 
defensiveness that made him stand apart. Teasing him as no one else 
dared, she called him “Buddha”— partly because he was still pudgy, 
more because of the impression he already gave of serene detachment. 
She also dared to call him on what many considered to be his hypercrit
ical and superior attitude. Once, at a time when he was feeling particu
larly pleased with himself, she pointedly warned him against his ten
dency to ‘ ‘skim along in a glorified fashion on the surface of things and 
. . . become utterly self-satisfied.”

This was not the first time he had received such a complaint. A 
few years earlier Lucile Elsas had chided him for giving her a “ little 
sermon,” and reminded him that “ some of us are not so entirely sure of 
ourselves as you are.” And Lucile warned him against idealizing peo
ple. “ You think me much finer, much bigger, much better, than I really 
am ,” she wrote the eighteen-year-old Lippmann. “ You believe that I 
should stand and sing on mountain peaks. . . . It is not true! The alti
tude would prove too high! The sun would be too strong and bright! I 
almost feel when I have said that I should ask you to forgive me!” She 
sensed that by idealizing others he would inevitably be disappointed in 
them.14

On Sunday afternoons at the Farm, Walter talked earnestly with 
Hazel about his future. He no longer cared for the path he had set out 
upon. Art history seemed a dilettante’s occupation, and law school in
conceivable. He was on his way to a master’s degree in philosophy and, 
as Santayana’s favorite, had the way to academic success paved for 
him. But he was bored with academic life and had no desire to immerse 
himself in the Harvard graduate school, which Santayana had contemp
tuously dismissed as a “ normal school for future professors.” He was 
tired of studying ideas and preparing for life. He wanted to plunge into 
the world of action.

His work on the college magazines and discussions with journalists
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like Lincoln Steffens had convinced him that writing was what he did 
best, and that through it he would make his mark. While assisting San
tayana, running the Socialist Club, attacking the Institute of 1770, and 
writing for campus magazines, he also was working part-time for Ralph 
Albertson. Through connections with the Boston — 1915 civic program 
the clergyman had got financial backing for a weekly paper he called the 
Boston Common. Albertson was the publisher; Charles Zueblin, the ed
itor. Neither knew much about journalism, but their reformist hearts 
were in the right place. Needing a reporter, they asked Lippmann to join 
the staff.

Before accepting Albertson’s offer, Lippmann decided to test it out 
on Lincoln Steffens, and to see if by chance the great muckraker had 
anything better to suggest. “The most important consideration for you 
selfishly,” Steffens responded to Lippmann’s query, was not whether 
the paper would be a success, but “ whether the editor who will be your 
instructor is a wise man and a good journalist. ” 15

The men on the Common were not particularly wise or good journal
ists. But they did have a job to offer, and Lippmann decided to seize the 
opportunity. In May 1910 he wound up his work as Santayana’s assis
tant, moved out of Weld Hall, and boarded the trolley to begin his ca
reer as a cub reporter.



◄ 4 ►
Muckrakers and Socialists

I have a splendid little collection o f letters informing 
me that 1 have “botched" my political career.

—  To Graham Wallas, July 31 , 1912

T h e  Boston Common was both a high-minded and a cheery paper.
Espousing a moderate Progrès si vism in the form of public owner

ship of utilities and railroads, it promised its readers to be “optimistic as 
a matter of habit.” Such a sunny approach to politics was quite appro
priate to the paper’s sponsor, the Boston — 1915 reform movement, 
organized by department-store philanthropist Edward A. Filene, and 
supported by such eminent citizens as Richard Dana, Louis D. Bran- 
deis, Robert Treat Paine and Charles Cabot. These men wanted reform: 
it was good for business, good for the city’s image and good in itself. 
They were eager to expose corrupt politicians and the more shameful 
malefactors of privilege. It did not, of course, occur to them to make 
any fundamental changes in the economic structure — a structure that 
served them well, and whose workings they so conspicuously repre
sented.

Lippmann had signed on enthusiastically, feeling that for all its good 
government ( “goo-goo,” as cynics said) liberalism, the paper would 
give him valuable journalistic experience. It did not work out that way. 
Albertson, despite his earlier involvement with Twentieth Century Mag
azine, knew little about putting out a weekly paper, and Charles Zueb- 
lin, the dashing socialist orator-about-town, knew even less. Lippmann 
soon grew discouraged. “ I have been with the paper since the begin
ning,” he wrote Lincoln Steffens toward the end of May 1910, after 
only a few weeks on the job, “ and I see clearly that it would be a 
serious waste of time on my part to stay with it after the summer.” His 
boss, he complained, had a one-sided notion of fairness “ identical with 
the baldest statement of facts . . . any attempt to find the meaning, or 
the tragedy, or the humor of the story is rigorously edited out as an



expression of opinion which belongs only in the editorial columns. The 
result is that I sit all day in the office, reading newspaper clippings, and 
trying to restate the facts as colorlessly as possible. . . . The work is so 
mechanical that I am learning nothing. I might as well be attached to a 
clipping bureau.” 1

Lippmann was doing more than complaining; he was angling for a 
job. He had first met Steffens in the fall of 1908 when the journalist was 
in Boston at Filene’s invitation, alerting the citizens to the corruption 
around them and admonishing them, with his peculiar brand of Christian 
Socialism, to open their hearts to goodness. During that year he had lec
tured at Harvard several times, twitting the students for letting their 
teachers make decisions for them. Lippmann, not one to let a great man 
pass by, cornered Steffens with earnest questions about corruption in 
high places.

A professional gadfly who had won a national reputation for his ex
posés of municipal graft, Steffens had graduated from the University of 
California at Berkeley the year that Lippmann was bom, sampled Ger
man universities for a few years, then returned to New York to become 
one of the great journalists of the day. His book Shame o f the Cities, 
based on a study of corruption he had written for McClure's magazine 
in 1902 and 1903, responded to and helped push a wave of civic reform. 
Yet he was no ordinary do-gooder. In his sardonic way, he enjoyed 
shocking people by insisting that everyone was corrupt, the good people 
no less than the sinners. The only way to salvation, he maintained, lay 
through confession and Christian redemption.

Steffens knew everybody, from reform politicians like Tom Johnson 
of Cleveland and Brand Whitlock of Toledo, Ohio, to the bosses at 
Tammany Hall. He spoke their language. Although well traveled and 
educated, Steffens was quite devoid of intellectual pretense. He loved to 
talk, to shock the innocent, to indulge in paradoxes. If anyone 
epitomized the era of the muckraker — its high-minded indignation, its 
low-level search for sensationalism, its earnest exposés for mass- 
circulation magazines — it was Steffens.

“ What I have dreamed of doing is to work under you,” Lippmann 
wrote Steffens that May from Boston. “ Can you use me in your work? 
There is no position I should go at with more eagerness, because there is 
no kind of work that appeals to me as much as yours does. ” Money, he 
added, “does not happen to be an important consideration for me at the 
present time. Opportunity to work and learn is the thing I am looking 
for.” 2

Lippmann’s letter could not have come at a better moment. Bored 
with the semiretirement he had sunk into after his year in Boston, Stef
fens had joined the editorial staff of Everybody's magazine to do a new 
series of investigative articles. This time he would analyze financial
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power, as he had earlier focused on municipal corruption. He needed a 
young reporter to help him. And he also wanted to prove one of his pet 
theories: that a bright young man could learn to be a good journalist, 
even if he never covered night court or wrote obituaries. Steffens made 
a bet with his editors. “ Give me an intelligent college-educated man for 
a year,’’ he told them, “ and I ’ll make a good journalist out of him.” 

Now Steffens was ready to try his experiment. “ I was going to look 
for a man something like you,” Steffens responded to Lippmann’s let
ter, explaining his bet with the editors of Everybody's and warning that 
the job was less glamorous than it sounded. “My assistant would have 
to put in a lot of time getting stuff for me and typewriting and doing a 
whole lot of menial labor,’’ he warned. “ But my present subject is in
teresting: . . .  It would amount for you to making an investigation of 
the business and the politics of Wall Street under my direction. You 
would have to learn to investigate. But all the while I would be trying to 
get you ready to go and do likewise for yourself.’’ The pay was low, 
only fifteen dollars a week, but opportunities to learn were unlimited. 
“ I ’ll try to be square with you, but I want you very, very much.” 3 

Hiring Lippmann was no snap decision. When Steffens first started 
thinking about an assistant, he asked around Harvard, as he later re
lated, for “ the ablest mind that could express itself in writing.” Three 
names came up and after a bit of discussion everyone agreed on one. “ I 
found Lippmann, saw right away what his classmates saw in him,” 
Steffens recounted. “ He asked me intelligent, not practical, questions 
about my proposition. . . .  He caught on right away. Keen, quiet, in
dustrious, he understood the meaning of all that he learned; and he 
asked the men he met for more than I had asked for. He searched them; 
I know because he searched me, too, for my ideas and theories.” 4 

Lippmann did not care about the pay. He had an allowance from his 
parents and was willing to live simply. Meeting with Steffens in River
side, Connecticut, he liked what he found, quit his job on the Boston 
Common, and early in July 1910 moved into a small room at a club 
around the corner from Steffens’s house. Aside from an assistant, Stef
fens also wanted a companion, someone he could go fishing with in the 
afternoons to get out of the house where his chronically ill wife, Jose
phine, lay slowly dying.

Through the summer and fall, and most of the following winter, 
Lippmann worked with Steffens on the investigation of financial power. 
The series, which Steffens called “ It,” was meant to be a continuation 
of Tom Lawson’s famous exposé of Wall Street manipulations, but 
delving deeper into the structure of the business world. Lippmann was 
Steffens’s legman. Commuting between lower Manhattan and River
side, burrowing through financial reports and interviewing scores of 
people from stockbrokers to messenger boys, traveling through the East



and Middle West to Washington, Chicago, Kansas City and Cleveland, 
Lippmann gathered his data. On these trips, and at Steffens’s side in 
New York, he met some of the leading figures in the Progressive move
ment, men like Francis Heney, the California prosecutor; Rudolph 
Spreckels, the sugar-trust liberal; Fremont Older, the crusading San 
Francisco editor; Tom Johnson, the retired reform mayor of Cleveland, 
and his successor, Newton D. Baker; and the writer-politician Brand 
Whitlock. After a few months of fact gathering, Lippmann drew up a 
detailed report showing the secret arrangements between New York 
banks and the major financial houses on Wall Street.

“ We were looking not for the evils of Big Business, but for its anat
omy,” Lippmann later explained. Steffens had made a “bold and bril
liant guess” that running a business was like running a city. “ We found 
that the anatomy of Big Business was strikingly like that of Tammany 
Hall: the same pyramiding influence, the same tendency of power to 
center on individuals who did not necessarily sit in the official seats, the 
same effort of human organization to grow independently of legal ar
rangements.” At the end of the trail was the great banking house of 
J. P. Morgan, which controlled some forty banks. The economic life of 
the country was organized by small groups of men, “ making short work 
of all legal formulae, and exercising sovereignty regardless of the little 
fences we erect to keep it in bounds. ” 5 The material Steffens and Lipp
mann unearthed helped trigger the Pujo Committee investigations, which 
in turn paved the way for the attempt to control the giant banks through 
the Federal Reserve Act of 1913.

By the time Lippmann joined Steffens, the great days of the muckrak
ing era were over. Muckraking had been based on the populist strain of 
Progressivism — essentially a rural and small-town revolt against the 
big city and big business. The Populist-Progressive movement directed 
its anger at the industrial trusts, the city political bosses, and the robber 
barons beyond the reach of the law. This loose and disparate coalition of 
reformers believed that men were essentially good and that a just society 
could be legislated into existence. To do this they sought wider public 
participation through such electoral changes as initiative, referendum 
and recall, the regulation or public ownership of utilities, and the de
struction of the urban political machines.

The muckraking journalists were the watchdogs of this movement. 
Exposing the corruption of political machines, detailing the stranglehold 
of the giant corporations, crying shame on the cities where immigrants 
and blacks were exploited, these journalists roused the middle-class con
science and made reform a mass movement. Through mass-circulation 
magazines they transformed scattered discontent into a national crusade. 
Such magazines as McClure*s — which featured Ida Tarbell’s famous 
series on the Standard Oil Trust, Ray Stannard Baker’s account of the
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Colorado mine strike, and Lincoln Steffens’s report on city govern
ment — attracted a wide audience avid for tales of graft and corruption. 
At ten or fifteen cents a copy, these journals reached millions of readers.

Though the muckrakers’ criticisms ran deep, their solutions were 
shallow. Dedicated to a preindustrial form of capitalism, they celebrated 
the virtues of the small entrepreneur, free competition, and equal oppor
tunity for all. They were quite baffled by the new forms of industrial or
ganization, and their impulse was to preach against it — hence their 
frequent appeals for confession and redemption, as though a change of 
heart would eliminate exploitation and privilege. Only the socialists, 
with their big-city base, looked beyond the mere symptoms of corrup
tion toward a fundamental change in the social system. Eventually Stef
fens himself adopted this view, moving left until he ended up in the 
1930s among the communists.

Steffens had made his reputation on paradox, extolling the party boss 
over the “goo-goo” reformer, arguing that the common man was just as 
corrupt as the monopoly capitalist or the Tammany politician. To prove 
his point he decided, in December 1910, to show that Riverside’s neigh
bor, prosperous, civic-minded Greenwich, was as corrupt as any place 
in the nation. The Greenwich elders took up his challenge and arranged 
a town meeting for him to detail his charges. The press was, of course, 
alerted — by Steffens himself — and on the appointed night the hall 
was packed with people who had come to watch Steffens try to prove 
the inconceivable. New York reporters scurried for front-row seats, 
prepared to give blow-by-blow accounts of how the great man had made 
a fool of himself.

But Steffens had done his homework. He had assigned Lippmann to 
burrow through town records and interview people for evidence of 
shady dealings. He had also hired a black gardener to hang around street 
corners and eavesdrop on conversations. When the great night came 
around, Steffens was ready. As he stood on the rostrum explaining to a 
skeptical crowd how corruption could infect even the cleanest town, an 
attentive Lippmann — described by the press as “ an admiring young 
man with glasses and an imposing collection of documents ’ ’ — drew a 
diagram of corruption on a blackboard. The audience shifted uneasily as 
Steffens explained how the people themselves had sanctioned a system 
that gave special privileges to banks and big business. Properly chas
tened, the audience dutifully passed a resolution declaring that Green
wich was indeed as corrupt as any town in the country. Steffens con
cluded the meeting with a sermon, telling the somewhat incredulous 
gathering that “ the remedy of all these things is Christianity.” 6

Although Lippmann was then “ an admiring young man,” he later 
grew critical of Steffens’s evangelical side and his intellectual laziness. 
“ He enjoyed his own somewhat paradoxical style and the writing of ar-
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tides in that style more than he did the task of trying to collect facts, 
analyze them, and read hard, difficult books about the facts,” Lippmann 
later said. While Steffens was “ a man of great sweetness of character 
and kindness to people, he didn’t work hard, he became increasingly a 
kind of Christian anarchist saint, detached from the realities of the 
world.” One who seriously proclaimed that crooks were more honest 
than good men and that the path to honest government lay through 
emulating Jesus was “ too whimsical for a permanent diet.” 7 Nonethe
less some of Steffens rubbed off on Lippmann: his skepticism about the 
inherent goodness of the average man, his belief that corruption was an 
inherent part of the system, his insistence on uncluttered declarative 
writing, his emphasis on intelligence, his admiration for strong leaders, 
and his faith in science.

While doing research for Steffens, Lippmann kept up his ties with the 
Intercollegiate Socialist Society, spoke at college chapters to recruit new 
members, and in late December 1910 attended the annual ISS conven
tion in New York. Over the Christmas holidays delegates from twelve 
colleges assembled at the Greenwich Village studio of Helen Phelps 
Stokes, a socialite sympathetic to the cause. Among the large group 
were Upton Sinclair, a fire-breathing young journalist; Morris Hillquit. 
one of the more sober party officials; Edwin Markham, a well- 
known writer; Jessica Finch, mistress of a fashionable girls’ school; and 
as star attractions, a socialist member of the German Reichstag and a 
survivor of the Paris Commune of 1870. At the final dinner concluding 
the activities, Lippmann spoke to the delegates on “The Place of Col
lege Men and Women in the Socialist Movement.”  With cautious prac
ticality he warned that students could be frightened away by “ too radi
cal talk and by mannerisms and habits of the typical agitators.” Of all 
the things that Harvard disliked, he pointed out, bad taste was one, and 
the propaganda therefore “ must be carried on in good taste.” Even 
though Harvard’s social conscience was growing, he warned, “we must 
not outrage it.” 8

The first articles in the Everybody*s “ money power” series rolled off 
the press in September 1910, just in time to mark Walter’s twenty-first 
birthday. Jacob and Daisy, who were off touring Europe, found a copy 
of the magazine at Brentano’s in Paris and sent Walter their congratu
lations on the “excellent and interesting” study, which they were 
“quite sure will appeal to the intelligent reading public.” Although 
Jacob thought anyone to the left of President William Howard Taft a 
dangerous radical, he praised his son’s article as “clearly and concisely 
written, free of sophistry, and easily understood.” 9

Lippmann had done his job well, and Steffens was ready to collect on 
his bet. When William James died in the summer of 1910 Walter had 
written a tribute to the philosopher that Steffens had submitted to the ed-
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itors under his own name. After the article was set in type, he revealed 
that the real author was his young cub. Steffens had proved that he 
could turn an untrained reporter into a polished journalist. In this case 
he had had a head start. Lippmann was a good writer when he came to 
the magazine, but was even better when he left. A year with Steffens 
had taught him some rules that he never forgot: that whatever he said 
had to be solidly based on the facts, that he should know exactly what 
he wanted to say before he sat down to write, and that, as he later said, 
“ if I wrote a paragraph about a fire down the street, I must write it with 
as much care as if that paragraph were going down in one of the an
thologies.’’

Lippmann may not have gained a great deal intellectually from Stef
fens, but he learned something important about tolerance for human foi
bles and a bemused acceptance of life’s absurdities. He also learned 
how to please the men he admired. “ You often asked me whether the 
year had been worthwhile,’’ he wrote Steffens when they had finished 
the series.

Lord, if I could tell you and make you believe it. Y ou’d know then why “ Ev
erybody who knows you loves you. ’’ You gave me yourself and then you ask 
me whether it has been worthwhile. For that I can’t write down my thanks. I 
shall have to live them. Whenever I understand a man and like him, instead of 
hating him or ignoring him, it’ll be your work. Y ou’ve got into my blood, I 
think, and there’ll be a little less bile in the world as a result. . . . You gave 
me a chance to start —  you know what that means to a fellow who has an in
different world staring him in the face.10

If the world was not exactly “ indifferent” to Lippmann, neither was 
it beating a path to his door. With the money-power series completed, 
Steffens went off to England in the spring of 1911, leaving Lippmann at 
Everybody's in what he called “ a dreary little job as sub-editor.” 
Muckraking was passing out of fashion, and the editors had no real as
signment for him. Restless working as “ first reader of manuscripts and 
the sorter-out of jokes for a funny column,” as he later said, he started 
writing on the side for the socialist monthly the International, and the 
socialist-anarchist Masses. He also kept up his ties with the ISS, and 
joined the Liberal Club. The club, still in its respectable uptown phase, 
was less liberal than its pretensions, as he discovered when he unsuc
cessfully put up for membership W. E. B. DuBois, the Harvard- 
educated black scholar who was his “comrade” on the board of the so
cialist New Review . 11 Not until the following year, when it moved down 
to Greenwich Village, did the club shed some of its prejudices.

Although Lippmann considered himself a socialist and a radical, his 
militancy was tempered by a strong sense of practicality. In the signed 
editorial notes he wrote every month for the International, from August
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1911 to July 1912, he castigated those “simple-minded socialists” who 
believed that labor could do no wrong and capital no right, that “ all 
conflicts between them resolve themselves into conspiracies and per
secutions by rich men of poor men. ” Nor did he have any use for vio
lence. “ You cannot plan a civilization on a heated powder mine,” he 
wrote of the labor bombing of a newspaper plant in Los Angeles. “ You 
cannot rearrange industrial processes, lay out cities, solve the problems 
of food and work, devise uses for leisure, breed finer strains of men, on 
a battlefield. ” Not only was there nothing doctrinaire about Lippmann’s 
socialism, there was not even much that was particularly socialist. 
When party militants promoted Eugene V. Debs, hero of the Pullman 
strike, for President, Lippmann leaned toward the moderate governor of 
New Jersey, Woodrow Wilson. “ It is of more far-reaching importance 
that men should become liberal-minded than that they should believe in 
a radical creed,” he wrote.12

What attracted Lippmann to socialism was not a fiery passion for jus
tice and equality, as was the case with his friend John Reed, but an im
patience with how badly society was managed. The Fabians, with their 
statistics, their elaborately detailed programs, and their emphasis on 
leadership from the top, were far more in key with his own temperament 
than the well-meaning “ goo-goo” reformers or the bomb-throwing 
labor militants. Society had to be organized, plans drawn up, the “ sci
entific method” invoked. “ We cannot afford to start a crusade against 
every pimple on the face of American optimism,” he complained in an 
attack on the “ sentimental” reformers.13

Lippmann wanted reform, what he called a ‘ ‘radical constructive pro
gram,” but he believed it had to come from the top, free from meddling 
by the masses or by do-gooders. His work with Steffens had eroded 
whatever lingering faith he may have had in the wisdom of the common 
man. It was part of the “cult of democracy,” he charged, “ to assume 
that the people have all the virtues and then pretend, when they don’t 
exhibit them, that it is somebody else’s fault.” Political democracy was 
“not so much a way of expressing the wisdom people have, as it is a 
way of enabling them to get wisdom. ” Such suspicion of proletarian en
thusiasms was more in line with the view of big-city Progressives than 
with that of American socialists, who, as Lippmann complained, down
graded leadership, exalted the masses, and held as a dogma “ to which 
all are expected to subscribe, that initiative springs anonymously out of 
the mass of the people. ” 14

Such iconoclasm failed to rattle his fellow socialists, many of whom 
shared his suspicion of the masses. As an editorialist for journals like 
the International and the Call, Lippmann was much in demand as a 
speaker and writer of tracts, and many predicted a brilliant future for 
him within the party. When the party faithful gathered shortly after
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Christmas 1911 at Jessica Finch’s elegant finishing school for the annual 
ISS convention, Lippmann was one of the leading younger members of 
a movement that seemed the wave of the future. Socialist mayors ran 
thirty-three American cities, and Eugene V. Debs was preparing to 
carry the party banner for the presidency.

Among the new breed of socialist politicians was the Reverend 
George Lunn, a mild-mannered reformer who had just been elected 
mayor of Schenectady, New York, on a “ good government” ticket. 
Lunn, being inexperienced in politics and shaky on socialism, was look
ing for a bright young man whom he could take to Schenectady as an 
assistant. Hillquit introduced him to Lippmann, who knew even less 
than Lunn about politics, but had a bagful of theories about socialism 
that he wanted to try out, and was bored at Everybody’ s> Lippmann 
asked Lunn a few practical questions about the kind of work he would 
be doing and decided to give it a try. He and Lunn exchanged a com
radely handshake in one of Jessica Finch’s empty classrooms and he 
went home to 80th Street to pack a few shirts and some books. When 
the new mayor took office on New Year’s Day, 1912, Lippmann was al
ready stationed at his desk, just outside Lunn’s door.

At the beginning it was all very exhilarating. John Macy, another 
young socialist, who was married to Annie Sullivan, the teacher of 
Helen Keller, worked at Lippmann’s side, and promised to enlist his 
wife ’s former pupil — herself an ardent socialist — to serve on the wel
fare board. Charles Steinmetz, the engineering genius of General Elec
tric, helped them plan strategy, and prominent socialists from New York 
came by to lend support. As Lunn’s aide, Lippmann wrote speeches, 
drafted bills for the city council, met with ward bosses and union of
ficials, and fed stories to journalists. After two months on the job he re
ported approvingly to the readers of the Masses that “ an enormous 
amount of dust has been removed, and a great many rusty joints oiled. ”

But once the dust was removed, Lunn did not do much else. He knew 
he had been elected not because the voters embraced socialism but 
because they wanted to get rid of the scoundrels in office. In his inau
gural address he had admitted that “ we cannot abolish the capitalist sys
tem in Schenectady.” 1S Afraid to alienate the moderates, Lunn decided 
to please the public by providing more services, such as playgrounds, 
cheap ice and coal, and milk inspection. The moderates were appeased, 
but the socialists began to feel they had been cheated. They expected 
Lunn to take over the utilities and streetcars, to challenge the power 
structure. When he proved more timid than they had imagined, they ac
cused him of being an opportunist.

Lippmann prodded Lunn to move more boldly, but the mayor could 
not be budged. Finally, after four months of frustration, Lippmann gave 
up. He had no patience for politicians, and even less for ward heelers,
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union officials, and favor-seeking voters. He had had his taste of prac
tical politics, and did not much like what he saw. The whole experience 
had been disillusioning: the voters were unripe for socialism, the me
chanics of government were tiresome. “The petty vexations pile into 
mountains,” he wrote of his political apprenticeship, “ distracting de
tails scatter the attention and break up thinking, while the mere problem 
of exercising power crowds out speculation about what to do with it 
. . . constant speech-making turns a man back upon a convenient little 
store of platitudes.” 16 His irritation was as much with the voters and 
with the whole mechanism of government as with Lunn’s lapses from 
socialist doctrine. Having tried practical politics and found it not to his 
liking, he elevated his dislike to a matter of principle.

In defending his sudden departure from Schenectady he put the blame 
on Lunn. The mayor, he charged, was not a dedicated socialist. Having 
gone over to the attack, he struck at Lunn’s weakest point. The mayor’s 
administration, he wrote in the New York Call, a socialist weekly, was 
paralyzed by “ timidity of action, the lack of a bold plan, a kind of 
aimlessness.” Instead of paving the path for socialism, it was content 
with mere reform — ‘ ‘a sharp object lesson in what always results when 
we turn from education to politics, when we seek to win votes rather 
than to make converts.” Sounding a radical note, he warned that social
ists could not be mere reformers: “ Reform under the fire of radicalism 
is an educative thing; reform pretending to be radicalism is 
deadening.” 17

This line of attack was ironic, considering Lippmann’s own skep
ticism about socialist doctrine. But it had the desired effect. His blast set 
off a new schism in the ranks. Morris Hillquit, as spokesman for the 
moderates, accused Lippmann of being unrealistic: the party could not 
drag people further toward socialism than they were willing to go. Some 
of the militants, he predicted, “ will sooner or later sober up; others will 
quit the uninteresting Socialist movement in disgust.” Lippmann was 
unmoved. Socialists should not play it safe, he retorted the following 
week; those who sought to be “ shrewdly good should come out flatly 
for the biggest truth they see . . . nothing but that will save them from 
little successes, from the self-stultification that comes of a gumshoe mo
rality.” Comrades had to distinguish between “ socialist power and the 
external clap-trap of victory.” 18 For months the debate echoed in the 
Call and the other socialist journals, with the firebrands supporting 
Lippmann and the more cautious defending Mayor Lunn.

Lippmann returned to New York City in May 1912, the taunts of so
cialist regulars like Hillquit ringing in his ears. He felt defensive, and 
yet convinced he had done the right thing in leaving Schenectady. “ I 
fought as hard as I could within the ‘organization’ without any result,” 
he wrote Graham Wallas. “When I saw that the policy and program
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were settled . . .  I resigned and attacked the administration. This 
brought down upon me the wrath of the leaders. My analysis was ig
nored, but I was the subject of the most careful and bitter attention for 
several weeks.” Lippmann was unrepentant. ‘‘The whole affair is very 
objective to me,” he insisted. “ I have a splendid little collection of let
ters informing me that I have ‘botched’ my political career. But as the 
only interest a ‘career’ would have is the chance to understand politics a 
little more directly, I really feel elated that mine was so compressed that 
I can already look back upon it. ” 19

It was not long before even the most patient socialists became disen
chanted with what was happening in Schenectady. John Macy, who had 
replaced Lippmann as the mayor’s assistant, resigned at the end of the 
summer, taking with him his wife and Helen Keller. Even Hillquit even
tually resigned his post on the mayor’s staff, along with Ben Henry, star 
writer for the pro-socialist Schenectady Citizen. Ultimately the party ex
pelled Lunn and he switched over to the Democrats, with whom he had 
a happy and continuing career.

At twenty-two Lippmann already had a good deal to look back on: 
two months as a cub reporter in Boston, a year with Steffens, a column 
on politics in the International, four months in Schenectady, some prac
tical experience in politics, an expanding number of contacts, and a pile 
of clippings to show that his voice was being heard. Since 1909 he had 
been a registered member of the Fabian Society, carrying his card and 
paying his one pound sterling annual dues. He was militant socialist, or 
so he thought. But the experience at Schenectady had led him to wonder 
whether the people would ever be ready for the great social changes 
that seemed so necessary, whether in fact, as he wrote caustically, 
‘‘soap and socialism” were “middle-class fads.”

The socialists blamed “ special privilege” for their failures, but as 
Lippmann later wrote, “ it always seemed that we were like Peer Gynt 
struggling against the formless Boyg — invisible yet everywhere — we 
were struggling with the unwatered hinterland of the citizens of Sche
nectady. ” Already he was concerned by the “ great dull mass of people 
who just don’t care,” by a tyrannical public opinion. “ No financial 
power is one-tenth so corrupting, so insidious, so hostile to originality 
and frank statement,” he complained of his experience on Everybody’s, 
“ as the fear of the public which reads the magazine. For one item sup
pressed out of respect for a railroad or a bank, nine are rejected because 
of the prejudices of the public.” The public’s “ prejudices” were to 
trouble him increasingly.

Nearly four decades later, his friend Bernard Berenson commented on 
this impatience with the public. “The trouble, if any, with Walter Lipp
mann is that he tends to treat politics as a series of problems almost geo
metrical, and fails to take into sufficient account that politics consists
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not merely of abstract good and evil, but chiefly of the human material 
engaged, whether as executors or public,” Berenson wrote in his diary. 
‘‘Ever so much that would be feasible and rational with reasonable 
beings is anything but possible with inertia, tropism for the immediate 
advantages, and impulsive greed. They play havoc with the proposals of 
the noblest legislators, and dispose according to their fundamental 
urges. In Walter Lippmann again and again I have felt an impatience 
with such considerations, and indignation with ‘the fools’ who would 
not attend his behests.” 20 That impatience was there from the start.

The events of the winter and spring of 1912 had been dispiriting, and 
by June Lippmann was eager to get away from New York. His parents 
had gone off to Europe, leaving him in the house with the maids, and 
the city was oppressive with summer heat and socialist polemics. 
Shortly after he had returned from Schenectady, Mitchell Kennerley, a 
brash young Anglo-Irishman who had just set up his own publishing 
house, urged him to write a short book on politics. Lippmann decided 
he might as well give it a try. Enlisting his Harvard friend Alfred Booth 
Kuttner as a companion, he set off for the Rangeley Lakes in the back- 
woods of Maine, hoping to put together a little book of heretical 
thoughts.
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A  Little Iconoclasm

It was a happy time, those last few years before the 
First World War. The air was soft, and it was easy for 
a young man to believe in the inevitability of progress, 
in the perfectability o f man and of society, and in the 
sublimation of evil.

pmann was eager to write a book, but was not quite sure how to get
at what he wanted to say. He had read a lot about politics, and 

most of it had left him dissatisfied. The year with Steffens had shattered 
his faith in reformers and the experience in Schenectady had soured him 
on socialism. He knew that something was wrong with the way people 
had been taught to think about politics. Wallas had made him realize 
how futile it was to squeeze human beings into intellectual molds, to 
base laws on abstract notions of right and wrong rather than on how 
people actually thought and behaved. His mentor seemed to him on the 
right track in emphasizing the irrational elements of political behavior 
rather than parliaments and constitutions. “ I have been writing what 
may be a small book — at least a series of essays,” he wrote Wallas in 
July, “ and no small part of it is aimed at popularizing your Human Na
ture in Politics. ” 1

As Lippmann put together his essays, laying out what he had learned 
in his work with Steffens and the socialists, he talked over his ideas 
with his cabin mate. Alfred Kuttner was an agreeable companion, book
ish, complaisant, and with a keen mind. Although he had little interest 
in politics, preferring to write poetry and literary criticism, he had some 
interesting insights. Kuttner had been forced to drop out of college sev
eral times as a result of mental depression. When traditional doctors 
proved unable to help, he put himself in the hands of A. A. Brill, a dis
ciple of Freudian psychoanalysis, then just beginning to be known in the 
United States. Fascinated by the new discipline, with its unfamiliar

—  Biographical fragment, 1959
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terms of “ libido,” “ superego” and “ repression,”  Kuttner read every
thing he could by Freud. Since virtually nothing had been translated into 
English, Kuttner set out, under Brill’s guidance, to translate the mas
ter’s classic Interpretation o f Dreams.

Thus it was that in a cabin in the backwoods of Maine in the summer 
of 1912 Kuttner was putting into English theories that would transform 
the way people thought about their unconscious, while a few feet away 
Lippmann was trying to figure out why politics so often seemed contrary 
to human behavior and needs. Around the fire at night, as Kuttner 
explained what Freud meant by words like “ taboo” and “ sublimation,” 
Lippmann glimpsed a new analytical tool. Since politics was a system 
of social interaction, it had to be governed by the same forces that gov
erned other social behavior. The link seemed obvious, but no one had 
ever made the connection. Freud offered liberation, not only from the 
prison of Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinism, but also from a Progres- 
sivism that saw man climbing ever upward to perfection. Freud’s analy
sis of the unconscious showed why reason alone could not explain 
human behavior and at the same time suggested how emotions could be 
channeled by reason. This is what Wallas had glimpsed but not quite 
grasped.

“ Are you in your new book making much use of the Freudian psy
chology?” Lippmann wrote Wallas. “ I have been studying it with a 
great deal of enthusiasm for several months now, and I feel about it as 
men might have felt about The Origin o f Species! . . .  I went back and 
read some of James with a curious sense that the world must have been 
very young in the 1880s.” Lippmann could hardly contain his enthusi
asm. “ The dream interpretations, the book on wit, the aesthetics, the 
child psychology, do for the first time in any psychology I know furnish 
a picture of human nature in the act, so to speak, of creating and ex
pressing the character. . . .  Its political applications have hardly begun, 
though there are a few stray articles here and there.” 2 Freud was just 
what Lippmann needed to give his book a novel twist. Excitedly he 
raced through the chapters, injecting Freudian terms into his discussion 
of politics.

He returned to New York at the end of the summer with a completed 
manuscript in hand. One of the first people he looked up was Lincoln 
Steffens, back from his wanderings in Europe after the death of his in
valid wife, and now living in the same Washington Square rooming 
house as his protégé John Reed. “ Lippmann dined with me last night,” 
Steffens reported to a friend, “ and he is in a bully state of mind.” He 
had good reason to be. Mitchell Kennerley had snapped up the book and 
was planning to serialize parts of it in three successive issues of his 
magazine, the Forum. Not bad for a man just turned twenty-three.
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Going over the revised page proofs that fall, Kuttner wrote Lippmann 
of his excitement at finding it “ intellectually so wide open.” Although 
he had heard Lippmann sketch out the argument of the book, he was 
delighted at the daring of the phrasing and the inexorable flow of the 
logic. “ I keep thinking of the types of men that will collide with it, and 
their utter bewilderment; their anxiety to follow you in one point and 
feel themselves clear of it, only to be caught up by their unconscious 
prejudice even as they complacently turn the page.”

The book came out in the spring of 1913 to the sort of reviews that 
turn an author’s head: “The ablest brief book of its kind published dur
ing the last ten years” ; “ the quality of a fine mind cutting sharply under 
its problem and fertilizing it to new issues” ; “one of the most energetic, 
resourceful iconoclasts who ever turned to browse in the field of Ameri
can politics.” One reviewer even went so far as to predict that “a few 
years hence, academic discussions in political economy may be very 
generally punctuated with the explanatory clause: ‘as Lippmann 
says.’ ” 3

Sparely, even elegantly, written, the book was an intellectual pot
pourri, stuffed with nearly everything Lippmann had learned at college 
and after. Beginning with John Dewey’s blueprint for social change and 
Herbert Croly ’s ‘ ‘New Nationalism, ’ ’ he had added James ’s celebration 
of experience, Bergson’s intuition, Nietzsche’s affirmation of the will, 
Wells’s scientific utopianism, and, of course, a heavy dose of Freud. He 
had written, not a systematic theory, but, as he called it, A Preface to 
Politics. It was a young man’s book that raised more questions than it 
explored, and showed Lippmann’s receptivity to new ideas rather than 
any coherent philosophy. Later he half-mockingly said it covered 
“pretty nearly all human problems. ” But for all its thinness, it was taut, 
perceptive and iconoclastic. Copey had taught him to hone down his 
prose to lean, graceful sentences, and Steffens had drilled into him the 
need to stick to the facts.

In nine gracefully turned short chapters Lippmann assaulted virtually 
the entire catalogue of traditional Progressivism: electoral reform, the two- 
party system, muckraking, trust-busting, free competition. Corruption 
flourished because the laws failed to take human nature into account; 
political machines existed because they provided a service the voters 
needed. “Tammany,” he declared in words that shocked a good many 
Progressives, “has a better perception of human need, and comes nearer 
to being what a government should be, than any scheme yet proposed 
by a group of ‘uptown good government’ reformers.” Where tradi
tionalists on the Left extolled the wisdom of the people, Lippmann 
questioned the tyranny of popular majorities and called for the scientific 
expertise of a class of managers. “No moral judgment can declare the



value of life,” he proclaimed in an echo of William James. ‘‘No ethical 
theory can announce any intrinsic good.” Creeds were to be distrusted. 
“Tradition is nothing but a record and a machine-made imitation of the 
habits that our ancestors created. ”

Heady stuff indeed. A Preface to Politics exalted the faith of the 
young radicals in scientific management, their openness to emotion and 
experience, their admiration of leadership, their rejection of nineteenth- 
century morality, and their contempt for the cautious reformism of the 
small-town Progressive. Lippmann managed to capture the energies of 
an era just discovering cubism and symbolism, psychoanalysis and syn
dicalism. He became a spokesman for a generation that found not only 
pleasure but a moral imperative in denying the wisdom of its elders.

The book’s originality, however, lay not in its undergraduate idol- 
smashing but in its application to politics of Freud’s theories of person
ality. “ Instead of trying to crush badness we must turn the power be
hind it to good account,” Lippmann wrote in an attack on laws against 
prostitution and adultery. Detaching such concepts as “ taboo,” “ re
pression,” and “sublimation” from their strict Freudian context, he 
gave them a new interpretation and made them the key to his theory of 
politics. “ Instead of tabooing our impulses, we must direct them. ” Peo
ple had to be provided with “ civilizing opportunities” for satisfying 
their needs and desires. Most laws, like those against drinking or sex, 
tried to prohibit and punish human drives rather than redirect them 
toward better goals. Sublimation provided the key for “ supplying our 
passions with civilized interests.”

Lippmann’s novel interpretation of Freud’s concepts soon reached 
Vienna. The master’s British disciple, Ernest Jones, reviewed the book 
in the Freudian journal Imago, and declared that while books about poli
tics “ have, as a rule, little claim to the attention of the psychoanalyst,” 
Lippmann’s could be “recommended most heartily as an impressive at
tempt to apply modem psychological knowledge and insight to the prob
lems of sociology and political science.” What interested Lippmann 
was not so much Freud’s methods of psychiatric treatment as the liberat
ing effect of the theory of the unconscious on social thought. “When I 
compared his work with the psychology that I studied in college, or with 
most of the material that is used to controvert him,” he wrote of Freud 
in 1915, “ I cannot help feeling that for his illumination, for his 
steadiness and brilliancy of mind, he may rank among the greatest who 
have contributed to thought.” 4 A few years later in Vienna Lippmann 
actually met Freud, who invited him to a meeting of the Psychoanalytic 
Society, and introduced him to Adler and Jung.

Lippmann used Freud’s work imaginatively, though not as wisely as 
he might have done had the ideas been more familiar. His prescription 
for “ sublimating” the evils of giant trusts by channeling them to social
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uses was fanciful, as he later recognized. Also, in emphasizing the role 
of unconscious he came close to extolling irrationalism for its own sake. 
Graham Wallas, somewhat upset by Lippmann’s foray into the irratio
nal, mildly chided his former student. Lippmann took the lesson to 
heart, and by 1914 had dropped Nietzsche and Bergson by the wayside.

He also discarded any lingering sentimentality about socialism. While 
urging justice for the ‘ ‘voiceless multitudes who have been left to pass 
unnoticed,” he now castigated many of his fellow socialists as ‘‘inter
ested pedants of destiny,” and saw in centralized government ‘‘the 
germs of that great bureaucratic tyranny which Chesterton and Belloc 
have named the Servile State.” Rejecting the Marxist analysis of capi
talism, he was left with an approach to socialism as expedient as it was 
eclectic. “ We shall feel free to choose among alternatives, to take this 
much socialism, insert so much syndicalism, leave standing what of 
capitalism seems worth conserving.” This was not socialism; it was a 
fruit salad. Small wonder that Lippmann was criticized by socialist mili
tants, or that within two years he would leave the party altogether.5

Rather than being a socialist tract, A Preface to Politics was a hymn 
to Bull Moose progressivism phrased in the language of Greenwich 
Village radicalism. It had been written during the very summer that 
Theodore Roosevelt, having been denied renomination by the Republi
cans, had formed his own renegade Bull Moose party. Lippmann 
trooped to the colors, proclaiming TR “ the working model” for an ideal 
American statesman. Just as TR’s challenge to the prevailing economic 
order was one of style more than of substance, so Lippmann’s book was 
less an attack on an inequitable social system than an assault on the ar
biters of a dying Victorian culture. As such it was a perfect expression 
of the revolt against what Santayana had contemptuously called “ the 
genteel tradition.” Appearing in the spring of 1913, it coincided with a 
flood of cultural experimentation.

To young radicals like Lippmann the world was waiting to be reborn, 
and a beneficent providence had put the tools in their hands. “The 
fiddles are tuning up all over America,” wrote the young critic Van 
Wyck Brooks. Restless men and women flocked to the narrow streets of 
Greenwich Village to express themselves and seek out kindred souls. 
Their political journal was the Masses, which, under the freewheeling 
direction of Max Eastman and John Reed, playfully declared it would 
“do as it pleases and conciliate nobody, not even its readers.” Their 
theater was the Provincetown Playhouse, which had just moved to New 
York from Cape Cod to put on experimental plays by the unknown 
Eugene O ’Neill. Their art gallery was Alfred Stieglitz’s 291 Fifth Ave
nue, where Matisse and Cézanne had their first American showings, 
where young native experimentalists like Marsden Hartley and Georgia 
O ’Keeffe exhibited, and where photography became an instrument of
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art. Their restaurant was Polly’s on MacDougal Street, where over spa
ghetti and cheap wine they could argue all night about psychoanalysis 
and socialism. “ It seems as though everywhere, in that year of 1913, 
barriers went down and people reached each other who had never been 
in touch before,’’ remembered Mabel Dodge, hostess to the cultural rev
olution. “ There were ail sorts of new ways to communicate, as well as 
new communications.’’ Everything seemed possible; the only enemies 
were tradition and timidity.

Whether they believed in salvation through Marx, like the frolicsome 
editors of the Masses, or through poetry, like Harriet Munro and Amy 
Lowell, or through family planning, like Margaret Sanger, the young 
radicals loved to argue and express themselves in ways designed to 
shock the complacent. “ We live in a revolutionary period and nothing is 
so important as to be aware of it,’’ Lippmann summed up. “The dy
namics for a splendid human civilization are all about us.’’6

If a cultural movement can be said to have an official beginning, this 
one was launched in February 1913 at the Sixty-ninth Regiment Armory 
in New York. There Americans saw for the first time the wild colors of 
European fauvism, the geometrical reductions of the cubists, the strange 
visions of the expressionists. Theodore Roosevelt spoke for many when 
he said that he preferred the Navajo rug in his bathroom, but he also 
recognized that something important was afoot. The Armory show, 
Mabel Dodge told Gertrude Stein, was the most important event to have 
happened in America since 1776.

Although she never penned a political tract or created a work of art, 
Mabel Dodge was at the center of American cultural experimentation in 
the years just before the First World War. Rich, shrewd, forever snif
fing after new trends, she had discarded two husbands by her early thir
ties and had grown bored with her art-littered villa in Tuscany, where 
she had steeped herself in European culture and collected such adorn
ments as Gertrude and Leo Stein. Returning to New York in 1912, she 
rented an apartment at 23 Fifth Avenue, on the fashionable northern 
fringe of Greenwich Village, painted the woodwork white, installed 
crystal chandeliers, laid down a white bearskin rug, and set out to meet 
the luminaries of the radical scene. “ I wanted in particular to know the 
Heads of things,’’ she explained. “ It was not dogs or glass I collected 
now, it was people. Important people.’’ Her qualifications were quite 
sufficient: money, insatiable curiosity, and the ability to draw people 
out. There was something about her. Max Eastman said, “ that creates a 
magnetic field in which people become polarized and pulled in and 
made to behave very queerly. Their passions become exacerbated, they 
grow argumentative; they have quarrels, difficulties, entanglements, 
abrupt and violent detachments. And they like it — they come back for 
more.’’7
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Putting her unfocused energies to work, she assembled a microcosm 
of the American cultural revolution: anarchists Emma Goldman and 
Alexander Berkman; poets Edwin Arlington Robinson and George Syl
vester Viereck; socialist aristocrat William English Walling; militant 
labor organizer Bill Haywood of the International Workers of the 
World, or Wobblies, as they were better known; progressives Lincoln 
Steffens, Frederick Howe and Amos Pinchot; reformers Margaret Sanger 
and Frances Perkins; artists Marsden Hartley, Andrew Dasburg and Jo 
Davidson; sentimental radical Hutchins Hapgood, who roamed the Bow
ery for noble drunks; novelist Carl Van Vechten, who brought jazz 
musicians down from Harlem; editors Max Eastman and Floyd Dell of 
the anarchist Masses; and a sprinkling of society ladies seeking titilla
tion.

Wobblies and suffragettes, socialists and family planners, vers-librists 
and cubists, they flowed in and out of Mabel’s spacious white rooms, 
relishing argument, the abundant liquor, and the cold chicken at mid
night. Hers was a place, Lincoln Steffens recalled, for “ poor and rich, 
labor skates, scabs, strikers and unemployed, painters, musicians, re
porters, editors, swells; it was the only successful salon I have ever seen 
in America.’’8 Steffens and Hutchins Hapgood had helped Mabel orga
nize her salon, suggesting that instead of merely letting people talk at 
random she ought to set a theme. This was the beginning of her cele
brated Evenings: the Anarchist Evening, the Psychoanalytic Evening, 
the Journalist Evening, the Family Planning Evening.

One of the people Steffens brought round to meet Mabel and help 
get her Evenings rolling was his young assistant from Every
body s — already coming to be known as a polemicist, freethinking so
cialist, and author of great promise. Charmed by Lippmann, Mabel 
found the well-mannered, carefully dressed young man “ thoroughly 
free intellectually . . . ‘Harvardized,’ well-bred and in possession of 
himself. There was no incontinence there, no flowing sensuality,’’ she 
later wrote of him. “ Rather a fine poise, a cool understanding, and with 
all the high humor in the world shining in his intelligent eyes.’’

Lippmann was the centerpiece of her “younger generation’’ — a 
Harvard contingent that included his sidekick, Alfred Kuttner; Lee Si
monson, who had already been to Paris and been admitted into the 
charmed circle of Gertrude and Leo Stein; Robert Edmond Jones, who 
began his revolution of American stage design in a tiny room in the 
back of Mabel’s apartment; and the impetuous young poet and journalist 
John Reed. Mabel, who was attracted to energy even more than to in
telligence, was irresistibly drawn to the lanky, tousle-haired Reed. She 
found the former Hasty Pudding thespian, now turned anarchist-revolu
tionary, exactly what she needed to fill in the space between her Eve
nings. Reed soon took to spending the nights at 23 Fifth Avenue. But he



was a tenuous conquest and Mabel had a good deal of trouble keeping 
her young lover in tow. She would often turn to Lippmann for advice. 
In the well-tailored suits that made him seem less stocky and a bit older, 
and with his habitual air of bemused detachment, he struck her as “ re
markably certain in his judgments, sure of them, and very definite in his 
speech as well as his outline. ’ ’ Once he advised her that while she could 
appear almost anywhere in public with Reed, she could not expect to 
live at the White House. “ That’s just what I want!” she exclaimed. 
“Well, you can’t ,” Lippmann laughed.

Lippmann and Mabel Dodge were a study in contrasts: he self-con
trolled and intellectual, she impetuous and instinctive. Yet they had a 
sympathetic attraction. He admired her vitality, even while despairing of 
her disorganized mind; she was impressed by his intelligence and self- 
possession. Like their mutual friend Hazel Albertson, she affectionately 
called him Buddha. “Walter was big and rather fat,” she recalled with 
some exaggeration, “ but he had . . . intellectualized his fat so that it 
shone a little.” Mabel depended on him to bring some order to the 
chaos of her salon and of her life. “ I don’t think Walter ever realized 
how strongly he figured in my fantasies,” she wrote later. “ Like most 
women, all my life I had needed and longed for the strong man who 
would take the responsibility for me and my decisions. . . . Walter 
seemed to be about the only person I knew that I could really look up 
to .” 9

What she needed from him was a sympathetic ear for an unending 
cascade of problems with lovers, anarchists and decorators, and one 
who might bring some order to her Evenings. At his suggestion she in
vited A. A. Brill to talk about psychoanalysis, and although a few 
rowdy guests hooted at such concepts as infantile sexuality and 
disrupted Lippmann’s determined efforts to conduct a discussion after 
the talk, it was nonetheless a historic evening. Mabel’s salon was one of 
the first places in America where Freudian analysis was discussed before 
a general audience. There, Brill recalled, “ I met radicals, litterateurs, 
artists and philosophers, some of whom have influenced the trends of 
our times in no small way. ” The session had a powerful effect on many 
present. Even Steffens, the professional skeptic, had his assumptions 
shaken. “ I remember thinking how absurd had been my muckraker’s 
description of bad men and good men and the assumptions that showing 
people facts and conditions would persuade them to alter them or their 
own conduct,” he later wrote.

Mabel was so impressed that she decided to be psychoanalyzed by 
Brill. Lippmann, who futilely tried to bring her down to earth, was not 
enthusiastic. “ You haven’t anything the matter with you except that you 
haven’t enough education to carry your wisdom,” he told her. “ You’ve 
got enough endowment to run all of Greenwich Village half a century,
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and experience enough to supply a regiment, and all that’s wrong with 
you is that your categories aren’t any good. They remind me of a Fourth 
Avenue antique shop.” 10

Not only did Mabel’s categories bother Lippmann, but so did her 
penchant for throwing disparate people together to see what would hap
pen. For one Evening she invited Big Bill Haywood, the Wobbly 
leader, to argue the case for violent revolution. Emma Goldman, the 
earth mother of anarchism, and her comrade-lover, Alexander Berkman, 
recently released from jail after trying to assassinate steel magnate 
Henry Clay Frick, were to flank Big Bill on the Left, and young Wil
liam English Walling, a wealthy litterateur who had established his cre
dentials by going to Russia and meeting Lenin, on the socialist Right. 
The good-natured crowd that had gathered in Mabel’s elegant living 
room for fireworks was quickly disappointed. Big Bill, a bit worse for 
drink, had trouble distinguishing the Wobbly position from that of the 
anarchists; Goldman gave a schoolmarmish lecture; and Walling treated 
them both with snide condescension. Lippmann desperately tried to sal
vage the Evening by lobbing sympathetic questions at Haywood. But the 
Wobbly leader seemed more interested in the adoring young society 
ladies gathered around his chair, and mumbled unintelligibly. “ They 
talk like goddam bourgeois!”  shouted Hippolyte Havel, the anarchist 
cook at Polly’s restaurant.

Lippmann had little patience for such carryings-on. Backed by 
Kuttner and Simonson he urged Mabel to give some shape to her Eve
nings. “ You have a chance to do something really inventive here,” he 
told her. “ Do try to make something of it instead of letting it run wild. 
Weed it out and order it.” Although order was not her strong point, 
Mabel tried. Under the prodding of the Harvard contingent she issued a 
manifesto announcing that henceforth the Evenings would have “ a more 
definite direction, there would be standards of ability, parliamentary 
rule, invitations!”

The invitations, however, did not extend to the working press. Once 
reporters discovered that Mabel’s Evenings made good copy, they infil
trated her salon, disguised as society socialists in tuxedos or labor 
organizers in overalls. At one Evening, as Emma Goldman and Alex
ander Berkman were discussing unemployment, Lippmann spotted a 
group of strangers. “This is a private meeting,” he said, pushing them 
toward the door. “The Press is not invited.” The next day the papers 
titillated their readers with accounts of ladies in evening gowns, “men 
with long, black, flowing locks who say they are anarchists,” tweed- 
wearing members of “ social uplift movements,” and a “ heavy-set 
young man” who said that the gathering was for the discussion of social 
problems and that “positively nothing should be published about it.” 11 

Although Lippmann soon grew impatient with the theatrics, the su-
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perficiality, and the ineffectiveness of the discussions, he was caught up 
for a time in the excitement of the radical movement. When Frank Tan
nenbaum, a young Wobbly, was sentenced to prison for bringing the 
homeless into fashionable churches for refuge, Lippmann marched be
hind the black flag of the anarchists in a parade on Fifth Avenue, and, 
along with Haywood, Goldman, Berkman, Steffens and Hapgood, 
spoke at a mass meeting in Union Square. During that same spring of 
1913 he went out to Paterson to talk to the striking textile workers and 
hear the Wobblies argue doctrine with socialists and anarchists. It was at 
Paterson that Upton Sinclair thought he had glimpsed the dawn of 
American revolution, and there that John Reed, with his genius for self
promotion, managed to get himself thrown in jail while doing a story on 
the strike.

Reed, fired by what he had seen, organized a mammoth pageant 
reenacting the key events of the strike: the police intervention, the fu
neral of a worker killed by policemen, and strike meetings punctuated 
by rousing choruses of the ‘ ‘International. ’ ’ Bobby Jones designed the 
sets in the manner of a Gordon Craig extravaganza, while Lippmann, 
Kuttner and Eddy Hunt — joined by Mabel, Steffens and Margaret 
Sanger — helped organize. On the day of the great event — June 7, 
1913 — thousands of strikers took the ferry across the Hudson from 
Paterson and marched through the streets of New York to Madison 
Square Garden. It was a glorious event — although unfortunately it cost 
more to produce than it earned for the strike fund.

During all his heady activity Lippmann commuted between the Upper 
East Side and the Village. Dining with his parents in a stuffy Victorian 
house, and drinking with Reed, Steffens and Eastman in Mabel’s 
salon, Lippmann oscillated between two cultures that winter and 
spring of 1913, unable to cut loose from the first, or to embrace the sec
ond. The comfort and the radical conversation were both important. A 
part of him wanted to join the crowd, to feel simple emotions without 
being self-conscious. “ Human statistics are illuminating to those who 
know humanity, ’’ he wrote in one of the many throwaway phrases in his 
Preface to Politics. “ I would not trust a hermit’s statistics of anything. ’’ 
Yet another part of him held back. This was the Lippmann who grew 
impatient with the chaos of Mabel’s life and disdainful of those, like 
Hutchins Hapgood, who wandered the Bowery looking for wisdom 
among the drunks. He was a seeker, but for him experience had to be 
strained through a very fine intellectual sieve. From childhood he had 
learned to protect himself by rejecting the things that might cause pain. 
Behind his cynicism and humor was a person always on guard against 
some obscure hurt.

This contrast between the warmth, even the sentimentality, of Lipp-
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mann’s emotions and the cold intellectualism that so often overtook him 
was captured in a few deft lines by his friend John Reed:

. . . But were there one 
Who builds a world, and leaves out all the fun —
Who dreams a pageant, gorgeous, infinite,
And then leaves all the color out o f it —
Who wants to make the human race, and me,
March to a geometric Q .E .D . —
Who but must laugh, if such a man there be?
Who would not weep, if Walter L. were he?

Lippmann did not really want anyone to march to a geometric Q.E.D. 
But neither could he march with the crowd, or lose his head in an 
argument. “Walter was never, never going to lose an eye in a fight,” 
Mabel Dodge said in comparing him to the one-eyed Bill Haywood. 
“ He might lose his glow, but he will never lose an eye.” 12 It was his 
nature to mingle cautiously, to test the waters, to dip in and out. He 
was a smiling, gracious figure, someone in the group but never totally 
of it, always on the edge, ready to withdraw. Where others plunged, he 
analyzed.

His friends admired him and when they were in trouble he gave 
generously of his time and energies. During his senior year, one of his 
Harvard friends, Paul Mariett, was stricken with cancer. Lippmann went 
to visit him nearly every day during the last months of his illness, and as 
a memorial put together and helped pay for a volume of Mariett’s 
poems. Because he was strong, many looked to him for support. An
other college friend, David Carb, dedicated a play to him. “ I like to feel 
that you who had faith and enthusiasm for my first real thought on paper 
own it with m e,” Carb wrote him. “ It has been tremendous, that 
faith — the most encouraging thing that has ever come to me. And it 
will last. Through whatever I may do hereafter, your vision of life will 
run. Your enthusiasm for knowledge.” Carb saw a kindred spirit in 
Lippmann, one equally susceptible to hurt, but with a different way of 
handling it. “ You and I, Walter do not suffer from the same things,” 
Carb wrote him in the winter of 1913. “ Your pain is rarely personal. 
Mine is only that. And so I spend much of my time trying to anticipate 
it or trying to excuse those who inflict it. Our sensitivenesses are an
tithetical. When your flesh has been scourged you become taut, Spartan 
and rebellious; and when mine has been lacerated I slink away to pre
vent people from seeing the pain. You stiffen, I collapse, and that’s the 
difference, emotionally, between us.” 13 Lippmann’s tautness, the emo
tional distance that he put between himself and others, was, as Carb per-
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ceptively observed, a form of self-protection. Others felt it, too, al
though they could not understand it quite as well as Carb.

One of those most puzzled by it was Lucile Elsas. All through Wal
ter’s first three years at Harvard he had bombarded her with letters exalt
ing Socialism, Beauty and Joy, mostly in that order. During vacations 
he took her to dances and parties, and it was assumed, by him at least, 
that they were sweethearts. Yet he never openly showed any sign of his 
affection, never even kissed her. Lucile’s interest waned, and in 1910 
she married a man a few years older than Walter and very different in 
temperament — the stylish publisher and founder of the Modem Li
brary, Horace Liveright.

Walter was furious when he heard the news and never forgave Lucile. 
Although he went to the wedding, he refused to kiss the bride, turning 
from her with the remark, “ It’s too late now.” Two years later, in the 
spring of 1912, she tried to heal the breach by inviting him to drop by to 
see her new baby. The invitation came just as he was breaking with the 
socialists at Schenectady. Some of his disappointment with Mayor Lunn 
may have colored his reaction to Lucile’s invitation, but his response 
was cool. “ In asking me to your house you make the situation very dif
ficult for me,” he replied. “ What can possibly come of a visit? You and 
I have grown hopelessly apart, and you know as well as I that there is 
no retracing of the way.” When she urged him to let bygones be 
bygones, he responded defensively, charging that she had the “ most 
amazing capacity for being perfectly sure that all the nobility and hu
manity are with you to put to shame my smallness and hypocrisy.” It 
was the end of their relationship. Rarely did their paths cross. Once, 
years later, when they were on the same pier in New York harbor, he 
studiously ignored her — or so she believed.14

When he felt rejected, Lippmann defended himself by casting the of
fending person from his life. His self-protectiveness, however much it 
may have enabled him to “ see the world steadily and whole,” was for 
him, as for Santayana, a “ tragic barrier between him and the common 
hopes of ordinary men.” He wanted to share those common hopes, to 
draw close to the people he cared for, to show the affection he often 
felt, but it was not easy. His emotions took the form of a generalized 
idealism. “ What do you love, Walter?” Mabel Dodge asked him one 
day. “The living world,” he responded in a flash. A noble answer, but 
an abstract and even evasive one. He who loves the whole world often 
has trouble with the ornery individuals who compose it.

If Lippmann was not much of a democrat, he was an ardent idealist. 
He spun visions of a better world. Even Hutchins Hapgood, who was a 
bit jealous and thought him smug, found him in those months before the 
war “ full of youthful hope for society.” Lippmann’s ideas were chang
ing rapidly. He had indulged himself in what he had called “ some nec-
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essary iconoclasm. ” Now he wanted to try something more construc
tive. In May, as plans for the Paterson pageant moved into high gear, he 
decided that he must get away and put his ideas on paper. Was there, he 
wrote Graham Wallas, some inn ‘‘where the country is fine, the swim
ming good, and where one can play tennis, all at a moderate cost?” 15 
There was, at the village of Woking, in Surrey. On June 5, 1913, two 
days before the glorious Paterson pageant was to take place, Lippmann 
gathered Kuttner in tow and sailed for England.



►« 6
Reputation

A writer on public affairs can’t pretend to despise repu
tation, for reputation is not only flattering to the vanity, 
it is the only way of meeting the people you’ve got to 
know in order to understand the world.

—  Diary, July 5 , 1914

W h i l e  in Surrey at the inn of moderate cost Wallas had found, 
Lippmann worked furiously on his new book, breaking off only 
for afternoon swims and sets of tennis. Every week or so he and Kuttner 

took the train to London for a play, a tour through the bookshops, and 
tea with Wallas and his friends. There he met the writers whose works 
had impressed him in college. There, too, he found his own sort, cul
tural radicals out to remake the world — men like Van Wyck Brooks, 
who had been at Harvard a few years earlier and was working on the 
book that launched his literary career, America's Coming of Age. “ It 
was really fine to meet you,” Lippmann wrote Brooks that summer. “ I 
want very much to have it a beginning, for I do feel about America as 
you do, and I do want to establish communication with those of us who 
are young enough to be working on the same puzzles and trying to see 
into the same fog.” 1

Returning to New York in late October, after a hiking tour of the 
Swiss Alps with Kuttner, Lippmann found himself a bit at loose ends. 
Occasional articles for the New York Times and the socialist New Review 
hardly gave him the kind of audience he wanted. As he was pondering 
his next move, he received an unexpected invitation to lunch at the 
Players, a fashionable club for men of arts and letters, from Herbert 
Croly, whom Lippmann had never met, but who had greatly influenced 
his view of politics.

Croly had become a national figure a few years earlier with the publi
cation of his powerful polemic, The Promise of American Life. Combin-
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ing the passion of a reformer and the rectitude of a moralist he had at
tacked the mainstays of old-style Progressivism, with its Jeffersonian 
dogma of free competition, its preference for weak central government, 
and its philosophy of laissez-faire. The shibboleth of “equal opportu
nities for all, special privileges for none,” he had declared, merely 
rewarded the strong, who, under a laissez-faire system, would always 
exploit the weak. Only a strong central government could control and 
equitably distribute the benefits of industrial capitalism. Croly parted 
company with the Populist strain of Progressivism by arguing that the 
inequities of American life could never be rectified by weakening fed
eral power, by mechanical electoral reforms such as referendum and 
recall, by breaking up the efficient trusts, by coddling the small busi
nessman at the expense of the consumer, or by imagining that good gov
ernment was that which governed least.

Big Business was here to stay, Croly argued. It could not be wished 
out of existence by those nostalgic for a happier day when every man 
could aspire to his own little shop. For this reason the Sherman Anti- 
Trust Act, which sought to deal with the evils of monopoly by breaking 
up giant corporations into more “competitive” units, seemed to him 
outdated, inefficient and futile. The power of industry could be held in 
check only by an even greater power representing the good of the entire 
commonwealth — that is, a strong central government. And for govern
ment to do its job properly, Croly insisted, to avoid becoming the tool 
of special-interest groups, it must be guided by a strong and farsighted 
leader. This formulation enchanted Theodore Roosevelt, who saw it as 
an elaboration of some of his own sketchy ideas, and who, in his fire
breathing speech at Osawatomie, Kansas, in the summer of 1910, ex
plicitly embraced Croly’s “New Nationalism.”

Lippmann’s own Preface to Politics — with its call for strong leader
ship, big government, and regulated monopolies operating in the public 
interest — had been influenced by Croly. To receive a lunch invitation 
from such an influential man was a singular honor. It was also a puzzle
ment, and as he rode the trolley down to Gramercy Park, Lippmann 
wondered how he should handle this unusual opportunity. Entering the 
clubroom, with its red brocade and its portraits of actors in theatrical 
poses, he spotted Croly sitting in a corner. The older man — Croly was 
then in his early forties — awkwardly shook his young guest’s hand and 
led him into the dining room. After a few stiff remarks about the 
weather, the painfully shy Croly came to the point.

He and some others were about to start a new magazine, Croly ex
plained. It would appear every week, cover politics and the arts, and 
spread the ideas of a “constructive nationalism.” The money would 
come from Willard Straight and his wife, Dorothy — she a Whitney 
and the beneficiary of many millions in Standard Oil royalties, he a



Morgan banker who had done a stint at the American consulate in 
Manchuria and who, having helped spread the virtues of capitalism and 
Christianity in pagan China, was now eager to prepare Americans for 
their international responsibilities. “ Use your wealth to put ideas into 
circulation,” Straight had told his wife. “ Others will give to churches 
and hospitals.” At first the Straights had thought of setting up a school 
in Washington to train young people for the diplomatic service, but after 
reading Croly’s book, decided that what the country needed most was a 
magazine espousing the New Nationalism — edited, of course, by 
Croly himself.

Croly persuaded the Straights to put up enough money to publish the 
magazine for four years, and also to forgo any veto over editorial con
tent. With the magazine’s financial security assured, he began rounding 
up a staff. He needed someone who could write fast and well, who had 
vague socialist sympathies but could be counted on to be “respon
sible,” and who was young and ambitious enough to work hard without 
complaint. He had been impressed by A Preface to Politics, and when 
he met Lippmann realized that this was a man he could work with 
easily. He made his bid across the lunch table. The new magazine, with 
its links to Roosevelt, its financial freedom, and its Bull Moose Progrès- 
sivism, offered Lippmann great possibilities. It would put him in touch 
with influential people and give him a forum far beyond that of the so
cialist true believers. At sixty dollars a week the salary was more than 
adequate. Lippmann accepted on the spot.

Croly was delighted by his acquisition. “ Lippmann, as you say, is an 
interesting mixture of maturity and innocence,” he wrote Judge Learned 
Hand. “The Preface to Politics is an astonishing book for a fellow three 
years out of college to write, but no matter how he turns out as a politi
cal philosopher he certainly has great possibilities as a political journal
ist. I don’t know where I could find a substitute with so much critical 
versatility. I had him down here for a few days and tested him out all 
along that line. He does not know quite as much as he might, but he 
knows a lot, and his general sense of values is excellent.” Lippmann, 
Croly added, “has real feeling, conviction and knowledge to give a cer
tain assurance, almost a certain dignity to his impertinence, and of 
course the ability to get away with the impertinent is almost the best 
quality a political journalist can have.” It was an impertinent journal 
they were planning to put out. “ We’ll throw a few firecrackers under 
the skirts of the old women on the bench and in other high places,” 2 
Croly promised.

To help throw his firecrackers Croly assembled an eclectic staff: 
Walter Weyl, a maverick muckraker whose book The New Democracy 
put him somewhere between the socialists and the Roosevelt Progrès-
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sives; Francis Hackett, who had created the imaginative book supple
ment of the Chicago Evening Post; Philip Littell, an old friend from 
Harvard who would do a weekly book column; and a young Vassar 
graduate, Charlotte Rudyard, as editorial assistant. Learned Hand, then 
a federal judge for the southern district of New York, and later for the 
powerful second circuit court, offered advice and an occasional editorial 
note. Hand, an old friend of Croly and his summer neighbor in the artis
tic enclave of Cornish, New Hampshire, brought along one of his favor
ite disciples: Felix Frankfurter, a thirty-one-year-old Viennese im
migrant, then teaching at Harvard Law School. He soon spread himself 
over the entire magazine, writing articles, furnishing legal advice, and 
joining in editorial conferences. To round out the staff Croly later added 
two young economists, George Soule and Alvin Johnson.

The magazine was a model of looseness, designed on the theory, 
Lippmann later explained, that “ none of its editors wished to do much 
editing, that none of them would remain at a desk very long, and that 
there would be a place on the board for men who were not wholly 
organizable.” Although Lippmann was awesomely organized, the system 
allowed him to write his articles at home and do occasional pieces for 
other journals. During his first two years on the magazine he contributed 
regularly to the socialist monthly Metropolitan, and managed to write a 
book on foreign policy. The relaxed atmosphere meant, he said, that 
“ an incorrigible free-lance could dip in for a while to edit or to shape 
policy, and dip out again without upsetting everybody and every
thing.“ 3

While there was a fledgling staff and an assured income from the 
Straights, the magazine still had no name. Croly wanted to call it the 
Nation, but there already was one — a journal fallen into amiable re
spectability since the crusading days of Edwin Godkin and not yet revi
talized by Oswald Garrison Villard. As second choice they settled on 
the Republic, although vaguely dissatisfied with its Platonic overtones. 
Halfway through the planning stage they discovered that a Boston politi
cian, “ Honey Fitz“ Fitzgerald, grandfather of a future President, was 
already publishing a Republic for Democratic party faithfuls. Reluc
tantly, and with what Lippmann described as a ‘ ‘positive dislike for the 
suggestion of utopianism,“ they added the word new. Thus the New 
Republic was christened. The title, as it turned out, was not a bad one 
for a journal addressed to the public-spirited elite that H. G. Wells had 
once called the “ New Republicans.“

Determined to have a handsome as well as an influential magazine, 
Croly spent an entire year experimenting with type designs and pasting 
up dummy issues. The result was a clean, striking format that became a 
model for journals in its field. To ensure the staff’s comfort the
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Straights bought a four-story brick town house owned by Croly at 421 
West 2ist Street between Ninth and Tenth avenues, next door to a home 
for wayward girls and across the street from a theological seminary. 
There they installed a book-lined library with deep leather chairs and the 
latest journals from England and the Continent, a kitchen where a 
French chef prepared lunches, and a paneled dining room where the edi
tors could entertain prominent visitors. It was all very clubby and far re
moved from the stains of printer’s ink. “The vision I have of The New 
Republic will, I fear, set angel Dorothy back some hundreds of thou
sands of dollars,” Croly wrote Learned Hand, “ . . . but she will get a 
little education for her money and so will I and so, I hope, will you and 
the others.” Angel Dorothy was indeed generous, never using her 
wealth to control editorial policy even though the magazine — except 
briefly during the First World War — always ran a deficit. For forty 
years the Straight family subsidized the NR at an average cost of some 
$100,000 a year.

Strong-minded and incorruptible, Croly knew what he wanted. “ We 
shall be radical without being socialistic,” he declared, “ and our gen
eral tendency will be pragmatic rather than doctrinaire.” 4 Some skep
tics questioned how radical a magazine could be with a Wall Street fi
nancier as angel and a bevy of corporation lawyers, executives and 
judges as guiding lights. The answer was, not very. These men were 
progressives in the Roosevelt mold — believers in strong leadership, 
civic responsibility, regulation of Big Business, and greater sympathy 
toward labor and the poor. Reform was their way of heading off more 
disruptive change.

Lippmann could not have been more pleased with the magazine and 
his new colleagues. He had a prestigious job with a good salary, could 
write about what mattered to him and work closely with influential men. 
“ We’re starting a weekly here next fall,” he wrote Van Wyck Brooks 
early in the winter of 1914, “ a weekly of ideas — with a paid-up capi
tal — God save us — of 200,000. The age of miracles, sir, has just 
begun.” Explaining that the substance would be “ American, but so
phisticated and critical,” he urged Brooks to contribute articles and to 
think of himself as “one of our group.” The magazine’s objective was 
to “ infuse American emotions with American thought” — to be, in 
other words, a vehicle of cultural nationalism. “ We have no party axe 
or propaganda to grind,” he underlined. “ We shall be socialistic in di
rection, but not in method, or phrase or allegiance. If there is any word 
to cover our ideal, I suppose it is humanistic, somewhat sharply distin
guished . . . from humanitarianism.” Its humanism would consist of 
having a “ real sense of the relation between the abstract and the con
crete, between the noble dream and the actual limitations of life.” His
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hope, he told Brooks rather solemnly, was that every part of the paper 
would be ‘ ‘vivid with the humor and insights and sounds of American 
life, and yet imaginative enough to point through them to a more finely 
disciplined and what Wells calls a more spacious order of living.” 5

While seeking that “ more spacious order of living,”  Lippmann was 
meeting different people from those he had known as a muckraker and 
socialist. Some were rich, many were eminent — very few were radi
cal. They were progressive in a patrician way, with a sense, like Theo
dore Roosevelt’s, of noblesse oblige. Through Steffens, Lippmann had 
met reformers like Tom Johnson, Fremont Older and Jane Addams. 
Now Croly and the Straights opened the door to a world of high finance 
and national politics. Through them he met, not only Learned Hand, but 
Louis D. Brandeis, the future Supreme Court justice; Ogden Mills, the 
Republican politician who later became Hoover’s secretary of the trea
sury; and the lawyer George Rublee, who provided an entrée to 
Woodrow Wilson.

Lippmann cultivated these people for what they could teach him and 
for their ability to advance his career. Influence, he now believed, rested 
not on trying to convert the masses, but on reaching the people whose 
opinions mattered. The radicals, he felt, lived in a small world of plots, 
promises and hyperbole. He would break out of the constricting circle of 
the Masses and the Call, away from the true believers and professional 
agitators.

Later the great would seek him out. At twenty-four he sought them 
out. In his quiet way he was an exceedingly ambitious young man who 
used his intelligence and charm to cultivate older men: Learned Hand 
and Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. — later Colonel House and Newton 
Baker. He challenged them, as he had Steffens, and provided them with 
an engaging, even idealized, version of their younger selves. In the 
talented young essayist — intense, precocious, a bit shy — they found 
a disciple worthy of their own estimate of themselves.

Among those he cultivated there was none he admired more than 
Theodore Roosevelt. TR was his model of what a statesman should be, 
“the first President who shared a new social vision,” as he had written 
in his book. However curious such enthusiasm may seem to generations 
that remember Roosevelt as a jingoist who played toy soldier in Cuba 
and stole Panama from Colombia to build his canal, he was a hero to 
progressives. For all his bombast and pugnacity, his obsession with 
shooting animals and demonstrating his virility, Roosevelt was a re
former and an intellectual — a man who wrote history books, defied 
convention by inviting blacks to the White House and appointing a Jew 
to his cabinet, laid the groundwork for the welfare state, set up the na
tional park system, and shocked conservatives by declaring that private
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property was “ subject to the general right of the community to regulate 
its use to whatever degree the public may require it.” Roosevelt, Lipp- 
mann wrote many years later,

was the first President who knew that the United States had come of age —  
that not only were they no longer colonies o f Europe, and no longer an imma
ture nation on the periphery o f western civilization, but that they had become a 
world power. He was the first to realize what that means, its responsibilities 
and its dangers and its implication, and the first to prepare the country spiri
tually and physically for this inescapable destiny. . . . The first President who 
realized clearly that national stability and social justice had to be sought delib
erately and had consciously to be maintained . . . that once the period o f set
tlement and easy expansion had come to an end, the promise of American life 
could be realized only by a national effort. . . . Theodore Roosevelt began the 
work o f turning the American mind in the direction which it had to go in the 
Twentieth Century.6

Roosevelt, who became President at age forty-two in 1901, when 
McKinley was assassinated, was reelected to office three years later, but 
stepped aside in 1908 for his protégé, William Howard Taft. By 1912 
TR was ready to return to the White House. But Taft, having grown to 
like the place, refused to step down, and the Republican party bosses, 
who considered TR to be troublesome and even dangerously radical, 
gave the nomination to Taft. In a fury Roosevelt stomped out of the 
convention, taking his followers with him, and formed his own Bull 
Moose party. “ We stand at Armageddon and we battle for the Lord,” 
he told an ecstatic gathering, and millions joined the crusade. “ Roo
sevelt bit me and I went mad,” the Kansas publisher William Allen 
White later said, speaking for many progressives. Lippmann too went a 
little mad when he heard TR speak at Madison Square Garden in the fall 
of 1912. Although he later fell out with Roosevelt, as he did with most 
of the great leaders he admired, he never quite ceased to be, as he said, 
“ an unqualified hero-worshiper.” More than sixty years later he told a 
friend that of all the Presidents he had known — and he personally 
knew twelve — only one was lovable, “Teddy Roosevelt, and I loved 
him.”

Although TR fought a brilliant campaign, capturing 700,000 more 
votes than the incumbent Taft on the regular Republican ticket, he lost 
the three-cornered race to Woodrow Wilson. To revive his spirits he 
went off to the Amazon, where he shot crocodiles and contracted jungle 
fever. He also read a good many books, including A Preface to Politics, 
whose cheeky iconoclasm and lavish praise for himself so impressed 
him that he wrote a note of congratulation to the author. Lippmann was 
overwhelmed. “ You can readily see from my book that it owes a great



deal to you,” he pointed out to TR, “ and for that reason I was very 
eager to have your opinion of it. ” 7

Delighted as he was to receive TR’s praise, Lippmann even more 
wanted to meet the great man, which he finally did in the spring of 
1914. Roosevelt, having returned to New York somewhat the worse for 
wear after his Brazilian escapade, invited Lippmann and Felix Frank
furter to breakfast at the Harvard Club. He was, he confided to his eager 
admirers, thinking of running against Wilson in 1916, but there were 
many issues to brush up on. First of all he needed to work out a position 
on the labor question. Labor and management were at each other’s 
throats, and the country was being paralyzed by strikes, lockouts, and 
police brutality. In West Virginia the United Mine Workers were locked 
in battle with company guards, while in Colorado a strike against the 
Rockefeller-owned mines had ended in the “ Ludlow massacre” of 
miners and their families. Lippmann, who had written a good deal about 
the labor problem, volunteered to draft a position paper for Roosevelt. 
TR rose from the breakfast table, grasped Lippmann’s hand in a viselike 
grip, and told him that they were now partners in a common cause. As 
Lippmann left the Harvard Club and walked out into the clamor of the 
streets, he felt he had crossed another frontier.

A few weeks later he retreated to Maine to work on TR’s labor plank 
and do some proofreading. It was now mid-May and his colleagues at 
the NR were drifting off to their summer homes: Croly and Philip Littell 
to New Hampshire, Weyl to Woodstock, New York. They would begin 
publication in November. From his retreat at Sebasco, in the Maine 
woods, Lippmann put together a labor platform for TR, advising him to 
support a minimum wage and to endorse organized labor “ with all its 
crudities” as the best hope for industrial democracy. Like Roosevelt, 
Lippmann was pro-labor because he believed that strong unions would 
prevent violence and anarchy. Only through a powerful labor move
ment, he told TR, could America avoid a “ class structure imperiled by 
insurrection.”

The memo he put together for TR was, in effect, an abridged version 
of the chapter on the labor movement he had just written for his new 
book — the one he had begun the previous summer in England and had 
decided to call Drift and Mastery. “ It is labor organized that alone can 
stand between America and the creation of a permanent, servile class,” 
he had written. “The effort to build up unions is as much the work of 
pioneers as the extension of civilization into the wilderness. The unions 
are the first feeble effort to conquer the industrial jungle for democratic 
life.” Such an effort, he recognized, would not always be peaceful. 
“ Men are fighting for the beginnings of industrial self-government.
. . . No wonder they despise the scab. He is justly despised. Far from
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being the independent, liberty-loving soul he is sometimes painted, the 
scab is a traitor to the economic foundations of democracy.” 8 Lipp- 
mann’s views on labor, radical enough in the context of the times, were 
only one of the striking pronouncements that gave such impact to Drift 
and Mastery when it appeared a few months later.

In self-imposed isolation in the woods, Lippmann spent most of the 
month of June putting the finishing touches on the book. ‘‘I spend my 
days reading proof,” he wrote Learned Hand, “which is worse than tes
timony, writing out what I think about socialism, and reading a history 
of the French revolution. I also chop wood twice a day and kill mosqui
toes.” 9 By the end of June he had finished his corrections and was 
ready to take off for Europe to round up writers for the New Republic, 
to gamer whatever laurels he could for A Preface to Politics, just pub
lished in England, and to take a walking tour of the Swiss Alps.

On July 2, 1914, after spending an evening at Coney Island with 
Judge Hand and Francis Hackett, he boarded the S.S. Baltic for Europe. 
“ The place lacks sexual interest,” he confided to his diary about the 
amusement park. The week-long crossing allowed a rare moment of in
trospection. “ Indolence and the dislike of self-consciousness have kept 
me from writing a diary,” he confessed in an early entry. “ I dislike 
diaries that consist of soliloquies before the infinite. And, moreover, 
things that happen to me and my feelings about them are not so precious 
that they need be recorded in detail.” Nevertheless, he continued,

I have regretted often that I had not set down the fresh impressions o f many 
conversations, meetings, men, things seen. The talks long ago with Pritchard 
who opened up painting to me, my contact with William James in the last two 
years o f  his life, with Santayana, with H. G. W ells, with Graham Wallas, John 
Hobson, with scores of literary men, politicians, agitators here and abroad —  I 
should not like to lose them. I should like to recall long conversations through 
the night with Kenneth Hunter and Felix Cole, walks over the mountains or 
through Brittany with Alfred Kuttner and Lee Simonson. I should like to 
preserve the rich texture of memory —  Moscow and Norway, Ireland and the 
Riviera —  blue and gold days on the Merrimack, long horseback rides through 
the Berkshires, the beach at the Lido . . .

He was ending one phase of his life: he had drawn away from the rad
icals, left free-lance journalism for a regular job, switched from a loose 
socialism to a left-wing progressivism, and exchanged his downtown 
friends for a new set of uptown ones. He still thought of himself as a 
radical, but an independent and “responsible” one. Intellectually he 
was feeling his way. His two books, as he confided to his diary on the 
ship that July, were “ both prolegomena — terribly inadequate, I real
ize. I put them out as preliminary sketches, and I never claimed much 
for them. But they not only crystallize and state. They have opened up
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the experience I must have if I ’m to work them out.” Experience was 
the key to reputation, and on that all else hinged. “ A writer on public 
affairs can’t pretend to despise reputation,” he added significantly, “ for 
reputation is not only flattering to the vanity, it is the only way of meet
ing the people you’ve got to know in order to understand the world. ” 10

Lippmann’s key to meeting people was Graham Wallas. No sooner 
had he set down his bags at Garland’s Hotel behind the Haymarket than 
he went out to Highgate to see his old mentor. Wallas had just brought 
out a new book, the one he had been working on when Lippmann first 
met him at Harvard four years earlier. He called it The Great Society, 
by which he meant the wider world beyond the confines of the city- 
state, and a moral community free from both bourgeois materialism and 
socialist collectivism. Wallas had been so influenced by Lippmann’s 
comments in the politics seminar at Harvard that he not only dedicated 
the book to his former student, but began it with an open letter to Lipp
mann. As his earlier work had been an argument against nineteenth-cen
tury intellectualism, Wallas noted, The Great Society was intended as 
“ an argument against certain forms of 20th century anti-intellec- 
tualism.” Intimating that Lippmann had gone a bit overboard in ex
tolling the irrational in his first book, Wallas gently suggested that this 
approach might “ be of some help when you write that sequel to your 
Preface to Politics for which all your friends are looking.”

Lippmann was naturally flattered by this remarkable tribute from a 
teacher thirty years his senior. “ I had no idea that you had in mind to do 
for me what you have done,” he wrote Wallas on receiving an advance 
copy of the book. “ Nothing that has ever come to me has meant so 
much as this chance to be identified a little with your work. I know what 
form you want my gratitude to take — you wrote it on the copy of 
Human Nature in Politics which you gave me when you were at Har
vard — to be ‘truth’s pilgrim at the plough.’ I ’ll keep that faith,” Lipp
mann promised, “ and while I know I ’ve done nothing to deserve such a 
gift, I can take it as a pupil from his teacher.”

Although Lippmann later strayed far from the socialist enthusiasm that 
had originally drawn him to Wallas, he remained attached to his mentor 
for more than twenty years. “ He was the greatest teacher I have ever 
known,” Lippmann wrote Audrey Wallas upon her husband’s death in 
1932. “ I owe everything to him that enables me to understand at all the 
human problems of the Great Society, and I have for him a loving grati
tude which is boundless. I should rather be known as a pupil of Graham 
Wallas than any other way, and no one can ever take that title away. 
But he was more than a teacher to me, the kindest, richest human being 
of my life. ” 11

Through Wallas, Lippmann met the guiding members of the Fabian 
Society: Beatrice and Sidney Webb, George Bernard Shaw, and most



memorably H. G. Wells. One of England’s most prolific and successful 
writers, a father of science fiction and a utopian socialist, Wells had by 
that time made his break with the Fabians, lampooning the Webbs 
maliciously in his New Machiavelli, just as he had also sharpened his 
claws on Wallas. But to a generation of young idealists, Wells was a 
prophet. With him. Van Wyck Brooks recalled, “one felt that the nine
teenth century had at last come to an end and a century of hope and ad
venture had opened. . . . Under the spell of this great myth-maker, 
young people saw themselves as no longer creatures of the past but as 
creators of the future.”

Ever since college Lippmann had been in awe of this man who called 
for scrapping an outdated old order and building a “ new republic” that 
superior men and women — his “ intellectual samurai” — would direct 
for the good of all. Now at last Lippmann found himself in the hazy 
smoking room of the National Liberal Club, with its crowded little ta
bles where men sat talking in all the accents of the British Empire, face 
to face with the writer he had so long admired. They spoke of literature 
and politics, with Wells switching without pause from abstract theory to 
malicious gossip about the Fabians. Shyly Van Wyck Brooks came up 
to be introduced, and later wrote of being “ almost too excited to speak 
in the presence of this red-faced man with his shrill asthmatic voice, a 
half-cockney squeak, pouring forth words like a freshet in spring and 
looking as if he was on the point of a fatal stroke of apoplexy even as he 
stood there.” 12

Finding Lippmann engaging and remarkably mature for his years, 
Wells introduced him to some friends: Arnold Bennett, G. K. Chester
ton, Hilaire Belloc and Frank Harris. He also introduced Lippmann to 
his latest mistress, a lovely young woman named Cecily Fairfield, but 
who preferred to be known as Rebecca West, after an Ibsen heroine. An 
enchanted Lippmann signed her to write cultural articles from London 
for the New Republic on whatever subject interested her. In addition he 
rounded up promises of articles from Wells, Wallas, Alfred Zimmern, 
Bernard Shaw, James Bryce, Hugh Walpole, John Hobson, and H. N. 
Brailsford. To keep tabs on British politics and culture, he hired S. K. 
Ratcliffe, former editor of the Statesman of India, to be the NR’s official 
correspondent at a salary of one thousand dollars a year. Even for a 
magazine so self-consciously “nationalistic” as the NR, there seemed 
nothing inappropriate about relying heavily on British contribu
tors — who furnished a quarter of the magazine’s signed articles during 
the first year of publication. Culture, after all, was supposed to be inter
national , and the fight against ossified thinking and entrenched privilege 
knew no national boundaries.

Like many Fabians and young intellectuals, Lippmann spent a good 
deal of time at Dan Rider’s bookshop on St. Martin’s Lane. Rider, the
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London agent of Lippmann’s publisher, Mitchell Kennerley, introduced 
him to the writers, famous and aspiring, who dropped by his shop to 
browse and have a cup of tea. “ Lippmann is a great boy,” Rider told 
Van Wyck Brooks. ‘‘He gets more into a day than the whole population 
of England. His timetable is worked out with the regularity of a 
railroad.” Rider took him to see Fisher Unwin, who had published A 
Preface to Politics in England and who told him that the book had not 
sold well. “ I couldn’t seem to care,” Lippmann wrote in his diary on 
July 13, “maybe because England is unreal to me. But rather because I 
am tired of the Preface. ” Tired or not, he was pleased when Unwin 
decided to publish the new book, Drift and Mastery.

It was a summer for making contacts: Geoffrey Dawson, editor of 
The Times; Wickham Steed, a well-known journalist; John Hobson, a 
critic of imperialism; Ezra Pound, whom he found an “ unhealthy, neu
rotic, infinitely conceited person and pretentious to the point of exasper
ation” ; Lytton Strachey, who was “ very odd-looking” ; and above all 
Beatrice and Sidney Webb. Tireless pedants, inveterate snobs, inces
sant moralizers, the Webbs had single-mindedly and with no material 
reward devoted their lives to uplifting the unworthy poor and penetrat
ing the capitalists from within. Wells’s delicious parody of them, writ
ten after he had tried and failed to take over the Fabian Society, had 
made not the slightest dent in their supreme self-confidence. They knew 
what they wanted, which was to have the “ nicest people” — another 
version of Wells’s “ social engineers” — run society on sound princi
ples. They were very dubious about the Labor party, preferring instead 
to bore from within through the two elite institutions they had founded: 
the New Statesman and the London School of Economics. However 
ludicrous they seemed to detractors, they were fearless and dedicated. 
Lippmann had pulled a few strings to be invited to their home on Gros- 
venor Road.

One afternoon in July 1914 the maid ushered him into a bare, white 
and not particularly tasteful room where he was warmly greeted by Sid
ney Webb, “ an absurdly small man with a large puffy, hairy head, a 
curious beak-like nose, long capable hands,” as he recorded in his diary 
on July 14. They talked of the New Republic, Wilson’s bungling in 
Mexico, Graham Wallas’s new book, and the nasty gibes that the un
grateful Wells had made against them. “ Mrs. Webb was perhaps a little 
too frankly open-minded, yet it was magnanimous,” Lippmann wrote, 
finding in them “ a real desire to avoid quarrels,” and even an apprecia
tion of Wells. “They seem to stand there as the two pillars of socialist 
morality — with no gratuitous rebellion, a disciplined, socialized, hu
mane and endlessly useful couple. I came away angry at the slurs that it 
is so fashionable to cast upon them.”

A few days after his encounter with the Founding Couple, Lippmann



joined Wallas for a train trip to the Lake District, where the Fabians 
were holding their annual summer school. At the village of Keswick, 
Lippmann found himself in a summer camp populated by a hundred-odd 
Fabians of all ages and appearances: “ a dozen or so young university 
graduates and undergraduates, another strain of middle-class profes
sionals, a stray member of Parliament or a professor, a bevy of fair 
girls — and the remainder — a too large remainder — elderly and old 
nondescript females, who find the place lively and fairly cheap,” in 
Beatrice Webb’s tart description.13

Despite the hangers-on, the conference promised to be stimulating. The 
young G. D. H. Cole was trying to snatch the organization away from 
the Webbs and dedicate it to guild socialism. The Cole group dreaded 
the all-powerful State inherent in the Webbs’ version of collectivism, 
and wanted the workers to run the factories. At Keswick they went on a 
rampage, singing revolutionary songs in the village square, heckling the 
speakers at the discussion groups, and ostentatiously walking out when 
called to order. Preaching salvation through a general strike, the Cole 
group “ sat in the back of the room and sneered” at the calls to dis
cipline by “ Shaw, Webb and the old gang in the front, reasonable, 
kind, open-minded,” Lippmann noted in his diary on July 20.

After the meeting Lippmann walked back to the hotel with Bernard 
Shaw and talked with the dramatist on the doorstep for nearly an hour. 
Lippmann had never got over his undergraduate awe of the author of 
The Man of Destiny, and now wanted to get Shaw’s view of Freud and 
the new theories of psychoanalysis. Shaw was not in the least interested, 
preferring instead to discuss motor cars, of which he had a particularly 
handsome example — a glittering sports model in which he had arrived 
dramatically at the conference. Before turning in for the night, Shaw 
gave Lippmann and some others who had gathered during their conver
sation a little demonstration of his gift for mimicry —- a gift he had 
recently turned to advantage in Pygmalion, the great hit of the current 
London theater season. Lippmann asked if it were true that one could 
really discover where people came from by their speech, as Henry 
Higgins had done. “Of course,” Shaw replied. “ I can identify anybody 
from any county in Ireland,” at which point he launched into a mul
tivoiced conversation with himself in a variety of accents. The little 
band of socialists who had gathered on the doorstep cheered his virtuoso 
performance.

The next day Lippmann did encounter someone who wanted to talk 
about Freud. On the train back to London he found himself in a carriage 
with Leonard Woolf. They soon fell into a conversation that never 
flagged until they reached London hours later. “ I do not think I had a 
premonition of his future eminence,” Woolf later wrote of his young
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traveling companion. “ But I liked him very much as a man and felt him 
to be both intelligent and sensitive. ”  Woolf was struck by how intimate 
their conversation became, particularly once they discovered that they 
shared a fascination with Freudian psychology. “There are few things 
more unexpected and more exciting than suddenly finding someone of 
intelligence and understanding who at once with a complete frankness 
will go with one below what is the usual surface of conversation and 
discussion,” 14 Woolf wrote, giving a glimpse of the impression the 
young Lippmann made on others: one of intensity, perception, maturity, 
and frankness. They never met again until the mid-1930s, when the 
London hostess Sybil Colefax brought them together. They then found 
they had little to say to each other. His work in England finished, Lipp
mann prepared for a fortnight’s hike in the Swiss mountains. It never 
crossed his mind that events taking place in the Austro-Hungarian Em
pire that summer — the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand at the end 
of June, the Austrian ultimatum to Serbia in late July, the Russian threat 
to declare war if Austria attacked Serbia, the danger that Germany, 
France and Britain might be forced to honor their alliances — could af
fect his vacation. Nor, to be sure, had it impressed the distinguished fig
ures he had heard debate the virtues of syndicalism, denounce capital
ism and imperialism, deplore the class system, and advocate the 
freedom of India and Ireland.

On July 27, as the French ordered mobilization in support of their al
liance with Russia, Lippmann crossed the Channel with a friend from 
Harvard, Harold Steams. When he arrived in Brussels on the twenty- 
ninth he discovered that Austria had declared war on Serbia, Germany 
was threatening to come in on Austria’s side, and Russia was warning 
that it would protect the Serbs. “ War in Europe impending,” Lippmann 
scrawled in his diary. “ Panic in Brussels. Run on banks. Collapse of 
credit.” No one seemed to know what was happening. “My own ner
vousness has taken the form of an uninterrupted purchase of newspa
pers,” he wrote Wallas. “The railroad stations are crowded with angry, 
jostling people, carrying every conceivable kind of package. On the 
train from Ostend yesterday I found it somewhat dangerous to speak 
German . . .  I am making straight for Switzerland tonight.” 15 He 
never got there. At the station they told him the border was closed. 
Anxiously he turned back to England, traveling all night on the boat 
train. In London the next morning, shaken and exhausted, he went 
straight to the Wallases, who put him to bed in their guest room.

The date was August 1. Germany had refused a plea to respect the 
neutrality of Belgium. That afternoon Paris and Berlin ordered a general 
mobilization. A few hours later Germany declared war on Russia. The 
unthinkable had happened. A dynastic imbroglio in the decaying



Austro-Hungarian Empire had triggered a war engulfing Europe. The 
next morning as the news came through, Lippmann sent a letter to 
Frankfurter:

Dear Felix,
This isn’t a very cheerful day to be writing to you. It’s an hour since we 

learned that Germany has declared war against Russia. We shall hear of  
France later in the day, no doubt. Wallas and Hobson, Gilbert Murray, 
Hobhouse and the others are at work trying to stir up liberal feeling, but 
it’s a toss up. We sit and stare at each other and make idiotically cheerful 
remarks. And in the meantime, so far as anyone can see now, nothing can 
stop the awful disintegration now.

Nor is there any way of looking beyond it: ideas, books, seem too ut
terly trivial, and all the public opinion, democratic hope and what not, 
where is it today? Like a flower in the path o f a plough.

Petitions are being signed. We shall march in Trafalgar Square this af
ternoon, and the madness is seizing us all, so that taking war as we do, 
there is something which makes me feel like getting at the throat o f Ger
many . . .

There is nothing to “ see” except anxious people buying thoroughly 
censored news dispatches —  you feel this money panic, but all anyone 
can do is to wait and wait. Jack Reed was bored at the battle o f Torreon. I 
can understand it now. There is the worst event in the world hanging over 
our heads and all we can do is to read once in twenty-four hours a two-line 
Reuters telegram entirely surrounded by journalese.16

In Trafalgar Square on August 2 Lippmann heard Keir Hardy and 
H. N. Hyndman speak to an enormous antiwar crowd, sprinkled with a 
few people who booed and sang “ God Save the King.” “ I was over
come with a general feeling of futility,” he wrote in his diary that night, 
“ a sense that fighting had to be, and the sooner the better.” The next 
day he was again at the National Liberal Club, with Sidney and Beatrice 
Webb, Norman Hapgood of Harper’s Weekly, Ratcliffe and Zimmern. 
The Webbs seemed suddenly irrelevant. “ We don’t form opinions on 
foreign affairs,” Beatrice said. “ We don’t know the technique.” Later 
he met John Hobson, who had just come from hearing the foreign secre
tary, Sir Edward Grey, declare that Britain would come to the aid of 
France. “W e’re fighting for the barbarization of Europe and the revenge 
of France,” Hobson said bitterly.

The following day, Tuesday, August 4, Britain mobilized and sent an 
ultimatum to Germany. That night, as Lippmann waited with a group of 
Fabians on the terrace of the House of Commons, Parliament declared 
war. On the fifth Lippmann received a telegram from his parents, who 
had been traveling in Central Europe: they were safe in Switzerland. 
The suspense was over. “ I began to enjoy understanding again, having
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recovered from the personal worry and the stupefaction,” he wrote that 
day in his diary. The sudden reality of war shook the sanctity of his 
world and made him realize how little he knew. ‘ ‘My own part in this is 
to understand world politics, to be interested in national and military af
fairs, and to get away from the old liberalism which concentrates en
tirely on local problems. We cannot lose all that, but see now that all 
our really civilized effort is set in a structure of hard necessities. ” It was 
his initiation to a lifelong preoccupation with foreign affairs.

While some of his pacifist friends denounced the declaration of war, 
and others railed against the Germans, Lippmann calmly drew up a list. 
“ I want to begin organizing my impressions of the war,” he wrote on 
August 5: “ 1) How it came to me; 2) Sources of information; 3) Con
jecture of causes; 4) Evidence of the crisis in daily life; 5) Relation to 
other problems; 6) Persons in organization; 7) Looking forward to a set
tlement.” It was the end of his diary.

Lippmann lingered on in London as the young Englishmen with 
whom he had played tennis that summer eagerly volunteered. Few were 
ever to return. At the end of August his parents arrived penniless from 
Geneva, having been unable to cash their traveler’s checks. On Sep
tember 16 he had a farewell dinner with the Wallases, never dreaming 
that it would be four years before they would meet again. “The Adriatic 
has not yet gone, and I feel as if I were saying goodbye,” Wallas wrote 
in a note he sent to the ship. “ In all the dreary waste of life and liveli
hood, I like to think of you yourself, young and splendidly equipped, 
and determined to get some meaning and purpose into the organized life 
of mankind.” 17

A week later Lippmann was back in New York, the shock of the war 
beginning to fade behind him.



►- 7
“Agitation Isn’t My Job”

A man has to make up his mind what his job is and 
stick to that. I know that agitation isn’t my job.

—  To Upton Sinclair, May 6 , 1914

IIPPM A N N  got back to New York just in time to help with the last frantic 
~J efforts of getting the New Republic into print. The lamps burned 
late on West 21st Street all through October as he, Croly, Weyl and the 

others whipped copy for the first issue into final shape and smoothed out 
the technical details of publishing and distribution. “The preliminary 
work on the paper has been tremendously hard,” Lippmann wrote 
Wallas in late October, just a week before publication. “ I begin to see 
somewhat more clearly why administrators have not time to think, and 
why people who think often can’t administer.’’1 

The first issue came out November 7, 1914, three months into the war 
that none of the editors had remotely contemplated. “Who cares to paint 
a picture now, or to write any poetry but war poetry, or to search the mean
ing of language, or speculate about the constitution of matter?’’ Lipp
mann asked in his debut editorial. But he was sure the answer was not 
American involvement in the war. “ The final argument against cannon 
is ideas. . . . For while it takes as much skill to make a sword as a 
ploughshare, it takes a critical understanding of human values to prefer 
the ploughshare.’’2 The advice was reasonable, but the editors had no 
idea whether anyone was listening. The magazine was designed to jostle 
its readers, “ to start little insurrections in the realm of their convic
tions,’’ in Croly’s words. But there were only nine hundred names on 
the initial mailing list, and most of those were friends. Would anyone 
buy a magazine designed for well-educated reformers? Lippmann went 
to New Haven for the Harvard-Yale game in late November and spent 
most of the afternoon, his companion Freda Kirchwey recalled, scouring 
the newsstands for copies of the magazine. But the New Republic caught
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on; within three months it was selling twenty-five hundred copies a 
week, and by the end of the war in late 1918, more than forty thousand.

The formula was clever and the timing good. Without being radical, 
the magazine was just far enough left of the liberal consensus to be 
stimulating. It attracted liberals who felt that government had a respon
sibility to ensure a modicum of economic and social justice, and who 
applauded restrained experimentation in the arts. Moderation and social 
responsibility were the N R 's watchwords. A forum for the most serious 
and original minds writing in English, it featured in the first year articles 
by Charles Beard, John Dewey, James Harvey Robinson, George San
tayana, Ralph Barton Perry, Lincoln Colcord, Theodore Dreiser, and 
the young critics Van Wyck Brooks and Randolph Bourne. The NR also 
reached across the Atlantic, bringing in such contributors as H. G. 
Wells, Norman Angell, Harold Laski, James Bryce, George Bernard 
Shaw and Graham Wallas — plqs the regular London correspondents, 
S. K. Ratcliffe, H. N. Brailsford and Rebecca West. The arts section, 
under Francis Hackett’s direction, offered space to such little-known 
poets as Amy Lowell, Conrad Aiken, Alan Seeger, Edwin Arlington 
Robinson and Robert Frost, whose “ Death of a Hired Man” first ap
peared in the NR. Lippmann did a good turn for his Harvard chums by 
inviting Lee Simonson to write on painting, Hiram Moderwell on 
music, Alfred Kuttner on psychoanalysis, Kenneth MacGowan on mov
ies, and John Reed on the miseries of the downtrodden.

Buoyed by the high quality of its writing and the firm hand of its edi
tors, the NR maintained a delicate balance between the aggressive and 
the conciliatory, the practical and the visionary. While tending toward 
solemnity, it took its responsibilities seriously, and produced some of 
the best editorial and critical writing in America. Justice Oliver Wendell 
Holmes was one of the first subscribers; so was nineteen-year-old Ed
mund Wilson. Theodore Roosevelt thought it bully. Charles Beard and 
John Dewey were eager contributors. What attracted such disparate 
types was a political outlook that combined the more attractive aspects 
of progressivism with an elitist emphasis on intellect and leadership.

Such an approach was particularly appealing to Roosevelt, who 
looked — with encouragement from the editors — on the journal as his 
own personal stepping-stone back to the White House. Croly, Straight 
and Lippmann flattered him, seemed to share his views on domestic 
reform, urged him to run for President again, and filled the early issues 
of the NR with articles extolling his virtues.

Pleased with the eminently sensible line the magazine was taking, TR 
invited Croly, Weyl and Lippmann to his home at Oyster Bay in late 
November 1914 for dinner and the night. In the Great Trophy Room, 
where he had entertained many statesmen and artists, he showed them 
the animals he had shot on his trip to Africa and had had mounted, and
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a photograph of himself reviewing a military parade with the kaiser. In a 
loquacious mood, TR rattled on for hours, talking about his trip, the 
war, and the brilliant future progressivism would have under his leader
ship. TR was “ as fresh as a daisy at two in the morning,’’ Lippmann 
recalled, “ Walter Weyl alert as ever, and Croly dozing in his chair.’’ 
Several times Lippmann moved to rouse Croly but TR stopped him. 
“ No, no,’’ he said, “ let him be,’’ and then continued his monologue 
unperturbed. Finally even TR wound down and let his guests go to bed. 
“I spent last night at Oyster Bay with Roosevelt and loved him more 
than ever,’’ Lippmann reported to Mabel Dodge.3

Lippmann’s romance was delirious, but rested on a shaky foundation. 
Admitting no independence, it could endure only so long as he was 
willing to remain uncritical. The limits of his adoration were soon 
tested. The magazine was hardly a month old when the editors had their 
first quarrel with Roosevelt. The issue was Wilson’s decision to pick a 
fight with the Mexican military junta over a trivial incident in Veracruz 
harbor. Wilson, wanting to teach the Latins “ to elect good men,” had 
sent an American army across the border in pursuit of Pancho Villa’s 
men, and tried to topple the junta. Roosevelt had no quarrel with the in
tervention; he merely wanted more of it. And he blamed Wilson, as 
Lippmann later commented, for every sin committed by Villa’s forces, 
from the general’s drunkenness to “ personal responsibility for the rape 
of nuns in Mexico.”

The men at the NR, who never approved of Wilson’s intervention in 
the first place, thought their hero had gone a bit too far. Convinced that 
Roosevelt had responded so violently not because of events in Mexico 
but because of his hatred for Wilson, they felt they must tap him on the 
knuckles. In December 1914 they admonished him for making a “bru
tally unfair attack” on the President, and described it as “ an example of 
the kind of fighting which has turned so many of his natural admirers 
into bitter enemies. ” 4

Roosevelt did not take kindly to criticism. He flew into a rage, accus
ing the editors of “ personal disloyalty” and dismissing them as “ three 
circumcised Jews and three anemic Christians.” A wounded Croly tried 
to explain to Roosevelt that they had made “ merely the same kind of 
criticism which candid friends continually pass upon one another, and 
that we had no idea that any question of loyalty or disloyalty could be 
raised by i t .” But Roosevelt was not so easily appeased. “ He re
proached us bitterly and never forgave us,” Lippmann recalled.

Despite the quarrel with TR, the early days on the New Republic were 
a happy time for Lippmann. Open, enthusiastic, optimistic, he was 
receptive to everything around him and eager to remake the world. “ He 
certainly is in fine fettle these days,” Bobby Rogers, one of his Harvard 
friends, wrote Mabel Dodge in the autumn of 1914. “ Whether it is the



book or a regular job or the responsibility of finishing up the incomplete 
work of the Creator, I don’t know. But I have never seen him happier or 
nicer.” 5

The book Bobby Rogers referred to was, of course, the one Lipp- 
mann had been working on since the summer of 1913, Drift and Mas
tery. Its publication, coinciding with the launching of the magazine, 
added impressively to his reputation. Critics found it a more mature 
work than A Preface to Politics. Theodore Roosevelt, writing before the 
quarrel over Mexico, compared it favorably to James Bryce’s American 
Commonwealth and declared: “No man who wishes seriously to study 
our present social, industrial and political life can afford not to read it 
through and through and ponder and digest it.” Randolph Bourne, per
haps Lippmann’s only equal among the young social critics, described it 
as “ a book one would have given one’s soul to have written.” It dealt 
with the problem of the age: “ what to do with your emancipation after 
you have got it.” Even the demanding Justice Holmes found it “ dev
ilishly well-written, full of articulation of the impalpable and unut
terable, discussing labor with insight, touching the absurd Sherman Act 
with Ithuriel’s spear, not without the superstitions of a young come- 
outer as to capital, and quoting foolish things about the Court — al
together a delightful fresh piece of writing and thinking.” 6

Drift and Mastery was as brashly self-confident as the Preface to Pol
itics had been, but solider in substance. Gone was the exuberant cele
bration of experience for its own sake, the exaltation of intuition, the 
downgrading of reason. In their place was an emphasis on scientific 
management and rational blueprints for organizing society. Nietzsche’s 
yea-saying had been supplanted by Frederick W. Taylor’s time-and-mo- 
tion studies. Having inserted Freud into politics in his first book, Lipp- 
mann now extracted him. Bergson’s élan vital and Sorel’s “creative 
myth” fell unnoticed by the wayside, and even James’s disorderly 
world “ full of variety and spontaneous creation” seemed messy and in
adequate. After earlier dismissing logic, Lippmann now decried the 
“widespread attempt to show the futility of ideas” — a fair complaint, 
but one that could have been directed most pointedly against his own 
Preface to Politics.

If nothing else, Drift and Mastery showed Lippmann’s intellectual 
flexibility, his willingness to jettison old ideas as soon as new ones were 
at hand. While some may have considered it evidence of a lack of con
viction, it reflected the fact that he had put his iconoclasm behind him. 
Whereas the battle had earlier been against an outmoded tradition, it 
was now against aimless drift. “Those who went before inherited a con
servatism and overthrew it; we inherit freedom and have to use it. ” The 
old battles had been won: “The sanctity of property, the patriarchal 
family, hereditary caste, the dogma of sin, obedience to authority — the
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rock of ages, in brief, has been blasted for us. . . . The battle for us 
does not lie against a crusted prejudice, but against the chaos of a new 
freedom. ”

The announcement was undoubtedly premature. For many, the old 
gods were still secure and the new freedom more a slogan than a reality. 
Yet Lippmann had captured a mood that permeated the radical move
ment: the future was there for the making. The tool, he now decided, 
was not instinct or emotion, but scientific method. By this he meant pur
poseful activity, conscious planning, vision tamed by practicality, and 
above all, a common discipline. “ Rightly understood science is the cul
ture under which people can live forward in the midst of complexity, 
and treat life not as something given but as something to be shaped.” 
There was a good deal of John Dewey in this, even more of Theodore 
Roosevelt: science at the service of culture. Through social and eco
nomic reform it would be possible, Lippmann declared with the faith of 
a social engineer, to ‘ ‘create in the country a life that shall be really in
teresting.” The goal was not mere efficiency, or even equality, but that 
dream of the cultural radical, “ to use the political state for interesting 
and important purposes. ’ ’

Drift and Mastery marked Lippmann’s break with both muckrakers 
and socialists. “ If anyone really desired that kind of proof,”  he wrote 
scathingly of the muckrakers’ accumulation of data on the perfidious 
practices of businessmen and politicians, “ a few German scholars, 
young and in perfect health, should be imported to furnish it.” He also 
had little use for the muckrakers’ insistence that corporate power be 
broken up and competition restored. This was the logic behind the Sher
man Anti-Trust Act. Lippmann followed Croly and Roosevelt. He 
argued that the ills of society could not be blamed on industrial concen
tration. Big Business was being made the scapegoat for the “ feverish 
fantasy of illiterate thousands thrown out of kilter by the rack and strain 
of modern life.” The answer was public control, not a return to a more 
primitive industrial structure of unrestricted competition.

Second, Lippmann maintained that something dramatic had happened 
within the very structure of capitalism. The giant corporation, with its 
thousands, and even millions, of shareholders, was not “owned” by 
anybody, except in the most technical sense. Those who ostensibly 
“owned” the company, the shareholders, had no effective control over 
it. Control was exercised by highly skilled managers. “ The trust move
ment is doing what no conspirator or revolutionist could ever do,” he 
declared; “ it is sucking the life out of private property.” By pointing 
out the divorce of ownership from control, Lippmann anticipated the de
tailed study Berle and Means were to make twenty years later.7

Lippmann had developed a theory that allowed him to circumvent the 
conflict between capitalism and socialism. If the modern corporation
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had “ sucked the life” out of private property, then the socialist argu
ment had become irrelevant. Business was already “ nationalized” 
through dispersed ownership, and corporate managers were more inter
ested in the public good than in private profit. Or so his logic dictated. 
But ownership was not as divorced from control as he assumed — a fact 
that became clearer as banks gained effective control of corporations. 
Nor did corporate managers have the sense of public responsi
bility — or the lack of interest in amassing private fortunes — that he 
believed. Lippmann, as one critic later wrote, “ looked at carnivorous 
teeth and called them herbivorous.” His argument was logical, but ab
stract.8

In discovering the divorce of management from ownership, and in 
subjecting the modem corporation to political control, Lippmann found 
the justification for his final break with the socialists. It had been com
ing for some time. Early in 1913 he had written articles urging the so
cialists to cooperate with progressives — quite the opposite of what he 
had been arguing in 1912 at Schenectady. By the time he joined Croly 
he had abandoned the ideological basis of socialism and replaced it with 
a Wellsian vision of an elite of enlightened managers who would run so
ciety along scientific grounds for the public good.

“The winter of 1914 is an important change for me,” he had con
fided to his diary while en route to Europe that summer. “ Perhaps I 
have grown conservative. At any rate I find less and less sympathy with 
the revolutionists — with English Walling and Max Eastman — and an 
increasing interest in administrative problems. I come definitely nearer 
to the Progressives.” In the pages of Drift and Mastery he made clear 
that the break was total, dismissing Marxist theorists as “ interested ped
ants of destiny,” and the American socialist movement as a “great cita
del of dogma almost impervious to new ideas.” For him socialism had 
now become irrelevant. “ I have not been able to convince myself that 
one policy, one party, one class, or one set of tactics, is as fertile as 
human need,” declared the young man who only two years earlier had 
walked away from Schenectady in disgust with the cautious reformism 
of the “ shrewdly good.” 9

Reform was now Lippmann’s credo, and its instruments were to be 
professionalism, science, and social control. “ We propose to subject 
nature to our purposes, to make it measure up to our values,” he had 
written in a magazine article while working on Drift and Mastery. “ We 
shall use all science as a tool and a weapon. And that is what we 
propose to do with moralities and institutions — use them as in
struments of our purpose.” Echoing Croly and Theodore Roosevelt, 
Lippmann urged social reform through a government-sponsored “ war 
against poverty.” This was necessary not only on humanitarian but also 
on political grounds. “ You can’t build a nation out of Georgia crackers,
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poverty-stricken negroes, the homeless and helpless of the great cities,” 
he observed. “ Before you can begin to have democracy you need a 
country in which everyone has some stake and some taste of its prom
ise.” That meant strong labor unions. “ Without unions industrial de
mocracy is unthinkable. Without democracy in industry . . . there is no 
such thing as democracy in America.” In this plan there was no place 
for Woodrow Wilson’s brand of progressivism, with its emphasis on 
trust-busting, individualism, limited government, and glorification of 
the small entrepreneur. Wilson’s “New Freedom” was a nostalgic re
version to the nineteenth century, “ a freedom for the little profiteer, but 
no freedom for the nation from the narrowness, the poor incentives, the 
limited vision of small competitors.” To Wilson’s comment that every 
American aspired to be head of some “ small but hopeful business,” 
Lippmann scornfully replied that the ‘ ‘intelligent men of my generation 
can find a better outlet for their energies than in making themselves 
masters of small businesses.” 10

Lippmann made a telling argument in scoring Wilson for trying to re
store nineteenth-century competition to a world dominated by technol
ogy and mass markets. Yet Wilson’s practice turned out to be more 
flexible than his preaching, and William Allen White was not amiss 
when he called the New Freedom and the New Nationalism about as dif
ferent as Tweedledum and Tweedledee.

If Lippmann was weak .on prescription and shaky on economic analy
sis, he had a sure feel for the modem sensibility. Other books have 
called for new policies to deal with the impact of industrialization. 
Croly’s was one of them, Weyl’s another. Most have been forgotten. 
What made Lippmann’s book unique was the way he caught the poi
gnancy of a world moving too fast for ordinary men. “All of us are im
migrants spiritually,”  he wrote in a celebrated passage.

We are all of us immigrants in the industrial world, and we have no authority to 
lean upon. We are an uprooted people, newly arrived, and nouveau riche. As a 
nation we have all the vulgarity that goes with that, all the scattering of soul. 
The modem man is not yet settled in his world. It is big. The evidence is every
where: the amusements of the city; the jokes that pass for jokes; the blare that 
stands for beauty, the folklore of Broadway, the feeble and apologetic pulpits, 
the cruel standards of success, raucous purity. We make love to ragtime and we 
die to it. We are blown hither and thither like litter before the wind. Our days 
are lumps of experience.

The condition that Lippmann described, the tension between reason 
and emotion, was affecting his own life, taking him ever farther from 
his downtown friends. Although a part of him had responded to the pas
sions and casual living arrangements of the radicals, he had never been 
one of them. From the beginning he had been a visitor in Bohemia. For



a while he floated between the two worlds. But now that he had cast his 
lot with Croly and the Bull Moose Progressives, he was no longer inter- 
ested in socialist polemics. He stopped going to Intercollegiate Socialist 
Society meetings and writing for radical journals. When Upton Sinclair 
urged him to get more actively involved in causes, he begged off. “ A 
man has to make up his mind what his job is and stick to that,” he 
explained. “ At least I know that agitation isn’t my job. . . . Each of us 
can do only a little, and he ought to try to do what he can do best.”

It was a wonder that Sinclair was still speaking to him. A few years 
earlier Lippmann had written a devastating portrait of the socialist mili
tant, describing even his best work, such as the muckraking study of the 
meat-packing industry, The Jungle, as being “ products of his hate.” 
Sinclair, he wrote, with that vitriolic pen Copey had noticed at Harvard, 
was “ forever the dupe of his own sincerity, imagining that the intensity 
of his feeling is a substitute for a clear-eyed vision of fact.” A man for
ever complaining of being misunderstood, “ his self-pity amounts almost 
to a disease, distorting his sense of life, pandering to a fussy, trivial 
egotism, obliterating all humor, exalting the prig, and turning his artistic 
production into a monotonous whine.” 11 No one could be more devas
tating than Lippmann when he let himself go. Later he would hold his 
pen in check; now he gave it free rein.

The radicals were beginning to annoy him, just as he was beginning 
to disappoint them. Few were more critical of Lippmann’s lapse from 
radicalism than John Reed. Although the two men had never been close 
in college — Reed was too busy as song leader of the football team and 
thespian in the Hasty Pudding reviews to bother much with socialism — 
they had drawn close in New York when Reed moved to Greenwich 
Village, under Lincoln Steffens’s watchful eye, to embrace bohemian- 
ism and the world revolution. As roving correspondent for Metropolitan 
magazine and coeditor of the Masses with Max Eastman, he rode with 
Pancho Villa’s army against dictator Huerta’s troops and reported the 
battle of Torreön. His articles, later put together in the book Insurgent 
Mexico, made him an overnight hero of the Left. This was the kind of 
writing Lippmann admired — raw, direct, passionate — even though it 
was a far cry from his own style. “ It’s kind of embarrassing to tell a 
fellow you know he’s a genius,” Lippmann wrote Reed when the Mex
ico pieces began appearing. “ I can’t begin to tell you how good the ar
ticles are . . .  I want to hug you, Jack. If all history had been reported 
as you are doing this, Lord — I say that with Jack Reed reporting 
begins. Incidentally, of course, the stories are literature, but I didn’t re
alize that till afterwards, they were so alive with Mexico and with 
you.” 12

But when Reed came back from Mexico he was distressed to find 
Lippmann working for a magazine financed by Wall Street and promot-
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ing the warmongering Roosevelt. Nor did he much like the patronizing 
remarks about radicals in Drift and Mastery. When they got together, 
Reed, hot-tempered and impolitic, told Lippmann he had no business 
being involved with “ that crowd” and that he sometimes sounded as if 
he had gone over to the other side. Nettled, Lippmann responded with a 
biting, but perceptive, portrait of Reed for the NR, describing him as 
one who exemplified the Masses view of life.

He assumed that all capitalists were fat, bald and unctuous, that reformers were 
cowardly or scheming, that all newspapers are corrupt. . . .  He made an effort 
to believe that the working class is not composed of miners, plumbers, and 
workingmen generally, but is a fine statuesque giant who stands on a high hill 
facing the sun. He wrote stories about the night court and plays about ladies in 
kimonos. He talked with intelligent tolerance about dynamite, and thought he 
saw an intimate connection between the cubists and the I.W.W. He even read a 
few pages of Bergson.

Reed, Lippmann explained, “ did not judge, he identified himself with 
the struggle, and gradually what he saw mingled with what he hoped. 
Whenever his sympathies marched with the facts, Reed was superb. 
. . . But where his feelings conflicted with the facts, his vision flick
ered.”  Reed, he pointed out, had “no detachment and is proud of it. By 
temperament he is not a professional writer or reporter. He is a person 
who enjoys himself. ’ ’

Lippmann hit the mark all too well. But his critique also revealed 
something about the critic: a person who did not identify himself with 
the struggle, who did judge, who valued detachment. Although Reed 
was understandably put off by Lippmann’s condescension, his resent
ment soon blew over, and the two men remained friends for a time. But 
they were traveling in opposite directions: Reed toward a conviction that 
redemption lay in revolution; Lippmann toward reform and an attach
ment to men of influence and power. A few months later, in the spring 
of 1915, Lippmann severed his ties with the Socialist party, while Reed 
went off to Russia to report the war on the eastern front.13

Their short-lived friendship was more a matter of timing than of tem
perament. It would be hard to think of two people more dissimilar. 
Lippmann was calm, contemplative, hypersensitive, withdrawn, dislik
ing personal confrontation, intellectually self-assured and mature while 
barely past his adolescence; Reed was impetuous, emotional, for
ever in search of challenge, chasing after adventure the way some men 
do after money, or women, or the perfect wave — the “ playboy of the 
revolution,” as Upton Sinclair called him.

In January 1915, nine months after his quarrel with Reed, Lippmann 
had an encounter with Isadora Duncan that confirmed all his doubts 
about the political frivolity of most radicals. The dancer, just back from
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Russia with a bevy of little girls, had persuaded Mabel Dodge to help 
her find a public arena where she could perform. Having considered, 
then reluctantly rejected, the Harvard stadium and the Yale Bowl, the 
two women decided that one of New York’s armories would be ideal. 
Mabel, for whom Lippmann always had a soft spot, induced him to use 
his influence on the city’s young reform mayor, John Purroy Mitchel. A 
meeting was set up at Isadora’s curtain-festooned loft, which she re
ferred to as her Temple of Beauty and Art, and her friends, more simply 
as the Ark.

The mayor arrived shortly after lunch, with Lippmann and Alfred 
Kuttner on hand to moderate. “The Buddha-like curves of Walter’s face 
had the heightened lights they took on when he was exhilarated and 
amused,’’ Mabel recounted in her reconstruction of the incident. “ His 
slightly exophthalmic eyes bulged and shone. He generally managed to 
wear his dark serges with a certain distinction and he did on this day. 
His clothes looked elegant and clear cut, but having the significance of 
another world than this one he was in. ”

The mayor, a tall, thin young man, gripped his hat nervously and 
seemed reluctant to enter the room. Isadora had expected someone more 
prepossessing, but recovering quickly, she swept forward with out
stretched hands and invited Mitchel to join her on a narrow velvet set
tee. The mayor flushed and moved quickly to the nearest wooden chair. 
Visibly disappointed, Isadora began to pout. Instead of having the little 
girls dance, as she had promised, she began haranguing the mayor on 
the fate of a “ poor woman” in jail for murdering her children. The ills 
of society could be cured, she assured him, if the family were abolished 
and free love allowed to reign. The mayor, his eyes growing wide, 
began to sweat. Suddenly he lurched from his seat, muttered something 
about an appointment, and fled to his waiting car and the safety of City 
Hall.

Lippmann gathered the faithful Kuttner in tow and slipped out of the 
Ark. “ I ’m utterly disgusted,” he wrote Mabel from the library of the 
Harvard Club. “If this is Greece and Joy and the Aegean Isles and the 
Influence of Music, I don’t want anything to do with it. It’s a nasty, ab
surd mess.” For him it was more than an embarrassing scene: it was a 
lesson. “ I went into this because, like a damn fool, I deluded myself 
into thinking that we could have one spot of freedom and beauty,” he 
told Mabel. “ I should have known better. Those spots exist only in the 
imagination we weave about performers like Miss Duncan. I should 
have known better than to be dazzled into a short cut to perfection — 
there are none, and Isadora is not the person to show the way. ” 14

Two years later he wrote an amusing account of the incident — Lipp
mann could be very funny when he let his imagination play — in which 
he described a “ solemn afternoon at her studio when vision and reality



almost touched hands,” and where Mayor Mitchel “ was to be struck 
mad by a vision of beauty and that we were all to dance on Fifth Ave
nue.”  The object of his gibe, however, was not so much Isadora as the 
kind of “ archaic moralist . . . who tells men to be good, be true, be 
beautiful, and forgets to say how.” It was those “ writers in the Masses 
who are fond of saying: that pile of stones would look better if it were 
on top of that mountain, and having indicated this desirable conclusion, 
go home to dinner.” He had grown tired of the “dilettante rebel, he 
who would rather dream ten dreams than realize one, he who so often 
mistakes a discussion in a café for an artistic movement, or a committee 
meeting for a social revolution.” It was, he complained, “ a form of 
lazy thoughtlessness to suppose that something can be made of nothing, 
that the act of creation consists in breathing upon the void.” 15

Working in a world of practical men and of compromises with the 
ideal, he had become repelled by what he called the “ eccentricity and 
the paradox, the malice and the wantonness of the iconoclast.” Many 
radicals, he had charged in Drift and Mastery, seemed in rebellion not 
against an unjust system but “ against something within themselves,” 
distraught by “conflicts in their souls,” their revolt an “endless pursuit 
of what their own disharmony will never let them find.” Whom could 
he have meant by the “ specialist in rebellion” if not the anarchists with 
whom he had marched up Fifth Avenue, the playful revolutionaries at 
the Masses, the parlor socialists at Polly’s restaurant, the “ movers and 
shakers” who had gathered at Mabel Dodge’s gilded apartment to de
nounce the bourgeoisie? These had been his friends, but he was drawing 
away from them. “I find less and less sympathy with revolutionists,” 
he had written in his diary in the summer of 1914, “ . . . and an in
creasing interest in administrative problems and constructive solutions.” 

Lippmann was never a serious iconoclast, and soon outgrew his early 
rebelliousness. While he felt things deeply, he shunned open display of 
emotion. Easily bored, in discussion he often seemed emotionally de
tached and, if he found his listener uninteresting, condescending. This 
irritated some of the radicals. “ If you sometimes will go down to the 
Bowery and see the Booze victims,” Hutchins Hapgood, who spent a 
good deal of his time searching for wisdom in unlikely places, wrote 
Mabel Dodge, “ you will see another way in which God manifests him
self. God doesn’t manifest himself at all in Walter Lippmann.” But 
then Hapgood was annoyed because Lippmann considered him a senti
mentalist and a bore.16

Yet what seemed coldness or a sense of superiority was really defen
siveness — the hallmark of a certain kind of person, as Lippmann him
self had suggested in another context. Woodrow Wilson’s chilly exte
rior, he had written in a perceptive portrait of the President, was not due 
to insensibility, but rather “ to extreme sensitiveness, to a thin skin
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rather than a thick one.” Wilson, he explained, “cannot ‘let himself 
go,’ not because he lacks feeling, but because he is not robust enough 
to withstand the strain of allowing himself to feel too deeply.” Though 
such a man feels for human liberty and “ real people,” Lippmann con
tinued, these feelings have been “transplanted into terms of the mind, 
they have become ideas, and it is to these ideas far more than to actual 
men and women that his emotions go out.” Perceptive as an analysis of 
Wilson, the portrait was even more revealing of Lippmann himself. The 
sensitivity that made him vulnerable also provided the psychological in
sight that lent such richness to his writing.

In an essay on John Dewey, written in the summer of 1915, he 
speculated freely on Dewey’s argument that philosophies should be 
made to fit each man’s needs and purposes. Defending this approach as 
merely an expression of how people actually lived, he quoted Dewey’s 
statement that “every living thought represents a gesture made toward 
the world, an attitude taken to some practical situation in which we are 
implicated.” To this observation Lippmann made a more interesting 
comment of his own: “We may add that the gesture can represent a 
compensation for a bitter reality, an aspiration unfulfilled, a habit sanc
tified. In this sense philosophies are truly revealing. They are the very 
soul of the philosopher projected, and to the discerning critic they may 
tell more about him than he knows about himself. In this sense the 
man’s philosophy is his autobiography; you may read in it the story of 
his conflict with life.”

Nowhere is the story of Lippmann’s “conflict with life” more appar
ent, for those willing to read between the lines, than in the essays he 
wrote during his first two years on the New Republic and in the monthly 
column he did for Metropolitan magazine for a year beginning in Sep
tember 1914. There he was making his own “gesture to the world,” al
ternately hopeful and pessimistic, practical and romantic. He mused 
over the carnage of war and the cheapness of life at home as well as on 
the battlefields. “Every city is full of women whose lives are gray with 
emptiness, who sit for hours looking out of the window, who rock their 
chairs and gossip, and long for the excitement that never comes,” he 
wrote just before Christmas 1914. “ Our cities are full of those carica
tured homes, the close, curtained boarding houses to which people come 
from the day’s drudgery to the evening’s depression, the thousands of 
hall bedrooms in which hope dies and lives the ghost of itself in baseball 
scores and in movies, in the funny page and in Beatrice Fairfax, in 
purchased romance and in stunted reflections of the music-hall.” This 
was Lippmann the moralist.17

Lippmann could be playful even when being serious. Deploring the 
dreamers who believed that earnest wishes could bring about utopia, he 
wrote: “One of the loveliest utopias I ever knew was of sunburnt philos-
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ophers playing with shells on a coral island written by a friend of mine 
living in Washington Square who wished he could spend the winter in 
Bermuda. It filled him with passionate revolt to think that Manhattan 
was not a coral island peopled with lithe, brown naked bodies of laugh
ing philosophers. Well, it filled him with revolt, and left Manhattan 
otherwise unchanged.” Utopia required work, he argued. Man was 
beginning to realize that “he cannot live unless he lives against some
thing, that hope is dull unless its edges are sharpened on fact . . . that 
we are so irretrievably beings who want and struggle that the only 
utopia we can endure is the process of making it.”

The modem utopia had to be built on “ a life of vision,” he argued, 
“ not merely a life and a vision.” Vision could be translated into fact 
only by dealing with the real world, by realizing that politics was not an 
affair “ set in spacious halls of white marble inhabited by dignified 
men in purple togas, ” but a struggle where idealism had to be tempered 
by realism. The difference between realists and idealists lay in the “ ca
pacity for appreciating the immense gap of blue inane which separates 
earth from heaven, and in the realist’s unwillingness to assume that men 
have angel wings.” Lippmann never believed that men had angels’ 
wings, but he thought they should at least try to fly. “ Let us recognize 
that the true use of philosophy is to help us to live,” he wrote, “ and 
having recognized that, let us pour into it all that we know and can learn 
of what we ourselves are and what the world is like in which we 
move.” 18

A careful and inventive stylist, he was able to break away from the 
stultified vocabulary that made most political writing ponderous and im
penetrable. How was it possible, he asked one sultry week in August 
1915 when he took over the “ Books and Things” column from Philip 
Littell, “ to write or think about the modern world with a set of words 
which were inchoate lumps when Edmund Burke used them?” Political 
writing, he complained, was “ asphyxiated by the staleness of its lan
guage.” How could one write about politics with only “ a few polysylla
bles of Greek and Latin origin,” how could one leave out Bryan and 
Hearst and Billy Sunday, or even Champ Clark? It was not the political 
writers but the novelists, he insisted, who could convey the “ curiosity 
and formlessness of modern life,” who realized that “ the true speech of 
man is idiomatic, if not of the earth and sky, then at least of the saloon 
and the bleachers. ”

He had a sure sense for that idiom. This is what made him so valu
able an asset to the NR. Yet at times he tired of turning out columns of 
carefully reasoned copy week after week. “Each of us, I suppose, expe
riences at some time the nausea of ideas,” he noted offhandedly in a 
book review one week. “The language of thought goes stale in us, the 
fabric of theories and impression seems overworn and musty.” He



“ AGITATION IS N ’T MY JOB“  8 7

fought against that nausea, as he fought against the caution that went 
with writing responsible advice for practical people:

That is what kills political writing, this absurd pretense that you are delivering 
a great utterance. You never do. You are just a puzzled man making notes 
about what you think. You are not building the Pantheon, then why act like a 
graven image? You are drawing sketches in the sand which the sea will wash 
away. What more is your book but your infinitesimal scratching, and who the 
devil are you to be grandiloquent and impersonal?

The truth is you’re afraid to be wrong. And so you put on these airs and use 
these established phrases, knowing that they will sound familiar and will be 
respected. But this fear of being wrong is a disease. You cover and qualify and 
elucidate, you speak vaguely, you mumble because you are afraid of the sound 
of your own voice. And then you apologize for your timidity by frowning 
learnedly on anyone who honestly regards thought as an adventure, who strikes 
ahead and takes his chances.

You are like a man trying to be happy, like a man trying too hard to make a 
good mashie shot in golf. It can’t be done by trying so hard to do it. Whatever 
truth you contribute to the world will be one lucky shot in a thousand misses. 
You cannot be right by holding your breath and taking precautions.

At twenty-five Lippmann was still feeling his way. He had not fully 
cast off his youthful iconoclasm or totally embraced the “ practicality” 
of the lawyers and financiers around him. Skeptical of the radicals and 
the Utopians, he had not yet made his final break. In his confusion about 
the war and his uncertainty about politics lay room for experimentation. 
“All but an infinitesimal portion of the stuff I have written rests on 
guesses and hopes, which in quiet moments I pray the gods will furnish 
some evidence and reason to justify,” he wrote Justice Holmes late in
1915. “ I don’t love any idea sufficiently to worry ten minutes if some 
one compelled me to abandon it. But isn’t it true that we cannot start 
life with all our convictions reasoned out? Would we ever start if we 
had to wait?” 19

For a moment Lippmann could have gone either way: toward the 
romantic idealism that drew him to writers like H. G. Wells and infused 
his early essays, or toward a more abstract intellectualisai. Events were 
crowding him. The sense of freedom, the joy in experimentation that 
marked his first few years out of college had given way to uncertainty. 
The outbreak of the war in Europe had shattered the easy optimism of a 
generation that believed life could be made anew and that man’s poten
tial for good was unlimited. The war, and the choices it entailed, had 
become inescapable.



“Hypocritical Neutrality”

Nothing is so bad for the soul as feeling that it is dis
pensed on nothing. . . . We are choked by feelings 
unexpressed and movements arrested in mid-air.

— “Uneasy America,” December 25 , 1915

rNTiL August 1914 Lippmann had hardly given a thought to foreign
affairs. He had, as he later said of himself, grown up believing 

that “money spent on battleships would be better spent on school- 
houses, and that war was an affair that ‘militarists’ talked about and not 
something that seriously-minded progressive democrats paid any atten
tion to. ’’ When Graham Wallas warned him, as he was leaving Harvard 
in 1910, that a great war might soon break out and would smolder on 
for thirty years, he had “ no notion that it would ever touch me or jeop
ardize interests of the country. ’’1

The other editors at the New Republic were as ill-equipped as he to 
cope with the issues of the war. They thought of themselves as domestic 
reformers and the magazine as an instrument to ‘ ‘brighten the coinage of 
American opinion,” in Croly’s words. “ We started out on the assump
tion that we were enlisted as loyal, though we hoped, critical members 
of the Progressive movement, ” Lippmann later wrote of himself and his 
colleagues. “ We thought that Roosevelt would continue to lead it. We 
never dreamed that there would be a world war before our first issue 
was printed. ” 2

Lippmann found himself writing about the war with a set of second
hand ideas. Initially he drew on what he had been taught: that war 
stemmed from colonialism and imperialism, that America must not be
come enmeshed in Europe’s quarrels, that evil or stupid rulers led the 
people into war. Despite an effort to appear unbiased, his sympathies 
were with Britain and France, and for reasons that had little to do with 
the balance of power. His grandparents had come to America as liberals 
fleeing Prussian authoritarianism. He had literally learned a distaste for
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things Prussian at his grandfather’s knee. Although he had traveled in 
Germany and admired Nietzsche and Goethe, his intellectual heroes 
were English: Ruskin and Swinburne, Shaw and Wells, Wallas and the 
Fabians. He could hardly be neutral in thought, even though he felt that 
the Allies might be as much to blame for the war as the Germans.

Periodically he and the NR ’s other editors fulminated against the way 
the British fleet prevented Americans from trading with the Central 
Powers, and advised their readers not to become partisans of either side. 
But as Lippmann told Robert Dell, the NR's Paris correspondent, “ Our 
sympathies here are with the Allies, although we do not accept the Brit
ish case at its face value, or hold the Allies entirely guiltless.’’ Those 
sympathies were so obvious that after a strongly pro-Allies editorial in 
an early issue, the British government, working through one of its 
publishing agents, offered to buy fifty thousand copies a week for the 
duration of the war if the NR continued to take a similar line. The edi
tors were shocked at being offered a bribe for saying what they so ear
nestly believed.3

President Wilson had declared that America must be neutral “ in 
thought and in deed.’’ But by respecting Britain’s blockade of German 
ports, its seizure of cargoes bound for the Central Powers, its mining of 
the North Sea to prevent neutral trade, and its blacklisting of American 
firms doing business with Germany and Austria-Hungary, Wilson was 
clearly favoring the Allies. The German effort to break the blockade 
with the dreaded U-boats endangered this policy. In February 1915 
Berlin announced that all ships entering the war zone around the British 
Isles would be sunk without warning. Pacifists in Congress moved to 
avoid incidents by preventing Americans from traveling on Allied ships. 
Wilson refused to accept this infringement of America’s “ neutral 
rights.’’ On May 7, 1915, the British liner Lusitania was sunk by a Ger
man submarine, with the loss of 1,100 civilians, among them 128 
Americans.

Shunning emotion, Lippmann pointed out to the NR ’s readers that the 
Lusitania incident dramatized that the United States did not have the 
naval power to enforce its rights of neutrality. American trade was 
carried in British bottoms, Americans crossed the Atlantic on British 
ships, even the Monroe Doctrine depended on British sea power for en
forcement. The United States had to either cooperate with Britain or 
build a fleet rivaling the Royal Navy. For Lippmann the choice was ob
vious: the Lusitania, having “ united Englishmen and Americans in a 
common grief and a common indignation,’’ might ultimately “unite 
them in a common war and conceivably a common destiny. ’’

These were hardly the words of a neutral or a pacifist, but then Lipp
mann was neither. He and the other editors of the NR urged Americans 
to avoid entanglement in the European war. But in doing so they la-
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bored to distinguish between a supine “passivism” that abdicated 
American “ responsibility,” and their own brand of “ aggressive paci
fism,” which involved “ taking up arms against the malefactor” and 
forming a coalition of neutral nations. To play that role America would 
have to build up its military strength. “We may not be in the slightest 
danger of invasion,” Lippmann explained early in 1915, “but if in an 
armed world we disarm, we shall count less and less in the councils of 
nations.” 4

While the Lusitania incident agitated the public, there was still little 
enthusiasm, at least beyond the Anglophile eastern seaboard, for enter
ing the war. “The feeling against war in this country is a great deal 
deeper than you would imagine by reading editorials,” Lippmann wrote 
the British socialist Alfred Zimmern. Part of that feeling was due to the 
horror of war, part to fear that American nationalism would be gravely 
strained by fighting a country to which so many German-Americans felt 
an attachment, and part to “ general international irresponsibility and 
shallowness of feeling.”

The equation of neutrality with ‘ ‘irresponsibility7 7 was one that Lipp
mann was to make increasingly as the war dragged on. Even though he 
wanted the United States to assume its undefined international “ respon
sibilities,” he opposed the entry of America into the war as a full bellig
erent. Though most of the press was biased against Germany, he wrote 
Robert Dell, “we here and a great mass of the people besides want to 
avoid getting into the struggle, if it is at all possible. We have every
thing to lose and nothing to gain by taking part in it. It would only mean 
that the last great power was engulfed in the unreasonableness of it all, 
and that American lives, far from being safer, would be a great deal 
more in danger. . . . We have got to stay out if there is any way of 
doing so.” 5

In contrast to the pro-Allies press, the New Republic seemed almost a 
model of impartiality. For the first six months of the war it warned its 
readers against choosing sides, took a skeptical attitude toward tales of 
German atrocities in Belgium, and questioned the logic of all-out “ pre
paredness” zealots like Theodore Roosevelt. Even after the sinking of 
the Lusitania and the magazine 7s drift toward what it called ‘ ‘differen
tial neutrality” — that is, open sympathy for Britain and France — the 
editors stopped short of blaming Germany for the war. Eminent Anglo
philes like Ralph Barton Perry accused them of being “ pro-German,” 
and even Santayana, living in Oxford, joined in. The attack was hardly 
fair, since the magazine had taken the Allies7 side on nearly every 
crucial issue. In an editorial response to the NR's critics, Lippmann 
reminded them that America had a higher obligation. “ We should be 
standing against the uselessness of hate, against the insanity which



proposes to atone for a crime by more crimes. Then we should be in a 
position to serve Europe. Then we should be able to contribute to the 
terms of peace.”

His pose of neutrality pleased no one. “ It seems that I commit all the 
outrages and Herbert [Croly] suffers all the trouble,” Lippmann com
plained to Frankfurter. ‘‘The British ambassador thinks that because I 
took tea with him I ought not to have said that he lost his temper. 
George [Rublee] thinks that Herbert is pro-German. And I have had 
three letters in the past two days telling me that I am becoming a pro- 
British maniac. ” 6

In his editorials for the NR Lippmann oscillated between an aversion 
to war and a feeling that America could not indefinitely sit on the side- 
lines. To get his own thoughts in order he decided to write a small book 
on foreign affairs. In June 1915 he once again gathered Kuttner in tow 
and rented a small house — this time in the village of Bellport on the 
south shore of Long Island. By the end of the summer — despite con
stant trips into the city to edit the NR — he had finished a sophisticated 
treatment of nationalism and imperialism. The book was both an analyt
ical study and a reflection of the anxieties of a young man whose faith in 
human reason had been shaken. The striking self-assurance of 
Lippmann ’s first two books was replaced by a somber acknowledgment 
that things had gotten out of hand. ‘‘Like sheep in a shower we huddle 
about the leader, ’ ’ he wrote of the conformity induced by the war. ‘ The 
old shibboleths are uttered without a blush, for all old things are conge
nial to us now . . . and though the assurance they offer is dishearten
ing, it is assurance, and panic is in the air.”

The Stakes of Diplomacy, as he called the book, combined an analysis 
of power rivalries and imperialism with a foray into the psychological 
aspects of nationalism. Lippmann maintained that the war had not been 
caused by the collapse of the power balance in Europe, but rather by the 
struggle for influence in the ‘‘backward” areas of the Balkans, China, 
and Africa. Nationalism, he argued, intensified competition by touching 
something elemental in human nature. ‘‘It is the primitive stuff of which 
we are made, our first loyalties, our first aggressions, the type and 
image of our souls. . . . They are our nationality, that essence of our 
being which defines us against the background of the world.” Modem 
man values himself by the standing of his nation: if it is honored and ad
mired he is proud, if it is defeated or despised he is humiliated and 
thirsts for revenge. ‘‘Just as strong men will weep because the second 
baseman fumbles at the crucial moment, so they will go into tantrums of 
rage because corporations of their own nationality are thwarted in a 
commercial ambition.”

Lippmann’s discussion showed a remarkable sensitivity to the emo-
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tional origins of nationalism. “ What is called pride of race is the sense 
that our origins are worthy of respect,”  he wrote in words that touched 
chords of his own being.

. . . Man must be at peace with the sources of his life. If he is ashamed of 
them, if he is at war with them, they will haunt him forever. They will rob him 
of the basis of assurance, will leave him an interloper in the world.

When we speak of thwarted nationality like that of the Irish, the Jews, the 
Poles, the Negroes, we mean something more intimate than political subjec
tion. We mean a kind of homelessness upon the planet, a homelessness which 
houses of brick can obscure but never remedy. We mean that the origins upon 
which strength feeds and from which loyalty rises — that the origins of these 
denationalized people have been hurt.

Later generations can find something strikingly contemporary in the 
study of nationalism Lippmann wrote in 1915, long before the rise to 
political consciousness of the Third World.

On a practical level Lippmann suggested that friction between impe
rial powers could be lessened by separating commercial interests from 
national ones. Corporations operating in the “ backward” areas should 
be forced to work through international commissions rather than through 
their own governments, thus preventing them from unfurling the flag 
whenever they felt their privileges threatened. This plan for quarantining 
the underdeveloped areas anticipated the principle of the trusteeship sys
tem set up after the First World War to administer Germany’s colonies.

The United States had to involve itself in the “ stabilizing of man
kind.” Investing in backward countries would, he suggested, “give our 
diplomacy a leverage in events.” This is precisely what Wall Street and 
enlightened financiers such as Willard Straight had been arguing. Like 
them, Lippmann was convinced that America had a great world role to 
fill. “ We have all of us been educated to isolation, and we love the irre
sponsibility of it ,” he lamented. “But that isolation must be abandoned 
if we are to do anything effective for internationalism. . . . The su
preme task of world politics is not the prevention of war,” he added 
pointedly, “ but a satisfactory organization of mankind.”

When he came back to the office in the fall of 1915, after his produc
tive sojourn in Bellport, he began in earnest trying to push Croly and 
Weyl away from “ differential neutrality” and toward open help for 
the Allies. He got strong support from Norman Angell, the prominent 
British anti-imperialist, who had come to New York that spring under 
the sponsorship of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and 
had soon become an unofficial member of the NR ’s editorial board. 
Under Angell’s guidance the magazine promoted a “ new kind of war.” 
By this it meant economic assistance to the Allies in the service of a just 
peace without indemnities or territorial aggrandizements. In this way it
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could avoid aiding British imperialism, eliminate Prussian authori
tarianism, and help bring about a better world.7

While the men at the NR did not yet think the United States should 
enter the war as a full belligerent, they were anxious about being left out 
of the settlement. They berated Wilson for his caution and yearned for a 
“great genius among statesmen” — an obvious allusion to Roosevelt. 
Even more than the others, Lippmann was getting nervous sitting on his 
hands. “Nothing is so bad for the soul as feeling that it is dispensed on 
nothing,” he complained in the Christmas issue of 1915. “ We Ameri
cans have been witnessing supreme drama, clenching our fists, talking, 
yet unable to fasten any reaction to realities. We have nothing to exer
cise our emotions upon, and we are choked by feelings unexpressed and 
movements arrested in mid-air.” 8

While many of the NR ’s readers were perfectly content to have the 
United States sit out Europe’s war, others shared Lippmann’s sense of 
being left out. “ What you say is exactly right,” Dwight Morrow, one 
of Straight’s partners at J. P. Morgan, wrote him. “ It will do much 
good.”  The Morgan firm, which served as Britain’s banker and pur
chasing agent in the United States, had reason to feel tender toward the 
Allied cause. To those who objected to Britain’s flagrant violation of 
America’s right to trade with Germany, Lippmann argued that the ques
tion was not the legal one of neutral rights. Rather, American foreign 
policy would face a “ crowning disaster” unless it were governed by “ a 
vision of the Anglo-American future.” 9 Here for the first time he laid 
down his thesis that the fate of America and that of Britain were inex
tricably linked — a theme he was to strike so many times in the decades 
that followed.

Wilson at last seemed to be moving in the same direction. In Febru
ary 1916 the President gave his conditional approval to a secret agree
ment between his chief confidant. Colonel Edward M. House, and the 
British foreign secretary, Sir Edward Grey. The United States would 
offer to mediate a peace along lines acceptable to the Allies, and if the 
Germans refused, America would probably enter the war on the side of 
Britain and France. The “ probably” offered Wilson a way out, but it 
was too big a hole for the Allies to accept, and nothing came of the 
venture.

While House was in London negotiating with Grey, Lippmann wrote 
Graham Wallas that anti-interventionist feeling in America was running 
high. “ If Germany ever backed down completely on the submarine is
sue — disavowed the past and started no new entanglements — then 
the anti-British sentiment in Congress would become formidable.” 
Nonetheless, he pointed out, Wilson and Secretary of State Robert 
Lansing were “unalterably opposed” to any embargo against Britain, 
“ so you have nothing to fear except their irritability and tendency to say
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nasty things.” One possible wedge for American involvement lay in 
public sentiment for protection of neutral nations like Belgium. For the 
United States to sign the peace treaty as a guarantor of Belgian indepen
dence, Lippmann wrote Wallas, would be a ‘‘very valuable experience 
in world responsibility, and an inspiring way of emerging from our 
isolation.” It could also serve, he added, as the basis for a naval agree
ment with Britain that would be the ‘ ‘sine qua non of cooperation in the 
future.” 10

Support for the Allies got a new boost a few weeks later, in April 
1916, when the Germans torpedoed the French paquebot Sussex in the 
Channel, causing the death of several Americans. Wilson threatened to 
break off relations with Germany unless it suspended unrestricted sub
marine warfare. Berlin reluctantly agreed to do so, unwilling for the 
moment to bring America into the war. Yet Wilson had tied his own 
hands. If the Germans went back on their pledge, he would be virtually 
obliged to break off relations. Lippmann, who was in Washington at the 
time of the Sussex incident, had talked with four members of the cabinet 
and complained to Wallas that ‘‘there wasn’t one of them who had 
looked beyond the possibility of a rupture with Germany and had tried 
to think out policy in case things became still more acute. That’s why 
we are so utterly discouraged about Wilson.” What the NR now hoped 
to do, he confided, was ‘‘to invent some kind of coercive policy which 
would have an actual relation to the submarine issue.” 11

That very week Lippmann revealed what he had in mind. In an edito
rial dramatically entitled ‘‘An Appeal to the President,” he explained 
how the United States could use its power for moral ends. “ If we de
clare war, join the Allies, sign their pact, we shall have begun for the 
purpose of vindicating our right to travel at sea, but we shall end by 
fighting to change the political control of the Near East,” he admitted. 
Yet simply to stand aside was unthinkable to the men at the New 
Republic. The answer lay in “ differential neutrality” against Germany. 
“ We no longer intend to be neutral between the violator and his vic
tim,”  Lippmann proclaimed. The United States must be ready to use 
“ its moral power, its economic resources, and in some cases its military 
power against the aggressor.” It was time, he told the President, to 
“ make this crisis count.” That same month, April 1916, Lippmann told 
a gathering of academics and businessmen that America’s own safety 
and the triumph of liberal principles throughout the world lay in the 
“ unity and supremacy of sea power” in Anglo-American hands.12

But the moment was not yet ripe to dispense totally with what he had 
contemptuously labeled “ hypocritical neutrality.” Isolationist sentiment 
was still too powerful and public suspicion of Allied imperialism too 
great. A British Empire that kept India in bondage and had brutally re
pressed the Easter uprising in Ireland did not seem, to many Americans,
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worth preserving. “ An arrangement with Tories and chauvinists and im
perialists is unthinkable,”  Lippmann admitted. But there was an alterna
tive. The neutrals could unite and impose a just peace. “ Only the inter
vention of the neutral world can give power to the liberals in all 
countries and make a just peace desirable and durable.” 13

Lippmann’s radical friends, having long ago decided that the war was 
basically an imperialist squabble, were distressed by his growing enthu
siasm for intervention. John Reed, after fleeing the embraces of Mabel 
Dodge, discovering comradeship and revolution in Mexico, and going to 
Europe to report on the carnage, was convinced that, as he wrote in the 
Masses, “ this is not our war.” The fiery Reed was so disgusted by 
Lippmann ’s attacks on the pacifists and on American isolationism that in 
February 1916 he accused his friend of playing the game of Wall Street 
financiers and warmongers like Roosevelt. His language was harsh, his 
tone cruel. Lippmann, stung by Reed’s accusation, struck back angrily.

“ I do not suppose that I was entitled to expect any kind of patient 
fairness from you, even though 1 have tried to be patient and fair with 
you for a good many years,”  he wrote his former comrade-in-arms. “ I 
continued to believe in you even though many times I have felt that you 
had acted like a fool or a cad. I would have supposed that the least you 
would have done after you had come to your weighty conclusion about 
me was to talk to me about it instead of writing me a hysterical letter.” 
Declaring Reed to be ‘ ‘totally and ridiculously mistaken ’ ’ about what he 
really believed, Lippmann gave him no quarter.

You are hardly the person to set yourself up as a judge of other people’s radi
calism. You may be able to create a reputation for yourself along that line with 
some people, but I have known you too long and I know too much about you. I 
watched you at college when a few of us were taking our chances. I saw you 
trying to climb into clubs and hang on to a position by your eyelids, and to tell 
you the truth, I have never taken your radicalism the least bit seriously. You 
are no more dangerous to the capitalist class in this country than a romantic 
guerrilla fighter. You will prick them at one point perhaps once in a while; but 
for any persistent attack — for anything which really matters, any changing 
fundamental conditions — it is not your line. You have developed an attitude 
which is amusing and dramatic. But do not get the idea that you are one of 
those great strong men whom the vested interests of this country fear.

“ And I will make one little prophecy, which may sound to you like a 
boast,” he added, giving one last twist to his rapier. “ I got into this 
fight long before you knew it existed, and you will find that I am in it 
long after you quit.”

Reed, delighted to have driven Lippmann to such fury, framed the 
letter on his wall. For a few weeks the two friends studiously ignored 
each other. Then Lippmann extended the olive branch. “ You and I
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haven’t any business quarreling,” he wrote Reed. “ You wrote hastily 
and hurt me. I answered hastily and hurt you. But it’s all damned fool
ishness. Let’s have lunch together some day this week.” 14 A few 
months later, when Reed was hospitalized in Baltimore for a kidney 
operation, Lippmann went to visit him, taking along the tempestuous 
Louise Bryant — then Reed’s fiancée, later Eugene O ’Neill’s mistress, 
and ultimately William Bullitt’s wife.

But the reconciliation was only temporary. By early 1916 Lippmann 
had made his break with his old radical friends. He had never been fully 
comfortable with them. Their passions had always seemed excessive, 
their politics self-promoting, their living habits unduly messy. He was 
more at home among the “ realistic”  liberals at the NR, among progres
sives like Judge Hand and skeptics like Justice Holmes, among forward- 
looking financiers like Willard Straight and Dwight Morrow, among 
those who saw the war as an opportunity to assert America’s interna
tional ‘ ‘responsibilities. ’ ’

His rejection of political radicalism spilled over into the arts, where 
he now saw artistic experimentation tinged with self-indulgence. 
“ Painters, poets, novelists are happiest when they live in a moral tradi
tion, ’ ’ he charged in a rambling attack on the modernists in the spring of 
1916, shortly after his quarrel with Reed. If art was made to “ increase 
life,” then clearly “ art cannot do its work if it remains incommuni
cable.” The artist should respond to “ moral conflicts” in direct ways 
that the layman could understand. Artists had turned away from “ signif
icant themes” because the themes were too hard to grasp, he contended. 
“ They have transformed an evasion, a necessary and perhaps inevitable 
evasion, into a virtue.” Lippmann was not so much a social realist or a 
philistine as he sounded. When he complained about those who consid
ered themselves to be modernists ‘ ‘by taking a beam or two from Berg
son, a wheel from Freud, some gearing from William James and the dis
cards of alchemists, Hegelians and mental healers,” he was 
complaining about those who refused to be practical and to come to 
terms, as he did, with the compromises of the real world.15

Lippmann was impatient with the radicals and scornful of the pa
cifists. When in the spring of 1916 Wilson finally endorsed American 
participation in the League to Enforce Peace — a forerunner of the 
League of Nations — Lippmann described the event as a “decisive 
turning point in the history of the modem world. . . . There is,” he 
told the readers of the NR, ‘ ‘something intensely inspiring to Americans 
in the thought that when they surrender their isolation they do it not to 
engage in diplomatic intrigue but to internationalize world politics.” To 
Senator Henry Hollis, who he knew would relay his words to Wilson, 
he declared that the President’s endorsement of the peace league was 
“one of the greatest utterances since the Monroe Doctrine . . . easily



the most important diplomatic event that our generation has known.” 16 
While in the NR he argued that American support for the league 

would purify world politics, to his friends he confided that it would help 
bring America into the war. “ You know that I have not too much faith 
in the whole of it,” he wrote British diplomat Eustace Percy regarding 
the peace league “ arrangement,” but it offered the “only one in which 
average American opinion could be induced to break with a tradition of 
isolation.” Admitting that the NR ’s “preaching of Anglo-American 
agreement can reach only a minority,” he predicted that the public 
would eventually accept the league, and that its core would be an alli
ance of British, French and American sea power. Here Lippmann 
echoed the geopolitics of Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan, the apostle of 
sea power and of Atlantic unity, and whose views had so influenced 
The Stakes o f Diplomacy. But even the promise of the league was not 
enough to overcome American neutrality. Participation, Lippmann told 
Wallas in August 1916, depended on three things: “ a just and moderate 
peace . . .the control of England by liberal-minded people . . .the re- 
election of President Wilson. ” 17

Lippmann's conversion to the reelection of Woodrow Wilson had 
come slowly and with a good deal of soul-searching. Ever since the 
previous fall he had been trying to decide whether he could support 
Roosevelt in a return bid for the presidency. “ It’s the most difficult po
litical decision I ever had to make,” he wrote Wallas. “ Wilson is im
possible. He has no sense of organization and no interest in the respon
sibilities of the socialized state. He has no grasp of international affairs, 
and his pacifism is of precious little help to the peace of the world.” But 
the Republican party without Roosevelt meant “ capitalism un
ashamed.” The Progressives had disintegrated as a political force, and 
the Socialists had become “purely negative and orthodox.” “ Roosevelt 
alone of men who are possible has any vision of an integrated commu
nity,” Lippmann told Wallas. “ He is always better in action than in his 
talk. He is the only President in fifty years who gave social invention an 
impetus. And I am not sure but he is a more realistic pacifist than most. 
His talk has often been sickening,” he admitted, “but we think we 
know him well enough to understand that in the opposition he spends 
his energy in violent utterance, whereas in power that energy goes more 
largely into constructive effort.” It was “ the Devil’s Own Choice,” but 
the magazine could not much longer defer taking a position.

A few weeks later Lippmann went to the Middle West to talk to Pro
gressive leaders. “ The most important thing I did was to think over the 
question of TR,” he wrote Frankfurter shortly after his return in January
1916. “ I had long talks with all sorts of people out there, ranging from 
Miss Addams to the Roosevelt-at-any-price people, and I am pretty well 
convinced that T.R. will not do. . . . The kind of people who are turn-
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ing out to support him are a crowd that I do not want to see in power in 
the United States. . . . After all, you and I have been banking on a the
oretical Roosevelt, a potential Roosevelt, but not a Roosevelt who at 
this moment is actually at work.” To Eustace Percy he complained: 
“TR gets on my nerves so much these days that I shall become a typical 
anti-Roosevelt maniac if I do not look out.” 18

Lippmann was feeling leaderless and a bit bereft. In a rambling essay 
he took out his dissatisfaction, not on TR, but on the public — on the 
“vices of the American character, its trust in the magic of words, its 
collective irresponsibility, its shirking of facts and the harder realities of 
life.” The nation needed a sense of purpose, he complained. TR’s 
prescription was military service for all able-bodied males. But Lipp
mann had a different answer to what he called the ‘ ‘general slouchiness 
of distraction of the public morale.” He would nationalize the railroads 
and set up a national system of health, accident, maternity, old age and 
employment insurance to achieve a truly “ integrated America.” What 
he had done, of course, was simply to fall back on the old Progressive 
formula of using economic means to transform culture — exactly what 
he had argued in Drift and Mastery. But it was a weak reed to lean on, 
as he himself realized. By the end of the article he was calling for a na
tional “ vision” and suggesting that only TR had the capacity to grasp 
it. “That is why he survives every defeat. . . . That is why we cannot 
stop talking about him,” Lippmann wrote with mingled admiration and 
exasperation. “ He is forever tantalizing us with the hope that we have 
in him a leader equal to our needs. ” 19

Even Lippmann’s patience, however, wore thin when TR began 
courting Republican conservatives like Elihu Root and accused Wilson 
of cowardice for not having protested Germany’s invasion of Belgium a 
year and a half earlier. This was a bit much, since the great Bull Moose 
had not himself uttered a word of protest when the invasion occurred. 
Lippmann decided that TR had hit below the belt. But he also felt some
what sheepish about the part he himself had played at the time. In the 
fall of 1914 Lippmann had scored Wilson for “ timidity” in the face of 
the German invasion, and bumptiously declared that had TR been in the 
White House “ruthlessness would have received the severest jolt it ever 
imagined.” Now it was time to eat a little crow. The New Republic 
publicly apologized to Wilson for having used the Belgian issue against 
him.20

Although Lippmann had decided that TR “ will not do,” Willard 
Straight was still loyal and Croly on the fence. Lippmann decided to 
push them. In April, while Straight was in Europe and Croly in New 
Hampshire, he wrote a barbed editorial berating Roosevelt for cuddling 
up to the GOP conservatives, and accused him of being “ an extremely
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impressionable man altogether too likely to take his color from the peo
ple he is most intimately associated with.” If the progressives were 
serious about TR, Lippmann advised, they would have to wrest him 
from the conservatives and “ fight for the possession of his soul.”

Croly was distressed when he read the editorial printed in his ab
sence. “ We are making an impression of unfriendliness. We use fair 
words and then apply the whip,” he wrote Lippmann, reminding him 
that Straight had been promised before going to Europe that “whatever 
else we did we would not nag Roosevelt. We have not done that, but in 
his state of mind he will think we have done it.” Straight did indeed 
think they were nagging TR, and sent a sharp cable of complaint. An 
explanation was in order.

“ You know that I started out with an immense prejudice in his 
favor, ’ ’ Lippmann replied to the NR ’s publisher. ‘ ‘From the very first 
we have leaned over backwards in his favor, and if my conscience 
troubled me about our attitude towards him, it would be that we have 
not been as candid about Roosevelt as we have been about Wilson.” 
The classic example, he continued, was the Belgium issue, where the 
NR had made such a gaffe. Having complained ever since November 
1914 that TR would have acted differently from Wilson, “ it was clearly 
our duty to eat our words and if possible make Roosevelt eat his.” 
There were “ few things in Roosevelt’s career that have shocked me as 
much as this revelation of how his mind works.” Roosevelt was “ not 
one man but many men.” The role of the NR} Lippmann advised, was 
not to back Roosevelt all the way, but to nudge him where they thought 
he should go: “ If he talks on foreign policy, we are going to have to 
push him towards the Anglo-American alliance and show that the logic 
of his position drives him in that direction.” 21

While ostensibly still a “ friend” of Roosevelt, Lippmann was setting 
out his lines to the Wilson administration. Since the fall of 1915 he had 
been traveling regularly to the capital to gather material for his NR col
umn, “ Washington Notes.” Through Croly and Straight he had met a 
good many important government people, including Wilson’s political 
adviser and alter ego, Colonel Edward House. These men were quite 
aware of the New Republic's influence on Progressives. And he was in
tent on making the most of that awareness.

“The paper is beginning to count here, more than we hoped,” Lipp
mann had told Wallas. “ It has some influence in Washington, and a 
very good deal among the younger intelligentsia.”  Relations with the 
President had become “ very cordial.” Wilson “really is a very consid
erable man, and so is Colonel House,” Lippmann reported. “They both 
have imagination and the courage of it, which is a good deal at this 
time.” Extending his highest praise, he described Wilson’s as the
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“ most freely speculative mind we’ve had in Washington, and as disin
terested as a man could wish. If only so many people didn’t make it 
their chief business to distort his phrases.’’22

Having become disenchanted with TR, Lippmann had glimpsed an
other leader worthy of his admiration.



►- 9
Electing a War President

What we ’re electing is a war President —  not the man 
who kept us out of war.

—  To Herbert Croly, September 1916

Iip p m a n n ’s  move into Wilson’s camp was greatly eased by the Presi- 
dent’s decision to embrace such Progressive legislation as farm 

credits, a child labor law, and an eight-hour day for railroad workers. 
Wilson knew he needed the Progressive vote to win in 1916 and he was 
willing to bid high for it. In a gesture particularly pleasing to the men at 
the NR he nominated their friend George Rublee to the Federal Trade 
Commission and the controversial Boston lawyer Louis D. Brandeis to 
the Supreme Court.

The decision to appoint Brandeis, notorious for his attacks on big 
business and his support of organized labor, shocked conventional opin
ion. The fact that he was also a Jew, the first to be nominated to the 
high Court, did not help his chances. Former President William Howard 
Taft, convinced that the Court seat should be his, led the attack from his 
perch at Yale Law School. Harvard president A. Lawrence Lowell sent 
the White House an anti-Brandeis petition signed by fifty-one prominent 
Bostonians. The New York Times spoke for its conservative readers in 
dismissing Brandeis as “ essentially a contender, a striver after changes 
and reforms.’’ Support for the controversial Bostonian was restricted 
mostly to populist papers in the West and a few liberal magazines.

Although the men at the NR had often criticized Brandeis’s antitrust 
stand as sentimental Jeffersonianism — preferring instead to control big 
business through government agencies — they could not let the conser
vative attack go unchallenged. “The New Republic must get into the 
Brandeis fight with its heaviest guns,” Lippmann wrote Frankfurter. He 
also approached Brandeis directly, assuring him that “ all of us here 
look upon the fight as the most important one now taking place in
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Washington,” and pointing out that “ the thing at stake is much greater 
than our personal affection for you.” 1

Lippmann plunged into the Brandeis fight as though it were a cru
sade. He wrote impassioned editorials denouncing the Brahmins and 
reactionaries who feared Brandeis, spent weeks in Washington trying 
to convert congressmen, and conspired with his NR colleagues 
— especially Frankfurter, who provided the legal arguments — to 
get the nomination through the Senate. Conservatives distrusted Bran- 
deis, Lippmann charged during the confirmation fight in the winter and 
spring of 1916, because he was a “ rebellious and troublesome member 
of the most homogenous, self-centered and self-complacent community 
in the United States.” To Boston Brahmins the lawyer was anathema 
because “ an attack made by him seemed to come from an enemy within 
the gates. ” 2

Although grateful for the NR ’s crusade on his behalf, Brandeis took a 
sublimely detached approach to the confirmation battle. He “treated the 
whole fight as if it were happening on the planet Mars,” Lippmann re
ported incredulously to Frankfurter. “ I had to rub my eyes every once 
in a while to remind myself that the whole row was about him.” 3 Fi
nally, after months of argument and Senate hearings, the issue came to a 
vote in June 1916. Wilson, with the support of liberals, won his fight. 
The Senate confirmed Brandeis, bringing to the Supreme Court its first 
Jew, and paving the way for Felix Frankfurter himself twenty-three 
years later.

The confirmation fight, combined with the approaching presidential 
elections, gave Lippmann his long-sought opportunity for a private in
terview with Wilson — one set up by the N R 's contact man, George 
Rublee. Lippmann prepared a sheaf of questions, intending to use the 
meeting profitably. Wilson never gave him a chance. “ So you’ve come 
to look me over, ’ ’ the President said, rising from his desk to greet the 
young journalist who had been ushered into the Oval Office. Rather than 
letting his visitor ask questions, Wilson seized the initiative. “ Let me 
show you the inside of my mind,” he suggested, as he launched into a 
dazzling monologue covering virtually every major issue, from the 
Mexican imbroglio to German designs on Brazil, from TR’s ambitions 
to dilemmas of neutrality.

Lippmann, who had had considerable experience with politicians, had 
gone to the White House a skeptic. He emerged from his interview with 
Wilson a virtual convert. The change had been as sweeping as it was 
abrupt. Only a year earlier Lippmann had written a devastating portrait 
of Wilson as a man too self-righteous for this world, “ one of those peo
ple who shuffle off their mortal coil as soon as they take pen in hand.” 
Wilson’s rhetoric, he had charged, was “always cleaner, more steril-



ized, than life itself” — and a good deal too noble. “ When you have 
purged and bleached your morality into a collection of abstract nouns, 
you have something which is clean and white, but what else have you?” 
he asked.4

But after his interview he felt there was a good deal else. By the time 
he went to Chicago in June 1916 to cover the Republican convention, 
Lippmann had decided that Wilson, “ bleached morality” notwithstand
ing, might be the best choice. Nothing happened at Chicago to make 
him change his mind. Roosevelt did not have a chance. The Old Guard 
took its revenge on the man who had bolted the party in 1912. Con
temptuously ignoring TR, the party bosses gave the nomination to 
Charles Evans Hughes, a Supreme Court justice and former governor of 
New York. “ The sense of brute power was overwhelming, like that of a 
great monster with little brain which plodded forward and could not be 
stopped,” Lippmann wrote of the way the Old Guard had crushed TR.

Everything about the convention appalled him. It was, he reported 
from Chicago, chaotic, banal and sordid, “ the quintessence of all that is 
commonplace, machine-made, complacent and arbitrary in American 
life. To look at it and think of what needs to be done to civilize this na
tion was to be chilled with despair.” Some would have been amused by 
the spectacle; he was filled with disgust — at the party bosses, at the 
people for whom this charade was being played, at a travesty of democ
racy that he considered an affront to a serious man’s intelligence. “ I 
shall not soon forget the nine and a half hours I sat wedged in, listening 
to the nominating speeches and subsisting on apple pie and loganberry 
juice — hours of bellow and rant punctuated by screeches and roars,” 
he wrote in a spleen-filled passage.

I think there were fifteen nominations plus the seconding orations. It was a 
nightmare, a witches’ dance of idiocy and adult hypocrisy. DuPont, for in
stance, and his wonderful grandfather, and the grand old state of Ohio, and the 
golden state of Iowa, and the flag, red, white and blue, all its stripes, all its 
stars, and the flag again a thousand times over, and Americanism till your ears 
ached, and the slaves and the tariff, and Abraham Lincoln, mauled and dragged 
about and his name taken in vain and his spirit degraded, prostituted to every 
insincerity and used as window-dressing for every cheap politician. The incred
ible sordidness of that convention passes all description. It was a gathering of 
insanitary callous men who blasphemed patriotism, made a mockery of Repub
lican government and filled the air with sodden and scheming stupidity.

After the Old Guard handed its crown to Hughes, the once-proud Bull 
Moose Progressives slunk off to a nether part of Chicago to hold their 
own convention and beseeched Roosevelt to be their standard-bearer. 
But TR had had enough. Rejecting those who in 1912 had followed him
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to Armageddon, he suggested with studied contempt that they give their 
nomination to the conservative Henry Cabot Lodge. In a dying gesture 
they struck back by nominating him anyway. Thus did the Bull Moose 
party lumber to oblivion. A few shed tears. Lippmann was not among 
them. He had only disdain for the faithful who had followed TR to this 
final resting place. ‘ ‘They clung to him as a woman without occupation 
or external interests will cling to her husband,” he wrote pitilessly. 
“They clung so hard that they embarrassed him with their infatuation. 
They loved too much. They loved without self-respect and without 
privacy. They adored him as no man in a democracy deserves to be 
adored. ” 5

Lippmann had stopped loving. No longer could he reconcile the op
portunist who consorted with Republican conservatives and rattled 
sabers over Mexico and Germany with the knight-errant to whom he had 
given his heart at Madison Square Garden and at Oyster Bay. His 
friends within the Progressive party still clung to the Roosevelt ideal and 
were uncertain of which way to turn, but Lippmann had made his 
decision. The Bull Moose carcass would have to be buried. “ I do not a 
bit agree with you about TR, ” he wrote Frankfurter shortly after the 
convention. “ Your attempt to read into his words all the glowing aspira
tions of your heart simply will not work. He does not understand indus
trial preparedness; he does not know what he means by social justice. 
He has no vision of the class struggle and you cannot jolly him into an 
understanding.” 6

Lippmann may have made his decision, but the other editors at the 
New Republic were in disarray over the events at Chicago, and Croly 
was inclined to stick with the Republicans. Hughes was a progressive, 
after all, and the GOP seemed more likely than the Democrats to use 
government as an instrument of social reform. But Lippmann was deter
mined to bring Croly around, and worked on him all through the sum
mer. The important thing to remember, he insisted, was that Hughes 
would probably be dominated by the party’s Old Guard. The return of 
the Republicans to power would mean a return to the “most evil
smelling plutocracy that this country has,” he wrote the NR ’s London 
correspondent, S. K. Ratcliffe. Even though Hughes was able and re
spected, the Old Guard ran the Republican party. “ There is this much to 
be said for Wilson,” Lippmann explained: “ that he has learned a lot, 
has admitted most of his errors, and has begun to surround himself with 
a new and rather more hopeful crowd of men.” 7 “ I do not think it is 
possible to overstate the irrelevance of this election to the issues in 
Europe,” Lippmann reported to his London friend Eustace Percy. Both 
parties intended to be neutral, neither intended to fight Britain’s block
ade of German ports, and the voters saw no great contest over issues — 
only politicians on the outside wanting to get in.
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The prevailing tone of the Hughes supporters is protectionist. Protectionist as 
regards tariff, as regards large industry, and as regards military affairs. The 
ideal they preach is that of a self-sufficing, rather aggressive, and somewhat 
bad-tempered nationalism. Their impulse is to defy everybody, and politically 
this works out as a defiance of the Allies.

You will understand how this comes about. If you preach absolute indepen
dence and sovereignty and destiny hard enough, you are bound sooner or later 
to align yourself against British sea power and against the internationalizing 
tendencies of the Entente. I think if the thing had to be phrased, you might say: 
the Democrats consist of people who are by tradition isolated, led by a group 
which in a somewhat naive way hopes to join a European cooperative arrange
ment; whereas the Republicans consist of people who on the whole believe in 
aggressive isolation and lean heavily towards imperial expansion in Latin 
America and the Pacific.8

Although Lippmann expected Wilson to pick up support as the cam
paign moved along, he realized the fight would be a close one. Hughes, 
despite a bad platform technique, was a formidable opponent, and Wil
son needed the support of the Republican progressives who had voted 
for Roosevelt in 1912. The New Republic spoke for those progressives, 
and thus the NR had to be won over.

Norman Hapgood, magazine editor and the man Wilson counted on 
to win the Bull Moose vote, advised the President that “ Lippmann is 
the ablest of The New Republic editors, and the one who is working to 
swing the paper openly to you.” Wilson followed through by inviting 
Lippmann to spend an afternoon in late August at his summer home, 
Shadow Lawn, in New Jersey. For nearly two hours the President out
lined to his young guest his commitment to social reform at home and a 
“benevolent neutrality” toward the Allies. “ I remember sitting on the 
upstairs veranda with Wilson and talking about the campaign,” Lipp
mann later recalled. “ We were beginning to get ready to support him, 
and I was asking questions to reassure ourselves on various issues — 
mostly domestic.” Then the discussion turned to the war. Wilson knew 
what Lippmann wanted to hear. Neutrality, “ benevolent” or otherwise, 
Wilson said, was becoming more difficult. “ Let me show you what I 
mean,” he added, and dramatically pulled out a cable from the embassy 
in Berlin predicting that the Germans would resume unrestricted subma
rine warfare after the American elections in November. “ It’s a terrible 
thing to carry around with me.” The implication was clear. When the 
Germans sank the Sussex five months earlier Wilson had said that he 
would break relations if they resumed unrestricted submarine warfare. 
Now he had to either back down or go to war. He showed no indication 
of backing down.

Lippmann hurried back to New York to meet with Croly and Straight.
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“ Now we’ll have to face it,” Lippmann told them. “What we’re elect
ing is a war President — not the man who kept us out of war. And 
we’ve got to make up our minds whether we want to go through the war 
with Hughes or with Wilson.” For his own part Lippmann had no 
doubts. “ I have come around completely to Wilson,” he wrote Wallas. 
The Republicans were “disorganized, inarticulate, commercially impe
rialist and conventional-minded” ; only Wilson had the “ imagination 
and the will to make a radical move in the organization of peace.” 
Hughes had proved to be a “ great disappointment,” and because of his 
opposition to intervention, was “ far worse than Wilson at his worst.” 
Wilson had over the past few months “developed a power of decision 
unlike anything he has shown before. . . .  It would be a sheer calamity 
to throw him out.” 9

Above all, Wilson was willing to cast aside “hypocritical neutrality” 
and take an active involvement in European politics, even if it meant 
entering the war. “ Barring catastrophe, I ’m for him, though he’s no 
saint, by God,” Lippmann told Learned Hand. “ Hughes is incredible, 
and I don’t see how any good, unneutral pro-Ally can vote for him 
without hating himself. Wilson’s brand of neutrality . . .  is about 90 
percent better than we had reason to expect.” To his British friends he 
was even more explicit. “Wilson is frankly unneutral in his purposes,” 
he assured H. G. Wells. “ He will resist any pressure to break your 
illegal blockade of Germany, while Hughes goes up and down the 
country declaring for an impartial neutrality in the orthodox pro-German 
sense. He promises to uphold our ‘rights’ against you, and he’s just pig
headed enough to try it. ” 10

At first Croly resisted, but gradually he gave way under Lippmann’s 
pressure and the ineptitude of Hughes’s campaign. “ It was a great 
struggle,” Lippmann later explained. “ Croly didn’t want to do it. 
Straight didn’t want to do it. I did. Finally, by September I persuaded 
them that Hughes was taking a pro-German line with a feeling toward 
the pro-German vote, and that Wilson was the man for us.” In mid-Oc
tober, six weeks after the visit to Shadow Lawn, Lippmann was at last 
able to make it official. “ I shall not vote for the Wilson who has uttered 
a few too many noble sentiments,” he told puzzled readers who for two 
years had been regaled with the N R *s accounts of Wilson’s incompe
tence, “ but for the Wilson who is evolving under experience and is 
remaking his philosophy in the light of it.” Wilson had grown from a 
laissez-faire Democrat into a “ constructive nationalist,” and trans
formed the Democrats into the only party “ national in scope, liberal in 
purpose, and effective in action.” Wilson was not at all neutral, he 
maintained, but “ consistently and courageously benevolent to the Al
lies” ; he understood that the “cause of the western Allies is in a mea
sure our cause. ”
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By early fall virtually the entire contingent of Bull Moose Progres
sives had swung behind Wilson, including John Dewey, Jane Addams, 
Amos Pinchot, Frederick C. Howe, Lincoln Steffens and William En
glish Wailing. Pacifists like Randolph Bourne and anti-British Irishmen 
like the NR*s Francis Hackett came out for the President. Even Max 
Eastman and John Reed swallowed their socialist scruples and voted for 
him. Their reasons were as varied as their politics. For Lippmann and 
Croly, Wilson was the man who would end America’s “pernicious neu
trality. ’’ For Bourne and the socialists at the Masses, he would resist the 
warmongers. Each saw in Wilson what he wanted to see. But for Lipp
mann, Wilson’s purposes were clear. “ We never believed Wilson when 
he said he would keep us out of war,’’ he later said. “ We were con
vinced we were going to get into the war.’’11

Not only did Lippmann help swing the NR behind Wilson, he wrote 
speeches for the President and even delivered campaign talks in upstate 
New York from the back of a trailer truck. Reiterating his promise to 
pursue domestic reform, the President squeezed by with a margin of 
twenty-three electoral votes. The support of the Progressives had been 
crucial. Wilson remembered who had helped swing the Progressives 
behind him. Hardly had the ballot boxes been put away when Lippmann 
received an engraved invitation in the mail:

The President and Mrs. Wilson 
request the pleasure o f the company o f 

Mr. Lippmann 
at dinner on Tuesday evening 

December the twelfth at eight o'clock
1916

Arriving early at Pennsylvania Station, Lippmann waited patiently at 
the gate where the Washington train was scheduled to depart. Soon his 
traveling companion arrived, a slight, well-dressed man in black over
coat and homburg, a briefcase in his hand and a look of bemused de
tachment on his face. Lippmann hailed the older man and greeted him 
warmly. They immediately fell into animated conversation as they made 
their way to a private drawing room for the trip to Washington and the 
President’s gala dinner.

Edward Mandell House — Colonel House, as he preferred to be 
known by his honorary Texas title — although not a cabinet official, 
judge or congressman, was among the most influential men in the na
tion. A Western progressive who had engineered the successful guber
natorial campaign of the Texas reformer James Hogg, he had expanded 
his talents to a national stage. In 1912 he helped Wilson capture the



Democratic nomination by winning over the die-hard followers of Wil
liam Jennings Bryan. House offered his services to Wilson, who desper
ately needed a go-between adept at political bargaining, and gave a pro
gressive tone to the first Wilson administration. House, like many good 
progressives, wanted government for  the people, but was rather dubious 
about government by the people. The best form of government, he indi
cated in his anonymous novel Philip Dru, Administrator, was one where 
a benevolent autocrat ruled in the people’s best interest.

Wilson could hardly have survived without House, and soon became 
dependent on the ingratiating, English-educated Texan who was so ex
pert in dealing with politicians. A tight bond linked the two men. House 
became Wilson’s most trusted adviser, his ambassador to the lower 
world of politics. “He was able to serve Wilson because he was in al
most every respect the complement of Wilson,’’ Lippmann later wrote.

The things which Colonel House did best, meeting men face to face and listen
ing to them patiently and persuading them gradually, Woodrow Wilson could 
hardly bear to do at all. The President was an intellectual, accustomed to ac
quiring knowledge by reading and to imparting it by lecturing and by writing 
books. Wilson was annoyed, quickly bored, and soon exhausted by the inco
herence, the verbosity, and the fumbling of most talk, especially the talk of 
practical men of affairs. . . . Colonel House, on the contrary, was as nearly 
proof against boredom as anyone imaginable. Lacking all intellectual pride, 
having no such intellectual cultivation as Woodrow Wilson, he educated him
self in the problems of the day by inducing men of affairs to confide in him.12

As part of his effort to mediate the European conflict, Wilson had, in 
the fall of 1916, instructed House and Secretary of State Lansing to 
draw up a peace plan. They had hardly begun when the Germans made 
a stunning proposal to the Allies to discuss a compromise peace. The 
offer reached Washington on the very night of Wilson’s gala reelection 
dinner, December 12, and left the President’s embryonic peace initiative 
in a shambles. At the White House that night Lippmann moved deftly 
among the congressmen, diplomats and cabinet officials. Then he went 
over to the President and posed the question directly: would the United 
States support the German peace bid? Wilson looked pained. The Allies 
would undoubtedly reject Berlin’s offer, he replied, for a negotiated 
peace would leave Germany the dominant power on the Continent. 
Berlin would then resume unrestricted submarine warfare. America 
could not stand by. “ If they don’t let me mediate, we’ll be drawn into 
the war,’’ he said mournfully. “ We’ve got to stop it before we’re pulled
* nin.

Excited by the rush of events, Lippmann returned to New York to 
confer with his colleagues at the NR. “ I went to Washington, attended 
and enjoyed a State Dinner at the White House, and was sucked deep
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into the excitement over Germany’s master stroke,” he reported to 
Mabel Dodge. “ It really is the most brilliant political coup imaginable, 
and whether it brings actual peace or more war, Germany is certain to 
gain. What it really amounts to, I think, is a deep and successful thrust 
into the morale of the Allies, plus a new spiritual unification of 
Germany.”

The New Republic faced an editorial crisis. Should it endorse or reject 
the German peace bid? Lippmann insisted that the German offer was 
simply a ploy to consolidate territorial gains on the eastern front. If ac
cepted, it would amount to a “peace without victory” that would humil
iate the democracies and leave Prussian militarists in control of Central 
Europe. Finally persuading Croly and the others that Berlin’s offer had 
to be turned down, Lippmann laid out his argument in the lead editorial. 
Its title, “ Peace without Victory,” was splashed across the cover of the 
magazine.13

No reader of the NR that Christmas week of 1916 was more attentive 
than the President himself. Outmaneuvered by the Germans and 
hamstrung by the refusal of the Allies to attend a peace conference 
under his mediation, he felt that he had no alternative but to push ahead 
with his own plan. A few weeks later, at the end of January 1917, he 
went before the Senate and declared that the war must be brought to a 
negotiated end, that the only solution was a compromise peace, a 
“peace without victory.”

The press immediately picked up the phrase and linked it to the NR 
editorial — even though Wilson had used it in a very different way. The 
assumption was that Lippmann had inspired the speech, and had even 
had a hand in Wilson’s abortive December peace offer. The supposed 
link between the White House and the NR — strengthened by the fact 
that Croly and Lippmann were known to visit Colonel House every 
week at his New York apartment — did nothing to harm the NR ’s repu
tation as the insider’s journal. Readers eagerly snapped up each issue in 
the belief that they were getting a preview of administration policy. 
Speculators bribed news dealers for advance copies to find clues for 
playing the stock market. Circulation shot up to over twenty thousand. 
The claim that Lippmann was the author of the President’s ill-fated 
December peace plan, though untrue, inflated his reputation even fur
ther. C. P. Scott, editor of the Manchester Guardian, asked him to con
tribute to the paper, observing that it was “quite recognized here that 
you are in intimate connection with the President, and anything which 
you may send is pretty certain to receive the attention of the Cabinet.”

When he wrote of these events years later, Lippmann claimed it was 
all exaggerated — that House never told them anything the President 
was going to do and never asked him and Croly to publish or not 
publish anything. “ In our own minds we followed the logic of the situa-



Ï I O  PART ONE: 1 8 8 9 -1 9 3 1

tion as we saw it,” he explained. “ Partly by coincidence, partly by a 
certain parallelism of reasoning, certainly by no direct inspiration either 
from the President or Colonel House, The New Republic often ad
vocated policies which Wilson pursued.” While this is probably the 
way Lippmann saw it and particularly the way he remembered it, others 
had some reason to assume that more than a “ certain parallelism of 
reasoning” accounted for the N R 's privileged position.14

By the end of 1916 Lippmann had become House’s partner in the ef
fort to persuade Wilson, and the nation, that the United States must 
come into the war on the side of the Allies. America had a great role to 
perform, Lippmann told the N R 's readers in January 1917: it would be 
“ something to boast of that we have lived in a time when the world 
called us into partnership.” He did not have long to wait. When the 
Allies turned down Berlin’s peace bid, the Germans resumed unre
stricted submarine warfare. They hoped, by cutting off Britain’s supply 
of food and arms, to squeeze the country quickly into submission before 
American troop strength could be felt on the western front. Germany’s 
announcement came as the New Republic was going to press. In a 
hurried postscript to the February 3 issue, Lippmann called for an im
mediate break in diplomatic relations, the seizure of German ships in 
American ports, mobilization, and full assistance to the Allies. The 
United States, he elaborated a week later, must join Britain and 
France — even though they too had violated the law of the sea — 
because “ they were fighting in the main for the kind of world in which 
we wished to live.” ls 

His call to battle was clear enough. But although Wilson broke diplo
matic relations the first week in February, he delayed calling for a decla
ration of war, and the Germans did not provide him with a convenient 
pretext. “ When the break came the administration absolutely expected a 
sensational outrage within a few days and had set its mind in preparation 
for war on the strength of it,” Lippmann explained to Frankfurter in late 
February 1917. Wilson “could have carried the country with him had 
the facts gone as he supposed they would go. The failure of the facts to 
act up to expectation has put him in a hole; whereas if he acts aggres
sively and seems to declare war he will lose the very public opinion 
which he needs most. The reason he broke off so triumphantly was that 
all aggressions had come from Germany. If he acts now, the aggression 
will seem to come from Washington.”

The interventionists were in a bind. To win over the NR ’s pacifist- 
minded readers, Lippmann enlisted the help of Norman Angell, the Brit
ish internationalist who had worked with the editors during his visit to 
the United States two years earlier. “ Ever since the Germans pro
claimed their new submarine warfare, we have had an exceedingly hard 
time in this country dealing with the pacifists who simply want to avoid
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trouble,”  Lippmann told Angell. “ An article from you justifying 
America’s entry into the war on liberal and international grounds would 
be of immense help to us.”  As a well-known anti-imperialist, Angell 
was just the man to sway skeptical American internationalists. The op
portunity, Lippmann underlined, was “decisive in the history of the 
world, because there is a chance by America’s entry into the war to 
crystallize and make real the whole league of peace propaganda.” 16

The “ whole league of peace propaganda” was dear to Angell’s heart, 
for he saw the war as an opportunity to achieve world government. But 
for Lippmann the justification was less utopian. His argument for Amer
ican entry into the war rested, not on visions of an international commu
nity, but on the struggle for mastery of the seas. “ Our own existence 
and the world’s order depend on the defeat of that anarchy which the 
Germans misname the ‘freedom of the seas,’ ” he wrote in February
1917. “ We shall uphold the dominion of the ocean highway as men 
upheld the Union in 1861, not because the power exercised by Great 
Britain is perfect, but because the alternative is intolerable.”

A week later he spelled out his argument in one of the most important 
editorials he ever wrote, one that governed his approach to foreign pol
icy for the rest of his life. America, he argued, was an integral part of 
the community of nations bordering the Atlantic. An attack on that com
munity was a threat to America’s own security. Germany’s war against 
Britain and France was a war ‘ ‘against the civilization of which we are a 
part. ” By cutting the “ vital highways of our world” through submarine 
warfare, Germany threatened the existence of what he called — coining 
a phrase that was to stick — the “ Atlantic community.”

The United States, he admitted, could remain neutral by embargoing 
arms to the Allies and forbidding Americans to travel on British ships. 
But the real issue went beyond rights of neutrality; it meant ensuring 
that “the world’s highway shall not be closed to the western Allies if 
America has the power to prevent it.” The message was clear, the 
conclusion unmistakable. If the German fleet threatened to gain com
mand of the seas, America should come in on Britain’s side. “The 
safety of the Atlantic highway is something for which America should 
fight.” 17

Lippmann was ready, Wilson was not. The period of “ watchful wait
ing” went on through February and into March. The Germans still 
hoped to avoid war with the United States. Chancellor Theobald von 
Bethmann-Hollweg blamed Wilson for provoking the crisis by acquiesc
ing in the British blockade of Germany and turning America into an 
Allied war arsenal. The accusation was true, Lippmann admitted to 
House, after visiting the colonel at his apartment, and was making an 
impact on public opinion. “ But where we differ profoundly from Beth
mann-Hollweg is in our belief that this differential neutrality has been
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for the interests of this nation and for the world.” After a visit from 
Lippmann and Croly, House noted in his diary that he was “ finding it 
difficult to keep them in line because of the President’s slowness of 
action.”

A few days later Lippmann went to Washington to present a memo
randum to Wilson on the war issue. At the library of the Cosmos Club 
he drafted a note stressing that Germany’s accusation of discrimination 
had to be countered, and pacifists shown the “correlation between the 
peace program and the warlike measures which may be necessary. ” The 
President’s task, he stressed, was to persuade Americans that the con
frontation with Germany was rooted in America’s “ vital interest in a 
just and lasting peace. ” Eschewing realpolitik, he appealed to the Presi
dent’s idealism: Germany was “ fighting for a victory subversive of the 
world system in which America lives. The only victory in this war that 
could compensate mankind for its horrors is the victory of international 
order over national aggression. ” 18 Wilson read the memo, but declined 
to see Lippmann. He was not yet ready to make the fateful move.

Then a startling event occurred. Riots broke out in Petrograd, capital 
of imperial Russia. Troops joined the demonstrators, a provisional gov
ernment took power, and on March 15 Tsar Nicholas II was forced to 
abdicate. No longer did a tyrannical Russian dictatorship taint the Allied 
cause. Liberal resistance to American participation in the war began to 
weaken. The Germans clumsily antagonized American opinion when 
they sank three unarmed United States merchantmen in late March, and 
then compounded their diplomatic ineptitude by promising Mexico — as 
revealed in the intercepted “ Zimmermann telegram” — large chunks of 
Texas, Arizona and New Mexico if it would enter the war against the 
United States. With American patriotism outraged, the stage was now 
set for Wilson to make his move.

Persuading himself that he could “do no other,” the President went 
before a joint session of Congress on the evening of April 2, 1917. “ It 
is a fearful thing to lead this great peaceful people into war, ’ ’ he told the 
hushed assembly. “But the right is more precious than peace.” The 
United States, with no selfish interest, would enter the war “ for democ
racy, for the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in 
their own government, for the rights and liberties of small nations . . . 
and to make the world itself at last free.” His ambition, designed to 
inspire American idealism as well as to still the qualms of his own con
science, was no less grandiose than his rhetoric: “The world must be 
made safe for democracy.” Congress cheered, and four days later, with 
only six senators and fifty representatives opposed, voted Wilson’s dec
laration of war.

If Wilson spoke with a heavy, or at least divided, heart, Lippmann 
was ecstatic. “The President’s address is magnificent,” he wrote Colo-



ELECTING A WAR PRESIDENT I I 3

nel House. “ It puts the whole thing exactly where it needed to be put 
and does it with real nobility of feeling. We are delighted with it here 
down to the last comma.” Lippmann could hardly contain his excite
ment and relief. “ Other men have led nations to war to increase their 
glory, their wealth, their prestige,” he proclaimed in the NR that week. 
“ No other statesman has ever so clearly identified the glory of his 
country with the peace and liberty of the world. ” To make sure that the 
President did not miss his bouquet, Lippmann sent Wilson a personal 
letter of congratulations, repeating the flowery phrases he had used in 
the magazine. “ Our debt and the world’s debt to Woodrow Wilson is 
immeasurable. Any mediocre politician might have gone to war futilely 
for rights that in themselves cannot be defended by war. Only a states
man who will be called great could have made American intervention 
mean so much to the generous forces of the world, could have lifted the 
inevitable horror of war into a deed so full of meaning.” 19 

His doubts swept away, Lippmann set aside his own strategic argu
ments about sea-lanes and the Atlantic community and became infected 
by the same passion for action he had once so decried. The man who in 
1915 wrote that “because a whole people clamors for a war, and gets it, 
there is no ground for calling the war democratic,” now declared that 
the cause of the Allies was “unmistakably the cause of liberalism and 
the hope of an enduring peace. ” The overthrow of the tsar and the entry 
of America into the conflict made it “ as certain as anything human can 
be that the war which started as a clash of empires in the Balkans will 
dissolve into democratic revolution the world over.” 20

A week later, at the end of April 1917, Lippmann went to Philadel
phia to give the keynote address at a meeting of the American Academy 
of Political and Social Science. A singular honor for a man only twenty- 
seven, the invitation reflected the influence he was believed to wield as 
shadow adviser to Wilson and Colonel House. Looking young but im
mensely self-assured, Lippmann drew an inspiring picture of the “ spiri
tual force” unleashed by democracy in Russia and an aroused interna
tionalism in America. The stakes of diplomacy had changed. No longer 
were they a struggle for markets and influence in backward areas. These 
had now become “entirely secondary,” as an imperial squabble had 
given way to a “ people’s war.” Its objective, he told his listeners, was 
nothing less than ‘ ‘a union of liberal peoples pledged to cooperate in the 
settlement of all outstanding questions, sworn to turn against the agres- 
sor, determined to erect a larger and more modem system of interna
tional law upon a federation of the world.” The war “ is dissolving into 
a stupendous revolution. The whole perspective is changed today by the 
revolution in Russia and the intervention of America. The scale of val
ues is transformed, for the democracies are unloosed.” 21 

Whether or not the “ scale of values” was transformed, Lippmann
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was. Everything he had written about the irrationality of nationalism and 
the imperial origins of the war now went by the board. He had glimpsed 
a transcendent value in the war, one that went beyond his own more 
mundane arguments about the “ Atlantic highway.” Like Wilson he 
found a way to persuade himself that the war could be redeemed by the 
better world that would follow. By elevating the decision to fight to the 
higher plane of political morality he could quiet the fear, as he himself 
had earlier expressed it, that by joining the Allies in a righteous cause 
the United States would “end by fighting to change the political control 
of the Near East.” 22 But in 1917 he was sure the United States would 
hold the upper hand after the war, that it could prevent the Allies from 
imposing Draconian peace terms. He could not easily have anticipated 
what later happened at the Paris peace conference.

Lippmann was not alone in rallying to the colors. Most of the leading 
progressives, including John Dewey and Charles Beard, supported the 
war. They too had become frustrated sitting on the sidelines, “choked 
by feelings unexpressed and movements arrested in mid-air,” as Lipp
mann had so tellingly written. Infused with optimism and driven toward 
action, they came to believe that only through participation could they 
steer the world in a liberal direction. Suspending the powers of critical 
analysis on which they prided themselves, they became tacticians of a 
war they had once said America must never be drawn into. With mixed 
relief and excitement they “ scurried to Washington,” in John Dos Pas- 
sos’s phrase.

These war liberals were seized, as the lonely pacifist Randolph 
Bourne wrote at the time, by “ an unanalyzable feeling that this was a 
war in which we had to be .” What he called the “ war intellectuals” 
justified themselves by saying that “ only on the craft, in the stream,” 
was there any chance of “ controlling the current forces for liberal pur
poses.”  But Bourne was pitiless in pointing out — in an obvious allu
sion to Lippmann— “how soon their ‘mastery’ becomes ‘drift,’ tan
gled in the fatal drive toward victory as its own end, how soon they 
become mere agents and expositors of forces as they are.” 23

Lippmann was unmoved by such complaints. He did not want to be 
an outsider in the great moral adventure. “ Only saints, heroes and spe
cialists in virtue feel remorse because they have done what everyone 
was doing and agreed with what everybody was thinking, ’ ’ he had writ
ten a few years earlier. He had persuaded himself that the war was a 
step toward a noble end, and predicted that the old nationalism would be 
replaced by a new internationalism. ‘ ‘We are living and shall live all our 
lives now in a revolutionary world,”  he wrote the week after America 
went to war. There would be a “transvaluation of values as radical as 
anything in the history of intellect.” Concepts like liberty, equality and 
democracy would have to be reexamined “ as fearlessly as religious
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dogmas were in the nineteenth century. ” There would be a new fertility 
of invention. “ This war and the peace which will follow are the stimu
lus and the justification.” 24

He wanted to believe it; to justify his own ardor he had to believe it.
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To the Colors

I’d literally rather be connected with you in this work 
in no matter what capacity than do anything else there 
is to do in the world.

—  To Colonel Edward M. House, September 24, 1917

T h e  war demanded an army, and the army a draft. Even before the 
United States entered the war Lippmann had warned Wilson that an 
all-volunteer army was too risky: it would unleash jingoism, hatred for 

the “ Hun,” and stir up a “ newspaper campaign of manufactured 
hatred.” Wilson agreed, and his selective service bill, covering all men 
from eighteen to forty-five, cleared the Congress in May.

Lippmann, only twenty-seven and in fine health, was eminently eligi
ble for the draft, but felt there were better ways to use his talents. “ I’ll 
be pretty well occupied in New York for the summer unless I ’m con
scripted, and I don’t in the least think I ought to be just now,” he wrote 
Felix Frankfurter, himself then thirty-four and recently recruited to serve 
as troubleshooter for Secretary of War Newton D. Baker. “What I want 
to do is to devote all my time to studying and speculating on the ap
proaches to peace and the reaction from the peace. Do you think you 
can get me an exemption on such high-falutin’ grounds? . . . The 
things that need to be thought out,” he explained, “ are so big that there 
must be no personal element mixed up with this.” 1

Frankfurter put in a word with Baker, and then Lippmann followed 
through. “ I have consulted all the people whose advice I value and they 
urge me to apply for exemption,” he wrote the secretary of war. “ You 
can well understand that that is not a pleasant thing to do, and yet, after 
searching my soul as candidly as I know how, I am convinced that I can 
serve my bit much more effectively than as a private in the new ar
mies.” Although reluctant to ask a favor, he added pointedly that the 
matter was “complicated for me by the fact that my father is dying and
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my mother is absolutely alone in the world. She does not know what his 
condition is, and I cannot tell anyone for fear it would become 
known.” 2

As it turned out, his father was not to die for another ten years, but 
the appeal struck a sympathetic ear. Baker was eager to add Lippmann 
to a cluster of bright young assistants that included, in addition to 
Frankfurter, Eugene Meyer, later publisher of the Washington Post; 
Frederick Kappel, future head of the Carnegie Corporation; Stanley 
King, later president of Amherst College; and his own aide from Cleve
land, Ralph Hayes. All were progressives, infatuated with proximity to 
power, and eager to help in the war for democracy. Baker told Lipp
mann to come and be his special assistant.

This was just where Lippmann wanted to be. Once-sleepy Washing
ton had become the nerve center of the nation, the logical place for 
those who craved influence. “ It’s a job at which I would work with all 
my heart, ’ ’ he wrote Baker with a blend of flattery and charm that had 
become second nature, “ because I’d rather be under a man in whose 
whole view of life there is just the quality which alone can justify this 
high experience. I needn’t tell you that I want nothing but the chance to 
serve, that salaries, titles, ambitions play no part whatsoever,” he 
added. “ Problems of organization, the creation of agencies for hearing 
and seeing, for simplifying, are things which have always fascinated 
me.” 3

As soon as he landed the job as Baker’s assistant, Lippmann broke 
the news to Croly. The editor did not receive it in a patriotic spirit. He 
told Lippmann that he could do far more to promote liberal values 
through his editorials at the NR than by working in a government office. 
Lippmann was unmoved. The charms of West 21st Street palled beside 
the excitement of wartime Washington. Croly even pleaded with Colo
nel House, insisting that the magazine could not get along without Lipp
mann. The colonel promised that if things got really bad he would ask 
Baker to release Lippmann. Grudgingly Croly accepted the inevitable. 
Early in June readers found a small notice in the magazine:

Mr. Walter Lippmann has temporarily severed 
his connection with the editorial board of 
t h e  n e w  r e p u b l i c  to enter the service of 
the War Department.

Set free from the New Republic, Lippmann still had one tie linking 
him to New York. The cerebral political analyst was — quite unknown 
to his friends — courting a young lady. For more than a year he had 
been seeing Faye Albertson, the daughter of the Boston socialist parson 
who had been his first employer. After the Boston Common folded and 
the Boston — 1915 movement fizzled out, Ralph Albertson had moved



to New York. Faye, now quite grown up and restless living at the Farm 
with Hazel and the younger children, had followed her father. During 
his years at Harvard Lippmann had scarcely noticed Faye. She was just 
a chubby child. Now she had become a beautiful young woman with a 
striking figure and long ash-blond hair. When their paths crossed in 
New York, Faye was working as a dance teacher and recuperating from 
a broken heart. Walter was a sympathetic listener as she told him of an 
unhappy love affair with a man in Boston. Although Faye was no intel
lectual, she was high-spirited and radiated a vitality he admired. He 
began to take an interest in her quite apart from his friendship with her 
father. He invited her to the theater, took her for rides on the Staten 
Island ferry, walked with her through Central Park in the snow. Gradu
ally she realized that he looked on her as more than her father’s daugh
ter. At first she was surprised. Then she came to accept his interest as 
she had always accepted the attention of men.

Faye and Walter were a curious combination. She cared no more for 
politics than he did for the tango. She enjoyed people, loved to dance 
and go to parties; he was preoccupied with reforming the world. They 
had hardly any interests in common. Their differences alone drew them 
together. She was impressed by his intelligence, his growing renown, 
his circle of influential friends; he, by her beauty and infectious gaiety. 
It was enough for an enjoyable affair, though perhaps not for the ‘ ‘wise 
and kindly marriage” Graham Wallas had earlier counseled. But 
Lippmann was not the kind to dabble at affairs. He was wrapped up in 
his work, and ever since he left Harvard had been churning out books 
and articles at such a rate that there was little time for idle flirtations.

For several months he kept his involvement with Faye a secret from 
his friends. Mabel Dodge was one of the few who knew about it. Al
though she may not have been successful in her own love life, having 
gone through two husbands and innumerable lovers before she settled in 
Taos with a Navajo Indian, she was a shrewd judge of others. As a 
friend of Hazel Albertson she had known Faye for several years. She 
did not much like what she saw. “ I feel queer things over them,” she 
wrote Hazel after the young couple had come to visit her one Sunday in 
November 1916 at her farm at Croton-on-Hudson.

I felt him preoccupied with her every minute, and I felt her at very low ebb as 
far as he is concerned. Indifferent. She has to make an effort. Frankly, he bores 
her when he comes to her level, where he is not at his best. People are only re
ally amusing and at their best when in their highest levels — but Faye probably 
would never “get” Walter on his. It’s missed, it seems to me. I wonder what 
will come of it. Iam not very hopeful at too much effort on Faye’s part because 
she can’t keep it up. She will have to go back to being herself and natural —
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which she can't be much with him and which she could be with some dancing 
playmate.4

What was obvious to Mabel was not to Lippmann. On alien ground 
where the emotions were concerned, he was not a good judge of other 
people. He saw no warning signs. Through the fall of 1916 and the 
winter of 1917, between his weekly trips to Washington, he spent most 
of his evenings with Faye. He always had, as Mabel once observed, a 
“predilection for Nordic blondes,” and Faye was as engaging as she 
was beautiful. She listened attentively when he spoke of politics, and 
even made a stab at political involvement by marching in suffragette 
parades.

While ostensibly a political radical, Lippmann had always been a 
conventional young man. He dressed with care for the proprieties, wore 
his rubbers when it rained, and rarely missed a good night’s sleep. 
Though women invariably found him attractive — he was solidly built, 
well groomed, with an open, intelligent face and, as Mabel had once 
said, “ a fine poise, a cool understanding, and with all the high humor in 
the world shining in his intelligent eyes” — there was nothing of the 
dashing bachelor about him.5 Serious about everything he did, he 
cherished stability and took for granted a well-run, comfortable home 
where dinner was always served on time.

At twenty-seven he thought it was time to get away from his parents ’ 
home and set up on his own. The outbreak of war had turned the minds 
of many young men to marriage. In late April 1917, as he was negotiat
ing his draft exemption, he made his decision. Faye said yes, and now 
he broke the news to his friends. “ It’s an old love and a very happy 
one, and it’s been the only one,” he wrote to Felix Frankfurter. “ Faye 
knows all about you, what friends we are, and we’ll make it a three
some.” To Graham Wallas he explained, with some exaggeration: 
“ We’ve been sweethearts for many years, ever since I was a freshman 
at Harvard. So far as a man can be happy with the world as it is, I am 
happy.” 6

He no doubt meant it. Lippmann had an awesome ability to find com
pelling reasons to do what he wanted, and to persuade himself that 
whatever he believed now was what he had always believed. A quality 
of his work, it was equally true of his life. With absolute sincerity he 
could tell Learned Hand that his love “has always been one of those 
things that were sure and splendid.”  Hand responded with his usual 
banter:

I didn’t guess, and it is a surprise, and yet, and yet. Tho I am no reader of 
women’s minds, some things get even to me. Last winter on Fifth Avenue east 
side about 33rd St. I did pass you in a big ulster and the woman was nestled
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under your arm in a way! I said, tiens, tiens, ce Walter, he is like the rest of us 
after all. But you aren’t, you are a good deal like yourself and rather more than 
usually so to find your balance in your freshman year, even if it was only yes
terday.

I thought that notwithstanding the under-my-wing effect that evening, that all 
your evenings were being spent with E. M. House or Newton Baker or other 
guys like that; I suspected you not — being a judge and a guileless fellow. It 
all seemed to me further corroboration of what a hell of an important young 
thing you were. And I was right, you were important, only I didn’t know just 
where it was. I don’t know yet, but I am going to learn as soon as you will let 
me.

“ I always feel envious of people who are just in love — who aren’t 
just, but never mind,” Hand added in a guarded allusion to the tribula
tions of his own marriage to a difficult woman. “ I took mine neurot
ically, as I have taken most else, and it seemed to me fiercely serious. I 
couldn’t have said like you, ‘sure and splendid,’ they are good words 
and I believe them quite literally. They are particularly good words for 
you because, my hearty, they hit you off pretty well yourself.”

Lippmann was euphoric. With the war, his new job and his impend
ing marriage, he was beginning a different life. “ Your letter moves me 
profoundly,” he replied to Frankfurter’s congratulations. “That I should 
find you, that I should find Faye — that such things happen in this 
turbulent world is all the sanction I ask to go on. You and I, to a com
mon hope. Faye and I from such different beginnings. Think of it, 
Felix. She rode over the mountains as a baby in a prairie schooner and 
lived part of her childhood in a Georgia community devoted to the 
Brotherhood of Man !” 7 

The decision made, the deed was quickly done. Walter and Faye were 
married on May 24, 1917, by a city magistrate at his parents’ home on 
East 80th Street. Ralph Albertson and Jacob Lippmann served as wit
nesses. The bride was twenty-four and a nominal Congregationalist, the 
groom twenty-seven and a nonpracticing Jew. Ralph Albertson, always 
in awe of Lippmann, beamed with pleasure at this unexpected and re
markable addition to his family. Jacob smiled benignly, assuming, as he 
always had, that Walter knew what was best. Daisy accepted with ill- 
concealed disapproval her son’s choice of a woman who was not rich, 
socially prominent, artistically accomplished, or Jewish. Faye seemed 
a peculiar choice, and Daisy was not happy with it.

Lippmann wanted to take Faye to California for their honeymoon, but 
had to report to Washington immediately. A few days after the cere
mony they boarded the train to the capital and moved into a red brick 
house at 1727 Nineteenth Street. Owned by Robert C. Valentine, a 
friend of the NR and a sometime poet who had been commissioner of
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Indian affairs in the Taft administration, the house served as a kind of 
commune for young men in the government. The half-dozen resident 
bachelors hired a housekeeper, gave continual parties, and invited ev
eryone who was famous, important or interesting. They argued about 
politics and took themselves so seriously that Justice Holmes, a frequent 
visitor, dubbed the place the “ House of Truth.”

During his frequent trips to Washington for the NR Lippmann had 
often stopped by the House of Truth for a meal and a rundown of cur
rent politics. When he took the job as Baker’s assistant it seemed natural 
that he should live there. The only problem was Faye. No woman had 
ever lived in the house, although many had graced its dinner table. But 
Frankfurter, then in residence, assured Lippmann that the place could 
use a woman’s touch. A little bedroom on the second floor was set aside 
for the newlyweds. The situation was an odd one for Faye but she 
handled it well, bringing some order into the household accounts and 
providing a welcome adornment at dinner. The men teased and doted on 
her, and it was a tribute to her easygoing nature that she could get on so 
well with such ambitious and independent-minded intellectuals. One of 
her greatest admirers was Justice Holmes, who used to come from the 
Court chambers in the late afternoons to play double solitaire with her. 
Once during a game she gently pointed out to him that he was cheating. 
“ But it’s such a small thing, my dear,” he sighed through his great 
drooping mustache, “ and no one will suffer from it but m e.”

A place of honor was always reserved for Holmes. Irreverent, cyni
cal, sharp-tongued, he attracted a devoted band of admirers as much by 
his celebrated wit as by his judicial learning. “ Life is an end in itself,” 
he said in one of the many aphorisms for which he was renowned, “ and 
the only question as to whether it is worth living is whether you have 
had enough of it. ” Part of his appeal to young people was his disrespect 
for tradition. “ The Constitution is an experiment, as all life is an experi
ment,”  he argued from the bench. “ Congress certainly cannot forbid all 
effort to change the mind of the country.” Although a social and eco
nomic conservative, he strongly believed in judicial restraint. The crite
rion of constitutionality, he argued, was not whether a law seemed to be 
in the public good, but whether the legislature had the right to enact 
it — a position that had a profound influence on such disciples as Felix 
Frankfurter.

Reveling in the play of ideas, Holmes found the bright young men at 
the House of Truth to be “ the fastest talkers, the quickest thinkers” in 
Washington. He was particularly fond of Lippmann, whom he had met 
through the New Republic, and who was, as he said, “ one of the young 
men I delight in. ” On his visits to Washington Lippmann had often vis
ited Holmes at his home at 1720 Eye Street. Although an early sup
porter of the magazine, Holmes treated it and its earnest writers with a
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certain levity. “That part of the NR that shapes our destinies I generally 
skip,” he told Harold Laski in a gentle swipe at the magazine’s Olym
pian posture. Yet “ God knows,” he added, “ I have as deep a respect as 
anybody for the ability of Croly and Lippmann. ” 8 “ I don’t want any of 
this onward-and-upward stuff,” he once told Lippmann. “ You young 
men seem to think that if you sit on the world long enough you will 
hatch something out. But you’re wrong.”

Lippmann, won over by Holmes’s irony and wit, his graceful man
ners and irreverent tongue, took a special pleasure in being one of the 
young men the justice delighted in. In March 1916, when Holmes cele
brated his seventy-fifth birthday, Lippmann wrote an adoring tribute in 
the NR:

He has lost nothing that young men can have, and he has gained what a fine 
palate can take from the world. If it is true that one generation after another has 
depended upon its young to equip it with gaiety and enthusiasm, it is no less 
true that each generation of young depends upon those who have lived to illus
trate what can be done with experience. They need to know that not all life 
withers in bad air. That is why young men feel themselves very close to Justice 
Holmes. He never fails to tell them what they want to hear, or to show them 
what they would wish men to be.

Sixteen years later, when Holmes retired from the Supreme Court, Lipp
mann wrote another tribute that was even more touching, and a good 
deal more personal:

There are few who, reading Judge Holmes’ letter of resignation, will not feel 
that they touch a life done in the great style. This, they will say, is how to live, 
and this is how to stop, with every power used to the full, like an army resting, 
its powder gone but with all its flags flying. Here is the heroic life complete, in 
which nothing has been shirked and nothing denied — not battle or death, or 
the unfathomable mystery of the universe, or the loneliness of thought, or the 
humors and the beauties of the human heritage. This is the whole of it. He has 
had what existence has to offer: all that is real, everything of experience, of 
friendship and of love, and the highest company of the mind, and honor, and 
the profoundest influence — everything is his that remains when illusion falls 
away and leaves neither fear nor disappointment in its wake.9

Graced by Holmes’s irony and embellished by a bounteous table, the 
House of Truth became an unofficial social center for ambitious young 
men who flocked to wartime Washington. Among those who joined 
Frankfurter and the Lippmanns were Eustace Percy, now returned to 
Washington as right-hand man to the British ambassador, and Philip 
Kerr, who twenty years later, as Lord Lothian, became Britain’s envoy 
to the United States. Nearly every night the large downstairs dining 
room at the House of Truth rocked with argument and wild gesticu-
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lation. A favored guest was the organizer of Belgian relief, Herbert 
Hoover, who impressed Lippmann with his sharp mind and gift for ex
position. Lippmann found him “ an entrancing talker,” and later said he 
had ‘ ‘never met a more interesting man, anyone who knew so much of 
the world and could expound so clearly what to almost all Americans in 
1917 were the inscrutable mysteries of European politics.” 10 Hoover 
also impressed Faye, but for a different reason. One night at dinner she 
watched in fascinated horror as, absorbed in an argument taking place at 
the table, he slowly chewed his way through an unlit cigar.

The day after moving into the House of Truth Lippmann reported to 
Baker at his office in the State, War, Navy Department Build
ing down the street from the White House. Baker set Lippmann up in a 
little anteroom outside his own office and gave him the title of “con
fidential clerk to the secretary of war” with a salary of fifteen hundred 
dollars a year — less than half what he had been making at the NR. 
While the title sounded impressive, the job consisted mostly of being on 
hand whenever Baker felt like unwinding. In the evenings, after the 
secretaries and aides had gone home. Baker would call Lippmann into 
his office, put his feet up on the desk, and muse about the ironies that 
had made a pacifist like him the secretary of war.

Part of Lippmann’s job was to serve as one of the three government 
representatives on the Cantonment Adjustment Board, designed to deal 
with labor grievances arising from the construction of some thirty mili
tary training camps. His most important task, however, was to hold the 
hand of Samuel Gompers, the vain and cantankerous head of the Ameri
can Federation of Labor. This task was complicated by the fact that the 
conservative Gompers was convinced that Lippmann — because of his 
association with the New Republic — was a dangerous radical. After a 
few months with Gompers, Lippmann was promoted to serve as War 
Department representative on an interagency committee dealing with 
wages at arsenals and navy yards.11 There he first met his Navy Depart
ment counterpart, a debonair New York lawyer only a few years older 
than he, Franklin Delano Roosevelt.

The excitement of wartime Washington, his close relationship with 
Baker, and the spirited evenings at the House of Truth — all this was a 
good deal more heady than anything the NR could provide. “ I should 
not want office work for life,”  Lippmann wrote journalist Nor
man Hapgood, “but at the present time under war conditions I had 
rather be doing it than attempting to write.” Whatever its daily frustra
tions it was, after all, in a noble cause. “ There is an immense amount 
of good work being done here,” he wrote the British socialist Alfred 
Zimmern. “The temper of those in charge is about as good a combina
tion of liberal feeling and willingness to act drastically as I have ever 
seen in American politics.” 12



While those in charge had no qualms about acting drastically, their 
liberal feeling was open to question. No sooner had he declared war 
than Wilson moved to smother dissent by appointing journalist George 
Creel to head a new government propaganda agency euphemistically 
called the Committee on Public Information. The Creel committee, as it 
soon was known, promoted the war with a barrage of newspaper ads, 
leaflets, newsreels, public speakers and publicity stunts. Congress did 
its bit to legislate conformity by imposing espionage and sedition acts so 
sweeping that people were prosecuted for obstructing the sale of govern
ment bonds, discouraging recruitment, or uttering abusive words about 
the government or military uniforms. Hundreds were sent to prison for 
questioning the war, including the 1916 Socialist candidate for Presi
dent, Eugene V. Debs. There he languished until 1921, when Harding 
pardoned him. The government set up a nationwide spy system, infil
trated supposedly “ dangerous” organizations, incited them to illegal 
acts, raided their premises without warrants, and destroyed their prop
erty. Wilson himself became a prisoner of the war fever. “ Force, Force 
to the utmost, Force without stint or limit,” he cried in a Flag Day 
address, “ the righteous and triumphant Force which shall make Right 
the law of the world, and cast every self dominion down in the dust. ”

As war hysteria gathered momentum, the repression increased: 1918 
was marked by a mass indictment of Wobbly leaders, the banning of the 
Masses from the mails and the indictment of its editors, the harassment 
of Villard’s pacifist Afar/on, and the denial of mailing privileges to “ sus
pect”  journals. Even the New Republic was thought to be insufficiently 
militant about the war. The Espionage Act, which made it a crime to 
suggest that Germany was within its rights in attacking merchant ships, 
or that a referendum should have preceded a declaration of war, was 
upheld by the Supreme Court. Holmes wrote the majority opinion, es
tablishing conditions — in this case opposition to the draft — under 
which free speech could be restricted on grounds of “ clear and present 
danger.” “ You can’t even collect your thoughts without getting arrested 
for unlawful assemblage,” Max Eastman told an audience in July 1917. 
“ They give you ninety days for quoting the Declaration of Indepen
dence, six months for quoting the Bible, and pretty soon somebody is 
going to get a life sentence for quoting Woodrow Wilson in the wrong 
connection.”

In grotesque imitation of the federal government, states and cities 
launched their own spy hunts, firing radical teachers, harassing people 
of German heritage, forbidding German music to be played or the lan
guage to be taught, even renaming sauerkraut “ liberty cabbage.” Amer
icans, John Reed said in the fall of 1917, had “ acquiesced in a regime 
of judicial tyranny, bureaucratic suppression and industrial barbarism.” 
Reform was dead, and liberalism itself was suspect. “ One has a sense
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of having come to a sudden, short stop at the end of an intellectual 
era,” Randolph Bourne mourned.13

Many had seen it coming. Even Lippmann, for all his enthusiasm 
about the great crusade, had urged Wilson to put censorship in the hands 
of those with “ real insight and democratic sympathy.” The greatest 
danger, he wrote the President shortly before war was declared, would 
come not from the “conventionally unpatriotic” but from those who 
“persecute and harass and cause divisions among the people.” It would 
be more important to control untruth than to suppress the truth, he 
stressed, and the “ protection of a healthy public opinion” was of “ the 
first importance.” In urging Colonel House to set up an official news 
bureau, he underlined the need to avoid arbitrary censorship. “ We are 
fighting not so much to beat an enemy,” he reminded the colonel, “ as 
to make a world that is safe for democracy. ” 14

When the government tried to ban the socialist Call and the Jewish 
Daily Forward from the mails on the vague grounds that they were im
peding the war effort, even pro-war liberals like John Dewey reacted 
sharply. At the urging of Sydney Hillman — president of the radical 
Amalgamated Clothing Workers and later founder of the Congress of In
dustrial Organizations — Lippmann approached Louis D. Brandeis with 
an appeal to use his influence on Wilson. The suppression of socialist 
journals, Lippmann told the justice, would not only anger Jewish social
ists, but “give the Russian extremists every cause for insisting that 
American reactionaries were completely in the saddle.” 15

By October 1917 the situation had grown so serious that Lippmann 
decided to take it up with Colonel House. Although the colonel was not 
particularly sensitive to the civil liberties issue, he agreed with Lipp
mann that attempts to muzzle the press were undermining national 
morale and rebounding against the President. He asked Lippmann to 
draw up a memorandum for Wilson. Radicals and liberals were in a 
“ sullen mood” over censorship of the socialist press, Lippmann noted 
in his memo. The best course for the administration was to be “con
temptuously disinterested” in socialist diatribes against the war, while 
respecting the right to free speech. Censorship should “never be en
trusted to anyone who is not himself tolerant, nor to anyone who is 
unacquainted with the long record of folly which is the history of sup
pression.” While he refrained from underlining the obvious, Lippmann 
clearly had Creel in mind as one to whom such delicate tasks should not 
be entrusted.

He was also careful to retain his own credibility and not be consid
ered a sentimental liberal. “ So far as I am concerned, I have no doctri
naire belief in free speech, ” he told House. “ In the interest of the war it 
is necessary to sacrifice some of it. But the point is that the method now 
being pursued is breaking down the liberal support of the war and is



tending to divide the country ’s articulate opinion into fanatical jingoism 
and fanatical pacifism.” 16 This was “realistic” language that politi
cians could understand.

It also expressed Lippmann’s own feelings. When Croly complained 
about the government’s suppression of dissent, Lippmann showed little 
patience and even less understanding. “I told him ,” he noted in his 
diary, “ he couldn’t afford to . . . simply express his vexation every 
week because the war is a brutal and unreasonable thing, that if he 
wanted to count in favor of a discriminating diplomacy he would have 
to make the paper sound as if it really believed in a vigorous fighting 
policy while the war lasted.” Concerned with being effective, Lipp
mann told Croly that the NR now ‘ ‘sounded as if it were bored with the 
war and was ready to snatch at any straw, no matter how thin, which 
pointed toward peace.” 17

Repression had not silenced the accusation that America had been 
dragged into an imperial war. Rumors spread that the Allies were bound 
by secret pledges to carve up Central Europe and take over Germany’s 
colonies. Finally the Roman Catholic Church — responding to a grow
ing war-weariness in Europe and a fear that the Bolsheviks might topple 
the tottering Kerensky regime in Russia — broke its long silence. On 
August i, 1917, Pope Benedict XV called for a peace based on disar
mament, arbitration, freedom of the seas, renunciation of indemnities, 
evacuation of occupied territory, conciliation of grievances, and no ter
ritorial aggrandizements. Berlin responded favorably, although avoiding 
any promise to withdraw. London and Paris, however, were not inter
ested in such a compromise — particularly now that America had en
tered the war.

The pope had waited too long. Not even Wilson any longer sought a 
“peace without victory.” He wanted victory first, then a peace he 
would negotiate. He could not, however, reject the Vatican’s plea out of 
hand. Once again he turned to Lippmann for a reply that would assuage 
the liberals without irritating the Allies. Lippmann went to work, and in 
the draft he submitted to the President, declared that a mere cease-fire 
would leave the German ruling class in power. Only by breaking the 
grip of the military and the Prussian autocrats could Germany be made 
democratic. “If the German people are to be weaned from this govern
ing class, they must be made to believe that they can be safe, prosper
ous and respected without dependence upon their government as it ex
ists,” he explained. It was essential to focus on the “method of peace 
rather than the terms of peace, because such a reply really represents our 
stake in the war, keeps us clear of entanglements, justifies a continua
tion of the war if it is rejected, and yet leaves the door sufficiently ajar 
so that the President cannot be accused either by Germany or by the 
American people of prolonging the war.”
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This was what Wilson wanted to hear. It allowed him to pursue the 
war for the most idealistic motives. “ Lippmann is not only thoughtful,” 
he told Baker, ‘‘but just and suggestive.” A few days later he sent his 
official reply to the pope. ‘‘The object of the war,” Wilson told the 
pontiff, stressing Lippmann’s distinction between the German people 
and their leaders, was ‘‘to deliver the fine peoples of the world from the 
menace and the actual power of a vast military establishment controlled 
by an irresponsible government. . . . This power is not the German 
people but the masters of the German people.” 18 The message was 
clear: continuation of the war would redeem Germany for democracy.

Having rejected the pope’s peace offer, Wilson now felt obliged to 
come up with something of his own. Early in September he instructed 
Colonel House to assemble some experts to draw up material for the 
eventual peace conference. The group would be entirely independent of 
the State Department and under no obligation to the Allies. To ensure 
secrecy it would be based in New York rather than Washington, and be 
financed out of the President’s special fund. House, operating without 
any specific instructions, moved to set up a staff. A prime consideration 
was that the directors be unquestionably loyal to him personally. He 
thought immediately of Lippmann.

At the end of September 1917, Baker called Lippmann into his office 
and said that Colonel House was in Washington and wanted to talk to 
him about a secret matter. Lippmann hurried downstairs to meet the col
onel, who suggested they go for a little walk. As they strolled around 
the White House fence, past Pennsylvania Avenue and down Seven
teenth Street toward the Potomac, the colonel outlined Wilson’s instruc
tions, and the secret nature of the plan. Lippmann was gripped by a 
mounting excitement. Here was the chance to become directly involved 
in policy to “ speculate on the approaches to the peace.”  “ Nothing has 
ever pleased me more or come as a greater surprise,” he wrote House 
after the colonel’s return to New York. “ The work outlined is exactly 
that which I have dreamed of since the very beginning of the war, but 
dreamed of as something beyond reach. I’d literally rather be con
nected with you in this work in no matter what capacity than do any
thing else there is to do in the world.” 19

Lippmann cleared up his desk at the War Department and bid good
bye to Baker. Early in October 1917 he and Faye packed their bags, had 
a farewell dinner with the somewhat perplexed band at the House of 
Truth, and took the train to New York. They had been in Washington 
for five months.

The next morning Lippmann began work on a project so secret it did 
not have a name.
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The Inquiry

Sometimes I fairly itch to be back in journalism so that 
I might tell a few of the things I know . . .

—  To Ralph Hayes, December 14, 1917

On their return to New York in early October, Walter and Faye 
found an apartment at 21 East 57th Street, just off Fifth Avenue. 

The location was ideal: a few blocks from Colonel House’s quarters and 
within easy walking distance of the intelligence unit’s makeshift offices 
at the New York Public Library on 42nd Street.

The project’s very existence, let alone its purpose, was shrouded in 
mystery. Even the head librarian was pledged to secrecy. To keep the 
project under his personal control. House picked as director his brother- 
in-law, Sidney Mezes, a fellow Texan who was then president of City 
College. A philosopher of religion, Mezes knew little about foreign af
fairs, but had the supreme virtue of unquestioned loyalty to House. Ad
ministrative and legal matters fell under David Hunter Miller, a law 
partner of House’s son-in-law, Gordon Auchincloss. To complete the 
directorate House added historian James T. Shotwell of Columbia Uni
versity and geographer Isaiah Bowman, director of the American Geo
graphical Society. Lippmann, by far the youngest of the group, served 
as general secretary. In House’s view he was the perfect middle man — 
still trailing vestigial ties to the left liberals, yet “ realistic” in accom
modating his idealism to political necessity.

For the first few weeks the group had no staff, no offices except a few 
rooms in the bowels of the library, and no clear idea of what it was sup
posed to do. It did not even have a name. At first they called it the 
“ War Data Investigation Bureau,” but then decided that was too obvi
ous. Searching for something vague, they finally settled on “ the In
quiry,” a name that would be, as Shotwell explained, a “blind to the 
general public, but would serve to identify it among the initiated.”

The Inquiry’s mandate was as broad as it was vague, consisting, as
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House told Lippmann, “ not only of a study of the facts, but of quiet 
negotiation, especially with the neutrals, so that America could enter the 
peace conference as the leader of a great coalition of forces.5 ’ In fact, the 
Inquiry would be drawing up the embryonic outlines of the postwar 
world. The group began by collecting data on virtually everything likely 
to come up at the peace conference. Lippmann’s job was to coordinate 
the work of the specialists, put their data into readable reports for House 
and Wilson, and give an overall political direction to the project. His 
salary of five hundred dollars a month was second only to that of 
Mezes.

Despite the attempt at secrecy, the Inquiry was soon flooded with let
ters from scholars offering their services. Judge Learned Hand asked 
Lippmann if he should leave the bench to work on the peace project. 
John Dewey, tempted by Lippmann’s suggestion that he head an Inquiry 
branch in Moscow, also volunteered — although nothing ever came of 
the plan. What the Inquiry needed was specialists, not stars. “On many 
of the problems of first-rate importance there is a real famine of men, 
and we have been compelled practically to train and create our own ex
perts,’’ Lippmann wrote Newton Baker. “ What we are on the lookout 
for is genius — sheer, startling genius, and nothing else will do because 
the real application of the President’s idea to those countries requires in
ventiveness and resourcefulness, which is scarcer than anything.” 1

Within a year the five-man directorate burgeoned to a staff of 126 ge
ographers, historians, political scientists, economists, psychologists, 
and even archaeologists — among them such scholars as Archibald 
Cary Coolidge, Robert Lord, Charles Seymour, Vladimir Simkhovitch, 
Samuel Eliot Morison, Wolcott Pitkin, George Louis Beer and Stanley 
Hornbeck. Cramped for space, the group in November 1917 moved up
town to the American Geographical Society’s offices at 155th Street and 
Broadway. There it had not only privacy and space, but access to the 
society’s library and maps — crucial to those redrawing the frontiers of 
Europe.

Among those lured by the glamour of the Inquiry was Felix Frankfurt
er. But Lippmann, at House’s instruction, gently tried to put him off. 
“ Strictly between ourselves the job goes well, but it has not reached a 
point where you can be drafted into it with any fairness to the work you 
are now doing,” he wrote Frankfurter. “The Colonel has been exceed
ingly busy on other work and has not been able to give much time to 
this, so we have been going along on our own. . . . We have made 
only a beginning, but it is a beginning, I think. The discretion required 
in carrying out this work is huge, superabundant and overflowing.” 2

The reference to discretion was not accidental. Rumors about the In
quiry ’s existence and mission had been leaking out ever since late Sep
tember when journalist Lincoln Colcord blew the cover in a Philadelphia
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newspaper. A furious Wilson suspected Frankfurter, who was a friend 
of Colcord and who had access to secret information through his job as 
Newton Baker’s assistant. Lippmann tried to draw the scent away from 
Frankfurter, but Colonel House was not dissuaded. “The Jews from 
every tribe have descended in force, they seem determined to break in 
with a jimmy if they are not let in ,” House complained to the President. 
But he exempted his protégé. “ The objection to Lippmann is that he is a 
Jew, but unlike other Jews he is a silent one.’’3

House had reason to protect Lippmann. He was invaluable both as a 
link to the liberals — there was ‘ ‘none who had so much influence and 
was at the same time so easy to get along with as Lippmann,’’ House 
had told Isaiah Bowman — and as an idea man. Lippmann bombarded 
House, Baker and Wilson with suggestions on arms control, demobiliza
tion, economic reconstruction, and postwar international cooperation. 
“ Unity of purpose and control’’ among the Allies was essential, Lipp
mann told the President, “ to that general purification of aims which 
must precede a fine peace.’’ The “ spiritual reaction’’ from such a 
movement would “put new heart into the humble if they saw through 
the war the rise of an international structure,’’ and give vitality to a 
league of nations.

Disgruntlement among the “ humble” was very much a problem, for 
middle western farmers, as William Allen White had reported to Lipp
mann, “don’t seem to get the war. ” But Lippmann remained convinced 
that the cause was noble even if the means were sometimes harsh. “ It is 
an everlasting comfort to think of you in Washington doing what you 
are,” he wrote Baker a few weeks after joining the Inquiry in New 
York. “ For it means, doesn’t it, the largest assembly of force for an en
tirely disinterested purpose ever known to history? The weapon is drawn 
by men who cannot worship it. That is what I cling to in this agony. ” 4

That fall Lippmann frequently went to Washington to confer with of
ficials. On one trip he stopped by the State Department to see the people 
in the Near Eastern division. The division turned out to be one man, 
who had never been to the area, and a small filing cabinet. Lippmann 
then went upstairs to talk to the secretary of state. He explained to Rob
ert Lansing what the Inquiry was doing and how it had to deal with the 
problems of the Balkans, such as the borders of Yugoslavia and the 
Macedonian issue. “ Let me just show you on the map,” Lippmann sug
gested to the secretary, pulling down one of the big roller maps attached 
to the wall. The map was fifty years old, showing the frontiers that ex
isted before the first Balkan wars.

The War Department seemed a model of efficiency by comparison. 
One October afternoon Newton Baker, the secretary of war, startled 
Lippmann by showing him a sheaf of top-secret documents — the trea
ties the Allies had secretly signed with one another to divvy up the
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spoils of war. Although rumors of the “ secret treaties’’ had been float
ing around for months — always vociferously denied by the Allied gov
ernments — details were known only to a few key officials. The treaties 
spelled out how the Allies — Britain, France, Italy, Russia, Japan — 
planned to reward themselves after the war at the expense of the Central 
Powers — Germany, Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire. A war 
fought for indemnities and territory hardly squared with the noble ideals 
Wilson had been proclaiming, nor was it likely to persuade the German 
people to turn against their government.

Wilson insisted that the United States would not be bound by the 
secret accords, and in October 1917 sent Colonel House to Paris to per
suade the Allies to repudiate the treaties. He was eager, not only to 
orchestrate a more equitable peace in line with his ideals, but also to 
save the shaky parliamentary government of Alexander Kerensky. The 
moderate, pro-Allies Kerensky was under mounting attack from Russian 
radicals, particularly the well-organized Bolshevik faction, who wanted 
to negotiate an armistice, with or without the Allies.

Wilson’s efforts were futile. The Allies, feeling that only the promise 
of spoils could justify the sacrifices of the war to their own people, 
refused to moderate their demands. In Petrograd the inept parliamentary 
government stumbled toward oblivion. In late October, as House was in 
Paris meeting with the Allies, the Bolsheviks overthrew Kerensky and 
called for peace negotiations based on self-determination and a German 
withdrawal from occupied territories — in effect, a “ peace without vic
tory.”

When the Allies rebuffed this appeal, the Bolsheviks decided to act 
on their own. The very survival of their revolution was at stake. Under 
assault from counterrevolutionary White armies, backed by foreign arms 
and money, they tried to save themselves by opening negotiations with 
Berlin for a separate peace. They justified this bid by making public the 
secret treaties the tsar had signed with the Allies. These treaties, mostly 
negotiated during the first two years of the war, had been designed to 
win over such neutrals as Italy and Rumania, and to provide security 
and reparations for the victors. France would at last recover Alsace and 
Lorraine, lost in the war of 1870, and gain parts of the Saar; Britain 
would take over Germany’s African colonies; Italy would gain the Aus
trian-held territories of Istria and Dalmatia; Japan would acquire the 
Shantung Peninsula of China.

The Bolsheviks published the treaties for both strategic and ideologi
cal reasons. They hoped this action would force Britain and France to 
revise their war aims, thereby persuading Germany to accept a nego
tiated peace. As Marxists they also wanted to unmask capitalist duplic
ity and reveal the so-called war for democracy as a scramble for spoils. 
Once the Allied peoples understood how they had been deceived, the



Bolsheviks reasoned, they would turn against their imperialistic govern
ments.

The revelation of the secret treaties was an embarrassment to the 
Allies and a calamity for Wilson. Binding the Allied cause in an unholy 
web of bribes and rewards, the accords mocked both Wilson’s rhetoric 
and his intentions. Although he denied any “official” knowledge of 
them, he certainly had known of them unofficially. Both House and the 
American ambassador to England, Walter Hines Page, had got wind of 
the treaties as early as 1916; and in April 1917, shortly after America 
entered the war, British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour outlined the 
treaties to both Colonel House and Secretary Lansing. Wilson did not 
intend to be bound by the treaties, and had his own plan for putting 
pressure on the Allies. “ When the war is over we can bring them 
around to our way of thinking,” he told Colonel House, “ because then, 
among other things, they will be dependent on us financially.” 5 If this 
was to be Wilson’s trump card, he never knew how to play it. The 
secret treaties sat as a grotesque centerpiece at the Paris peace confer
ence, defeating Wilson’s ambition to forge an equitable peace.

Divulgence of the secret treaties came at a moment when Allied 
morale had fallen to new depths. The French army was rocked by mu
tinies, while in Britain demands mounted for a cease-fire. American rad
icals declared that the secret treaties proved the culpability of the capi
talist war-makers. Fearful of their effect on public opinion, the 
administration had tried to prevent the treaties from being published in 
America, but pacifist Oswald Garrison Villard printed the complete text 
in his paper, the New York Evening Post. Only nine other papers, how
ever, published even short excerpts. The pro-war New York Times spoke 
for most of the American press, and for the administration, in denounc
ing the Bolsheviks’ revelation as “ beyond the pale . . .  an act of dis
honor.”

Wilson, his goals now compromised, had to nullify the impact of the 
treaties and explain why he would not accept the “ peace without vic
tory” the Bolsheviks had called for. He found his answer in the memo 
Lippmann had written four months earlier in reply to the pope: there 
could be no lasting peace until German militarism was crushed. In early 
December 1917 the President tried to assuage antiwar sentiment by in
timating that he would not be bound by the secret treaties. “The opinion 
of the world is everywhere wide awake and fully comprehends the 
issues involved,” he told Congress. There must be no “covenants of 
selfishness and compromise.”

Pacifists jeered and cynics shook their heads, but the New Republic 
spoke for liberals in calling the President’s address “ a political offen
sive of the first order” that would speed a German surrender and per
suade Russia to stay in the war. Lippmann offered his usual bouquet.
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“ The whole world seems better because of the message,” he wrote 
Baker, declaring that it had the “ simplicity and directness of an epic, 
and a kind of unffightened candor which will cheer people every
where.” Only a “ catholic idea” would sustain popular support; the peo
ple “won’t fight much longer to establish anybody’s imperial influence 
or round out somebody’s notion of destiny.” Wilson had raised the 
struggle to a higher level. “ I should have dreaded the future of our 
cause had we not found at this time just such leadership as the President 
has given,” Lippmann added. “ Without him there would have been, I 
think, a kind of creeping paralysis moving from East to West . . . con
sent was fading in the last four months for lack of a catholic idea. For 
purely military reasons the President’s message is a stroke of genius.” 
Wilson saw no reason to disagree. “ Lippmann’s letters all make one 
like him ,” he told Baker on reading the accolade.6

However inspiring Wilson’s speech, the British and French were un
moved. The terrible toll of the war had made them even more deter
mined to destroy German power and seek spoils. Now Wilson had to 
extract himself from the machinations of the Allies and set forth a peace 
plan of his own, one that would satisfy the legitimate aspirations of the 
Allies, but not their more cynical ambitions. Wilson agreed that the 
peace terms must not only “purge and pacify” the Allied cause, but 
must be so tempting to the German people that they would turn against 
their military leaders. He told House to put the Inquiry team to work.7

In the second week of December 1917 House called Lippmann to his 
57th Street apartment and repeated the President’s instructions. He had 
no suggestions to make about form and content, other than that the plan 
must provide the outlines of a durable peace and, most urgently, counter 
the adverse effect of the secret treaties. Lippmann was entirely on his 
own. At this point the Inquiry was only two months old. With a still ru
dimentary staff the job was awesome: to draw up frontiers for postwar 
Europe that would be either the basis for a lasting peace or cause for 
another war.

While it was possible to devise frontiers on logical geographic or eco
nomic grounds — along rivers and natural barriers, or according to 
access to raw materials and ports — the problem was infinitely com
pounded by the demands of various national groups. Some, like the 
Czechs, Slovaks and Serbs, demanded new states of their own. Others, 
like the Poles, sought to have ancient kingdoms restored. To complicate 
matters further, many European nationalists, having found asylum in the 
United States, exerted political pressure on the administration. Lipp
mann had dealt with some, including Czechs Eduard Benes and Thomas 
Masaryk, and the Polish pianist-patriot, Ignace Paderewski.

The Inquiry, working from maps and piles of statistics, attacked the 
question of frontiers by drawing up charts showing the concentration of



national groups within Europe. Lippmann then coordinated these charts 
and lists with national political movements to determine how these eth
nic entities could be granted self-determination without triggering new 
European rivalries. Then he correlated this blueprint with the secret trea
ties — deciding which territorial changes were acceptable and which 
defied justice and logic. Once the Inquiry team — Lippmann, Bowman, 
Miller and Mezes — had matched the aspirations of the ethnic groups 
with the geography and economics of each region, Lippmann organized 
the conclusions into a series of points corresponding to provisions of the 
secret treaties.8

For three weeks they worked night and day, sometimes not even 
going home to sleep. On December 22, 1917, an exhausted Lippmann 
presented Colonel House with a document entitled ‘ ‘The War Aims and 
Peace Terms It Suggests.” The memo delineated the new European 
frontiers, explained how each decision was made, and illustrated the 
points with maps. On Christmas Day House went over the memo with 
the President, and returned from Washington with instructions for clari
fication. For another week the Inquiry team worked virtually nonstop. 
On January 2, 1918, Lippmann gave House a revised memorandum, 
and two days later House went over it point by point with the President. 
Wilson made some changes, but accepted most of the Inquiry’s recom
mendations. He then added six general principles of his own to the terri
torial points. On January 8 he assembled Congress in joint session and 
presented the results in his historic Fourteen Points address. This was 
the basis of his “New Diplomacy,” designed to reach the European 
peoples over the heads of their governments. On the basis of the Four
teen Points the Germans, ten months later, asked for the armistice that 
ended the war.

Lippmann was exultant over Wilson’s speech. Many of the phrases 
had come almost intact from the memorandum he had produced from 
the Inquiry data. He felt a sense of paternity toward the Fourteen Points, 
just as he had toward the ‘ ‘peace without victory ’ ’ address a year ear
lier. Not yet thirty, he was a trusted presidential counselor and the au
thor, in part at least, of the document that was to serve as foundation for 
the peace settlement. “This is the second time that I have put words into 
the mouth of the President!” he boasted to Isaiah Bowman.9 The geog
rapher, jealous of Lippmann’s influence and resentful of his lack of def
erence, did not share his pleasure.

The Fourteen Points had to reconcile complex and even contradictory 
goals: to meet the national aspirations of each ethnic group, yet keep 
them limited; to satisfy governments, yet avoid erosion of public 
morale; to outline a possible peace, yet preserve Allied unity. Through 
his initiative Wilson hoped to push the Allies toward more liberal peace 
terms, drive the German people away from their own government, and
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establish an entente among the Allies, the German people, and the na
tional groups that formed the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

The first five points and the fourteenth, all added by Wilson, dealt 
with general principles: open diplomacy, freedom of the seas, lower tar
iffs, disarmament, respect for colonial peoples, and a league of nations. 
These were the points that captured the public’s enthusiasm. But the ter
ritorial provisions in the other eight points were the crucial ones to the 
warring governments.

Point Six, the first of the territorial provisions, affirmed the Inquiry’s 
recommendations for a liberal policy toward revolutionary Russia. In 
calling for a settlement that would grant Russia the “ independent deter
mination of her own political development and national policy and as
sure her of a sincere welcome into the society of free nations under in
stitutions of her own choosing,’’ Wilson deliberately repudiated British 
and French efforts to overthrow the Bolshevik government by aiding the 
counterrevolutionary White armies. Point Six, as Lippmann later ex
plained, was “ intended as a reply to Russian suspicion of the Allies, 
and the eloquence of its promises was attuned to the drama of Brest- 
Litovsk,” where the Bolsheviks were negotiating a separate peace with 
Germany.10

Point Seven called for the evacuation and restoration of Belgium. 
Point Eight concerned the touchy problem of Alsace-Lorraine. The 
French were determined to annex the entire area — not only the part 
that had been taken from them in the Franco-Prussian War of 
1870 — and even laid claim to portions of the Rhineland. The Inquiry 
recognized that if a plebiscite were held, most people in the Saar, and 
many in Alsace, would prefer to unite with Germany rather than with 
France. Lippmann labored hard over the wording, trying to satisfy the 
French while not yielding to their more extreme demands. Finally he 
worked out a definition that ruled out annexation of the Saar basin 
without explicitly saying so.11

In Point Nine, Wilson skirted the imbroglio over Italy’s claims to 
parts of Austria, Trieste, and the Dalmatian coast — claims that the In
quiry looked upon with disfavor — by stating simply that Italian fron
tiers should be fixed “ along clearly recognizable national lines.’’ This 
merely postponed the problem, for the Italian claims rested specifically 
on the secret treaties: the territories were the bribe the Allies gave to 
bring the Italians into the war. This pledge returned to haunt Wilson at 
the peace conference.

Point Ten focused on the critical problem of Austria-Hungary. Here 
Wilson accepted the Inquiry’s argument that Central Europe not be 
“ balkanized’’ into a congeries of weak nation-states. Instead, Point Ten 
supported internal autonomy within the empire for nationalist groups 
like the Serbs and Czechs. Agitation of the various nationalities should
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be encouraged, but Vienna given “ assurances that no dismemberment 
of the Empire is intended.” Wilson was driven from that position at 
Paris by pressure from émigré groups and from the British. Ultimately 
he agreed to dissolve the empire, a concession Lippmann later described 
as having destroyed the political balance in Central Europe and opened 
the way to Hitler.12

On Point Eleven, concerning the Balkans, Wilson was far more vague 
than the Inquiry, which had made specific recommendations about the 
boundaries of Serbia and Bulgaria, and had concluded that an indepen
dent Albania was “ an undesirable political entity.” Wilson, however, 
merely urged that Serbia be given access to the sea, and affirmed that its 
frontiers should rest on national, economic and historic rights. Regard
ing the Ottoman Empire (Point Twelve), Wilson accepted the Inquiry’s 
recommendation that Turkey be guaranteed security and its subject peo
ples granted autonomy.

Point Thirteen dealt with the eternal Polish question. The Poles were 
as insatiable as they were unrealistic — demanding the return of king
doms long since gone, if not forgotten. After endless hours of study and 
debate the Inquiry decided it would be best to have Poland attached as 
an autonomous state to a democratic Russia or a liberal Austria- 
Hungary. Wilson, however, preferred independence, declaring that the 
new Poland should include territories inhabited by ‘ ‘indisputably Polish 
populations ” — a phrase deliberately meant to exclude what Lippmann 
later called those “ geographical fantasies” that reached into Lithuania 
and the Ukraine.13 But Wilson also insisted that Poland have “ free and 
secure access” to the sea. This posed an insoluble problem, for if the 
new Polish state were confined to lands predominantly inhabited by 
Poles, it would have no ocean frontier. To gain a port on the Baltic it 
would have to include lands predominantly German — thereby violating 
the rule of ethnic self-determination. Wilson dealt with the conflict be
tween ethnic and economic boundaries by pretending it did not exist.

The Fourteen Points were greeted with cheers by the people and an 
ominous silence by the Allied governments. At first this puzzled Lipp
mann, for he had assumed that Wilson had coordinated his plan with the 
Allies before making it public. He had not, and for a good reason: he 
knew they would turn it down. Defeated in his efforts to persuade the 
Allies to repudiate the secret treaties, he had tried to induce the peoples 
of Europe to put pressure on their own governments. The tactic failed, 
and as a result the Fourteen Points were simply a unilateral American 
pronouncement rather than a declaration of Allied policy. At the Paris 
peace conference Wilson learned how little binding power they had on 
the Allies.

The one area not covered by the Fourteen Points was fast becoming 
the most critical of all. In Russia, racked by revolution and a mounting
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civil war, the Bolsheviks were negotiating with the Germans for a sepa
rate peace. The Allies, in turn, sought to overthrow Lenin by aiding the 
counterrevolutionary White armies. Lippmann felt it was possible to 
work with the Bolsheviks and disastrous to join the Allied intervention. 
“ We must beyond question maintain as friendly as possible an attitude 
towards the Russian revolution,” he told Newton Baker. “ We should 
not scold the Russians, no matter what peace they make. We ought to 
make it as clear as possible to them that we have not lost faith in the 
revolution, even though it is costing us much.”  Rather, the United 
States should speak to the Russians “with charity and understanding,” 
make no reproaches, let them know that “we view the revolution as one 
of the real victories of the war” and that Russia’s interests would be 
safeguarded at the peace conference.14

At the time Lippmann wrote Baker it still looked as though the Rus
sians might be persuaded to stay in the war. The truce they had arranged 
with Germany in December had broken down a few weeks later when 
Berlin demanded Poland and huge chunks of the Ukraine. To force the 
battered Bolsheviks to agree to their terms, the Germans launched a new 
offensive in mid-February that took them to the gates of Petrograd. At 
that crucial moment Lippmann, using Baker as an intermediary, tried to 
dissuade Wilson from joining the anti-Bolshevik intervention organized 
by the Allies. Baker agreed, and told George Creel of the Committee on 
Public Information that “ our only chance in Russia is to reestablish, as 
quickly as possible, confidence in our absolute honesty and disinter
estedness.” 15

As the debate raged within the administration, Lippmann had a long 
conference with Lincoln Steffens. Shortly after the overthrow of the tsar 
a year earlier, Steffens had gone to Russia. One of his fellow travelers 
on the ship from New York was Leon Trotsky, homeward bound after 
years of exile to become Lenin’s deputy. The sight of revolutionary 
Russia, the crowds, the excitement, the joy, had stirred Steffens to a 
rapture from which he never quite recovered. The Bolshevik revolution 
in November only increased his admiration, as well as his conviction 
that he had a special link to the radical leaders of Russia. When it be
came clear that the British and French were conspiring to overthrow the 
Bolshevik government, Steffens got in touch with Lippmann and urged 
that some way be found to persuade the Soviet leaders that Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points were not merely imperialist propaganda. After meeting 
with his old mentor, Lippmann reported to House that Steffens believed, 
“ quite shrewdly, I think, that . . .  if somebody who is a friend of 
Trotsky could say to him that the President means what he says, it 
would make a great difference in Trotsky’s behavior.” 16

Steffens volunteered to return to Moscow with a message from the 
President and suggested that Raymond Robins, director of the American



Red Cross Commission to Russia and a partisan of the revolution, be 
used as middle man between Wilson and Trotsky. He also proposed that 
John Reed, en route to the United States after having thrilled to the 
event he was to celebrate in his Ten Days That Shook the World, be 
enlisted in'the cause. “ It would be very simple for Steffens to convince 
Reed and use him as an intermediary,” Lippmann explained to House. 
“ I know Reed well, as we were classmates at Harvard, and could help 
if it were considered wise.” House thought it worth a try, and en
couraged Steffens to cable Reed, who at that time was being detained in 
Christiania (now Oslo). But Reed, by then a dedicated convert to the 
revolution, thought Steffens was behaving like a sentimental liberal. 
The overture fell flat.17

Indicted under the Espionage Act with the other editors of the 
Masses for opposing the war, Reed decided to return home to face trial 
and vindicate himself. Before his departure, Trotsky, in a fanciful ges
ture, had appointed him Soviet consul general to the United States. 
Raphael Zon, one of Reed’s friends connected with the Inquiry, pointed 
out to Lippmann that it might have a bad effect on Russian opinion if an 
official representative of the Soviet government were arrested as he got 
off the boat in New York harbor. Zon urged Lippmann to use his influ
ence to get the State Department to respect Reed’s diplomatic immunity. 
But when Reed’s ship docked in April 1918, government agents 
searched his luggage for revolutionary propaganda and confiscated his 
notes for Ten Days That Shook the World. When Steffens suggested that 
he enlist Lippmann to get the notes returned, an unforgiving Reed re
plied bitterly, “ I wouldn’t ask Walter L for anything for the whole 
world.” 18

Acquitted in two successive trials, Reed was arrested several times 
for making “ incendiary” speeches. After being expelled from the So
cialist party for excessively radical views, he formed the Communist 
Labor party. During the “ Red Scare” following the war he was indicted 
for sedition, and in 1920 fled the country on a false passport, returning 
to Russia. There, in October, at the age of thirty-three, he died of 
typhus and was buried within the Kremlin walls.

The Russian revolution went on without Reed, and so did the attempt 
to strangle it. By the spring of 1918, following Lenin’s acceptance of 
German peace terms at Brest Litovsk, Wilson had turned away from 
House’s policy of accommodation with the Bolsheviks and acquiesced 
to a Japanese landing at Vladivostok. Three months later seven thou
sand American troops were put ashore in Siberia, ostensibly to protect 
two divisions of Czech soldiers who had been trapped in Russia and 
were on their way to the western front by a most circuitous route.

Lippmann’s opposition to the intervention against the Bolsheviks had 
little, if any, effect on Wilson. His influence on this issue, as on others,
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worked only when his thinking reinforced administration policy, not 
when it ran counter to it. Yet if his influence was not as great as he 
might have liked, he had come very far in a very short time. Only a year 
earlier he had been writing editorials for the few thousand readers of a 
liberal weekly. Now he was at the vertex of high politics. His close as
sociation with Colonel House and his work at the Inquiry put him in 
touch with the highest administration officials. He was, as Randolph 
Bourne had written critically of such war intellectuals, “ on the craft, in 
the stream.” He loved every minute of it: the meetings with House, the 
late-night sessions at the Inquiry, the trips to Washington, the deference 
from those less well placed, the gratification of being at the center of 
action.

His new life seemed to suit him well. He doted on Faye, was de
lighted by her ability to get on well with his parents and friends, and 
approved her involvement with the suffragettes in their protests for the 
right to vote. Nearly every day he would meet her for lunch at a restau
rant. He wanted so much to please her, even though he found it hard to 
show his affection. “ I got home very late and found Faye pretending 
that she missed me, which pleased and flattered me, and which I never 
would let her know,” he wrote in his diary that fall. Harold Laski, who 
dined with the Lippmanns at the end of December 1917 found Walter 
“vastly improved by homely pleasures,” and told Justice Holmes that 
“ the wife is as sensible in friendship as she is wealthy in looks. Quid 
magis?” 19

Long since cut loose from the radicals, and cut off by them, Lipp- 
mann had a new circle of friends, young men like himself, ambitious 
and practical minded, who had found in the war a new outlet for their 
reformist zeal — men like Frankfurter, Fred Keppel, Stanley King and 
Ralph Hayes. With them he was at ease, and they responded with affec
tion. “ We miss you Walter — not only the intellect, for which all of us 
had an unholy admiration, but the grinning countenance for which we 
had a big love,” Hayes wrote him from Washington. “ Somebody said a 
few days ago that you kept more under cover than any person he knew. 
I agreed. Ain’t it the truth?” 20

What he kept under cover was his natural warmth. Only his friends 
saw it. Others saw his impatience with dullness and sloth. Some were 
irritated, others were envious of a man so evidently well placed, so 
clearly ambitious, and so aware of his privileged position. This made 
for bad feelings at the Inquiry. James T. Shotwell resented that Lipp- 
mann had taken over his job as editor, and complained that he 
“regarded his own place in the Inquiry as more important than that of 
any other.”

Isaiah Bowman, the ambitious director of the American Geographical 
Society, resented him most of all and set about undermining him. He



told Colonel House that under Lippmann’s direction the map program 
had become “completely disorganized and demoralized,” and that 
Lippmann was a “bad influence” because he would “ disorganize what
ever work was started by anyone else, taking men off work for his own 
special purposes.” Such rivalry is endemic to bureaucracies, but in this 
case it was compounded by the fact that Bowman — who considered 
Mezes a “ stooge for Colonel House” and of a “ stupidity nothing short 
of colossal”  — had relegated the director to a largely symbolic role and 
wanted to take over the Inquiry himself. To counter some of the antago
nism Lippmann offered to take a 50 percent cut in salary to three 
thousand dollars a year. But the grievance was about power, not money. 
Bowman, who later accused Lippmann of being “ selfish, superior, ac
cepting but not giving information or favors, treacherous, and ambitious 
to an inordinate degree,” was not going to let the younger man stand in 
his way of his becoming director.21

By the spring of 1918 Lippmann’s relations with Bowman, Miller and 
Shotwell had become distinctly unpleasant. He also found the work less 
challenging than it had been. The exciting part — drawing up the 
frontiers of the postwar world, elaborating the Fourteen Points — had 
been mostly done. What remained was the framework for the projected 
League of Nations. This was a technical task for lawyers, but of little 
interest to one whose talents lay in coordinating and synthesizing ideas.

At this moment — with Bowman plotting to take over the Inquiry, 
Miller sulking in resentment, and Mezes blocking projects Lippmann 
considered essential — fate intervened. One morning in the middle of 
June 1918, an engaging fellow wearing the bars of a captain in military 
intelligence came up to 155th Street and approached Lippmann with a 
most novel proposition.

140 PART o n e : 1 8 89 -1931



◄ 12 ►

Captain Lippmann, Propagandist

p m a n n ’s  visitor that morning, Captain Heber Blankenhom, was a
young journalist with some ideas about propaganda. A stint with 

Creel’s information bureau had persuaded him that the army should 
have its own organization to get America’s message across to the other 
side, rather than relying on the British and the French. Blankenhorn 
made his pitch as Wilson — in the wake of the secret treaties — was 
trying to distinguish America’s war aims from those of the Allies. His 
plan fell on receptive ears in the War Department, but was opposed by 
Creel, who was wildly jealous of rivals. Blankenhorn decided to put 
together a small team capable of doing propaganda work, and then go 
straight to Secretary of War Newton Baker for permission to set up an 
army intelligence unit independent of the Committee on Public Informa-

By the time he walked into Lippmann’s office, Blankenhorn was 
ready to sign up several recruits, including Charles Merz, Washington 
correspondent of the New Republic, and Edgar Montillion Woolley, a 
teacher at Yale Drama School who later incarnated the “ Man Who 
Came to Dinner.’’ To fill out his team Blankenhorn needed someone 
who understood the politics of Germany and Austria-Hungary and could 
explain Wilson’s diplomacy to the Europeans. Having heard about the 
Inquiry and Lippmann’s involvement in it, Blankenhorn decided to play 
a long shot and approach the young editorialist directly.

“ Do you not think that the time has come for active cooperation be
tween us?’’ he had written Lippmann in early June 1918. “ Writing 
unofficially I know that the Military Intelligence Branch needs you; I 
believe that you need the MIB.” Blankenhom sagely phrased his plan 
in a way that would appeal to Lippmann’s idealism. “ Our conceptions

I am glad of the whole experience, and I am glad it is 
over.

—  To Newton D. Baker, February 7 , 1919

tion.
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of ‘propaganda’ are the ideas of civilians, writers and students thinly 
veneered with khaki, who see in President Wilson their model of a pro
pagandist and who conceive their job to be the organization of ma
chinery for carrying into practice America’s war of ideas,” he 
explained. ‘‘If the Inquiry is laying the thoughtful foundations of a dem
ocratic peace . . . is it not your business to help guide the building of 
that peace by bringing your ideas early to the German mind? Can a 
democratic peace be made in a cloister?” Now, after a few minutes of 
polite preliminaries in Lippmann’s office, Blankenhom made his bid. 
How would Lippmann like to be appointed American representative to 
the Inter-Allied Propaganda Board in London for several months? Blan
kenhom moved boldly, knowing that if he landed Lippmann he would 
have a good chance of winning the secretary of war’s blessings.

Lippmann was intrigued. He had long been fascinated by propaganda 
and public opinion. He and Blankenhom discussed how the Inquiry’s 
work could be dovetailed with the propaganda effort. How could the 
Fourteen Points be publicized where it counted most? What was the 
good of noble war aims if the German people did not know about them? 
Would not the promise of a just peace persuade the Germans to turn 
against their autocratic rulers? Blankenhom drew a flattering picture of 
how America needed Lippmann to spread Wilson’s ideals. He had no 
reason to think the bait would work. But to his surprise Lippmann 
mused a moment and then said: “ I think I might like to do that.” 1

That night he talked it over with Faye, and the next morning broached 
it to Colonel House. ‘ T would want to do this work only in a way which 
the President and you would approve,” he explained of Blankenhom’s 
plan to use the Inquiry in his propaganda work. There would be nothing 
crude about it; rather, it would be “getting away from propaganda in the 
sinister sense, and substituting for it a frank campaign of education 
addressed to the German and Austrian troops, explaining as simply and 
persuasively as possible the unselfish character of the war, the generos
ity of our aims, and the great hope of mankind which we are trying to 
realize. ” 2

House was delighted by the idea. It would solve the nasty situation at 
the Inquiry by shunting Lippmann off to Europe and allowing Bowman 
more leeway; it would give him a trusted man in Europe to deal with the 
British counterpart of the Inquiry; and it would remove the sting from 
Creel’s crude propaganda efforts. He gave his enthusiastic approval, 
telling Lippmann there was ‘ ‘no one who could serve the government so 
well in such a capacity.” That took care of it. “ So far as I ’m con
cerned, this settles the matter,” Lippmann told Blankenhom, “ and I ’m 
ready to pitch in if the MIB wishes it.” Blankenhom was amazed at 
how easy it had been to pry Lippmann loose, and concluded that he 
must have had a quarrel with House. He guessed wrong on the reason,



CAPTAIN LIPPM ANN, PROPAGANDIST 14 3

but was dead right in his judgment that Lippmann was “ mighty restive 
where he was” and eager to get off to Europe.3

While Blankenhom went to Washington to get War Department ap
proval, Lippmann outlined to Baker the advantages the scheme offered. 
The Inquiry’s work would be “enormously strengthened” by direct 
access to current intelligence work in Europe and an American-con
trolled propaganda program could get the President’s views across to the 
Germans. “ The moral basis of our part in the war is a startling and 
perplexing novelty” in European affairs and a source of great strength, 
he noted in an appeal to Baker’s idealism. The Americans should not be 
mere “mechanical transmitters of propaganda” written by the Allies. 
Propaganda should have a “distinctly American flavor” and use the 
President’s speeches as a text. “ We should avoid all the tricky and sin
ister aspects of what is usually called propaganda, and should aim to 
create the impression that here is something new and infinitely hopeful 
in the affairs of mankind. ” 4

Baker gave his approval, but warned that “ this education over the 
lines must be absolutely honest.” With good reason Baker wanted to 
keep the leaflet program out of Creel’s hands, for as tsar of American 
propaganda, the zealous Creel wanted to limit the army to distributing 
material prepared by the CPI. Any independent American propaganda 
unit would have displeased him — and particularly one including Lipp
mann. Creel had not forgiven Lippmann for having taken him to task 
three years earlier in the New Republic over a civil liberties issue in 
Colorado, where Creel had worked as a journalist. At that time Lipp
mann, in an unsigned editorial, had questioned Creel’s honesty and 
called him a “ reckless and incompetent person who . . . has shown 
himself incapable of judging evidence and determined to make a noise 
no matter what canons of truthfulness he violates.” Creel had replied in 
kind, and the affair still rankled.5

As soon as Blankenhom received Baker’s go-ahead he wired Lipp
mann in New York: p l a n  a p p r o v e d ,  c a n  y o u  c o m e  h e r e  a t  o n c e ,  
t h e  i r o n  is h o t  . A few hours later he followed it up with a second tele
gram: CAN YOU BE HERE IN TIME FOR DINNER AT SEVEN WITH US AND
m a s a r y k .  b r in g  MRS l ip p m a n n .6 Blankenhom had been conferring 
with Thomas Masaryk, who was in Washington to promote the creation 
of an independent Czech-Slovak nation. Masaryk was all for the pro
paganda program. Get through to the captive peoples of the Dual Mon
archy, he told the Americans, and the empire would be so weakened it 
would have to drop out of the war.

Within four days of Blankenhom’s first visit to the Inquiry, the War 
Department approved his plan. A week later Lippmann received his 
commission as captain in the United States Army, “ appointed for serv
ing on Intelligence solely and will not be assigned to any other duty or
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to the command of troops under this appointment,” according to the 
War Department order. Lippmann now wore two hats: one as propagan
dist, the other as House’s personal representative to the Allied in
telligence offices to coordinate their work with that of the Inquiry. 
Along with his army orders he carried a letter signed by Lansing desig
nating him as envoy of the State Department with instructions to make 
‘‘special studies in economic and political matters” by methods “en
tirely at your discretion. ” 7 Word went out to the American ambassadors 
in London, Paris and Rome to cooperate with the young emissary.

Conferring one last time with Colonel House, Lippmann set off for 
Europe in his uniform. With his letters of introduction in hand, and cap
tain’s bars on his shoulders, he kissed Faye and his parents good-bye, 
and took the ferry to Hoboken, where he joined Blankenhorn, the five 
other members of the propaganda team, and several hundred draftees on 
the Northern Pacific. The next morning, July 14, 1918, Bastille Day, 
they set out, zigzagging across the Atlantic to avoid submarines. Arriv
ing in Brest on the twenty-second, they marched through the town to the 
cheers of the inhabitants, and then took the train to American Expedi
tionary Force headquarters at Chaumont, a provincial town 150 miles 
east of Paris. No sooner did they lay down their packs than Lippmann 
and Blankenhorn set off for London to attend the inter-Allied conference 
on propaganda.

There they received a rude shock. James Keeley, a former Chicago 
publisher who directed the CPI office in Europe, told them that while 
they were crossing the Atlantic the initial agreement on lines of respon
sibility had been changed. Now, instead of the army’s MIB being in 
charge of both preparation and delivery of propaganda across enemy 
lines, it would be confined merely to distributing propaganda material at 
the front. Creel’s CPI would handle everything else. This would under
cut the army unit’s position. Quickly adapting to the ways of bureau
cracy, Lippmann and Blankenhorn decided that since they had not been 
officially notified of the change, they would ignore it.

At the inter-Allied conference they sat in on planning sessions and 
savored a dizzying round of luncheons and dinners. The conference, 
directed by the press boss Lord Northcliffe, included such people as 
Lord Reading, the lord chief justice; Lippmann’s old friend Eustace 
Percy from the Foreign Office; Wickham Steed of The Times; and 
R. W. Seton-Watson. “We are quite blasé from meeting bigwigs,” the 
slightly dazed Blankenhorn reported to his wife. “The information 
we’ve wanted we’ve gotten freely from the founts at the top of Parnas
sus. Much business here is transacted at dinners and luncheons. We’re 
going at it like those to the manor bom. State secrets between glasses of 
Graves, that’s the method.” 8
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While the conference went well, Lippmann was disturbed by Kee- 
ley’s news about the arrangement between the MIB and Creel’s unit. 
From London he wrote House of the “ somewhat confused’’ relations 
between the government units, and of the “need to create a real center 
of political information’’ in Europe to coordinate American propaganda. 
People in the Foreign Office and propagandists on Northcliffe’s staff 
had told him that the CPI’s work in Europe was “ very bad.’’ Turnover 
was constant and Creel ’s people knew nothing about British journalism 
or European politics. “Their reputation among the English is very 
low,’’ Lippmann reported of the CPI. Creel’s man Keeley complained 
of having no support from Washington, and even admitted his own in
ability to handle the job: “ He feels completely lost when he has to sit 
down and discuss the complicated problems of Central Europe with the 
very expert staff that Lord Northcliffe has collected around him. ’’ Lipp
mann urged House to set up a propaganda unit independent of Creel and 
appoint as director Hugh Gibson, a foreign service officer who had 
worked with Herbert Hoover on Belgian relief and with General Per
shing on intelligence.9

Propaganda was not Lippmann’s only job in London. As official em
issary from the Inquiry, and the unofficial representative of Colonel 
House, he conferred with Sir William Tyrell, director of what the Amer
icans called the “ British Inquiry.’’ Tyrell did not quite know what to 
make of Lippmann or how much authority he had, and decided to check 
with his New York agent. The young baronet Sir William Wiseman had 
established a warm rapport with Colonel House and was well placed to 
answer Tyrell’s query. “I would not say that Lippmann is very closely 
in House’s confidence,” Wiseman wired London. Rather, he was em
ployed by House because he was “ undoubtedly a very able young man 
and represents a certain section of the more intelligent radicals” in 
America. “ House, however, has not very much confidence in his judg
ments and would certainly not think of letting him organize a political 
intelligence department on your side.” 10 It was natural that British of
ficials would be confused about Lippmann. His reputation both as a rad
ical and as confidant to House had preceded him — two roles they did 
not find easy to reconcile. Yet he spoke with such self-confidence that it 
was generally assumed he must be a person whom it would be unwise to 
take lightly.

Lippmann reported back to House that both Tyrell and Eustace Percy 
had urged that the League of Nations be set up immediately to quiet the 
pacifists and prevent the Allied governments from backing down on 
their pledges. Talks with journalists such as C. P. Scott of the Guardian 
had also persuaded him of a ‘ ‘growing feeling that the old liberal leader
ship of the President has not been exercised sufficiently.” Wilson, he
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advised, should reiterate his faith in the league, support the liberation of 
the east European nationality groups, and repeat “ America’s refusal to 
enter any selfish economic league against a reformed Germany.’’11

Lippmann’s comments on Creel’s propaganda unit and on British atti
tudes toward the league soon reached the White House. Wilson was not 
pleased. The President had a personal interest in the propaganda pro
gram and shared his friend Creel’s concern that the army was taking 
over the CPI’s activities in Europe. He was also irritated at Lippmann 
for the New Republic's criticism of his administration’s suppression of 
dissent. As far as he was concerned, Lippmann was still part of the NR 
crowd. Thus, when House passed on Lippmann’s letter, Wilson viewed 
it as a personal criticism. “ I am very much puzzled as to who sent Lipp
mann over to inquire into matters of propaganda,’’ he replied testily to 
House. “ I have found his judgment most unsound, and therefore en
tirely unserviceable in matters of that sort because he, in common with 
the men of The New Republic, has ideas about the war and its purposes 
which are highly unorthodox from my own point of view.’’ He also was 
suspicious of those Lippmann quoted with such approval. “ What he 
says about his interviews with Sir William Tyrell interests me very 
much, but if he thinks that Lord Eustace Percy is equally trustworthy, 
he is vastly mistaken. He is one of the most slippery and untrustworthy 
of the men we have had to deal with here.’’ Colonel House, in an effort 
to mollify Wilson, explained that Lippmann had been sent over by the 
War Department to deal with propaganda, and added: “ I do not know 
how recently you have been in touch with Lippmann, but my impression 
is that he is not now in sympathy with the men who govern policy of 
The New Republic. . . .  He was always the ablest of that group and he 
is young enough to be weaned away from them and be broadened. ’’12

At the very moment that House was trying to appease Wilson, Lipp
mann, having left the conference and sent Blankenhorn back to Chau
mont, was in Paris meeting with diplomat Hugh Gibson and Arthur 
Frazier, number two man at the American embassy and House ’s contact 
man there. They shared Lippmann’s contempt for Creel and encouraged 
him to complain to House over State Department lines. In a blistering 
critique of the Creel operation, Lippmann cabled House that the CPI 
failed to understand that propaganda was a means, not just of winning 
the war, but of laying the groundwork for a just peace. “ In every Euro
pean country propaganda against the enemy is treated as an instrument 
of diplomacy and the men who direct it are high in the council of gov
ernment. ’’ Why did the American war effort have to suffer such incom
petence?13

If Lippmann’s complaint was well taken, his timing could hardly 
have been worse. Wilson had barely cooled down after Lippmann’s let
ter from London when this new cable from Paris crossed his desk. Creel
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demanded that Lippmann be recalled immediately. Wilson agreed to 
muzzle Blankenhom’s unit and put all propaganda under the CPI. “ I 
have a high opinion of Lippmann, but I am very jealous in the matter of 
propaganda,” he told Lansing, . . [and] want to keep the matter of 
publicity in my own hands.”

House warned Lippmann that his complaints were causing “ friction” 
and that he should avoid “ talking or cabling anything of a critical char
acter. ” Stung by the colonel’s rebuke, Lippmann explained lamely that 
he was merely trying to help unsnarl “ one of those unfortunate affairs 
where men are trying to take each other’s jobs away. You know, of 
course, that I am a thousand times more interested in the Inquiry than in 
propaganda, and that I only went into it because I was told I was 
needed.” 14

Lines of authority continued to be blurred for the remaining months 
of the war, but Creel kept the upper hand. Lippmann did not openly 
challenge him again, but when it was all over summed up his feelings in 
a bitter article for the NR. “ One of the genuine calamities of our part in 
the war was the character of American propaganda in Europe,” he 
wrote. “ It was run as if an imp had devised it to thwart every purpose 
Mr. Wilson was supposed to entertain. The general tone of it was one of 
unmitigated brag accompanied by unmitigated gullibility. . . . The out
fit which was abroad ‘selling the war to Europe’ (the phrase is not my 
own) gave shell-shocked Europe to understand that a rich bumpkin had 
come to town with his pockets bulging and no desire except to 
please.” 15

By the end of August the dispute between Creel and the MIB had 
been resolved, and the little band of propagandists had moved into their 
headquarters at Chaumont: half a room in a casern built during the Na
poleonic wars. The door of their makeshift nerve center bore the impos
ing title “Inter-Allied Propaganda Commission.” To give the office the 
proper tone, and to hide the cracks in the plaster, they pasted pro
paganda leaflets, maps and charts on the four-foot-thick walls. Office 
furniture consisted of a few rickety tables piled high with handbills, old 
newspapers, and copies of Wilson’s speeches.

As ranking literary member of the team, Lippmann’s job was to write 
the propaganda leaflets to be dropped behind enemy lines. But since 
there was no place in Chaumont to print them, he had to go to Paris to 
use the presses of the French propaganda bureau. He could hardly con
ceal his delight at escaping the barracks. “ God how he hated the 
army! ’ ’ Blankenhorn recalled.16

The first leaflets rolled off the presses early in September. Designed 
to encourage desertion, they stressed the good treatment prisoners of 
war would receive. “ Do not worry about m e,” read one of Lippmann’s 
efforts. “ I am out of the war. I am well fed. The American army gives
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its prisoners the same rations it gives its own soldiers: beef, white 
bread, potatoes, prunes, coffee, milk, butter . . Ultimately they ran 
off over a million copies of this leaflet — the most effective of all 
American propaganda material and the one found most frequently on 
captured German soldiers. During September and October 1918 Lipp- 
mann’s minuscule subunit in Paris produced more than five million cop
ies of eighteen different leaflets. The first batch was spread by patrols 
penetrating enemy lines and by unmanned balloons. Later the propagan
dists shifted to delivery by airplane. Pilots in open cockpits stuffed the 
leaflets between their legs and threw them out over the German lines.

Lippmann’s work kept him moving. “ The job of getting propaganda 
started now that the Germans are beginning to move backward has kept 
me constantly on the jump around France, and even up to the front,” he 
reported to Bowman, in an effort to establish better relations. “ I haven’t 
got the heart to go there to exhibit what nerve I may possess, but to go 
because the job requires it occasionally is peculiarly satisfactory. . . . 
The Inquiry,” he continued in an inspirational vein, “has a tremendous 
part to play, for America has an influence over here on men’s minds and 
hearts beyond anything one can imagine. We shan’t fail, I am certain, 
for lack of good will. We dare not fail for lack of understanding.”

To Mezes, who remained as titular head of the Inquiry, though his 
power had been sapped by Bowman, Lippmann wrote that there were 
“just four Americans who exist in the consciousness of people over 
here.” The first was the President, “ a figure of mystical proportions, of 
really incredible power but altogether out of reach of direct contact.
. . . You always take a kind of immunity bath by prefacing your re
marks with a pledge of undying devotion to the principles laid down by 
President Wilson.” The second was Colonel House, “ the human Inter
cessor, the Comforter, the Virgin Mary . . .  his advice is sought be
cause it is believed to be a little nearer this world than the President’s .” 
Third was Herbert Hoover, “ who incarnates all that is at once effective 
and idealistic in the picture of America” ; and fourth, General Pershing, 
“ about whom there is heartfelt enthusiasm among the troops.” 17 

Lippmann’s own contact with the troops was exceedingly limited. 
Not until late September 1918, after the battle of the Argonne, was the 
propaganda unit moved up toward the front. There, in General Per
shing’s office, Lippmann had a reunion with Newton Baker; Ralph Hayes, 
Baker’s private secretary; and Willard Straight, then serving as an aide 
to Pershing. Baker, who was being squired around the front by a bevy 
of generals, asked Lippmann to come along on the tour through the 
camps and bombed-out villages. The Germans, having exhausted them
selves two months earlier in the second battle of the Marne, were now 
in retreat. The war was nearly over. Baker, the ruminative pacifist, had 
organized the machine that had brought more than a million American
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soldiers to France and had transformed an impasse into an Allied vic
tory. “ What a country we are,” he said to Lippmann. “ Do you know 
that I have a petition about a mile long asking me not to move supplies 
on Sunday!”

Lippmann stayed on at the front for several weeks, interrogating pris
oners. During this time one of Pershing’s aides discovered that he and 
Charles Merz had worked for a magazine of “ pronounced Bolshevist 
trends,” and demanded that the two covert revolutionaries be sent pack
ing. Blankenhom saved them by bringing in Major Willard Straight, 
who explained that he was a partner in J. P. Morgan and Company, and 
that his magazine, the New Republic, had supported the reelection of 
Wilson in 1916.18

With the success of the Allied offensive and the surrender of Bulgaria 
in late September 1918, the collapse of the Central Powers was at hand. 
On October 3 the Germans appealed to Wilson for an armistice based on 
the Fourteen Points. Now the Allies balked. They had never officially 
accepted the Fourteen Points — which were purely a unilateral Ameri
can declaration — and with victory at hand they wanted the spoils of 
war. An irritated Wilson dispatched House to Europe with instructions 
to get the Allies to agree to Germany’s surrender on the basis of the 
Fourteen Points.

The colonel arrived in Paris on October 25, set up headquarters on the 
Left Bank at 74, rue de l ’Université, and immediately had Lippmann 
transferred to his staff. House realized that he could get nowhere with 
the Allies until he had a detailed explanation of exactly what the Four
teen Points meant. Meanwhile, the fighting continued as the Allies 
haggled over terms. “ We can dally no longer over this armistice,” he 
told Lippmann. The Germans had accepted the President’s conditions, 
and now there had to be a formula to end the fighting. He was meeting 
the Allied leaders and would lay the Fourteen Points on the table. He 
had to explain exactly what Wilson meant by such terms as “open 
diplomacy” and “ freedom of the seas,” and where the new boundaries 
would be drawn. “ You helped write these points,” he told Lippmann. 
“ Now you must give me a precise definition of each one. I shall need it 
by tomorrow morning at ten o ’clock.”

Lippmann left House’s office slightly dazed. He had less than twenty- 
four hours to elaborate in detail the terms of Wilson’s peace plan. He 
did not have a single document with him; everything was at the In
quiry’s headquarters in New York. No one in France had ever worked 
on the material. He did not even have a copy of the points. Nor did the 
American embassy. Finally he tracked one down at the Paris Herald. 
Racing back to his desk, he sat down and one by one began to write out 
precise explanations of the Fourteen Points. During the night Frank 
Cobb, editorial-page director of the New York World, dropped by to
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elaborate the point concerning the League of Nations. Working nonstop, 
Lippmann finished at three in the morning and rushed the memoranda to 
the coding room to be cabled to Wilson for approval. The President’s 
acceptance came back just in time for House’s meeting with the Al
lies.19

For a week House argued with the British, French and Italians over 
the terms of the settlement. At one point he even threatened to sign a 
separate peace. Finally, on November 4 they agreed to accept a German 
surrender loosely linked to the Fourteen Points. The fight had been bit
ter. The British reserved the right to interpret “ freedom of the seas” to 
mean supremacy of the Royal Navy; the French insisted that the Ger
mans pay for damage done to civilian property. But agreement had been 
reached, and on November 11 the Germans signed the armistice. To 
Lippmann it seemed a heroic beginning. “ I must write you this morning 
because I couldn’t possibly tell you to your face how great a thing you 
have achieved,’’ he wrote House with an appreciation no less real for 
being effusively flattering. “ Frankly I did not believe it was humanly 
possible under conditions as they seemed to be in Europe to win so 
glorious a victory. This is the climax of a course that has been as wise 
as it was brilliant, and as shrewd as it was prophetic. The President and 
you have more than justified the faith of those who insisted that your 
leadership was a turning point in modern history. No one can ever thank 
you adequately.’’20

House, having pushed through the armistice, moved to begin prepara
tions for a peace settlement. He set up headquarters for the Commission 
to Negotiate Peace at the Hotel Crillon, transferred Lippmann and Wil
lard Straight to the commission staff, and prepared to add his son-in- 
law, Gordon Auchincloss, as secretary-general and Frank Cobb as chief 
of the press bureau. But Wilson had other plans. Not wanting to share 
the glory of his triumph, not fully trusting House or anyone else to bring 
about the just peace he so desired, Wilson decided to head the peace 
delegation himself, using Lansing as a deputy. The secretary of state, 
eager to bring his department back into the negotiations, named his 
own men to the American delegation, appointing Joseph Grew to head 
the staff and George Creel to direct the press bureau. The little band in 
Paris was shocked when they heard the news. House, instead of running 
the show, would be only an adviser. The commission staff would be 
downgraded, perhaps ignored.21

House had incurred Wilson’s displeasure by urging him not to con
duct the negotiations himself, warning that it would be dangerous to in
vest his personal prestige at a time when he should be at home shaping 
American public opinion for the final settlement. But Wilson was con
vinced that only he could achieve an equitable peace, and jealously sus
pected House of wanting to cheat him of his triumph. House, his work
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in Paris completed, returned to the United States to prepare Wilson for 
the delicate negotiations that were to follow. From mid-November, 
when House left, until mid-December, when Wilson and the negotiating 
team arrived in Paris, Lippmann had little to do but wait for the colo
nel’s return and grow increasingly disheartened by the hardening of the 
Allies’ positions.

At the end of November both Lippmann and Willard Straight came 
down with influenza, victims of the epidemic that ultimately took some 
twenty million lives. After a few bad days Lippmann recovered. But 
Straight grew steadily worse, racked by fever and terrible pain. Lipp
mann sat by his bedside as he fought for life, and together with Wil
son’s personal physician, Dr. Grayson, and Mrs. Borden Harriman, was 
with him when he died on December i . “ In the last eight weeks I was 
closer to Willard than ever before,’’ Lippmann wrote Dorothy Straight. 
“ Up at the First Army we talked far into the night, hoping, planning, 
sometimes doubting, but in the end renewed. In that personal loneliness 
which is the background of so many of us here, there was mixed also a 
fear that what we had meant, and what alone could justify it all, was not 
the meaning and the justification of those who will decide.’’22

He did not have to wait long for his fears to be realized. Two weeks 
later, on Friday, December 13, Wilson’s ship, the George Washington, 
arrived in Brest, bringing a delegation of thirteen hundred Americans. A 
century earlier Britain had sent exactly fourteen diplomats to the 
Congress of Vienna to end the Napoleonic wars. Among this enormous 
throng was a twenty-three-man contingent from the Inquiry — including 
Mezes, Bowman, Shotwell, and Charles Seymour. They had not the 
slightest idea of what they were supposed to do, had never met with the 
President, and had been confined to the most cramped and dingy part of 
the vessel. Their inauspicious entry accurately indicated the part they 
would play in Paris. Wilson was intent on running his own show. The 
Inquiry group was absorbed into the State Department assemblage under 
the direction of Lansing.

On December 14 Lippmann stood on the balcony of the Hotel Cril- 
lon, alongside his friend Ralph Hayes, and watched the President make 
his triumphant entry into Paris. Across the Seine the multitudes around 
the Chamber of Deputies began to sway, and then a great roar erupted 
as the procession surged across the bridge into the place de la Concorde. 
Wilson had come as a messiah, and for the next four weeks — until the 
peace conference opened on January 12 — he was greeted with venera
tion as he traveled through France, Britain and Italy, the symbol of the 
principles that would transform the world.

Wilson thrilled to the applause, confirmed in his belief that the peo
ples of Europe stood at his side. But beneath the euphoria political lines 
were hardening. Wilson had his vision, the Allies had their demands. “ I
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have yet to find one person who is optimistic as to the sort of peace that 
can be secured,” Ralph Hayes told Newton Baker a few days after the 
President’s arrival. House was unable to gain control over the American 
Commission to Negotiate Peace; and the American team was staffed 
with incompetents. Lippmann was “greatly discouraged,” and blamed 
the American diplomats for not “ wanting anything but eyewash” out of 
the settlement, Hayes said.23

Ten thousand people converged on Paris that winter, all claiming to 
have some crucial connection with the peace conference. Five hundred 
reporters grasped at scraps of news and fed one another with rumors that 
were then pumped into front-page dispatches. Even practiced journalists 
seemed lost in the labyrinth of rumors, lies, leaks and innuendos. Cen
sorship and propaganda made it impossible to distinguish reality from 
rumor. “ At Paris men looked out upon two continents in revolt, upon 
conflicts and aspirations more intricate and more obscure than any they 
had ever been called to resolve,” Lippmann wrote of the scene a few 
months later.

The pathetically limited education o f officials trained to inert and pleasant 
ways o f life prevented them from seeing or understanding the strange world 
that lay before them. All they knew and cared tor, all that life meant to them, 
seemed to be slipping away to red ruin, and so in panic they ceased to be re
porters and began bombarding the chancelleries at home with gossip and frantic 
exclamation. The clamor converged on Paris, and all the winds of doctrine 
were set whirling around the conferees. Every dinner table, every lobby, almost 
every special interview, every subordinate delegate, every expert adviser was a 
focus o f intrigue and bluster and manufactured rumor. The hotels were choked 
with delegations representing, and pretending to represent, and hoping to repre
sent every group of people in the world. The newspaper correspondents, strug
gling with this elusive and all-pervading chaos, were squeezed between the ap
petite o f their readers for news and the desire o f the men with whom the 
decisions rested not to throw the unconcluded negotiations into this cyclone o f  
distortion.24

From those discouraging weeks came, four years later, Lippmann’s 
great work on public opinion and his inquiry into the effect of pro
paganda on democracy itself.

Sitting in his little office in the Hotel Crillon, Lippmann had long, 
dispiriting talks with the journalists; Frank Cobb, Herbert Bayard 
Swope, Ray Stannard Baker, William Allen White and Lincoln Stef
fens; with young members of the American delegation: Adolf Berle, 
William Bullitt, John Foster and Allen Dulles, and Samuel Eliot Mori- 
son; with Felix Frankfurter, who had come to Paris representing the 
Zionist movement; with a cynical English economist on his country’s 
Treasury team, John Maynard Keynes; and with an entertaining art his-
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torian whose passion for politics and influential connections had enabled 
him to wangle the job of “ interpreter first class,” Bernard Berenson.

The bedlam at Paris would have been tolerable to Lippmann had he 
enjoyed a major role on the negotiating team. But Colonel House was 
no longer in full control, and without a powerful protector Lippmann 
was vulnerable. Bowman was director of the Inquiry team, and was not 
eager to find a place for a man whose talent he envied and whose ambi
tion he resented. “ Lippmann has been much troubled for many weeks,” 
Ralph Hayes wrote Newton Baker. “ Walter’s liberalism is the source of 
much whispering about him whenever he gets close to a throne. So he 
has been puttering about here on a multitude of jobs without being given 
any definite and sizeable job.” 25

After waiting for weeks to be given an assignment, Lippmann ap
proached Bowman directly to ask for a place on the Inquiry. Bowman 
was unsympathetic and complained about his attitude in New York, and 
how he had ousted Shotwell from his job as editor. As he left Bow
man’s office Lippmann realized how much the director resented him 
and that he would never get back on the Inquiry. Nor, having annoyed 
Wilson with his criticism of Creel’s propaganda work, and being con
sidered one of House’s men, would he be able to work on the peace 
commission. Convinced that he could no longer play any effective role 
at the peace conference, he turned down an offer to go on a diplomatic 
mission to Berlin and asked to return to the United States.26

On December 28, two days after his orders came through, he wrote 
Dorothy Straight that he had wanted to leave Paris ever since the end of 
November, but that Colonel House had talked him out of it. “He wisely 
urged me to stay, help in the preliminaries, learn the situation better 
before returning. But he did agree that what America thought counted 
most, and that anything which could be done to explain matters at home 
would be most worthwhile.” Since Willard Straight’s death, he told 
her, he had spent “ weeks of wandering in the labyrinth of indecision, 
and the case is typical. I am very anxious to get back into fresh air.” 27 

As the delegates gathered in Paris for the peace conference. Lipp
mann said good-bye to his friends, wished Colonel House good luck, 
and took the train to Brest. There, on January 23, 1919, he boarded the 
S.S. Cedric for New York. For weeks he had been under great strain. 
Now he was drained, swept by the melancholy that occasionally seized 
him. “The general depression which I ’ve been fighting off for about 
three months nearly got me in Brest,” he confided to Bernard Berenson, 
to whom he had drawn close in Paris, “ but with a little [luck] I came 
aboard, and with a decent rest I shall probably be all right soon. Taking 
a rest now is rather a nuisance — a little like losing your wind in the 
last quarter of a mile.”

At the end of January he landed at Hoboken — a little more than six
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months after he had first optimistically set sail for Europe. Faye and his 
parents were there to hail their war hero and escort him back to East 
80th Street. Returning to his wife, to the New Republic, to an America 
transformed by the war, to an uncertain peace, he painfully began to 
rebuild his old life. A letter from Harold Laski was waiting for him. 
“ You must not let these glimpses of the underworld disturb you,” the 
British socialist wrote. “ I doubt whether you realized against what 
traditions you were fighting on the Commission, how fiercely you were 
resented, how eagerly intrigue against you was fanned into a vivid 
flame. The real thing is that amidst it all you did not lose your hold on 
liberalism and that you have come home to fight for it. It never needed 
your aid so badly as now. ’ ’

What had begun as a crusade had ended in confusion and disillusion. 
“ I am glad of the whole experience,“ Lippmann wrote Newton Baker a 
few days after his return to New York, “ and I am glad it is over.“ 28



►* 13
“This Is Not Peace”

Sometimes I think we are a damned generation.

—  To Bernard Berenson, July 16, 1919

Do n ’t  hesitate, whatever the difficulties, to go back to the paper,” 
Harold Laski counseled Lippmann on his return to New York. 

“ It wants your style, your sense of the right path, your eager alertness 
to the perspective of events. It is a great platform and the kind of organ 
worthy of you.” Laski was not an idle flatterer. He knew that the New 
Republic needed Lippmann. “ Only you can do the great human service 
of bringing to maturity the ideas and hopes which struggle for expres
sion in Herbert’s mind. Please remember that for a year while you were 
on it, it made history week by week.”

Lippmann returned to the NR, saw his old friends, took on an assign
ment as correspondent for the Manchester Guardian, and tried to pick 
up where he had left off. But his old optimism was gone. “The whole 
process of statesmanship has left him with the conviction that the real 
truths are in the great books of the world,” Laski reported to Justice 
Holmes. “ I am eager for you to see him again — he is more critical, 
less facile, and, to say the same thing differently, with a deeper sense 
that you don’t find truth by skimming milk.” 1

Reports from Paris provided little ground for enthusiasm. The French, 
seeking security in Germany’s weakness, wanted to detach the left bank 
of the Rhine and set up puppet states. The Poles, citing boundaries of 
long-forgotten kingdoms, demanded territories inhabited mostly by Ger
mans, including East Prussia. The Italians, invoking the secret treaty of 
1915, made claim to the German-speaking South Tyrol, the coast of 
Dalmatia, and the Slavic city of Fiume (later Rijeka). Wilson, it was 
rumored, was caving in to Clemenceau and Lloyd George. No one knew 
what he was giving away from pressure, or weariness, or failure to un
derstand.



By mid-March 1919 an apprehensive Lippmann wrote Colonel House 
of the “ resentment” caused by the President’s failure to explain what he 
was doing. “The temper of the country is noticeably cooler, and it 
would be a great mistake if the Americans in Paris compromised too 
much with the Jingoes who are trying to terrorize public opinion,” he 
warned House. Wilson need only “ explain clearly and definitely why 
each move he makes is related to a program of permanent peace in order 
to win over all the opposition that counts. ”

But to Bernard Berenson, with whom he had struck up an instant 
friendship during those weeks in Paris, Lippmann was less circumspect. 
“ Parsifal’s visit to this country did not help much,” he wrote caus
tically of Wilson’s brief return to America, “ and he left a lot of people 
with the impression that he was not quite sure what his own product 
meant.” The superpatriots had “ turned into a band of ‘little Americans’ 
shouting that by no means must America be contaminated by Euro
peans,” and a wave of anticommunist hysteria had seized the country. 
“The people are shivering in their boots over Bolshevism, and they are 
far more afraid of Lenin than they ever were of the Kaiser. We seem to 
be the most frightened lot of victors that the world ever saw. ” 2

While America was going through the first stages of the Red Scare — 
with the jailing and deportation of suspected “ radicals” and aliens — 
Britain and France moved to prevent the Bolshevik revolution from 
spreading westward. Frightened by uprisings that for a time put commu
nists in control of Berlin, Munich and Budapest, they sent troops to 
seize Russia’s Arctic ports, aided the counterrevolutionary White ar
mies, imposed a blockade of food shipments to Russia, and moved to 
set up an anticommunist buffer zone in eastern Europe.

Wilson’s initial refusal to join the intervention encouraged the young 
diplomat William C. Bullitt to go to Moscow — with Colonel House’s 
blessing — to see what terms he could work out with Lenin. Lincoln 
Steffens went along for company, and when they returned three weeks 
later Steffens was so overwhelmed by what he had seen that he pro
claimed, in a phrase forever linked to his name, “ I have been over into the 
future and it works!” Bullitt returned with something more tangible: a 
promise from Lenin to pay Russia’s war debts and to offer economic 
concessions to the West in exchange for diplomatic recognition of the 
Bolshevik regime. Colonel House saw possibilities of a deal. But Wil
son, whose relations with House had cooled and whose antipathy toward 
the Bolsheviks made such an arrangement unpalatable, vetoed Bullitt’s 
initiative. He then succumbed to Allied pressure by joining the Anglo- 
French intervention against the Bolsheviks and sending American troops 
to Soviet ports in the Arctic. An embittered Bullitt angrily resigned from 
the diplomatic service. Wilson would soon feel his ire.3

From his friends in Paris — Keynes, Berenson, and Philip Kerr —
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Lippmann received disquieting reports of Wilson’s compromises. By the 
middle of March he could contain his anxiety no longer. In a long spec
ulative essay that marked his official return to the New Republic, he 
gave voice to the doubts he had been nurturing since he left Europe. The 
peace outlined by the Fourteen Points was no longer possible, he 
argued. The old order had been shattered by the Bolshevik revolution, 
the destruction of German power, and the disintegration of the Austro- 
Hungarian Empire. Reactionaries were trying to prevent reform by rais
ing the Bolshevik bogey. Clemenceau and Lloyd George wanted to turn 
eastern Europe into a “cordon sanitaire” against the spread of radical 
ideas. It could not work, he warned. “ Unless the bridges to moderate 
radicalism are maintained, anarchy will follow.” If the Europeans 
botched the peace, Americans would not bail them out. “We shall stay 
with you and share the decisions of the future if you will make the peace 
we are asked to share, a peace that Europe will endure,” Lippmann 
wrote. “ But if you make it a peace that can be maintained only by the 
bayonet, we shall leave you to the consequences and find our own secu
rity in this hemisphere. It will have to be a very bad peace indeed to jus
tify any such action on our part, and nothing less than that would ever 
justify it.”

“ The Political Scene,” as he called the essay when it was published 
in the NR that March and later in book form, made a powerful impres
sion. “ He has a mind like a knife and will be a great power one day,” 
Laski wrote Justice Holmes. Learned Hand told Lippmann that his essay 
showed a “breadth and certainty of treatment, a kind of depth in foun
dation, which makes what you say massive and correspondingly impres
sive.” Even though he disagreed with some of the conclusions, Hand 
hailed Lippmann’s return to the New Republic as a “ thing of genuine 
public interest. . . .  If you can sustain such power and scope you will 
make yourself a noticeable force in American political ideas,” he pre
dicted. “The war was a bad enough thing, but it certainly has been a 
blessing for you.” 4

Lippmann had said that only a “ very bad peace indeed” might force 
America to repudiate the settlement. The following weeks made such a 
peace all too likely. “ I expect a compromise all along the line,” he 
wrote Berenson early in May. “ Life will have considerably stained the 
radiance of the Fourteen Points.” Yet there seemed to be no alternative 
to the treaty. “ We here shall grumble and accept the results for two 
reasons — no peace means Bolshevism everywhere in Europe, and we 
don’t want that; and the League is enough to build on if the parties get 
in control in France and Britain that wish to use it.” 5

A few days later the treaty was published, confirming Lippmann’s 
worst fears. Germany not only lost Alsace-Lorraine, which was ex
pected, but was stripped of its colonies in Africa and the Pacific, forced
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to admit that it alone was responsible for the war, burdened with a 
fifteen-million-dollar indemnity plus reparations still undetermined, dis
armed, and placed under Allied economic control. With the creation of 
an independent Poland, two million Germans fell under Warsaw’s rule. 
East Prussia was severed from the rest of Germany by the Polish Corri
dor. The new state of Czechoslovakia included German-inhabited Sude
tenland. Austria became a separate state, forbidden to join the new Ger
man republic. The Italians, though denied Fiume, won the Austrian 
South Tyrol. Even Japan came away with booty, taking over Germany’s 
economic control of the Chinese province of Shantung, and gaining a 
league mandate over German-owned Pacific islands. Bad as it was, the 
treaty might have been even worse. Wilson prevented France from an
nexing the Saar and setting up puppet republics in the Rhineland, denied 
Italy the coast of Yugoslavia, and resisted Polish demands to annex East 
Prussia.

For Uppmann and his colleagues at the NR, the treaty was a terrible 
betrayal. Not only did it “ balkanize” Central Europe by breaking up 
Austria-Hungary, but it imposed a reparations burden that threatened to 
overwhelm the fledgling German republic and breed a spirit of re
vanche. “ Looked at from above, below, and from every side I can’t see 
anything in this treaty but endless trouble for Europe, and I’m exceed
ingly doubtful in my own mind as to whether we can afford to guarantee 
so impossible a peace,” Lippmann wrote a friend in mid-May. “ I am 
very deeply discouraged about the whole business.”  To Wilson’s press 
secretary he was equally direct. “ For the life of me I can’t see peace in 
this document,” he told Ray Stannard Baker, “ and as the President has 
so frequently said, statesmen who cannot hear the voice of mankind are 
sure to be broken.” 6

The men at the New Republic had prided themselves on their prag
matic adjustment to political “ realities” and had even boasted of help
ing to bring America into the war. But they were not prepared for this 
treaty. At an editorial conference Croly argued vehemently that such a 
cynical settlement would forever taint the league. Lippmann, who had 
been inclined to support the treaty to save the league, was persuaded, 
and by unanimous vote the editors decided to oppose the treaty. “ It is a 
bitter decision to make,” Croly wrote Justice Brandeis, “ because it is 
practically a confession of failure, so far as our work during the last few 
years is concerned,” but there was no doubt that “the League is not 
powerful enough to redeem the Treaty.”

In the May 17 issue the editors unleashed their attack, is i t  p e a c e ?  
they asked in words emblazoned across the cover. “ Looked at from the 
purely American point of view, on a cold calculation of probabilities, 
we do not see how this treaty is anything but the prelude to quarrels in a 
deeply divided and hideously embittered Europe,” Lippmann wrote in



the lead editorial. “ The immediate task for Americans is to decide 
coolly just how they will limit their obligations under the Covenant. 
That they must be limited seems to us an inescapable condition.” 7 

The following week the NR answered its own question, t h i s  is  n o t  
p e a c e  the editors declared in another bold pronunciamento. “ Americans 
would be fools if they permitted themselves now to be embroiled in a 
system of European alliances. . . . The peace cannot last. America 
should withdraw from all commitments which would impair her free
dom of action.” Article Ten obliged the United States to defend an un
just territorial settlement. America could not play that game. “ It would 
be the height of folly to commit a great people as the guarantor of a con
dition which is morbidly sick with conflict and trouble.” Once, the 
decision was made, Lippmann was unflinching. “ It will require at least 
a generation of force to secure the execution of this treaty,” he told 
some five hundred distressed Unitarians in Boston who had assembled 
to lend support to the league. “ What confronts us is one of the greatest 
schisms of society.” 8 

He felt he owed his friends an explanation, and above all Newton 
Baker. “ For several weeks I ’ve wanted to write to you and always I’ve 
hesitated because I could not quite find the words to express my disap
pointment at the outcome in Paris,” he wrote his former chief. Looked 
at either from the moral point of view and the pledges given by Wilson, 
or coldly from the viewpoint of its workableness, the treaty was a disas
ter. “ I know that to you the promises made by the President were the 
major reality which underlay the whole conflict. How in our consciences 
are we to square the results with the promises?” Rather than restoring 
the French boundaries of 1871, the treaty gave France control of the 
Saar and set up a “ humanly intolerable” regime over the ethnic Ger
mans there. Such a transfer of territory was expressly excluded under 
the armistice agreement, and it was precisely to block such expansionist 
French ambitions, Lippmann reminded Baker, that in drafting the mem
oranda on which the Fourteen Points were based he had used the for
mula “ the wrong done to France in 1871” rather than citing French claims 
dating back to earlier wars.

Nor was France alone in its aggrandizement. After saying he would 
give Poland territory inhabited by “ indisputably” Polish populations, 
Wilson acquiesced in putting two million Germans under Polish rule, 
along with the indisputably German city of Danzig. In Schleswig-Hol
stein the victors had detached so much territory from Germany that the 
Danes refused to accept it. They prohibited Austria from voluntarily 
choosing to unite with Germany, and in Bohemia and the Tyrol put 
more ethnic Germans under alien rule. “ All of this we have done at the 
conclusion of a war which had its origin at least partially in the violation 
of national principles,” Lippmann charged. “We have done this after
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the most solemn kind of assurances that we would not do it. We have 
made a League of Nations and from it we have excluded the German 
Republic though we have disarmed it and left it without any means of 
defense.” And by fixing reparations without specifying an amount, and 
by permitting the “ most drastic kind of interference” to ensure pay
ment, Britain and France were allowed to gain the “ ultimate control of 
all phases of German life.”

“ I presume that you hardly believe that this is either a just or a work
able peace,” he continued, “ and I suppose that you keep your faith in 
the future by hoping that the League of Nations can modify the terms 
and work out a genuine settlement. I can’t share that belief. . . .  It 
seems to me to stand the world on its head to assume that a timid legal 
document can master and control the appetites and the national wills 
before which this Treaty puts such immense prizes.”

Responsibility for the disastrous treaty lay with Wilson. “ I can find 
no excuses in the fact that he had a difficult task in Paris. No one sup
posed that he would have an easy one. ” He should have demanded that 
the Allies abrogate the secret treaties and accept his program before the 
war was over. Part of the trouble lay in his failure to use men to 
whom he could delegate such tasks, part in his “ curious irresponsibility 
in the use of language which leads him to make promises without any 
clear idea as to how they are to be fulfilled. ” And part lay in the lack of 
public support, which itself was traceable to the “ intolerance and sup
pression of criticism in which he so weakly acquiesced. It is a very dark 
moment,” Lippmann concluded in his plaint to the secretary of war, 
“ and the prospect of war and revolution throughout Europe is appalling. 
The responsibility resting upon the men who commit the American peo
ple to detail participation is simply enormous.” 9

A few weeks later in a letter to Norman Hapgood, the journalist 
who served as Wilson’s unofficial liaison with the press, Lippmann ex
plained that Wilson’s greatest mistake was his failure to see that he did 
not have to compromise his principles in order to win Allied support for 
the league. Instead of assuming he had to buy their assent to the league 
by “ accepting the program of imperialism,” he should have insisted 
that America would not join unless the Allies accepted the principles of 
the Fourteen Points. As it was, the league was a “ fundamentally dis
eased” effort to uphold an “ impossible settlement.” Later, in an obit
uary of the settlement, Lippmann explained why the Americans, “ start
ing with all the aces in the pack,” were unable to play their cards. 
Failing to see that American participation in the League of Nations was 
far more important to Britain and France than to the United States, and 
that they should have purchased a generous settlement with Germany in 
return for continued American participation in European affairs, they in-
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stead “consented to a wretched peace, having fallen into the illusion 
that this was the price they had to pay for European willingness to create 
a League! They bought the League from France and Britain with a bad 
peace instead of selling it to France and Britain for a good peace.’’10 

For liberals like Lippmann the hardest part of the treaty to swallow 
was Article Ten, which obliged members of the League of Nations to 
uphold one another’s “ territorial integrity.’’ When he wrote Newton 
Baker in June, Lippmann said he would be willing to support the league 
if all guarantees were removed from the covenant “ which in any way 
bind us in advance to support the status quo’’ and encouraged France in 
its “ old dream of Louis XIV and Napoleon.’’ But by the end of the 
summer he had even given up that hope. “ You ask how can the League 
humanize the Treaty,” he wrote Raymond Fosdick, an aide to General 
Pershing who later served the league. “ A month ago I was still trying to 
believe that it might. I don’t think I believe it any longer. So far as the 
League is concerned, on the Continent it is today a bureau of the French 
foreign office, acting as a somewhat vague alliance of the Great Powers 
against the influence and the liberty of the people who live between the 
Rhine and the Pacific Ocean.” 11

Lippmann also owed someone else an explanation. “ I had hoped to 
the very last for a Treaty which would in a measure redeem our prom
ises to the world, for a Treaty that would not open the suspicion that the 
Covenant is a new Holy Alliance,” he wrote Colonel House. The least 
that Wilson could do was to admit he had failed. “ The world can en
dure honest disappointment . . . but I see nothing but pain and disorder 
and confusion if this first act of honesty is not performed.” While Lipp
mann’s wish was earnest, it is hard to know what such a confession on 
Wilson’s part would have accomplished, especially since the President 
thought that, all things considered, he had won a great victory at Paris. 
Perhaps it would have unburdened Lippmann of a sense of involvement 
in an undertaking that now seemed tainted. If the President admitted he 
had failed, then at least the effort, and Lippmann’s part in it, would 
have been vindicated.

Reluctant to admit that the failure to foresee an unjust peace might 
have been as much his fault as Wilson’s, he preferred to see it as an ad
ministrative problem. “The bottom fact of the whole failure was a fail
ure of technique,” he wrote Frankfurter. “The intentions were good 
enough. What Paris has demonstrated is that you cannot in ignorance 
improvise a structure of good will.” Wilson should have demanded 
agreement on war aims before the United States entered the conflict. 
“ This omission vitiated everything else, but it was compounded by the 
fact that we had no diplomatic service capable of diagnosing Europe, 
that we had never negotiated but simply enunciated, that what diplo-
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matic service we had was insulated from the President, who worked by 
intimation from Colonel House, who had his own irresponsible diplo
matic service.” 12 

All this was true. But in the months just before American entry Lipp- 
mann had issued no warning to secure an accord on war aims, made no 
complaints about the President’s “ insulation” from the diplomatic ser
vice and the “ irresponsibility”  of House’s staff. Instead, he had ex
tolled the “ Atlantic highway” and his vision of a worldwide “ demo
cratic revolution.” The failure went beyond technique, beyond the 
embassies staffed with what he contemptuously referred to as “ well-to- 
do young gentlemen with good manners” who merely “ retailed the gos
sip of the capital.” Going even beyond Wilson, it involved all the war 
liberals who, like Lippmann, thought they could tame the tiger by riding 
it. Wilson’s failure was also their failure.

Despite the NR ’s denunciative editorials, many readers saw the edi
tors’ opposition to the treaty as an example more of crankiness than of 
principle. The magazine lost some ten thousand subscribers. “ We are 
reactionary, of course, and the so-called liberals have most of them en
tered a monastery where they contemplate ecstatically the beatitudes of 
the League of Nations,” Lippmann wrote sarcastically to Frankfurter. 
To a British colleague puzzled by the NR ’s attitude, he said he thought 
it “ amazing that we should be the only country in the world in which 
some kind of democratic action on the treaty is taking place. ” Defeat of 
the treaty might result, he admitted, in “emasculating the League, 
though as a matter of fact I think on the whole we are improving it, but 
even its emasculation is preferable to death by inanition.” 13

While disappointment with the treaty would have been natural, Lipp
mann felt something more: a sense of personal betrayal. In 1917 he had 
argued that American entry would transform an imperialist war into a 
democratic crusade. Two years later pacifists like Bourne and Villard 
seemed to have been right — although he would never admit it. “ I was 
the typical fool determined to hope till the bitter end, ’ ’ he wrote Beren
son that summer of 1919 from a country house he and Faye had rented 
at Whitestone, Long Island. “ Well, it’s bitter, and we’ve had the plea
sure of fighting the treaty here practically single-handed.”

The country was in the grip of the Red Scare, “ the blackest reaction 
our generation has known,” Lippmann reported. “ My crowd is dis
tinctly unpopular — parlor ‘Bolsheviks’ etc. But it’s a good fight, and if 
I didn’t long for quiet and a chance to do my book. I ’d be blissfully 
content to enjoy the attack on us. Popularity would be a little bit dis
creditable when the world is so mad.” The summer house at least of
fered a retreat from the furor. “ Living in the country redeems much,” 
he mused. “ One gets a good sense of the things that do not matter, and 
a decent relief from the feverish factionalism of the city. But I ’m afraid
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it’s a long pull before any considerable number of us can cultivate our 
gardens. Sometimes I think we are a damned generation. I suppose we 
are in comparison with the late Victorians.” 14

Despite the curious alliance of isolationists and disillusioned liberals, 
public support for the treaty remained high. Senate ratification seemed 
assured — if only Wilson would accept some relatively minor reserva
tions to ease fears aroused by Article Ten. But Wilson would not permit 
the slightest revision of what he had negotiated at Paris. His intran
sigence played into the hands of the moderate reservationists gathered 
around Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, Republican chairman of the 
Foreign Relations Committee, and the fourteen “ Irreconcilables” led by 
the Idaho populist William E. Borah.

Unable to defeat the treaty outright, these opponents delayed ratifica
tion through endless amendments and hearings. Lippmann proved ex
tremely useful in this delaying process. He provided committee 
members Borah and Senator Hiram Johnson of California with informa
tion he had gained at the Inquiry and on House’s staff — particularly 
the connection between the secret treaties and the Fourteen Points. With 
his questions in hand they asked Wilson, when he appeared before the 
committee, why he had not forced the Allies to repudiate the secret trea
ties before taking America into the war. The President replied that he 
had not been informed of the treaties until he reached Paris in December
1918. Lippmann was incredulous. “ I was staggered by the President’s 
statement,” he told Johnson, and in the NR accused the President of du
plicity. “ Only a dunce could have been ignorant of the secret treaties,” 
he charged in a slashing editorial, recounting the “ almost miraculous 
coincidence” of the Fourteen Points with the treaties.15

Declining Johnson’s invitation to testify before the committee, Lipp
mann suggested an alternate: William Bullitt. There could not have been 
a more willing witness. Furious at his treatment by Wilson after his re
turn from Moscow, Bullitt was eager to tell all, including behind-the- 
scenes stories of the negotiations at Paris. With unconcealed glee he 
revealed that Secretary of State Lansing had told him the treaty was a 
disaster and the league useless. The administration cried foul, but Lipp
mann was exultant. “ Wilson has begun to wander,” he reported to 
Berenson after Bullitt’s devastating testimony. “The initial lie has taken 
the decency out of him. He is as unscrupulous today as LG [Lloyd 
George] and a great deal less attractive. Billy Bullitt blurted out every
thing to the scandal of the Tories and delight of the Republicans. When 
there is an almost universal conspiracy to lie and smother the truth, I 
suppose someone has to violate the decencies.” 16

Wilson had incurred Lippmann’s displeasure, not only because of the 
tainted treaty he had presented to the Senate, but also because of his 
decision to intervene against the Bolsheviks by sending American troops



to Soviet Arctic ports and to join the Japanese invasion of Siberia. “Our 
behavior at Archangel and in Siberia is one of the least gratifying epi
sodes in our history,” Lippmann wrote Newton Baker that summer of
1919. “ We’ve got no business taking part in unauthorized civil war in 
Russia. We’ve got no business either in law or morals or humanity try
ing to starve European Russia in the interests of Kolchak, Denikin and 
the White Finns.” To make matters worse, the government was censor
ing and deliberately distorting information about the intervention. “ I 
can understand these things happening in a reactionary administration, ’ ’ 
he complained. “ I can’t understand them happening where Woodrow 
Wilson is President. Sometime surely the limit of acquiescence must be 
reached.” Later, when Alexander Kerensky, the hapless provisional 
leader deposed by Lenin, came to the United States to stir up support for 
intervention against the Bolsheviks, Lippmann had no sympathy. “The 
tragedy in Russia today is too grim for courtesies to men who have 
spent three years trying to incite foreign armies to invade their coun
try,” he wrote Berenson. “The only thing in Russia the outer world can 
fight is the famine. Anti-Bolshevism is the task of men in Russia, not of 
disappointed politicians in foreign capitals.” 17

Intervention against the Bolsheviks, however strongly desired by con
servatives, was a sideshow compared to the Senate battle over ratifica
tion of the treaty. As that battle was coming to a climax in the fall of 
1919, Lippmann found new ammunition for his attack. From friends in 
London he had heard that the English economist he had met in Paris had 
written a savage critique of the treaty, demonstrating that the reparations 
imposed on Germany were unworkable and dangerous. Lippmann had 
been impressed by John Maynard Keynes, a tall, slightly stooped, 
clever man a few years older than he, with a passionate interest in ballet 
and painting, and a taste for the pleasures of life. As Treasury represen
tative at the peace conference he had witnessed the machinations first
hand and had resigned in disgust. To a handful of young Americans and 
Englishmen he had fulminated in the bar of the Crillon against the stu
pidity of the Allied statesmen. His scorn was biting, his wit cutting. 
Lippmann urged Keynes to let the New Republic publish parts of his 
book in serial form.

At Christmas 1919 the first of three installments of The Economic 
Consequences o f the Peace appeared in the NR with devastating impact. 
Beneath a bland title Keynes tore to pieces the Paris settlement and the 
men who made it. His portrait of Wilson was cruel: a “blind and deaf 
Don Quixote”  who had been “bamboozled” by the canny Europeans. 
Wilson’s naiveté and self-righteousness had allowed the British and 
French to impose a treaty of “ senseless greed overreaching itself.” 
Keynes’s malicious descriptions of the peacemakers were quoted every-
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where, his arguments used in the Senate debate, his reputation made as 
a polemicist.

The Senate voted twice on the treaty: in November 1919 and March
1920. Both times Wilson refused to consider any changes and forbade 
Democrats to support the minor reservations that would have won the 
support of Republican moderates. Unamended, the treaty failed to win 
the necessary two-thirds margin and went down to defeat, taking with it 
American participation in the league. The NR hailed the results as “ de
sirable and wholesome.’’18

American intellectuals began their long postmortem. One of the first 
was Harold Steams, with whom Lippmann had made his ill-fated cross
ing to Belgium in August 1914. In his book Liberalism in America, 
Steams charged that his fellow liberals had been no less guilty than Wil
son. They had been seduced by the lure of power and had suspended 
their critical judgment. By stripping away the moral foundations of ac
tion, they had reduced pragmatism to a device of expediency. The sub
stitution of method for moral values, Steams maintained in a phrase that 
has long outlived his book, was the “ technique of liberal failure — the 
method of compromise . . . whereby one hopes to control events by 
abandoning oneself to them.’’

Stung by Stearns’s accusations, Lippmann decided to review the book 
himself. Never one for mea culpas, he defended American intervention 
as necessary to prevent German control of the “ Atlantic highway.’’ The 
fault of the liberals, Lippmann responded, was not in supporting the 
war, but in failing to build the league on a democratic foundation. The 
betrayal at Paris, he charged, came from what he called the “ defect of 
the liberal mind . . .  its apathy about administration, its boredom at the 
problems of organization.’’ Liberals were guilty of “ shrinking from in
tellectual effort’’ because the “ urban temper and tolerance of liberalism 
easily confuses itself with something very close to indolence.’’ He even 
found a good deal to admire about the other side. “ At Paris the conser
vatives had a better grip on their case than did the liberals,’’ he com
plained. “They had worked harder. They had planned more thoroughly. 
They had manipulated better. . . . They knew how to go past the frag
ile reason of men to their passions. They made liberalism in the person 
of its official representative seem incredibly naive. They knew how to 
do everything but make the peace.’’

However just Lippmann’s accusation might have been, it was mixed 
with a good deal of self-justification. He found it easier to blame Wilson 
than to accept his own complicity in believing that an imperialist war 
could be transformed into a democratic crusade. “ How did you and I 
ever have any faith in the Wilson administration?’’ he asked William 
Bullitt. “ I mean any faith?’’19 But it was not Wilson who led Lippmann
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into war. Rather, it was Lippmann who found, first in morals, then in 
strategy, the arguments to persuade Wilson that American entry was 
necessary. In blaming the “ liberals” when it all went sour, and even 
praising the conservatives, he tried to exonerate himself.

Several years later, after passions had cooled, Lippmann looked back 
with more perspective, and also more charity toward Wilson, describing 
the President as a man whose sympathy toward the Allies was “chas
tened by a certain irony about their moral pretensions, a suspicion of 
their motives, and a conviction that unfortunately they too were mad.” 
Wilson, he claimed, “ never accepted the official propaganda even when 
it blew the hottest . . . and could hardly bear to listen to it” ; what he 
wanted “ above all things was to keep out of the hideous mess.” Colo
nel House became the “ honest broker” between Wilson, “ who longed 
for peace without entanglement,”  and those who sought to draw 
America into the war. It was House who persuaded Wilson that by en
tering the conflict he could prevent future wars; House who supplied the 
President “ with the rationalizations by means of which Wilson was able 
to bow to a destiny that was overbearing him, and even ultimately to 
sow the seed of a triumph that may make him immortal.”

But it was not House alone who supplied Wilson with the rational
ization he both sought and dreaded. It was Lippmann who had argued 
that only through participation could America ensure a just peace and 
bring democracy to Central Europe. In explaining Wilson’s defeated 
idealism, Lippmann ultimately had to come to terms with his own. Later 
he came to regret his opposition to the treaty. The decision was basi
cally Ctoly’s, he claimed; “ I followed him, though I was not then, and 
am not now, convinced that it was the wise thing to do. If I had it to do 
all over again, I would take the other side; we supplied the Battalion of 
Death with too much ammunition.” 20

At the time, however, he was in the front ranks, leading the charge.

As the war had wrecked the domestic reform movement, so the defeat 
of the treaty marked the eclipse of Wilsonian idealism. By 1920 Ameri
cans had had enough of noble ideals. The radical reformer was silent, 
zealots searched for “Reds,” and the Ku Klux Klan was on the rise. 
Wilson, felled by a stroke, lay paralyzed in the White House, his peace 
plan in a shambles, his league repudiated, his programs scuttled by a 
Congress preoccupied with outlawing Demon Rum. “ What a God
damned world this is!” exclaimed the Kansas newspaper sage William 
Allen White. “ If anyone had told me two years ago that our country 
would be what it is today . . .  I should have questioned his reason. ” 21

Anti-Bolshevik hysteria and superpatriotism spurred the most severe 
repression since the Alien and Sedition Acts. Wilson’s attorney general, 
A. Mitchell Palmer, orchestrated an “ anti-Red” dragnet in which more
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than four thousand people were arrested in a single night in January 
1920 on suspicion of being “ communists.” In a paroxysm of zeal the 
New York State Assembly expelled five legally elected members of the 
Socialist party. “The events of the last few months are too disturbing 
and the behavior of the administration too revolutionary not to put a 
severe strain upon men’s patience,” a distressed Lippmann wrote New
ton Baker that January. “ You know what hopes were put in this ad
ministration, how loudly and insistently it proclaimed its loyalty to the 
cause of freedom. Well, it was possible to fail in those hopes. It was 
credible that the wisdom and the strength to realize them would be lack
ing. But it is forever incredible that an administration announcing the 
most spacious ideals in our history should have done more to endanger 
fundamental American liberties than any group of men for a hundred 
years.” Not since the time of John Adams, he charged, had office
holders made “ so determined and so dangerous an attack” upon consti
tutional liberties. The “hysterical” deportation without trial of aliens, 
the “ferocious” sentences for political offenses, censorship and repres
sion of speech had all instituted a “ reign of terror in which honest 
thought is impossible, in which moderation is discountenanced, in 
which panic supplants reason.” Instead of moderating the panic, the ad
ministration had “ done everything humanly possible to add fresh excite
ment to an overexcited community.” Eventually there would be a “ re
action against this reaction,” he predicted. “ I fear it will not be 
moderate if this madness continues much longer. I am not speaking of 
revolution. The soil of revolution does not exist in America today. What 
I am speaking of is a hurricane of demagogy out of a people finally 
awakened to the meaning of what is now occurring.” 22

The fear — amounting to a virtual panic — of Reds and anarchists 
had been stimulated by the Bolshevik revolution and brought to a high 
pitch by labor agitation and anarchist violence within the United States. 
This provided a fertile climate for demagogues on the far Right and for 
men on horseback, such as General Leonard Wood, governor-general of 
the Philippines and former army chief of staff. Wood, seeking to cap
ture Theodore Roosevelt’s still faithful public, and sharing TR’s bellig
erence, though not his concern for social reform, was the favorite of 
right-wing Republicans for the 1920 presidential nomination. To head 
off Wood, whom he denounced as having the “prejudices of the Jun
ker” and the “mood, if not the courage, of the coup d ’etat,”  Lippmann 
scoured the pack for a moderate and eligible Republican. His eye settled 
on Herbert Hoover.

Later maligned and ridiculed for his inept handling of the depression, 
Hoover at the time was a national hero, the man who organized Belgian 
relief and fed starving Europe, “ the only man who emerged from the 
ordeal of Paris with an enhanced reputation,” in Keynes’s words.23
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Ever since Lippmann first met Hoover at the House of Truth in 1917 he 
had been impressed by the millionaire engineer’s wide-ranging mind 
and firm grasp of public issues. Although few knew what political party 
Hoover belonged to, in the political climate of 1920 it hardly mattered. 
Both Republicans and Democrats were eager to recruit him to their 
ranks. Deftly avoiding labels. Hoover defined himself as late as March 
1920 as “ an independent progressive” who objected as much to the 
“reactionary group in the Republican party as I do to the radical group 
in the Democratic party.”

This perfectly expressed Lippmann’s own politics, and thus it was 
hardly surprising that he would consider Hoover the ideal candidate. 
That winter he launched Hoover’s trial balloon in the New Republic. 
While Hoover was glad for the boost, he was reluctant to climb down 
from the fence. He feared, with some reason, that if he came out openly 
as a progressive he would lose the conservatives who dominated the 
Republican party. Lippmann tried to push him into taking a stand, but 
got no results. “ Yesterday I had a telephone call from Hoover to come 
and see him,” he wrote Felix Frankfurter early in April. “ I found him 
in a bewildered state of mind at the political snarl in which he finds him
self. He really wants to take a liberal line, but he does not know how to 
take hold. He knows that the liberal people and the Progressives gener
ally are slipping away from him.” 24

Lippmann, after touching base with Colonel House, went to see 
Hoover and suggested that he threaten to abandon the Republican party 
if the Old Guard nominated a reactionary. The fear that he might run on 
a third-party ticket, or even join the Democrats, Lippmann explained, 
would give him a trump card at the convention. But Hoover was too 
cautious for such a ploy. Instead of remaining aloof, he declared that he 
was a faithful Republican. Now the Old Guard, having nothing to fear, 
could nominate one of its own. The party pros retired to the famous 
smoke-filled room and emerged bearing an amiable nonentity from 
Ohio, Senator Warren G. Harding. His job was cut out for him. “ He 
was put there by the Senators for the sole purpose of abdicating in their 
favor,” Lippmann wrote contemptuously. “The Grand Dukes have cho
sen their weak Tsar in order to increase the power of the Grand Dukes. ” 
Harding’s election would mean the “ substitution of government by a 
clique for the lonely majesty of the President.” 25

But the full measure of his scorn was reserved, not for the conserva
tives who triumphed, but for the progressives who lost. From Chicago, 
where he had witnessed the proceedings, Lippmann blamed the liberal 
Republicans for their own defeat. “ What reason was there for listening 
to the independents who can unite on no platform, on no strategy, and 
on no man?” he asked. “The progressives do not know what they want. 
They just want to be a little nobler and a little cleaner, provided they do
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not have to stay out in the wilderness too long.” The argument was fa
miliar. He had used it against the socialists at Schenectady, the Bull 
Moose faction at Chicago, and the liberals at Paris. Taking them to task 
for trying to be a 4 ‘little nobler and a little cleaner, ’ ’ he objected to their 
ineffectuality as much as to their compromises. Lippmann was not a 
man who admired dreamers and amateurs in politics.

Not that the Democrats offered any serious alternative. Three weeks 
later at San Francisco the party was confronted with the choice between 
Mitchell Palmer, the Red-baiting attorney general, and William G. 
McAdoo, Wilson’s son-in-law and former secretary of the treasury. Of 
the two McAdoo was unqualifiedly better: a free-trade, antitrust progres
sive with a populist strain. He also enjoyed the backing of the nation’s 
most unscrupulous and politically ambitious press lord, William Ran
dolph Hearst. While recognizing McAdoo’s abilities, Lippmann dis
trusted him and described the candidate in the NR as a “ statesman 
grafted upon a promoter,” a man with few principles but a “ remarkable 
sense of what a governing majority of voters wants and will receive.” 
McAdoo, he told C. P. Scott, editor of the Manchester Guardian, for 
which Lippmann worked as a stringer, was “ brilliant in genius, liberal 
but without a sound intellectual equipment, and with a slight un
trustworthiness . . .  by all odds the keenest politician in America 
today.” 26

But McAdoo, although strong, fell short of the then needed two- 
thirds margin. The convention went into deadlock. Finally on the forty- 
fourth ballot, the weary delegates turned from both McAdoo and Palmer 
to a compromise candidate. Governor James G. Cox did not have a 
chance, but he offended no one. History remembers him only for having 
chosen as his running mate the popular assistant secretary of the navy, 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt of New York. Lippmann, who had got to 
know FDR a bit during his War Department days, thought it a hopeful 
sign. “When cynics ask what is the use,” he said in a congratulatory 
telegram to FDR, “we can answer that when parties can pick a man like 
Frank Roosevelt there is a decent future in politics. ”

As far as Lippmann was concerned, it was still a dismal choice. “ I 
can remember no time when the level of political discussion was so 
low,” he wrote Graham Wallas after the conventions. “If it is possible 
to speak of ‘the mind of the people,’ then it is fair to say that the Ameri
can mind has temporarily lost all interest in public questions.” The 
choice, he told S. K, Ratcliffe, lay between “two provincial, ignorant 
politicians entirely surrounded by special interests, operating in a politi
cal vacuum. Nobody believes in anything. Nobody wants anything very 
badly that he thinks he can get out of politics . . . nobody will be en
thusiastic about anything until a generation grows up that has forgotten 
how violent we were and how unreasonable.” 27
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Election day offered no surprises, even though women voted for the 
first time. Harding walked away with sixteen million votes to Cox’s pa
thetic nine million. The victor, with a better feeling for public sentiment 
than for grammar, called for a politics of “ normalcy. ” His huge plural
ity reflected not so much a vote of confidence as a desire to be rid of 
Wilson, the war, and the league. “ Harding is elected not because any
body likes him or because the Republican party is particularly power
ful,” Lippmann told Wallas, “but because the Democrats are incon
ceivably unpopular.” The women’s vote did not affect the result, but 
only emphasized it. “ Unless one is prepared to regard the election as 
the final twitch of the war mind (that is the way I regard it),” he added, 
“ there would be cause for profound discouragement with universal suf
frage.”

Four months later, as Harding and his gashouse gang entered the 
White House, Lippmann tried to take the long view. “ There’s no use 
pretending that the atmosphere is cheerful here,” he wrote Wallas a few 
weeks after the inauguration. “ It is not. The hysteria has turned to 
apathy and disillusionment in the general public, and cynicism in most 
of my friends. I feel that we shall not have much immediate influence in 
America for perhaps a decade, but I ’m not discouraged because we can 
use that time well to reexamine our ideas. ” 28

Among the ideas he wanted to reexamine was the notion that the 
average man could form an accurate picture of the world beyond his im
mediate knowledge.
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. . .  the common interests very largely elude public 
opinion entirely and can be managed only by a special
ized class.

—  Public Opinion, 1922

Ye a r s  earlier Graham Wallas had made Lippmann wary of a tradi
tional political science that talked of institutions while ignoring 
people. The war and his propaganda work had shown him how easily 

public opinion could be molded. Most political theory assumed that the 
average man could, if presented with the facts, make reasonable deci
sions. But what if access to the facts was blocked by propaganda, igno
rance and willful distortion? How would this affect the assumption that 
the average man could make intelligent decisions about public issues?

“I have started to write a longish article around the general idea that 
freedom of thought and speech present themselves in a new light and 
raise new problems because of the discovery that opinion can be manu
factured,” Lippmann wrote Ellery Sedgwick, editor of the Atlantic, in 
the spring of 1920. “The idea has come to me gradually as a result of 
certain experiences with the official propaganda machine, and my hope 
is to attempt a restatement of the problem of freedom of thought as it 
presents itself in modem society under modem conditions of govern
ment and with a modem knowledge of how to manipulate the human 
mind.” Sedgwick, eager to lure Lippmann away from Croly, urged him 
to speculate as much as he liked. By the fall Lippmann had completed 
two articles, which Sedgwick ran in the magazine, and which, together 
with a third essay, were published in book form a few months later as 
Liberty and the News. 1

In this now-forgotten little volume Lippmann staked out new ground 
by arguing that traditional theories of government were outmoded be
cause they failed to take into account the power of public opinion. 
“ Decisions in a modem state tend to be made by the interaction, not of
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Congress and the executive, but of public opinion and the executive,” 
he argued. Government operated by the “ impact of controlled opinion” 
upon administration. This shift in the locus of sovereignty placed a 
“premium upon the manufacture of what is called consent.” If sover
eignty had shifted from the legislature to public opinion, then clearly the 
public had to be assured of accurate, reliable information. The protec
tion of the sources of its opinion had become “ the basic problem of 
democracy.”

In an earlier era men like John Milton and John Stuart Mill had 
argued that liberty depended on a press free from censorship and intimi
dation. They were concerned primarily with freedom of belief and ex
pression. But in modem democracies the problem was different. The 
press could be “ free” and still fail to do its job. Without accurate and 
unbiased information the public could not form intelligent decisions. 
Democracy would be either a failure or a sham. The modem state, 
therefore, had a critical interest in keeping pure the “ streams of fact 
which feed the rivers of opinion. ” Liberty had become not so much per
mission as the “construction of a system of information increasingly in
dependent of opinion.”

The press was, in this sense, literally the “bible of democracy, the 
book out of which a people determines its conduct. ” 2 But was the press 
providing the reliable information the public needed? Lippmann’s pro
paganda work had made him realize how easily public opinion could be 
manipulated, and how often the press distorted the news. To test his 
theory that the public was being denied access to the facts, he decided to 
conduct an experiment. Enlisting his friend Charles Merz, he examined 
press coverage of a crucial and controversial event, the Bolshevik revo
lution, for a three-year period beginning with the overthrow of the tsar 
in February 1917. They used the New York Times as their source be
cause of its reputation for accurate reporting.

Their study, which they called “ A Test of the News,” came out as a 
forty-two-page supplement to the New Republic in August 1920 and 
demonstrated that the Times ’s coverage was neither unbiased nor accu
rate. The paper’s news stories, they concluded, were not based on facts, 
but were ‘ ‘dominated by the hopes of the men who composed the news 
organization.” The paper cited events that did not happen, atrocities 
that never took place, and reported no fewer than ninety-one times that 
the Bolshevik regime was on the verge of collapse. “ The news about 
Russia is a case of seeing not what was, but what men wished to see,” 
Lippmann and Merz charged. “The chief censor and the chief pro
pagandist were hope and fear in the minds of reporters and editors.” 
The reporters, in other words, relied on hearsay and their imagination; 
the editors allowed their prejudices to infect the news columns. Even 
though few newsmen had deliberately tried to suppress the truth, most
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were guilty of a “ boundless credulity, an untiring readiness to be 
gulled, and on many occasions a downright lack of common sense.”  
Their contribution to public knowledge at a time of supreme crisis was 
“ about as useful as that of an astrologer or an alchemist.” 3

When he first began writing on sloppy reporting, censorship and 
propaganda, Lippmann thought that stricter and more professional stan
dards might resolve the problem, that “ trustworthy news, unadulterated 
data, fair reporting, disinterested fact” could give the public the infor
mation it needed to make intelligent judgments on public issues. But the 
more he thought about it, the less sure he was. Liberty and the News 
had delineated the failures of the press and suggested some paths of 
reform. But what if the problem lay, not merely in reporting and gov
ernment interference, but in the very nature of the way the public 
formed its opinions?

The previous year, in reviewing a new book by Harold Laski, Lipp
mann had criticized those who talked about political institutions without 
regard to the psychological forces that animated them. “ To discuss sim
ply overt acts and the political theories which have surrounded them is, 
it seems to me, to circulate in a logic doomed forever to deal with ac
cident,”  he wrote of Laski’s book. “The hidden motives travel to the 
overt act not by a straight and narrow path but through a maze of junc
tions and crossroads, along which they are baffled or seduced. A politi
cal science which deals merely with the terminals can never hope to 
control seriously the direction of human affairs.” Laski did not share 
Lippmann’s fascination with hidden motives. “ I wish Walter Lippmann 
would forget Freud for a little, just a little,” the political scientist had 
complained to Justice Holmes a couple of years earlier.4 But Lipp
mann was intent on examining what he called that maze of junctions and 
crossroads.

To give himself more time he decided to let S. K. Ratcliffe take over 
his seventy-five-dollar-a-week job as stringer for the Manchester Guard
ian. Then he told Alfred Harcourt that he wanted to discuss a book he 
was thinking of writing. Harcourt, who had set up his own publishing 
house with Donald Brace, was eager to sign up Lippmann as one of his 
authors. When Lippmann outlined his idea for a book analyzing public 
opinion, an excited Harcourt offered a contract on the spot. But Lipp
mann shied away from a written agreement. He did not need the small 
monetary advance Harcourt could offer and he did not want to be pres
sured by a contract in case he ran into trouble in writing the book. 
Instead, they made a gentleman’s agreement: Harcourt would have the 
first view with an option to publish.

Lippmann had been working with Harcourt, Brace for some time. The 
firm had published Liberty and the News, and for several months he had 
been advising the editors on manuscripts, suggesting ideas for books,



and helping them find new authors. His twenty-five-hundred-dollar-a- 
year retainer turned out to be the best investment Harcourt, Brace ever 
made. One of the first authors Lippmann brought them was John May
nard Keynes, whose Economic Consequences o f the Peace proved a 
great critical success. Keynes in turn introduced them to his friend Lyt- 
ton Strachey, whose Queen Victoria and Eminent Victorians became 
phenomenal best-sellers. Through Strachey the firm corraled most of the 
Bloomsbury group, including Virginia Woolf, whose novels enriched it 
for decades.

In 1920, at about the same time he took on the job with Harcourt, 
Lippmann began writing a regular column for Vanity Fair, a slick 
monthly of the arts. Cynical, sophisticated, stylish, the magazine ap
pealed to well-educated and well-heeled people who wanted to feel they 
were in the know. The articles were easy enough to do — they rarely 
took more than a day or two — and brought him four to five hundred 
dollars a month. Vanity Fair put him in touch with a different kind of 
audience: middlebrow readers with an interest in public affairs, a pas
sion for culture, and an abhorrence of boredom. Instead of heavy 
thinkers like John Dewey and Charles Beard, his editorial companions 
were now iconoclasts like H. L. Mencken, and gadflies like Broadway 
critic George Jean Nathan.

Lippmann enjoyed writing for Vanity Fair and stayed with it until 
1934. Rather than diluting his style, the magazine brought out a side of 
his character — irony, a gift for character analysis, intellectual playful
ness, and even a romantic idealism — that had been dampened at the 
ponderous New Republic. He did some of his freest and most engaging 
writing for Vanity Fair, and in 1927 put together a selection of his fa
vorite pieces, mostly portraits, in a book he called Men o f Destiny. 
Among the least known of Lippmann’s books, it contains some of his 
sharpest insights and offers a revealing glimpse of the social conflict and 
political turmoil of the misnamed Jazz Age.

In these articles Lippmann enjoyed himself, and in them one can see 
his gift for making abstract ideas come alive and for pulling readers into 
subjects that might normally make them yawn. “ Not long ago I was at 
work in my study writing when, as was her custom, the lady across the 
way burst into song,” he began a serious article on censorship. “There 
was something about that lady’s voice which prevented the use of 
human intelligence, and I called upon the janitor to give her my compli
ments and then silence her. She replied with a good deal of conviction 
that this was a free country and she would sing when the spirit moved 
her; if I did not like it, I could retire to the great open spaces.” In an 
analysis of the Republicans’ 1920 candidate for President, he began: “ If 
an optimist is a man who makes lemonade out of all the lemons that are 
handed to him, then Senator Harding is the greatest of all optimists.”
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Lippmann’s “ writing is flypaper to m e,” Justice Holmes told a friend 
on reading the book; “ if I touch it, I am stuck till I finish it. ” 5

Lippmann had taken on the Vanity Fair column not only for the ex
posure and the pay, but because it offered an escape from the hothouse 
atmosphere of the New Republic. The excitement of the early years had 
long since given way to a dull and predictable earnestness. The NR no 
longer had privileged access to the White House; its progressive-minded 
readers had drifted off to Europe, to speakeasies, or to get-rich-quick 
schemes; and its calls for reform fell mostly on deaf ears. “ Where Are 
the Pre-War Radicals?” a symposium of the time plaintively asked, with 
the answer that most had gone out to lunch. Even the staff of the NR 
had changed. Walter Weyl had died of cancer in 1919, Charles Merz 
had gone over to the New York World, and Herbert Croly was drifting 
slowly off into the ether of mysticism. Lippmann kept away from the 
office both from boredom and from a desire to avoid Francis Hackett, 
the literary editor. Hackett, a fanatical Irish nationalist, had been hostile 
ever since 1916 because he thought Lippmann too soft on Britain for its 
suppression of the Easter uprising in Ireland.6

Eager to get away from the NR and to have more time for his own 
work, Lippmann persuaded Croly to let him hire as managing editor a 
talented young man he had found at Vanity Fair. The twenty-five-year- 
old Edmund Wilson needed a job that would pay his bills, but not take 
much time. The New Republic seemed tailor-made. “ When you become 
a regular editor at the NR, you draw a large salary and never go near the 
office, but stay home and write books,” Wilson wrote his friend Stanley 
Dell.

The magazine has become so dull that the editors themselves say they are un
able to read it, and the subscribers are dying off like flies. The editors, who 
started out as gay young free thinkers, have become respectable to the point of 
stodginess. Lippmann is the liveliest of the lot. They are also very much at 
odds with each other. Each one has taken me aside and told me confidentially 
that the rest of the staff were timid old maids.

Although Lippmann may have been the “ liveliest of the lot,” this was 
relative as far as Wilson was concerned. “Nothing more correct could 
be imagined than the home life of the Lippmanns,” he told Dell, fol
lowing a dinner at their Madison Avenue apartment, where he had been 
“ so depressed by the extreme conventionality of these eminent intellec
tuals” that he fled to a party in Greenwich Village.7

With Wilson in charge of editorial chores, Lippmann in April 1921 
took a six-month leave of absence from the NR to work on his public- 
opinion book. He and Faye moved out to Wading River, a village on the 
north shore of Long Island, where a year earlier they had bought a ram-



shackle old house. Rustic and rambling, the house was near the beach, 
had two beautiful elms in the front yard, was only a few hours from 
New York and cheap enough at sixty-five hundred dollars for Walter to 
manage. He borrowed money from friends and closed the deal. Ever 
since returning from the war he had been on his own financially. He had 
urged his father either to sell or fix up the tenements he owned on the 
Lower East Side, and when Jacob did neither, Walter decided he would 
accept no more money from his parents. He could get by on what he 
earned, so long as he and Faye lived frugally.

Life was simple at Wading River. Walter wrote most of the day, 
while Faye cooked and typed his manuscript. Her father, Ralph Albert
son, once again footloose, helped around the house with a paintbrush 
and hammer. Friends came out from the city for visits, like Harold 
Laski, who wrote Justice Holmes of the “grand weekend” he had spent 
at Wading River, where he and Walter had “ talked the universe over 
and he made me very happy by his patience and wisdom and insight.” 
Laski also passed on Walter’s discontent at the NR. “ Croly has the 
religious bug very badly, and Hackett is simply Sinn Fein, with which 
Walter doesn’t sympathize.” 8

Although Lippmann was supposed to return to the NR in the fall, the 
nearer the time came, the less appealing it seemed. Late one afternoon, 
as he was musing over his future, a chauffeured limousine pulled into 
the driveway bearing Herbert Bayard Swope. Already a legendary fig
ure, the fast-talking, high-living Swope had recently become editor of 
New York’s most influential liberal paper, the World. “ Walter,” he 
said, dispensing with the amenities, “ You’re too good a writer to stay 
buried on the New Republic. You need a wider forum, some place 
where your ideas can have a real impact. Ralph Pulitzer and I have 
decided that you’re just the man we need at the World. How would you 
like to come over as Frank Cobb’s deputy and write editorials for us? 
Just think of the audience,” Swope said, drawing a picture of impres
sionable millions waiting to be instructed in the intricacies of politics. 
“You’ll be reaching ten times as many people — and you can write on 
anything you like. And we can pay you a lot more than you’re getting 
over there.”

Lippmann was tempted, but had a few misgivings about the World. 
Its crusading liberalism tended a bit toward the bleeding heart, and its 
news pages had long rivaled Hearst’s for yellow journalism. But Joseph 
Pulitzer’s eldest son, Ralph, who had taken over the paper on his fa
ther’s retirement, was trying to lead it away from the yellow toward 
greater respectability. Also, the paper had some of the best columnists 
in journalism in what was the nation’s first “op ed” page. Lippmann 
admired Swope’s professionalism and had great respect for Frank Cobb. 
Under Cobb’s direction the World's editorial page had won a deserved
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reputation for courage and integrity. Liberal papers all over the country 
took their lead from the World — and often their editorials as well. The 
easygoing Cobb was a sweet-natured and likable person whom Lipp- 
mann had come to know in Paris that feverish night in December 1918 
when they put together the official commentary on the Fourteen Points.

Swope’s offer was attractive: assistant director of the editorial page, 
$12,500 a year plus two weeks’ vacation and two weeks’ leave of ab
sence, and above all a chance to break into a wider world.9 Lippmann 
had been with the NR for seven years. There was nothing more he could 
learn there, the magazine’s influence was declining, and life with Croly 
was getting uncomfortable. After a long talk with publisher Ralph Pulit
zer, he agreed to take the job, starting January 1, 1922.

Now he had to explain the move to his friends. “ I see now that my 
effective influence on the NR is over,” he wrote Frankfurter in June, 
shortly after he and Pulitzer had agreed on terms. “ Herbert and I no 
longer learn from each other, and for two years our intellectual rela
tionship has been a good-natured accommodation rather than an interest
ing adventure.” The NR was “ not the paper I want to make it,” he 
explained. “ My influence is positive only in my articles, entirely nega
tive otherwise. And in the book department I ’m afraid that the mere 
thought of me is an incitement to violence. ” By this time Lippmann and 
the temperamental Irish-American book editor, Francis Hackett, were 
not even on speaking terms. “ Among the sub-reasons for going is, of 
course, FH,” he admitted. “ He has made the intellectual tone steadily 
more uncharitable, more querulous, more rasping. He has taken the 
department which deals with the freer life of the mind and made it more 
factious than the political part.” 10

The feud between Hackett and Lippmann had disrupted life at the NR 
for several years. The gentle Croly was caught in the middle, desper
ately needing Lippmann, but tolerant of Hackett’s Anglophobia and his 
congenital inability to work in a group. He wanted them both to stay, 
and was unhappy over Lippmann’s defection, even though he under
stood the lure of more money and a wider audience. When he later 
spoke of Lippmann’s departure, “ a look of pain passed over his face,” 
Edmund Wilson recalled. Harold Laski, too, regretted Lippmann’s shift 
to the World. “ I don’t know why, and I am sorry,” he wrote his faith
ful correspondent. Justice Holmes. “ Daily journalism corrodes the soul; 
and I think he’ll take from the NR a vividness of quality that they can’t 
replace in their circle. . . .  I presume he has good reasons, for he is 
capable of infinite deliberation, and his wife’s head is as wise as charm
ing. But Croly will have a bad time.” Philip Littell, the N R 's gentle 
arts editor, was more sympathetic. “ Not only do I advise you, feeling 
as you do, to go: I think I understand how you feel,” he wrote Lipp
mann. “ If I were your age, had your mind, your talents, all your dif-



ferent futures to choose from, I shouldn’t think of staying on the NR. 
Herbert’s mind is growing more and more incapable of even trying to 
profit by criticism of its deeper assumptions, and he is therefore a less 
and less interesting person to work with. Particularly for you, who are 
more and more critical of everybody’s assumptions, your own in
cluded.” 11

The deal with the World quickly settled, Lippmann returned to his 
manuscript. By the end of August he had completed a book far longer 
and more ambitious than anything he had ever attempted before. He 
turned it over to Alfred Harcourt, who was delighted with the results 
and gave him a five-hundred-dollar advance against royalties, promising 
to bring the book out early in 1922. Lippmann was now free until 
January, when he would begin his job at the World. Ralph Pulitzer, as a 
lure to his new editorial writer, had invited Walter and Faye on a combi
nation holiday and fact-finding tour of Europe. The trip would also 
be the couple’s long-deferred European honeymoon. Two and a half 
years had passed since a disillusioned Lippmann had boarded a troop
ship at Brest to return to America. Now he was less disillusioned, less 
idealistic, and a good deal more comfortable. Instead of a troopship and 
barracks it was first-class hotels, chauffeured limousines, and all the 
luxuries to which the Pulitzers were accustomed. Lippmann served as 
companion and guide for the publisher, squiring Pulitzer through the 
foreign ministries and newspaper offices of Paris, Berlin, Warsaw and 
Vienna, before leaving Pulitzer with his widowed mother at her villa in 
Antibes and continuing on to Italy with Faye.

With a little trepidation Lippmann approached I Tatti, the palatial 
villa in the hills outside Florence where Bernard Berenson had set him
self up in the trappings of a Renaissance prince. The two men had not 
met since the Paris peace conference, where they had established an in
stant liking for one another, and a common disillusion with the peace 
that compromised their ideals. “ Do you happen to recall how I came to 
see you in your office in the comer of the me Royale during the peace 
conference,” Berenson later wrote Lippmann of those days. “ You were 
still in uniform at your desk. I came to ask you whether you were aware 
that we Americans were being betrayed, that no attention was being 
paid to our aims in the war, and that a most disastrous peace treaty was 
being forged. You said nothing, but your eyes filled with tears. I have 
loved you since.” 12

The disillusioning days in Paris were enough, at least, for an affec
tionate recollection. Yet much else bound together these two very dif
ferent, but in many ways similar, men. The difference in age — Beren
son was twenty-four years older than Lippmann — gave a father-son 
tone to the relationship, a kind that Lippmann had often sought. The dif
ference in profession was of little importance. Although Lippmann,
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despite his youthful notion to become an art historian, knew very little 
about art and cared even less, Berenson was fascinated with power and 
those who wielded it. He yearned to know the inside story of great 
events. This was the public side of his well-developed taste for gossip 
and intrigue.' Judging from those who graced his table at I Tatti, he was 
as interested in politicians, diplomats and millionaires as in artists. With 
his nimble mind and irresistible charm, he could have been a remarkable 
statesman.

Brought to Boston from Lithuania by his parents when he was ten, 
Berenson astounded his teachers, charmed his betters, and made such an 
impression on Isabella Stewart Gardner that she helped pay his way 
through Harvard, and then to Oxford and Berlin for further study. 
Drawn to Italy, which he adored and where he was to spend the rest of 
his life, he began his career as assistant to a Catholic prelate. In the Ital
ian churches, with their rich collections of paintings, frescoes and draw
ings, he gained the knowledge that was to serve him so well in his ca
reer as authenticator and art historian. He polished his eye, sharpened 
his taste, and became an authority on Italian Renaissance art. From the 
commissions he earned on the paintings he bought for Mrs. Gardner, he 
expanded his repertoire, becoming an authenticator of Italian paintings 
for wealthy collectors and beneficiary of a profitable business arrange
ment with Joseph Duveen, the art dealer. His impeccable taste, quick 
mind, brilliant conversation, aristocratic manner and sharp business 
sense brought him great fame and equally great comfort. At I Tatti, 
where he lived with his ailing American wife, Mary, and his German- 
Italian mistress, Nicky Mariano, he received admirers from near and 
far, basking in their tributes and handing down, for their edification and 
admiration, pronunciamentos on art, literature and politics.

Berenson, with his sharp eye for talent, found in young Walter Lipp- 
mann a man rather like himself, one who loved being among movers 
and shakers, one who had an ability to cut through cant and an instinc
tive feel for politics. Lippmann was the kind of son the childless Beren
son would have liked to have had, perhaps even the kind of man he 
might have been had he taken a different turning a quarter-century ear
lier. Lippmann, for his part, saw in Berenson a princely version of the 
father he was always looking for. For four decades he exchanged with 
Berenson letters of remarkable frankness. To BB, as Berenson was 
called by his friends, Lippmann confided not only what he really 
thought about politicians and events, but — in a rare gesture of in
timacy — his personal troubles. Their friendship endured until Beren
son died in 1959 at the age of ninety-four.

After savoring Berenson’s hospitality and receiving his benediction, 
Walter and Faye continued slowly through the churches and museums of 
Tuscany and Umbria, breaking the bucolic spell with their arrival in
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Rome. The capital was shaken by disorder and cynicism. The Italians, 
reeling from a war that had taken more than 600,000 lives, resentful at 
the refusal of their allies to grant the Dalmatian lands they had been 
promised by treaty, suffering inflation and unemployment, were turning 
for solutions to radicals on the Left and the Right. Communists and fas
cists battled daily on the streets and the republic was on the verge of 
collapse. Lippmann had seen the same thing in Germany a few weeks 
earlier. “ You feel a fundamental instability in Europe that makes all 
current prophecies, and all the timid maneuvers for peace the merest 
guesswork and groping,” he wrote his father from I Tatti. The Euro
peans “ live for the moment, they live by expedients . . . and if they 
have any faith about the future, it is that by some tour de force they will 
be extricated.” 13 The extrication came less than a year later when 
Mussolini’s Blackshirts marched on Rome and seized the government.

The breakdown of parliamentary government in Italy confirmed Lipp
mann’s suspicions of the liberal assumption that the best government 
was the one most responsive to the popular will. In Europe parliaments 
were responsive, and the results were often chaos or paralysis. Part of 
the problem lay in special-interest groups that used bribery and pressure. 
But part, Lippmann was convinced, lay in the very nature of the public 
opinion that legislators were presumably representing. Classical theory 
assumed that the people understood crucial issues and could make ratio
nal judgments about them. But what if, through no fault of their own, 
the people could not make such judgments? What if the problem went 
far beyond that of accurate reporting to the very nature of how opinions 
were formed? This was the problem Lippmann was grappling with in 
the book he turned in to Alfred Harcourt just before sailing to Europe.

In the decades since its appearance in 1922, Public Opinion and the 
concepts it advanced have become part of the modem vocabulary. Ap
pearing at a time when social psychology was still in its infancy, it 
pushed beyond the sterile doctrines of a traditional political science and 
helped spawn whole schools of inquiry: public-opinion polls, academic 
courses, scholarly journals, even graduate degrees. Lippmann called the 
book his first “ really serious”  one; it is probably his most enduring.

Its bland title concealed explosive concepts. Political science focused 
on how decisions were made — by political parties, voting, the 
branches of government. In Public Opinion Lippmann went behind such 
mechanics to scrutinize the centerpiece of democratic theory: the “ om
nicompetent citizen.” That theory assumed that the average citizen, 
being rational, could make intelligent judgments on public issues if pre
sented with the facts. The job of the press was to present those facts ob
jectively. This is what Lippmann himself had written in Liberty and the 
News only two years earlier.
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Now, however, he had had to abandon that faith. Having learned 
from his wartime propaganda work how the facts could be distorted and 
suppressed, he realized that distortion was also embedded in the very 
workings of the human mind. The image most people have of the world 
is reflected through the prism of their emotions, habits and prejudices. 
One man can look in a Venetian canal and see rainbows, another only 
garbage. People see what they are looking for and what their education 
and experience have trained them to see. “ We do not first see, and then 
define, we define first and then see,”  Lippmann wrote. Since no man 
can see everything, each creates for himself a reality that fits his experi
ence, in effect a “ pseudo environment” that helps impose order on an 
otherwise chaotic world.

We define, not at random, but according to “ stereotypes” demanded 
by our culture. The stereotypes, while limiting, are essential. Man could 
not live without them. They provide security in a confusing world. They 
serve as the “guarantee of our self-respect . . . the projection upon the 
world of our own sense of our own value. ” But if stereotypes determine 
not only how we see but what we see, clearly our opinions are only par
tial truths. What we assume to be “ facts” are often really judgments. 
“ While men are willing to admit that there are two sides to a ‘ques
tion,’ ” Lippmann noted in one of his more disturbing assertions, “ they 
do not believe that there are two sides to what they regard as a ‘fact. ’ ”

Using the analogy of Plato’s cave, where people who have been 
chained all their lives imagine that the shadows they see are real figures, 
he argued that the average citizen’s contact with the world was second
hand. For most people the world had become literally “ out of reach, out 
of sight, out of mind.”  This posed no serious problem in a small com
munity where the decisions each citizen had to make rarely went beyond 
what he could directly experience. This was the world that the eigh
teenth-century fathers of democratic theory had written about. But mod
em man did not live in that world. He was being asked to make judg
ments about issues he could not possibly experience firsthand: the tariff, 
the military budget, questions of war and peace. What was reasonable in 
a Greek city-state was impossible in a modem technological society. 
The outside world had grown too big for the “ self-centered man” to 
grasp. This posed a political dilemma, for classic democracy “never 
seriously faced the problem which arises because the pictures inside 
people’s heads do not automatically correspond with the world out
side.” They did not correspond for a number of reasons — stereotyp
ing, prejudice, propaganda. The result was to erode the whole founda
tion of popular government. It was no longer possible, Lippmann 
asserted, to believe in the “original dogma of democracy: that the 
knowledge needed for the management of human affairs comes up spon
taneously from the human heart.”



The malady was fundamental, and the press could not provide the an
swer. The defects of democracy could not be cured, as he had earlier 
believed, by better reporting, “ trustworthy news, unadulterated data.” 
This was asking too much of the press and too much of the public. The 
press could not carry the burden of institutions; it could not supply the 
truth democrats believed was inborn. At best it could draw attention to 
an event. It could not provide the “ truth,” because truth and news were 
not the same thing. ‘ The function of news is to signalize an event, the 
function of truth is to bring to light the hidden facts,” he underlined in a 
crucial distinction. The press, if it did its job well, could elucidate the 
news. It was, he observed in a striking metaphor, “ like the beam of a 
searchlight that moves restlessly about, bringing one episode and then 
another out of the darkness into vision. ” This was a worthwhile task but 
a limited one. The press could not correct the flaws of democratic 
theory; men “ cannot govern society by episodes, incidents, and erup
tions.”

Even if the press were capable of providing an accurate picture of the 
world, the average man had neither the time nor the ability to deal with 
a perplexing barrage of information. The Enlightenment conception of 
democracy — based on the assumption that every man had direct expe
rience and understanding of the world around him — was totally inade
quate to a mass society where men had contact with only a tiny part of 
the world on which they were being asked to make decisions. What was 
possible in an eighteenth-century rural community was unworkable in 
great cities.

This ruthless analysis left Lippmann with the conclusion that democ
racy could work only if men escaped from the “ intolerable and un
workable fiction that each of us must acquire a competent opinion about 
public affairs.”  The task of acquiring such competent opinions had to 
be left to those specially trained, who had access to accurate informa
tion, whose minds were unclouded by prejudice and stereotypes. These 
people would examine information, not through murky press reporting, 
but as it came from specially organized “ intelligence bureaus” un
tainted by prejudice or distortion. With their advice the legislature and 
the executive would be able to make intelligent judgments to submit to 
the citizens for approval or rejection. The average man, the “outsider,” 
in one of Lippmann’s most telling phrases, could ask the expert whether 
the relevant facts were duly considered, but could not for himself decide 
what was relevant or even what due consideration was.

This was a sweeping rejection of traditional theories of democracy 
and the role of the press. Where once Lippmann had thought that intel
lectuals could be philosopher-kings, now he saw them as mere techni
cians furnishing information to “ insiders.” Disillusioned with mass 
democracy and wary of propaganda and an unreliable press, he could
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see no alternative: “ The common interests very largely elude public 
opinion entirely, and can be managed only by a specialized class.” 14

The analysis was provocative, the prescription unsettling. With some 
reason John Dewey called Public Opinion ‘ ‘perhaps the most effective 
indictment of democracy as currently conceived ever penned.” Decades 
later the book continues to stir controversy. The strength of Lippmann’s 
analysis lies in a lucidly conceived and relentlessly argued thesis; the 
weakness, in a conclusion that looks to a “ specialized class” for salva
tion. Even if the average “ self-centered” man is a victim of his own 
stereotypes, one must ask, do not the “experts,” like all human beings, 
have their own stereotypes? Do they too not have “ pictures in their 
heads” ? And if they provide information for a specialized class, in what 
sense could it be said that the people rule? Lippmann was not quite 
ready to face this dilemma. He still wanted to find a way of reconciling 
a lingering faith in human goodness with the gloomy conclusion of 
his argument. Not until three years later, with the publication of The 
Phantom Public, would he face the full implications of his own anal
ysis.

The critics were impressed, but not quite sure what to make of the 
book. Most hailed Public Opinion as a major breakthrough, revealing 
problems that few political scientists even knew existed. While conser
vatives liked its pessimism about the wisdom of the “ people,” liberals 
were troubled for the same reason. Harold Laski spoke for many in 
describing it as “ brilliantly written,” with a “ spare, nervous strength in 
his style that obviously reflects great mental power.” Yet “ what does it 
say at the end,” he asked Justice Holmes. “The truth will be easier to 
obtain if we have objective measurement of facts.” The equivocal con
clusion did not bother Holmes, who found the book “ really extraordi
nary. . . . Perhaps he doesn’t get anywhere in particular,” the justice 
told his English friend Sir Frederick Pollack, “but there are few living, 
I think, who so discern and articulate the nuances of the human 
mind.” 1S

Judge Learned Hand, while admiring the analysis, was nonetheless 
troubled by the conclusion. “ I want not to have to deal with homo 
sapiens at all in the bulk,” he wrote Lippmann. “ I want someone with 
power who will select you and me to rule. That you admit is insoluble. ” 
Hand wondered about the “ hopeless proclivity of us all to enjoy getting 
discharged emotionally, the glorious reality of a welter of the good old 
reliable manly reflexes. . . . How in hell are we ever going to get rid of 
the delights of these?” Lippmann recognized the delights of the “ good 
old reliable manly reflexes,” but hoped that a way could be devised to 
insulate them from politics. “ Have we the right to believe that human 
reason can uncover the mechanism of unreason, and so in the end mas
ter it?” he replied to Hand.



In a sealed and more or less enclosed community, such as the Greeks took for 
their premise, I should not find it difficult to maintain such a faith. Science is 
power if you can fence off the area in which it operates long enough. But as I 
said in the last chapter, the rate at which science expands is much slower than 
the pace of politics. If there is no way of slowing up the invasion (by birth and 
by immigration) I think the Hearsts will overwhelm us before they are tamed.

But where do such ideas lead us? Golly, did you ever read Santayana on 
Walt Whitman? I never recovered from that essay. But one thing I ’m sure of.
. . . We can’t beat the Hearsts by using their methods, as Mencken, for ex
ample, thinks. We’d merely be Hearsts in the end. We have to do the other 
thing, even if we get licked.16

What Santayana had said about Whitman was that the poet of the 
Open Road had a corrupt desire to be primitive. Lippmann had never 
been in danger — at least not since his undergraduate days — of senti
mentalizing the common man. But neither would he write him off, like 
the vitriolic Mencken, as part of the mindless “ booboisie. ” He was a 
rationalist, an idealist, and an optimist. He had an abiding faith in 
American democracy, even though he was skeptical about the men and 
women who comprised it.

Nowhere did this faith come through more dramatically, and more in
congruously, than in the final paragraphs of Public Opinion. There, 
after having undercut democratic theory by questioning the capacity of 
the average man to make informed judgments, he concluded his pes
simistic analysis with an expression of hope. “ It is necessary to live as 
if good will would work,” he insisted. “ It is not foolish for men to 
believe . . . that intelligence, courage and effort cannot ever contrive a 
good life for all men. ’’ Even in the horror of war some men had shown 
they were incorruptible. “ You cannot despair of the possibilities that 
could exist by virtue of any human quality which a human being has 
exhibited,”  he protested. “ And if amidst all the evils of this decade, 
you have not seen men and women, known moments that you would 
like to multiply, the Lord himself cannot help you.”

What a remarkable ending to a book designed to explain why de
mocracy had to be protected from the incapacities of the common man! 
It was as if Lippmann were trying to reassure his readers, reassure him
self, that he was one with the man at the clambake and in the bleachers. 
During those first few years after the war Lippmann wavered between a 
lingering romantic idealism and a growing intellectual detachment. The 
former offered the human warmth he sought, the latter the emotional 
protection he needed. By the mid-1920s he would resolve that conflict. 
He would choose a self-protective intellectualism. But for a few years 
he shared with his readers, far more than he intended, his vulnerability 
and his romanticism.
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Part of what he called each man’s “ conflict with life” can be found 
in his writings, and nowhere more powerfully than in an essay he wrote 
in the fall of 1920 on H. G. Wells’s Outline o f History. “ A race of men 
will inhabit this earth to whom our triumphs and our defeats will seem a 
dim antiquity,” he wrote as though from some long-repressed emotion.

They will not remember who strutted the best, or shouted the loudest, or was so 
magnificent as to put out your eye.

Is that not the beginning of wisdom? And does it not lead, as no other pos
session leads, to the happiness that only those achieve who in some way are 
permitted to carry the torch of life? The happiness of creating, and of enhanc
ing, of inventing, of exploring, of making — and finally, of drawing together 
the broken, suspicious, frightened, bewildered and huddling masses of men. To 
be excluded from that happiness is tragic as no suffering and no calamity are 
tragic. To exclude oneself because of embarrassment and timidity is pitiable 
forever. It is to have turned away from the light of what Wells calls “that silent 
unavoidable challenge . . . which . . . is in all our minds like dawn breaking 
slowly, shining between the shutters of a disordered room.”

It is to stumble through life without sharing in the beginning of the knowl
edge that man can, if he wills it, become the master of his fate, and lift himself 
out of misery and confusion and strife. He need not forever drift helplessly. He 
can, if he will dedicate himself to the task in an inquiring and tolerable and rea
sonable spirit, go a very great way towards closing the gap between his experi
ence and his ideals. For history, although almost every page is stained with 
blood and folly, is a record also, not perhaps of ideals realized, but of opportu
nities explored and conquered, by which ideals can ultimately be realized.17

This was the voice of Lippmann the romantic, before that voice was 
muted by caution, eminence and skepticism, the voice of a man whose 
anxieties, like his dreams, were very near the surface. What might he 
have been had he given full play to that romanticism? Perhaps not the 
man he became: sober, sound, rational — the fascinated spectator of the 
human drama. Perhaps a man who would have taken more chances, 
who might have failed. But then maybe not; perhaps he became, like 
most of us, the man he had to be.
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A  Conspicuous Race

Because the Jew is conspicuous, he is under all the 
greater obligations not to practice the vices of our civi
lization.

— “ Public Opinion and the American Jew,” 1922

Be n e a t h  the poise and self-assurance the world saw in Walter Lipp- 
mann, there was another man who suffered anxieties and felt hos

tilities. Some of these, far more than he would admit, were connected 
with being Jewish. Although he had grown up in a Jewish world, he 
resisted confining himself to it, or even identifying with it. He dealt 
with his Jewish identity largely by choosing to ignore it. Only briefly, 
during the period between his return from the war and his move to the 
World, did he address the issue directly. The results were such that he 
never tried again.

In choosing to ignore classification as a Jew, Lippmann was hardly 
unique among people of his class and generation. He had grown up at a 
time, and in a social milieu, when “ cosmopolitanism” — the rejection 
of a specifically Jewish orientation — was considered to be a mark of 
cultural liberation. Wealthy second-generation families like the Lipp- 
manns considered themselves more German than Jewish, and more 
American than either.

However distinct they might have felt from the white Protestant ma
jority, they felt even more so from the recently arrived Jewish im
migrants. These immigrants, having fled persecution in Russia and Po
land, spoke broken English and clung to their ghettos for security. The 
older immigrants from Germany looked upon the new arrivals with 
apprehension and even distaste. Considering themselves the bearers of a 
higher culture, and having won acceptance into American life, they did 
not want to be identified with the Yiddish-speaking immigrants on the 
Lower East Side. They referred to the Russian and Polish immigrants as



“ Orientals,” and to Yiddish — a German dialect they understood per
fectly — as a “piggish” jargon.

But even the assimilated German Jews could not seal themselves off 
from the tide of anti-Semitism that swept America near the end of the 
nineteenth céntury. Not only the immigrants but the older generation of 
cultured and thoroughly “Americanized” German Jews were excluded 
from fashionable clubs, resorts, and college fraternities and sororities. 
In response the wealthy German Jews retreated to their own privileged 
redoubts, separating themselves from the Gentiles who discriminated 
against them and from the eastern European immigrants they found so 
distasteful.

Anti-Semitism made it impossible for them to retain this detachment. 
Since Gentiles insisted on lumping all Jews together, the assimilated 
Jews would raise the immigrants to what they considered a higher cul
tural level. Millionaires like Jacob Schiff launched philanthropic pro
grams to uplift the eastern European Jews. However generous the effort, 
it was not entirely altruistic. “ All of us should be sensible of what we 
owe not only to thgse . . . co-religionists,” observed the American 
Hebrew, “but to ourselves who will be looked upon by our Gentile 
neighbors as the natural sponsors for these, our brethren.” 1 Since the 
Lower East Side could not be ignored, it would be elevated.

During the time Walter was in school and college, the Zionist move
ment was still in its infancy among American Jews, and particularly 
among Jewish progressives, who denounced it as a product of the ghetto 
and incompatible with their loyalty as Americans. “ We have fought our 
way through to liberty, equality and fraternity,” declared the financier- 
diplomat Henry Morgenthau, Sr. “ No one shall rob us of these gains.
. . . We Jews of America have found America to be our Zion. There
fore I refuse to allow myself to be called a Zionist. I am an American.” 
One of the most striking examples of the assimilated Jew was Louis D. 
Brandeis, who never joined a synagogue or fraternal order, and who as 
late as 1910 condemned those who favored “ habits of living or of 
thought which tend to keep alive differences of origin or classify men 
according to their religious beliefs.” Such attitudes, he declared, were 
“ inconsistent with the American ideal of brotherhood and are dis
loyal.” 2

But within two years, under the impact of anti-Semitism and his own 
indignation at the plight of the immigrant Jews, Brandeis converted to 
Zionism. He was the first wealthy, prominent, non-Russian Jew to do 
so, and his conversion was a public event. Zionism, he declared, was 
not only compatible with Americanism, but was the expression of its 
highest ideals. “To be good Americans, we must be better Jews, and to 
be better Jews, we must become Zionists.” Drawn by his example, a 
number of distinguished Jews joined the movement. A good many Jew-
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ish intellectuals, however, continued to view Zionism as another form 
of parochialism. They preferred a “cosmopolitanism” that blurred eth
nic differences and disavowed all narrow class or religious loyalties.

The Zionist issue concerned Gentile intellectuals as well as Jews. 
Thorstein Veblen hoped that Jews would not form a nationalist move
ment of their own, and argued that only by escaping from his cultural 
environment could the gifted Jew — “ a naturalized, though hyphenate, 
citizen in the Gentile republic of learning” — come into his own as a 
creative leader. “ It is by loss of allegiance, or at the best by force of a 
divided allegiance to the people of his origin that he finds himself in the 
vanguard of modern inquiry. ’’3

Other Gentiles, like Randolph Bourne, saw Zionism as a positive 
force that would enrich the cultural diversity of America. Applauding 
the failure of the melting pot to turn all immigrants into imitation 
Anglo-Saxons, Bourne held out the promise of a “ trans-national 
America” that would be the “ first international nation,” a place where 
men from many cultures could retain their distinctiveness against a com
mon American background. Bourne praised Zionism as offering an “ in
spiring” path to transnationalism, and hailed the contributions to Ameri
can life of such younger Jewish intellectuals as Lippmann, Frankfurter, 
Horace Kallen and Morris Cohen.4

Lippmann, however, was not particularly flattered by Bourne’s 
praise, nor impressed by his theory of dual allegiance. “ I am consider
ably puzzled over the whole matter of dual allegiance, and have been 
for some time,” he wrote Henry Hurwitz, editor of the Menorah Jour
nal, the liberal Jewish magazine in which Bourne’s article had ap
peared. Hurwitz had asked Lippmann to write a critical reply. But the 
moment, December 1916, was not conducive to such speculation. The 
Germans had just made their surprise peace bid, and Lippmann, pulled 
into the great events by Wilson and Colonel House, was writing the 
“ Peace without Victory” editorial. “ I ’m so busy with the other ques
tions through which I must find my way first, that I don’t want yet to 
write anything about Jewish questions,” he told Hurwitz.

I will say that Bourne raises issues which go to the roots of political science, 
and it is a trifle hard for me to see just whence he derives his faith. Frankfurter, 
Kallen and I are slender reeds on which to lean, and Bourne’s estimate of trans
national Belgium is at least rosy, and just what Bourne and the rest of you 
mean by culture I can’t make out.

If you get rid of the theory and the biological mysticism and treat the litera
ture as secular, just what elements of a living culture are left? Of a culture that 
is distinct and especially worth cultivating?5

Lippmann’s lack of enthusiasm for Zionism was no surprise to Hur
witz, who had unsuccessfully tried to enroll him in the Menorah Society
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when they were both at Harvard, and later to write for the Menorah 
Journal after its founding in January 1915. Hurwitz had been distressed 
by Lippmann’s critical attitude toward the Jews, and especially by an ar
ticle in the New Republic excerpted from The Stakes o f Diplomacy. 
There Lippmann had written, in a discussion of patriotic nationalism, 
that just as ‘ ‘Jew-baiting produced the ghetto and is compelling Zion
ism, the bad economic habits of the Jew, his exploiting of simple peo
ple, has caused his victims to assert their own nationality.”

Hurwitz was not happy with the suggestion that Jews were responsi
ble for anti-Semitism. He told Lippmann that he was amazed at such a 
“ sweeping indictment . . . against my own people by a member of the 
same blood. . . . Here is a Jew who unqualifiedly repeats the false 
allegations of anti-Semitism.” Lippmann offered no apologies. “ Your 
letter is an example of the morbid sensitiveness which constitutes one of 
the chief factors of the Jewish problem,” he told Hurwitz. “Nothing is 
more disheartening to me than the kind of tribal loyalty which you ask 
of me. You need not expect it from me. You need not expect me to 
subscribe to the myth of an innocent Jewish people unreasonably per
secuted the world over. The guilt is not as one-sided as most Jews 
would like to believe.” Chastising Hurwitz for his “ hideous compla
cency” in glossing over Jewish flaws, and for turning his magazine into 
a “prospectus of our virtues and an anthology of our woes, ” he asserted 
that the Jews could well stand criticism from their fellows. “ My per
sonal attitude is to be far severer upon the faults of Jews than upon those 
of other people. ’ ’6

The faults Lippmann saw — “bad economic habits,” ostentatious 
dress, gaudy manners — were those of any nouveaux riches, just as the 
celebrated Jewish “clannishness” was that of any oppressed group. In
stead of demonstrating the irrational basis of anti-Semitism — how the 
Jews, like other minority groups, were used as scapegoats — Lippmann 
accepted its premise by blaming the Jews for fulfilling the role imposed 
upon them by Gentile society. He criticized the Jews for being “ dif
ferent,” rather than the Gentiles for emphasizing and punishing those 
differences. Unlike such philo-Semites as Bourne, Lippmann thought 
the Jewish cultural heritage should be diluted rather than embraced.

Bourne’s vision of a transnational America transcending ethnic paro
chialism was not only appealing to many Jewish intellectuals, but 
seemed on the verge of realization. The war shattered that vision. In its 
wake came the Red Scare, the Ku Klux Klan, anti-Negro urban riots, 
and suspicion of anyone “different.” Cosmopolitanism was on the de
fensive as Henry Ford financed an attack against the “ world Jewish con
spiracy” and the Klan fomented hatred of the Jews.

Some Jews reacted by turning their backs on cosmopolitanism and 
embracing Zionism. One of these was Leon Simon, whose book Studies



190 PART o n e : 1889-1931

in Jewish Nationalism urged all Jews to become Zionists and help build 
a Jewish state in Palestine. Hurwitz thought that Lippmann would be the 
perfect person to review Simon’s book for the Menorah Journal. Lipp
mann decided to give it a try.

In January 1921 he sent his review to Hurwitz, accompanied by an 
unusual request that the editor not show it to anyone else. A few days 
later, having had second thoughts, he insisted that the review be re
turned. An astounded Hurwitz asked him to reconsider, but Lippmann 
was adamant. Before sending it back, Hurwitz had a copy made for his 
files. It is the only existing record. “ I am obviously one of the large 
number of Jews whom Mr. Simon deplores, regrets, shakes his head at, 
and regards as ‘The Problem,’ ” Lippmann wrote in his unpublished 
draft — “one of those assimilated creatures to whom the Jewish past 
has no very peculiar intimate appeal, who find their cultural roots where 
they can, have no sense of belonging to the Chosen People, and tremble 
at the suggestion that God has imprudently put all his best eggs in one 
tribal basket. ’’ So much for the Chosen People. So much, too, for Zion. 
Simon’s contention that Jews could maintain their ties with Palestine by 
speaking Hebrew at home was, Lippmann charged, a “ telepathetic mir
acle.’’ The Zionist call for a dual allegiance was “other-worldliness of a 
peculiarly dangerous sort,” based on the assumption that “ while the 
Palestinian Jew is to integrate body and soul, his politics and his cul
ture, the extra-Palestinian Jew is to keep his body in one place and to at
tach his mind somewhere else.’’

If younger Jews seemed less “ Jewish” than their elders, this was, he 
explained, because ‘ ‘they have opened their eyes to a whole new order 
of problems for which orthodoxy is simply no guide.” What would be 
so tragic if Western Jews dissolved completely into their communities, 
he asked. “ What after all can we do better in our little lives than to 
build them into the Englishmen or Americans of tomorrow? . . . It is a 
splendid thing to build Zion in Palestine, but it is no less splendid to ful
fill the American dream.” He would not, he declared, “worry about my 
identification then or now, knowing full well that what is genuinely dis
tinct and individual will persist, while unreal distinctions are not worth 
cultivating. People who are tremendously concerned about their iden
tification, their individuality, their self-expression, or their sense of 
humor always seem to be missing the very things they pursue.” 7 

What Lippmann objected to was not Simon’s contention that Jews 
should have a homeland, but that all American Jews were supposed to 
feel allegiance to such a Jewish state. To an assimilated cosmopolitan 
like Lippmann — typical of many Jews of his class and time — this 
was a regression to the “ tribalism” internationalists had been deploring 
for decades. In The Stakes o f Diplomacy he had shown how sensitive he 
was to the power of nationalism and the “ thwarted nationality” of
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oppressed minorities. “ What is called pride of race is the sense that our 
origins are worthy of respect,”  he had written in 1915. “ Man must be 
at peace with the sources of his life. If he is ashamed of them, if he is at 
war with them, they will haunt him forever. They will rob him of assur
ance, leave him an interloper in the world.”

Four years later, in an introduction to Carl Sandburg’s book on the 
Chicago race riots of 1919, he drew an interesting relationship between 
the oppressor and the victim. The “ parvenue, the snob, the coward who 
is forever proclaiming his superiority” stimulated his victims to imitate 
those very attitudes. The result was, Lippmann suggested in a percep
tion that writers on colonialism were to explore decades later, the “ pe
culiar oppressiveness of recently oppressed peoples,” among them “ the 
Negro who desires to be an imitation white man,” dreaming of a 
“ white heaven and of bleached angels.” 8 If Lippmann tried to sur
mount the confines of his Jewish identity, the discrimination he had en
countered — at Harvard, in New York clubs he could not join, in resort 
hotels catering to a “ restricted clientele” — gave him an acute sensitiv
ity to the anguish of others.

Only a year after withdrawing his manuscript from Hurwitz, Lipp
mann accepted an invitation in the spring of 1922 to contribute, along 
with a number of prominent Jews and Gentiles, to a special issue of the 
American Hebrew devoted to “The Better Understanding Between Jew 
and Non-Jew in America.” His topic, “ Public Opinion and the Ameri
can Jew,” was right in line with the book he had just completed. But 
what he produced was hardly an academic, or even a dispassionate, 
treatment of the subject.

The real cause of anti-Semitism, he declared, lay neither in the racist 
propaganda disseminated by those like Henry Ford, nor in the fevered 
visions of a world Zionist conspiracy held by unsophisticated people. 
Rather, anti-Semitism was rooted in the fact that Jews are different. 
“The Jews are fairly distinct in their physical appearance and in the 
spelling of their names from the run of the American people,” he 
pointed out. “They are, therefore, conspicuous.” Whether or not Jews 
were really more vulgar than others, the fact remained that “ sharp trad
ing and blatant vulgarity are more conspicuous in the Jew because he 
himself is more conspicuous. ” Given this fact, the proper course for the 
Jew, according to Lippmann, was to make himself less noticeable. 
“ Because the Jew is more conspicuous he is under all the greater ob
ligation not to practice the vices of our civilization. ” He should be tem
perate, for he cannot “get away unscathed with what less distin
guishable men can.”

The idea that the good Jew should lie low, dress and behave unob
trusively, and be as indistinguishable as possible from the crowd was 
hardly unusual at the time. Minority groups, as Lippmann recognized.



often suffered for being perceived as “ different”  from the majority. As
similated Jews had long since learned that the price of toleration in hos
tile societies was to maintain a low profile and to play down their dif
ferences. Thus they resented the “conspicuousness” of the eastern 
European Jews as well as the vulgarity of the nouveaux riches, who 
drew attention to themselves and by extension to all Jews. “The rich 
and vulgar and pretentious Jews of our big American cities are perhaps 
the greatest misfortune that has ever befallen the Jewish people,” Lipp- 
mann complained in the easily recognized voice of the wealthy German 
Jew. “They are the real fountain of anti-Semitism. When they rush 
about in super-automobiles, bejeweled and furred and painted and over- 
barbered, when they build themselves French châteaux and Italian pa- 
lazzi, they stir up the latent hatred against crude wealth in the hands of 
shallow people; and that hatred diffuses itself.” The so-called “ Jewish 
smart set in New York and the Jewish would-be smart set, ’ ’ Lippmann 
charged,

can in a minute unmake more respect and decent human kindliness than Ein
stein and Brandeis and Mack and Paul Warburg can build up in a year.

I worry about upper Broadway on a Sunday afternoon where everything that 
is feverish and unventilated in the congestion of a city rises up as a warning 
that you cannot build up a decent civilization among people who, when they 
are at last, after centuries of denial, free to go to the land and cleanse their 
bodies, now huddle together in a steam-heated slum.9

The crudeness, even the cruelty, of Lippmann’s attack on his fellow 
Jews was in dramatic contrast to the sensitivity he had shown to other 
minority groups and to individuals suffering discrimination or poverty. 
It was inconceivable that he would have written anything comparable 
about, for example, the Irish, the Italians or the blacks, all of whom had 
their parvenus. What seemed to bother Lippmann most was not that cer
tain rich Jews spent their money unwisely — hardly unique to the 
Jews — but that by being ostentatious they drew attention to them
selves. They were, in his word, conspicuous. That newly rich Gentiles 
might be equally conspicuous was irrelevant, for they were judged by 
different standards. Above all else the assimilated Jew wanted to be like 
everyone else — perhaps a little better and a little richer, but not too 
much so lest others take notice and become resentful. The fear of being 
noticeably different was what bothered Lippmann: the fear of inciting 
envy was only one step removed from that of inciting hatred. This is the 
typical response of the assimilationist who seeks acceptance through 
submergence rather than through affirmation, who has failed to come to 
terms with his origins and seeks to escape his identity through anonym
ity. Identification with the larger cultural group, even acceptance of its
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prejudices, is a common response to discrimination. It may also be a 
form of self-rejection.10

In rejecting his Jewish identity Lippmann echoed the sentiments of 
many third-generation American Jews. “ Your point of view in empha
sizing the fact that the Jew lays himself open to prejudice by the mere 
fact that he is conspicuous strikes us as not only admirably presented but 
valid,” the editors told him when he submitted the article. Rather than 
outraging the assimilationist readers of the American Hebrew, Lipp
mann reflected their prejudices and their ambivalence toward their Ju
daism. A special 1924 issue on “Who’s Who in American Jewry” 
hailed Lippmann as one whose “ ultimate aspiration” was for truth, and 
who furnished the ideal example of “ a whole man and a perfect 
critic. ” n

The fear of being conspicuous — the conviction that Jews must not 
be thought “pushy” lest they antagonize others and thus trigger resent
ment and prejudice — was especially evident in the attitude of Jews like 
Lippmann to educational and professional advancement. While they 
wanted their fellow Jews to gain access to such restricted areas as medi
cine, finance and university teaching, they also feared that too great an 
influx of Jews into the elite universities might rebound against them. It 
was the old problem of conspicuousness: by being too numerous, and 
therefore too noticeable, Jews would invite prejudice against them
selves. Rather than directly confront, or even seriously question, a sys
tem that produced such prejudices as anti-Semitism, many Jews pre
ferred to keep their place and maintain the precarious advantages they 
had. Lippmann avoided the perils of “conspicuousness” by the fact that 
he did not ‘ ‘look Jewish, ’ ’ and by immersing himself — through his 
marriage, his social life, his professional contacts — into the dominant 
white Protestant culture.

While Lippmann was urging Jews not to be ostentatious, the revival 
of anti-Semitism in the early 1920s had so infected public life that 
private universities began to restrict admission of Jewish students. Har
vard was not immune to this pressure, and efforts to impose a quota on 
Jews were temporarily staved off in 1922 only after a bitter faculty 
debate. But the Brahmin president of Harvard, A. Lawrence Lowell, in
sisted that something had to be done about the “excessive” number of 
Jews at the university and appointed a committee to review the decision. 
One committee member, Arthur Holcombe of the government depart
ment, asked Lippmann for his opinion, and the response he got was a 
masterpiece of equivocation. Although it would be “ an abandonment of 
its best tradition” for Harvard to adopt a quota policy, Lippmann re
plied, nondiscrimination was not an absolute but a matter of degree. It 
would be ‘ ‘bad for the immigrant Jews as well as for Harvard if there



were too great a concentration.”  One solution to the problem of so 
many qualified Jewish applicants for admission might be, he suggested, 
for Massachusetts to set up a state university under Jewish leadership 
4 ‘to persuade Jewish boys to scatter. * ’ This would take the pressure off 
Harvard.12'

Later that fall of 1922 Lippmann outlined his views at greater length 
to a member of Lowell’s committee. “ I am fully prepared to accept the 
judgment of the Harvard authorities that a concentration of Jews in 
excess of fifteen per cent will produce a segregation of cultures rather 
than a fusion,”  he stated in the first draft of his reply. “ I do not regard 
the Jews as innocent victims. They hand on unconsciously and un
critically from one generation to another many distressing personal and 
social habits, which were selected by a bitter history and intensified by a 
Pharisaical theology.”

When a large number of Jews are concentrated in a university like 
Harvard, he continued, two groups confront each other, neither having a 
deep attachment to the ideals it professes — Jews being cut off from 
their ancestral traditions, Gentiles with their traditions in flux. In the 
clash between cultures, “ my sympathies are with the non-Jew,” he 
confessed. “ His personal manners and physical habits are, I believe, dis
tinctly superior to the prevailing manners and habits of the Jews.” But 
as the exclusiveness of the Jews broke down, he predicted, Jews would 
adopt Gentile habits and lose their racial identity. Even Zionism could 
not prevent this. Indeed, the Zionist movement was

a romantic lost cause, a good deal like Jacobinism in England or Orleanism in 
France. The racial identity of the Jews in America is rapidly ceasing to have 
any meaning, because neither Jewish history nor Jewish theology can offer a 
culture that is sufficiently interesting to bind the Jews together into a spiritual 
community. They will not go to the rabbis for their beliefs, and therefore, in 
the long run they will not go to the Jewish elders for their marriage certificates.

Having established his desire that Jews be fused into a wider — and, 
by his own avowal, superior — non-Jewish culture, Lippmann re
iterated that he was 4 ‘heartily in accord with the premise of those at Har
vard who desire to effect a more even dispersion of the Jews, and of any 
other minority that brings with it some striking cultural peculiarity. ” He 
drew the line, however, at setting up a specific quota for Jews. There 
must be “no test of admission based on race, creed, color, class or sec
tion. ” As a way out he proposed that Harvard raise its admission scores 
and select its students from a wider geographical area. This, he thought, 
might dilute applications from New York and Boston, where many of 
the Jewish immigrants were concentrated, with those from predomi
nantly Protestant areas. Thus did Lippmann try to find a formula to
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reduce the number of Jews at Harvard to a “ manageable”  level without 
accepting a quota.

Despite the spirited intercession of former president Charles W. Eliot, 
then in his eighty-ninth year, Harvard did impose an informal quota on 
Jews. Lippmann publicly disavowed the quota, and in an unusually 
harsh attack on Lowell in the World charged that at Harvard there had 
been ‘ ‘a change of soul at the top. . . .  In the place of Eliot, who em
bodied the stem but liberal virtues of New England, there sits a man 
who has lost his grip on the great tradition which made Harvard one of 
the true spiritual centers of American life. Harvard, with the prejudices 
of a summer hotel; Harvard, with the standards of a country club, is not 
the Harvard of her greatest sons. ” 13

Though Lippmann was offended by the quota system, he accepted the 
mentality behind it: that Jews were conspicuously different from the 
white Gentile majority and should be treated differently. Once these dif
ferences were eliminated, he believed, there would no longer be 
grounds for rejection. The assimilated Jew could be granted a passport 
for full acceptance into American life. He himself, after all, had made 
the leap. Not completely, of course. There were still clubs he could not 
join, homes in which he would not be welcome. But for the most part 
Lippmann had crossed the Great Divide; others had only to do as he had 
done for the Jewish “problem” to be resolved.

Some of his friends had crossed that divide, but perhaps not so suc
cessfully as he. Once, in the late 1930s in a letter to his wife, he re
ferred to his friend Carl Binger as having that “ rather common Jewish 
feeling of not belonging to the world he belongs to. ”  Lippmann said he 
understood that feeling, although he personally had “ never been op
pressed by it” and could not discover in himself “ any feeling of being 
disqualified for anything I cared about,”  nor any response to a “ specific 
Jewish ethos” in religion or culture. Rather, he insisted that he always 
felt more at home in the “ classical and Christian heritage” despite the 
“ biological superstition” of racial theories. How regrettable, he said in 
reference to Binger, that a mature man should mind that Jews were not 
admitted to certain social clubs or summer resorts, or not given “perfect 
justice” in jobs. “ To be oppressed by that sort of thing is a sign of not 
having learned to care about those things which anyone can have if he is 
able to care about them,” he maintained. Lippmann dealt with the Jew
ish issue, in other words, by insisting it did not touch him.

While he did not conceal being a Jew, neither did he ever talk about 
it. He refused to join Jewish organizations, to speak before Jewish 
groups, even to accept an award from the Jewish Academy of Arts and 
Sciences.14 He became one of the very few Jews invited to join such 
social clubs as the River in New York and the Metropolitan in Washing-



ton. There were also clubs that would not have him, such as the Links 
and the Knickerbocker in New York. He simply never let such preju
dices touch his life — or at least never gave any sign that they did. 
Unless others raised the issue, and they rarely did, the fact of his being 
a Jew never arose. Some of his friends did not even know he was Jew
ish until they heard it from others — a fact that may say as much about 
the intensity of his friendships as about his own self-protectiveness. 
Those who knew realized his sensitivity about it and avoided ever talk
ing about Jews — no easy feat. One friend confessed that she avoided 
even using “ Jew” in the word game Scrabble for fear it might upset 
him. No matter how little he thought about it, or how little he claimed it 
meant to him, Lippmann could not avoid the “ Jewish problem.” It is 
the anti-Semite, as Jean-Paul Sartre once wrote, who defines the Jew. 
The Jew then has no alternative but to define himself.

In rejecting, or at least circumnavigating, his Jewishness, Lippmann 
had to deny a part of himself. He became more cautious, more guarded. 
Having cast off the burdens of Judaism, he also lost the advantage it of
fered of being a fully accepted member of a larger group. No one could 
protect him but himself. Just as the war had undermined his idealism, so 
his personal vulnerability eroded his romanticism. He had gone as far as 
he could on the road he had followed since joining the NR eight years 
earlier. Without “ an entirely different pattern,” as he had written so 
revealingly of himself in Public Opinion, ‘ ‘the end of the war is to you 
what it was to so many people, an anti-climax in a dreary and savorless 
world. ” 1S

When he came back from Europe with Faye in December 1921 he 
had found a “different pattern” that would shield him from his vulnera
bility as a self-protective person and as a Jew, from the threatening 
unpredictability of the masses on whom he had displaced so many of his 
own anxieties, from the idealism that had not been vindicated, from a 
marriage that had not worked out as he had hoped, from a job that had 
grown routine. His perch high in the tower of the World building on 
Park Row offered both the distance and the change he sought.
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Lord o f the Tower

God damn it, I’m not going to spend my life writing 
bugle-calls!

—  To James M. Cain, 1930

If  Lippmann was looking for an “entirely different pattem,“ the 
World was the place to find it. The fourteen-story World building in 

lower Manhattan, with its grinding presses, clamorous city room, and 
circulation-obsessed business office, was a far cry from the cloistered 
gentility of the New Republic. The World was built on exposé and 
nourished by orgies of yellow journalism. Under the iron hand of the 
legendary Joseph Pulitzer — patron of the Columbia School of Journal
ism, benefactor of the prizes that bear his name, cosponsor with Wil
liam Randolph Hearst of the “splendid little war“  with Spain — the 
World had become one of the most powerful papers in America.

Jingoist and sensation-mongering under old JP, it was also pro
fessedly populist. Every day on its masthead it declared its dedication to 
truth, justice, and a square deal for the common man. The World, JP 
had proclaimed, would “ always fight for progress and reform, never 
tolerate injustice and corruption, always fight demagogues of all parties, 
never lack sympathy for the poor,“ and so on. In addition to its noble 
struggles it had grown fat on such circulation-bloating gimmicks as 
bringing the Statue of Liberty to New York harbor, sending Nellie Bly 
around the world in seventy-two days, exposing French graft in the 
Panama Canal deal, sponsoring the first flight from Albany to New York 
City, forcing the dismissal of a prison warden for cruelty, and sending a 
Santa Claus ship to the warring countries of Europe.

It was that kind of paper, especially in its heyday. But after JP died in 
1911 and his eldest son, Ralph, took over as editor, the World began 
moving toward respectability. Ralph, a man of good intentions and lib
eral instincts, wanted to put out a great paper. He believed in all the 
noble causes, but he wanted to leave yellow journalism to the tabloids.



while strengthening the World's news and editorial sections. To help 
him run the paper he leaned heavily on Frank Cobb, the inspired direc
tor of the editorial page, and Herbert Bayard Swope, a great reporter 
and a bigger-than-life character.

Swope was the kind of journalist that newspaper dramas are written 
about: a flamboyant, self-publicizing, high-living promoter with a keen 
instinct for the news. Swope was by instinct and experience, his city ed
itor James P. Barrett wrote, “ a gate crasher; a beater-down of obstacles 
and opposition; a dominator; a skillful opportunist; a showman and a 
salesman; a quick, sharp thinker, but not a logician; an eager grasper of 
highlights and display points, but not a searcher for deep things.” 1 He 
had a special affinity for the rich and the fashionable.

Starting out as a reporter, Swope won the first Pulitzer Prize awarded 
for journalism; created the public images of several statesmen, particu
larly Bernard Baruch; worked out a front-page style that was the envy of 
every paper in town and a model for Time; invented the opposite edito
rial, or “op ed,” page; consorted with millionaires and lived like one; 
and attracted some of the best journalists in town to the World, includ
ing Marc Connelly, E. B. White, Edna Ferber, George S. Kaufman, 
Ring Lardner, Franklin P. Adams and Hey wood Broun. The secret of 
his success, he once said, was to “ take one story each day and bang the 
hell out of it.”  His formula for running a paper was equally simple: 
“ What I try to do in my paper is to give the public part of what it wants 
to have and part of what it ought to have whether it wants it or not.”

The part the public wanted was the gossip columns and the exposés; 
the part it was supposed to have was usually supplied by Frank Cobb’s 
editorials. Cobb was the opposite of Swope: gentle, modest, soft- 
spoken. He wore his heart on his sleeve, and his editorials wrapped 
around it. Whenever he spied an injustice on the horizon, the kindly 
Cobb was there with cannons blazing. If Swope was addicted to race
horses, actresses and millionaires, Cobb worried over the fate of aban
doned mothers and exploited garment workers. Cobb had put together a 
fine editorial team, including such younger writers as Maxwell Ander
son, Lawrence Stallings, Arthur Krock, Charles Merz, and W. O. 
Scroggs, along with two survivors from JP’s days, L. R. E. Paulin and 
John L. Heaton. His one gap — a first-class writer on foreign affairs — 
was neatly filled by Lippmann’s arrival.

Lippmann soon became one of the stars of Pulitzer’s firmament, but it 
took the staff a while to get used to him. With his elegant pin-striped 
suits, his bowler hat, and his walking stick — then de rigueur among 
well-dressed gentlemen — he seemed more like a corporate director 
than a journalist. When he first descended from his tower office to the 
city room, editor James Barrett — a reporter of the shirt-sleeves, ink- 
stain school — found him so distinguished that he assumed he must be
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one of the unemployed gentlemen the paper used as messengers. “ Sit 
down and wait,”  Barrett shouted at the impeccably dressed man who 
appeared at his desk one morning in January 1922. “ 1*11 have the pack
age ready for you in a minute.” The man looked at Barrett quizzically, 
his large hazel eyes bulging slightly more than usual. “Excuse me,” he 
said, “ I ’m Walter Lippmann. I wanted to ask you about the housing 
story.” 2

Although Lippmann soon became better known at the paper, his in
fluence was felt more than seen. Along with Pulitzer’s and the other ex
ecutives’, his office was high up in the tower, just under the celebrated 
golden dome, above the clamor of the city room and the presses. There 
he sat down every morning with Cobb to go over the news and hand out 
the day’s assignments. Lippmann usually took the foreign-affairs piece, 
Cobb the lead domestic story. Although Ralph Pulitzer often sat in on 
editorial board meetings, he never dictated policy and rarely interfered 
with a decision made by his editors.

During his nine years on the World Lippmann wrote some twelve 
hundred editorials, about a third of them on foreign affairs — a high 
proportion at a time when Americans were presumably not interested in 
what went on across the seas. His very first piece for the World, an 
analysis of France’s harsh policy toward Germany, took up an entire 
page of the paper. “The effect of the reparations clauses,” he began an 
article that showed his ability to pull the reader into a complex discus
sion, “ was as if you locked a bankrupt in jail, put a pistol to his head, 
made him sign a promise to pay $10,000,000 in ten years, and then 
added that he must spend the next ten years in which he was earning this 
money as a model prisoner on a stone pile.” 3 That rare knack for 
synthesizing complicated material and putting it into language the 
average reader could understand made him an invaluable asset.

It was an agreeable life. Lippmann wrote fast, respected Cobb, liked 
being part of an editorial team, and enjoyed the freedom that writing un
signed editorials gave him. “ So far I ’ve seen nothing to make me ques
tion the fundamental goodwill of the people in charge of the World, ”  he 
wrote Frankfurter a few weeks after starting his new job in January 
1922. “ And I have a great deal of affection and admiration for Frank 
Cobb. He’s a sort of humorous Yankee titan, 100% American as Wil
liam Allen White is and as none of the 100% professionals are.” 4 His 
new authority, the satisfaction of working on a team, the chance to write 
anonymously on a wide range of issues and to meet people in the wider 
world of finance, industry and show business offered Lippmann just 
what he wanted.

The World was, by tradition and sentiment, a Democratic paper — 
given to sighing indulgently over the antics of Mayor Jimmy Walker, 
finding hidden virtue in Tammany Hall, and applauding Governor AI
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Smith. Lippmann had no problem with this, for it allowed him to take 
potshots at the corruption-ridden Harding administration and the inept 
diplomacy of Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes. “ I find the 
World job easy to do,” he wrote Berenson after a year on the job. “ It 
takes my whole time and it is very exhilarating to know that the writing 
is effective. . . . Our criticism of Harding and Hughes has been persis
tent and cruel, and has given the lead and most of the arguments to the 
provincial newspapers. . . . We have had some fun.” 5 

The easy pace at the World continued until the summer of 1923, 
when Frank Cobb was stricken with cancer. Lippmann became acting 
director, with a salary boost to fifteen thousand dollars a year. When 
Cobb died at the end of the year he took the title of editor, with another 
raise to twenty thousand dollars, including a guarantee of three months 
off every year to travel and to write books and articles. Along with his 
new responsibilities Lippmann gained a seat on the World's policy-mak
ing body, the Council, where he joined Pulitzer, Swope, business man
ager Florence White, and Arthur Krock. Council meetings tended to be 
contentious, with Lippmann complaining that the news pages were so 
thin that he had to rely on the Times to know what was going on, while 
Swope countered that the editorials were wishy-washy.

While Lippmann admired Swope as a reporter, he was critical of what 
he believed to be Swope’s lax journalistic morals. At the World and for 
years afterward Swope enjoyed a cozy relationship with the Wall Street 
financier and self-styled “adviser to Presidents,” Bernard Baruch. 
Swope worked as Baruch’s public-relations adviser, promoting him in 
the paper as a financial wizard, and in return getting insider’s stock- 
market tips. The tips must have been good, for within a few years 
Swope, who came from a family of relatively modest means, was trad
ing hundreds of thousands of dollars a day. “ I thought he made a for
tune out of his position as a newspaperman through Baruch, ’ ’ Lippmann 
later said privately of Swope. “ Having started as an ordinary newspa
perman with an ordinary salary, he ended up with about twelve million 
dollars.” Baruch’s other friend at the World, Arthur Krock, apparently 
had a similar arrangement, one that continued long after he switched 
over to the New York Times. “ Arthur used to quote Baruch once a week 
in his column as if he were the wisest man in America,” Lippmann 
said. “ Actually Baruch was not very wise. In fact, he was rather unedu
cated. He was a character manufactured by public relations.” 6

Krock, in addition to alerting the public to Baruch’s financial genius, 
also enjoyed a moonlighting job with the banking firm of Dillon, 
Read — one that he himself delicately referred to as that of “private 
counsel on a matter of public relations.” This arrangement got him into 
considerable trouble when one day at the office Lippmann overheard 
him on the phone talking with a Dillon, Read agent about an upcoming
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editorial likely to affect the price of certain stocks. Lippmann accused 
Krock of giving the Wall Street firm advance information on the edito
rial. Krock denied the charge, but the incident caused bad feeling be
tween the two men for years. Lippmann banished Krock from the edito
rial page, where he had been a part-time contributor. Not long after, 
Krock left the paper for the Times, where he became Washington editor 
and later a columnist.7

While Lippmann’s promotion to director of the editorial page gave 
him more money and prestige, it also involved more work, including 
editing the copy of his staff. Even the best needed editing, although few 
readers would have noticed their slips, and most other editors would 
have let them pass. But Lippmann was a stickler for grammar, as his 
writers soon found out. One day Lippmann, who had been out of town 
on vacation, returned to the office in an irritable mood. He focused on 
James M. Cain, who wrote the “ human interest” editorials and later be
came a successful novelist. “ You of all men!”  he said, brandishing an 
editorial Cain had written in his absence. “ All right, I ’m guilty,” Cain 
replied, “ but tell me what I did.”  “ Look at the way you’ve ended this 
sentence,”  Lippmann said, shoving the paper at him. “ You’ve written 
‘not as easy as it looks.’ ” Cain was puzzled. “ Don’t you know,” 
Lippmann said wearily, “ that after the negative the proper word is ‘so ,’ 
not ‘as’?” When he later wrote about the incident Cain explained that 
he was actually pleased, for it showed that Lippmann took his work 
seriously. He was, he said, proud to work for “ one man in the newspa
per business to whom such things mattered.”  That such a fine stylist as 
Lippmann “ would respect my style, and the pains I took to achieve it, 
was a big thing in my life.” 8

Lippmann was finicky about style, not as a grammarian, but as one 
who cared about language and the precision with which words were 
used. “ Experience that can’t be described and communicated in words 
cannot long be vividly remembered,”  he wrote an administrator who 
sought his advice on teaching English in public schools. “ When you 
have looked at the stars once and remarked that they are grand, and then 
again only in order to say that the heavens are swell, why not look at the 
Wrigley chewing gum sign on Broadway which is equally grand and 
swell? Without words to give precision to ideas the ideas themselves 
soon become indistinguishable.” He was always careful to keep each 
editorial focused on a single idea. “ You tried to cover too much of the 
subject instead of remembering that in journalism, at least, you can’t 
count on any reader going back over an article to seize the connec
tions,” he told a young woman who asked his opinion on an article she 
had written. Keeping the subject matter uncomplicated was not a vice of 
journalism but a merit, he insisted, “ for it means that the writer has to 
conceal a lot of the machinery by which he reaches his effect . . .  he
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must have mastered the subject so completely that it becomes very 
simple in the statement.”

Cain had particular reason to be grateful for Lippmann’s concern with 
style, for it helped him land his job on the World. Arriving in New York 
in 1924 with only a cardboard suitcase and a letter of introduction from 
H. L. Mencken to Arthur Krock, Cain timorously dropped by the 
World. Krock led him straightaway into Lippmann’s office, leaving 
Cain speechless before a man whose writing he had much admired. 
Lippmann asked to see some samples of his work, and a few days later, 
to Cain’s astonishment, offered him a job. As it turned out, Cain had 
come along at just the right moment. Maxwell Anderson had hit the 
Broadway jackpot with What Price Glory? and had resigned the week 
before. Lippmann needed a human-interest writer, and as he later told 
Cain of their first meeting, “ when my ear caught the participles that 
didn’t dangle, the infinitives well buttoned in, the pronouns all with an
tecedents, it occurred to me that you could take Anderson’s place.”

In fleshing out the staff of the editorial page — he soon added histo
rian Allan Nevins — Lippmann sought men who could write and think 
clearly, not flashy stylists. “ I don’t set much store by capacity to write 
brilliantly,” he told Frankfurter in seeking his help in finding a writer 
on legal matters. “ I do set store on lucidity, brevity and what I think 
Holmes called the instinct for the jugular.” 9 The tough and graceful 
prose of the editorial team, together with the cartoons of Rollin Kirby, 
gave the World the best-written and most influential editorial page in the 
nation.

Although Cain and a good many others held their boss in awe —- the 
reporters in the city room referred to him as the “ lord of the tower” — 
Lippmann was barely thirty-four when he inherited the editorial page. 
Exuding self-confidence and never revealing the slightest doubt of his 
ability — if indeed he felt any — he ruled his domain with a firm grip. 
A hard driver of his staff, he was no less hard on himself. During his 
nine years on the World he wrote the lead editorial nearly every day, ex
cept during his frequent periods of vacation and travel, when he turned 
the page over to his deputy, Charles Merz. While lacking Cobb’s old- 
shoe informality, he won the respect of his staff by the care he took with 
their copy, his support of their interests, his tenacity, his refusal to suc
cumb to outside pressure, and his personal concern about those in need.

When the Pulitzers tried to slash costs by firing older writers, Lipp
mann fought to keep them. When William Bolitho, the gifted young 
correspondent in Rome, got in trouble with Mussolini for critical report
ing, Lippmann backed him to the hilt. When Cain had to go to a sanato
rium for tuberculosis, Lippmann kept him on the payroll and gave him 
free-lance assignments. He even helped give Cain his first break as a 
novelist by persuading a skeptical Alfred Knopf to publish Cain’s Post-
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man Always Rings Twice after two other publishers had turned it down, 
then driving a hard bargain with Knopf on Cain’s behalf.

Lippmann, in his own quiet way, “fought harder for more justice for 
more people on the World than anyone else, and for more of them than 
most of them knew, or ever will know,’’ wrote Franklin P. Adams, the 
“ FPA’’ of the popular op-ed column “The Conning Tower.’’ Cain, 
though often critical of Lippmann, agreed. Lippmann had a “ courtesy 
far finer than is commonly encountered in newspapers,’’ Cain later 
wrote. “ If you didn’t believe in the idea, he didn’t want you to write 
it.’’ He treated his staff as colleagues rather than employees. He was, in 
Cain’s words, “ pleasant, courteous, and . . . waived rank in favor of 
gracious informality, which, of course, made him quite likeable.’’ Very 
little of this gentle charm came through in his writing, and was perhaps 
what most surprised those who saw his popular television broadcasts in 
the early 1960s.

Many, too, were surprised at his physical appearance. Lippmann did 
not correspond to the popular image of a frail intellectual or litterateur. 
He was big-boned, muscular and vigorous, with a heavy chest, a small 
waist, and strong hands. His 190 pounds lent a sense of power to his 
five-foot ten-inch frame. Cain had reason to be grateful for Lippmann’s 
physical strength. Once when they were coming back from lunch Cain 
carelessly stepped off the curb just as a taxi was speeding around the 
comer. At that moment, he recalled, an “ iron hand caught my arm, to 
pull me, almost lift me, back to the curb. . . .  It yanked me back, 
make no mistake about that. It would. It was that kind of hand and he 
was that kind of man.’’

Sensitive, even a bit vain, about his appearance, Lippmann had long 
since lost his chubbiness. No one now would think of likening him to 
Buddha. He was solid and strong, but he still fretted about his weight 
and exercised regularly at a gym. His squash and tennis partners were 
often surprised at the ferocity he brought to the game. His determination 
to win belied his normally placid manner. His bearing was sure, his 
hazel eyes expressive and sensitive. He was a handsome man, with the 
kind of presence that women were drawn to and men found impressive. 
Only the voice seemed out of key, a bit high-pitched for one built like a 
grand-opera baritone. Fastidious about his dress, Lippmann was conser
vative, given to dark, expensively tailored suits and gray fedoras. 
Always conscious of how others were dressed, he took great care with 
his own wardrobe. Once when he and Cain were talking about Jimmy 
Walker, the Tammany playboy mayor of New York who was invariably 
described as “ well dressed,’’ Lippmann said: “ I think he’s horribly 
dressed; he looks like a vaudeville entertainer.” 10

Lippmann’s position on the World, and the growing reputation he 
gained from his books, made him a prominent figure in New York and



for the first time gave him a national influence. Politicians like A1 Smith 
and financiers like Thomas Lamont courted him, hostesses sought him 
out for their dinner tables, universities began awarding him honorary 
degrees. An engrossing and entertaining speaker, he became a popular 
figure on the lecture circuit. He liked to travel; it got him out of the of
fice and allowed him to meet kinds of people he never saw in New 
York. He often took the train to the West Coast, and several times a 
year to the Middle West and the South. He played an active part in the 
newly formed Council on Foreign Relations — an internationalist- 
minded group of businessmen, journalists, and academics — and wrote 
frequently for its quarterly journal, Foreign Affairs, whose editor, 
Hamilton Fish Armstrong, became one of his closest friends.

Despite the fact that he ran a Democratic paper, he had a high reputa
tion in Washington during the Republican years. Calvin Coolidge, after 
becoming President on Harding’s death in 1923, summoned him to the 
White House for lunch. “ Silent Cal’’ was, despite his sobriquet, quite 
garrulous, and given to interminable monologues on such burning issues 
as thrift, sobriety and the pan-American highway. Lippmann found the 
President “very loquacious,” if not particularly stimulating, and gave 
him high points for never once indicating, during the many times they 
met at the White House, that he had ever read any of Lippmann’s edito
rials denouncing his administration. Coolidge held no grudge against his 
journalist critics, or even paid much attention to them. After years of 
scorning Coolidge for a “genius for inactivity,” Lippmann decided that 
he was admired for what he symbolized rather than for what he did, that 
among Americans he “ called forth an ancient piety toward the origins 
of their life.” 11

Lippmann, now a journalistic celebrity, savored his new fame — en
joyed knowing the rich and the mighty, being invited to fashionable par
ties, being recognized on the street by strangers, and being among those 
whose opinion mattered. In 1923 he and Faye moved out of their apart
ment at 785 Madison Avenue and rented a small carriage house at 50 
Washington Mews on the northern fringe of Greenwich Village. After 
three years there they were able, with the larger salary he was drawing, 
to move to a grander apartment across the street at 39 Fifth Avenue. 
There they led an elegant and active life, going out to dinner or the 
theater nearly every evening. The weekends, at least from May to Octo
ber, were reserved for Wading River. The sleepy country village, 
though unprepossessing, had its own local gentry and even a Saturday 
afternoon polo team. Lippmann, mounted on his white pony, often 
served as referee.

There was nothing particularly grand or socially pretentious about 
Wading River. The houses were mostly run-down and the farmers lived 
on the potatoes they grew. But there was a small community of week-
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enders, including Edward Kempf, a well-known psychiatrist, and 
Walter Binger, a childhood friend of Lippmann who had become an ar
chitectural engineer and had bought an old house down the road. Often 
friends would come out from the city for the weekend. The eclectic 
group included Harold Laski, Alexander Woollcott, Edna Ferber, 
George Kaufman, Franklin P. Adams, Jim Cain, Allan Nevins, Bobby 
Jones, Dwight Morrow, Learned Hand and Felix Frankfurter. There 
were also Faye’s friends, Broadway personalities like the Martin Becks, 
or local polo players like Jesse Heatley. Walter was often bored by 
Faye’s crowd, but never made a fuss. He hated any kind of quarrel, and 
preferred merely to go along with whatever Faye had organized. Also, 
he liked having people around. It was his way of relaxing. Their lively 
social life helped fill some of the dead space that had developed between 
them.

One way to have dealt with that deadness would have been to have 
had a child. They both wanted one, or thought they did, and Faye even 
went to a doctor to find out why she had been unable to conceive. She 
never got a satisfactory answer, and gradually just came to accept that 
they would probably never have a child. Instead they found one on the 
beach: a red-haired and mischievous ten-year-old girl who lived with her 
family in a weather-beaten old house nearby. Jane Mather was a tom
boy, high-spirited and a little wild, but a wonderful pet around the 
house. Both Walter and Faye were enchanted by her, and she often 
stayed with them when her parents — itinerant Shakespearean actors — 
went on the road.

When Jane’s father died in 1925 and her mother was unable to keep 
the family together, Walter and Faye made Jane their ward. She became 
the child they never had. Walter, always so careful to conceal his emo
tions, to evidence no sign of parental longings, became devoted to Jane. 
In many ways she was his opposite — nonintellectual, spontaneous, 
athletic — and he loved her for those qualities. His relationship with 
Jane — he was part parent, part comrade, part frustrated lover — was 
an enduring and rewarding one that continued for the rest of his life.

At Wading River and on the World Lippmann came into contact with 
a diverse and unlikely group of people; perhaps none was more unlikely 
than the master escape artist, Harry Houdini. Lippmann had been fasci
nated by mind readers and crystal gazers ever since his college days 
when psychologist Hugo Münsterberg had first interested him in hoaxes. 
Houdini shared that interest, and had gone on a one-man crusade to 
debunk the claims of spiritualists — then enjoying a great vogue. 
Lippmann heard about Houdini’s work and hailed the escape artist in the 
editorial columns of the World.

Houdini, naturally pleased by Lippmann’s support, invited him to a 
demonstration at the swimming pool of the Shelton Hotel. There Hou-
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dini was put in a sealed coffin and immersed for fifty minutes at the bot
tom of the pool, emerging no worse for wear. Lippmann congratulated 
his host on his skillful performance and took Houdini off to the hotel 
bar. Over a drink he suggested to Houdini that he might put on a dem
onstration that would undermine the current faith in spiritualism. Cre
dulity had reached such lengths that even eminent English writers like 
Gilbert Murray and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle claimed to have com
municated with the dead. The cult was moving dangerously close to 
home, for only a few days earlier Ralph Pulitzer had announced to Lipp
mann that there might be something in this thought-transferral business. 
Lippmann decided that something drastic had to be done, and that Hou
dini was just the man to do it. The two concocted a plan.

On a Sunday afternoon in May 1924 a specially invited group gath
ered at Houdini’s brownstone on West 113th Street. In addition to 
Walter and Faye, the group included Pulitzer and his wife, Peggy 
Leech; Dr. Edward Kempf; Arthur Train; Herbert Bayard Swope and 
his wife, Margaret; Bernard Baruch; and Houdini’s own wife and 
brother. The experiment began when Houdini instructed his guests to 
lock him up in a room on the third floor. Meanwhile, in the parlor 
below, each guest wrote out a thought on a piece of paper and then 
whispered it to his neighbor three times. Dr. Kempf thought of Buffalo 
Bill’s monument in Wyoming; Baruch, of the phrase “ Don’t give up the 
ship.” Lippmann, true to form, contemplated matters of state: Lord 
Curzon in the Foreign Office. After the thoughts were whispered 
around, Houdini was allowed to return downstairs. Pressing his fingers 
to his temples, he told Kempf he saw “ a man killing buffalo,” and 
Baruch an image of “heaving water and a ship.” Lord Curzon, how
ever, elicited a blank. For the second part of the experiment, Houdini 
went back upstairs, where he took off all his clothes and climbed into a 
casket hoisted on two chairs. With Lippmann and Pulitzer standing 
guard over the casket, the others downstairs all focused on a single 
thought: a portrait of Mrs. John Barrymore. Liberated from the casket, 
Houdini uttered the single word “ Barrymore.” Properly impressed, the 
guests congratulated Houdini. The whole point of the experiment, he 
explained to them, was to show that any talented magician could per
form “mind-reading” feats. There was nothing supernatural in what he 
had done. But despite the insistence of Pulitzer, who would not easily 
relinquish his faith in spiritualism, Houdini would not reveal how he 
had performed his trick.12

Spiritualism was hardly the gravest problem facing America in the 
1920s, but Lippmann took a lively interest in it, just as he did in scores 
of other issues far removed from foreign policy and high politics. When 
he heard that several women were dying from radium poisoning as a 
result of painting watch dials, and that the watch company refused to
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pay them compensation, he launched a veritable crusade on the editorial 
page. It was, he charged, “ an outrage that the company should attempt 
to keep these women from suing,’’ and that they were “ allowed to die 
with justice denied them because the courts and lawyers in New Jersey 
are too busy and too little interested to give them their day in court.” 
When a bob-haired bandit named Cecilia Cooney, whose exploits of 
armed robbery had tantalized readers of the World's news pages for 
months, was finally arrested, Lippmann’s sentimental side was touched. 
Instead of a romantic stickup artist he saw “ a pitiable girl; instead of an 
amusing tale, a dark and mean tragedy . . .  a product of this city, of its 
neglect and its carelessness, of its indifference and its undercurrents of 
misery.” When the State Department banned the Countess Karolyi, a 
Hungarian exile, from entering the United States for a lecture tour — on 
grounds that she harbored dangerously leftist ideas — Lippmann orga
nized a spirited, though ultimately ineffective, campaign to reverse the 
ban. He even tried, at the urging of Mabel Dodge, to help D. H. 
Lawrence enter the United States, despite the government’s fear that the 
author of Lady Chatterley’s Lover would be a bad moral influence on 
Americans.13

Even while turning out the lead editorial nearly every day and editing 
his staff’s copy, he somehow found the time to do his monthly column 
for Vanity Fair, write frequent articles for other magazines, publish no 
fewer than four books, and give a considerable number of public ad
dresses. During his first year on the World he did an important series of 
six articles for the New Republic on intelligence testing. The recently 
developed Stanford-Binet tests were being touted at that time as a fool
proof method for measuring the innate intelligence of any child, regard
less of family background or education. Skeptical of such sweeping 
claims, Lippmann became persuaded that the tests had been oversold, 
misinterpreted, and even deliberately used to justify a system of social 
stratification.

The IQ tests, he charged, did not measure intelligence, but simply 
classified people by their ability to do arbitrarily selected puzzles. “The 
claim that we have learned to measure hereditary intelligence has no 
scientific foundation. We cannot measure intelligence when we have 
never defined it, and we cannot speak of its hereditary basis after it has 
been indistinguishably fused with a thousand educational and environ
mental influences from the time of conception to the school age.” In
telligence was based on an “ unanalyzable mixture of native capacity, 
acquired habits and stored-up knowledge, and no tester knows at any 
moment what he is testing.” Refuting the claim by scientists that they 
could measure a capacity to learn fixed by heredity, Lippmann charged 
that intelligence testing “ in the hands of men who hold this dogma 
could not but lead to an intellectual caste system in which the task of ed-
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ucation had given way to the doctrine of predestination and infant dam
nation. ” Lippmann’s articles set off a controversy that raged for months 
in the pages of the NR, and were being cited decades later in an Unending 
argument over acquired and innate intelligence.14

As an editor Lippmann was particularly concerned by infringements 
upon press freedom, as well as abuses by the press of its privileges. 
Some of his toughest editorials were directed against his colleagues. 
“The combination between the courts and the tabloids has produced a 
situation for which there is really no precedent, ’ ’ he wrote of the collu
sion between lawyers, judges and reporters in some of the sensational 
divorce and murder trials of the 1920s. “ If you take the succession of 
cases — Arbuckle, Rhinelander, Hall-Mills, Browning and Chaplin — 
and consider how they are worked up by officers of the law, by lawyers 
and journalists . . . how they are exploited for profit, it is evident that 
what we have here is a series of national spectacles put on for the 
amusement of the crowd. . . . The whole atmosphere of them is fraud
ulent. They are produced by swindlers for suckers.” Later, during the 
1930s, he would score the legal system of New Jersey for the “ intolera
ble abuses of publicity” committed during the trial of Bruno Hauptmann 
for the kidnap-murder of the Lindbergh baby, and the press itself for its 
“cruel curiosity” that forced the Lindberghs to flee to England. The 
Lindberghs, he wrote, were “ refugees from the tyranny of yellow jour
nalism . . . denied their human, their inalienable right to privacy.” 15 

If journalists were under pressure from editors to write stories that 
went against their consciences, they should, he suggested, change jobs. 
“A journalist who can do something else, if only drive a taxicab or 
make shoes, is a free man if he wants to be. No man ought to go 
seriously into journalism who is absolutely and solely dependent upon 
what he can earn by it.” 16 

As editor he had to cope with the problem of censorship as well as 
that of privacy. The Jazz Age had its Victorian underside. The flapper 
rebellion of the 1920s triggered a spate of Broadway shows featuring 
chorus lines, scanty costumes and dirty jokes — scandalous stuff for the 
times. Did this fall under the First Amendment guarantee of free 
speech? Lippmann thought not. When the New York police, in an elec
tion year show of concern for public morals, raided the popular girlie 
revue Earl Carroll’s Vanities, Lippmann gave a nod of approval. The 
show was guilty of a “ deliberate and commercial” obscenity, he 
charged, and “ aimed to provide the maximum erotic excitement the law 
will permit.” Punishing Earl Carroll through his pocketbook would 
“discourage the too-rapid advance of competitive smut.” 17 

While this sounded a bit priggish, Lippmann felt he was on solid 
ground. The line between pornography and art was difficult to draw, he 
admitted. But it had to be drawn by somebody, and if not by “ some-
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body with taste and intelligence and a sense of the value of a free and 
searching theatre the line will most certainly sooner or later be drawn 
by fools and philistines.” Obscenity depended upon the context. “Tear 
a picture out of a medical treatise and hang it in the parlor — it will 
seem obscene. . . . Play ‘Red Hot Mama’ on the organ at a church 
wedding — it will sound filthy.”  Spectacles like Carroll’s Vanities 
were, he maintained, a “wholly different kind of thing from the frank 
animalism which in the Bible and Homer, through Chaucer and Shake
speare to the great modern novelists, has been a permanent strain in 
human nature. These modem spectacles are not ribald. They are not 
gay. They are not searching. They are not profound. They are a lazy 
and solitary and safe indulgence in the vices of others.” Dirty maga
zines presented no problem at all. They should be “ driven off the news
stands and put out of sight. . . . There is no more reason why these 
things should be displayed on the streets than that the garbage should be 
dumped in City Hall Park.” But Lippmann drew the line at the classics. 
When Arthur Krock thought that a production of Love for Love should 
be shut down as being too racy for a popular audience, Lippmann wrote 
his colleague: “I will not personally be a party to a suppression of a 
Congreve play, even supposing that it were all you say it is. I should 
oppose the suppression of Love for Love as I should oppose the suppres
sion of nude statuary at the Museum, of Boccaccio, or of the Arabian 
Nights, or Rabelais. ” 18

His attitude toward censorship was clearly not absolutist. It depended 
on the context and the kind of censorship involved. When Congress 
passed a tariff bill with a provision for censorship of imported books 
and films, he saw no constitutional issue at stake. “It cannot properly be 
called censorship, for the essence of censorship is prohibition by ad
ministrative act,”  he argued in drawing a distinction between prior re
straint and punishment after publication or performance. “ Prosecution 
by trial and jury is a wholly different kind of procedure. ”  To those who 
sought the elimination of all obscenity laws he maintained that it would 
be “ impossible today to persuade the overwhelming mass of Americans 
that there should be no law to deal with commercialized por
nography.” 19 This may have been true, but Lippmann also did not feel 
that the issue was important enough to persuade the “ overwhelming 
mass”  to change its mind.

While he could be roused by social injustice, Lippmann was not by 
nature a crusader. Readers used to Cobb’s thundering denunciations 
complained that the World tended to straddle issues rather than to come 
down squarely on one side. Lippmann, unlike Cobb, did not see the 
world in black and white, but rather in various shades of gray. Under 
his direction the paper’s editorial tone became less strident, more intel
lectual and attuned to nuance. While this more subtle approach pleased
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many, it rankled others used to the old days. “Cobb was always hot in 
the wake of the World news,” wrote city editor James Barrett. “ Lipp- 
mann liked to think things over first and also see What the Times and the 
Herald-Tribune had to say about it before sounding any bugle calls. As 
a matter of fact, he sounded no bugle calls.”

When the paper got into financial trouble in the late 1920s many 
blamed its inadequate news coverage and its failure to choose between a 
blue-collar and a white-collar audience. Some critics focused on the edi
torial page. In a dissection of the World for his magazine, the Nation, 
Oswald Garrison Villard charged that the editorial page was far weaker 
under Lippmann than under Cobb. Where Cobb drove home an issue 
with the tenacity of a bullterrier and the staccato thuds of a jackhammer, 
Lippmann wrote with elegance and dialectical subtlety. His editorials, 
Villard charged, “were extraordinarily learned, very well written, but 
so clever as to be Machiavellian in their finesse. One feels that there is 
something metaphysical about it all; that there is a special pleader weav
ing his web with singular skill, but enticing nobody.” Cobb’s one-note 
thumping did not accord with Lippmann’s way of seeing three or four 
sides to an issue. For Villard the World's editorial page was marked by 
an “ inability to take a position and hold it through to its logical end. 
Too often it charges right up to the breastworks and then slowly retreats 
or even yields its arms and its entire position.”

Stung by Villard’s accusation, Lippmann took Cain out to lunch one 
day at his club to talk it over. For all his admiration of Lippmann’s tal
ents, Cain considered his boss more a “poet of ideas” than a newspaper 
editor. Lippmann was “ always trying to get away from the plain banali
ties of polemic and find the grain of ultimate truth.” The problem, he 
told Lippmann at lunch that day, was that he was trying to make an edi
torial more than it could be, and often achieving less than it ought to be.

“ If you ask me,” Cain explained, “ the most that any newspaper 
should try to do is choose sides in a fight, and then fight as hard as it 
can, even when it secretly wishes the fight were going a little dif
ferently. But you are always trying to dredge up basic principles. In a 
newspaper it won’t work. For example, turn to music. A piano has eight 
octaves, a violin three, a comet two, and a bugle has only four notes. 
Now if what you’ve got to blow is a bugle, there isn’t any sense in 
camping yourself down in front of piano music.”

“You may be right,” Lippmann retorted. “ But God damn it. I ’m not 
going to spend my life writing bugle-calls!” 20 

Not only was he not writing that kind of music, he was not writing 
for that kind of public.
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Tyranny of the M asses

My own mind has been getting steadily anti-demo
cratic.

— To Learned Hand, June 1925

T1h e  qualities that made Lippmann’s editorials so impressive — their 
elegance, subtlety, and emphasis on underlying principles — also 
made them seem remote to the World's blue-collar readers. The paper 

had made its reputation as the voice of the “ little man,”  flagellating in
justice, calling public officials to task, extolling the virtues — as well as 
pandering to the more lurid tastes — of the masses. This was still 
Swope’s formula for the news pages. The old hands at the World, and 
many of its readers, saw Virtue marching out every day in unending 
combat with Privilege and Corruption. Lippmann could never see it that 
way. He was becoming convinced that democracy had to be protected 
from the masses.

Public Opinion, with its evocation of an unseen environment and of 
citizens with “ pictures in their heads,” had asked whether the average 
man could make intelligent decisions about public issues. While raising 
the question, Lippmann had not come fully to terms with the implica
tions of his own analysis. He had never been satisfied with the equivocal 
conclusion of Public Opinion, with its touching, though not quite con
vincing, declaration of faith in the “possibilities that could exist by vir
tue of any human quality which a human being has exhibited.” In truth, 
he was unwilling to confront his own pessimism. “ I have written and 
then thrown away several endings to this book,” he confessed to his 
readers in the final chapter.

But the enthusiastic reception of the book emboldened him to push 
his analysis all the way. Early in June 1923 he and Faye shut down their 
New York apartment and moved out to Wading River for the summer. 
There Walter worked almost full time on a sequel to Public Opinion. 
Chained to a grueling schedule, he would get up at six, have breakfast
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and a quick swim, write his daily editorial for the World — which he 
would telephone in to Charles Merz, who was tending shop during his 
absence — and spend the rest of the day on the book. Weekend guests 
were gently discouraged, except for Graham Wallas, who came for a 
long stay and served as a sounding board for some of the ideas Lipp- 
mann was testing in the book.

Writing fast, and with his usual discipline, Lippmann managed to 
turn out a long manuscript of some hundred thousand words by the end 
of the summer. He was pleased with what he had done, though uncer
tain of how it would be received. One of the persons whose opinion 
mattered most was Learned Hand, to whom he dedicated the book 
when, pruned and sharpened, it was published in 1925. “ I ’ve tried to 
say what public opinion can do, and how it can do that more effectively, 
assuming no intellectual or spiritual improvement in its quality,’’ he 
wrote the jurist. But the book’s thesis was so pessimistic, he told Arthur 
Holcombe, a professor of government at Harvard, that he was likely to 
be “ put on trial for heresy by my old friends on The New Republic. ’’1

Those old friends on the NR would indeed find a good deal to dis
courage them. In The Phantom Public, as he called this sequel to Public 
Opinion, Lippmann scuttled some of the equivocations that had marked 
the earlier work. He now declared it a “ false ideal”  to imagine that the 
voters were even “ inherently competent” to direct public affairs. “ I 
cannot find time to do what is expected of me in the theory of democ
racy; that is, to know what is going on and to have an opinion worth 
expressing on every question which confronts a self-governing commu
nity,” he declared modestly. The implication was, of course, that if he 
could not, who could?

The problem, rooted in the very nature of democracy, could hardly, 
as many reformers imagined, be corrected by more democracy — that 
is, by extending the suffrage or getting out the vote: “ If the voter cannot 
grasp the details of the problems of the day because he has not the time, 
the interest or the knowledge, he will not have a better public opinion 
because he is asked to express his opinion more often.” It was not fair 
to expect too much of the average man. As Lippmann explained in one 
of his clever analogies, “The public will arrive in the middle of the 
third act and will leave before the last curtain, having stayed just long 
enough perhaps to decide who is the hero and who the villain of the 
piece.”  Advanced societies could not be governed so casually.

The only hope lay in taking the weight off the public’s shoulders, in 
frankly recognizing that the average citizen had neither the capacity nor 
the interest to direct society. Thus the accepted theory of popular gov
ernment, resting on the belief that there is a public that directs the 
course of events, was simply wrong. Such a public was a “mere phan
tom,”  an abstraction. In actuality the public was not, Lippmann ex-
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plained, a fixed body of individuals, but “ merely those persons who are 
interested in an affair.” The only way this public could affect decisions 
was by supporting or opposing those with the power and the knowledge 
to act. Its job was to identify those capable of making decisions, to align 
itself for or against a proposal, and to choose between the contending 
parties by electing the Outs when it had lost faith in the Ins. This was 
the limit of its competence: “ With the substance of the problem it can 
do nothing but meddle ignorantly or tyrannically.”

The crucial distinction, he underlined, was not between specialists 
and amateurs, but between insiders and outsiders — between those who 
had the necessary information to act and those who did not. This was no 
new distinction. Lippmann had first drawn it a decade earlier when, 
lamenting the voters’ rejection of a new state constitution for New 
York, he complained that insiders had reason for their “ subtle distrust 
for popular action,” their “ feeling that the people do not choose the 
better part.” Now the intimation had become an assertion. “ Only the 
insider can make the decisions, not because he is inherently a better 
man, but because he is so placed that he can understand and can act. ’ ’2 

While democratic theory decreed that the people were sovereign, in 
practice that sovereignty meant mostly the power to say yes or no, to 
throw the old rascals out and bring new rascals in. The public should 
have the power of veto, but not be asked to make day-to-day decisions. 
This would allow the “ insiders” to do their work and free the public 
from choices it was incompetent to make. “The public must be put in 
its place so that it may exercise its powers,” Lippmann wrote with little 
attempt to be politic, “ but no less and perhaps even more, so that each 
of us may live free of the trampling and the roar of a bewildered herd. ” 

The language was a bit brutal, but the outline of the argument had 
been laid down three years earlier in Public Opinion. “The democratic 
fallacy,” he had written there,

has been its preoccupation with the origin o f government rather than with the 
processes and results. The democrat has always assumed that if  political power 
could be derived in the right way, it would be beneficent. His whole attention 
has been on the source o f power, since he is hypnotized by the belief that the 
great thing is to express the will o f the people, first because expression is the 
highest interest o f man, and second because the w ill is instinctively good. But 
no amount o f regulation at the source o f a river w ill com pletely control its be
havior, and while democrats have been absorbed in trying to find a good mech
anism for originating social power, that is to say, a good mechanism o f voting 
and representation, they neglected almost every other interest o f man. For no 
matter how power originates, the crucial interest is in how power is exercised. 
What determines the quality o f civilization is the use made o f power. And that 
use cannot be controlled at the source.
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The Phantom Public merely took that argument to its logical conclusion.
That argument, for all its bleakness, deserved a better hearing than it 

got. Those who had hailed Public Opinion were distressed and even 
bewildered by its successor. Although a few managed to see a ray of 
hope in what John Dewey called its “ reasonable conception” of how 
democracy could be made to work “ under an exaggerated and undis
ciplined notion of the public and its powers,”  most reviewers were dis
heartened by its seeming pessimism. The Phantom Public soon went out 
of print, and in the years since has been virtually forgotten. This neglect 
is unfortunate, for it is one of Lippmann’s most powerfully argued and 
revealing books. In it he came fully to terms with the inadequacy of 
traditional democratic theory.

There, too, he revealed a good many of his personal anxieties and the 
loss of his prewar idealism. The book was, as Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., 
has written, a “ brilliant exercise in skepticism” in which “every uni
versal pattern, every central perspective seemed to have washed out 
from under him.” First went socialism, then his faith in science, then 
his belief that the majority was fit to rule. Last to go, but go it did, was 
his trust in experts. No longer did he assume they knew best; only that 
they might know better than the common folk. “The problems that vex 
democracy,” Lippmann wrote ruefully, “ seem to be unmanageable by 
democratic methods.” 3

In a review of the book, H. L. Mencken described Lippmann as one 
who “ started out life with high hopes for democracy and an almost 
mystical belief in the congenital wisdom of the masses,” and had come 
around to the conclusion that the masses were “ ignorant and un- 
teachable. ” Mencken exaggerated, as always, but was not totally off the 
mark. He had misjudged only the beginning. As early as 1911 Lipp
mann, still in his socialist phase, had urged liberals to accept “ once and 
for all the limitations of democracy,” and to “recognize clearly that the 
voting population is made up of people, pretty busy with their affairs.” 
Such people would no more become political specialists than professors 
of theology, he explained. “They haven’t a lifetime to devote to the 
study of the complicated machinery of government. What they have 
time for, what they must find time for if they haven’t, is the making of 
judgments as to the direction which the machine shall take. ’ ’ But the de
tails, he underlined, should be left to “ specially trained men” who 
should be judged by their “ human result” rather than their “profes
sional technique.” 4

These words, written when Lippmann was only twenty-two, a full 
eight years before his disillusionment with the propaganda machine and 
the lost peace, suggested where he was heading. That road, one critic 
wrote in response to The Phantom Public, led toward H. G. Wells’s 
‘ ‘ ‘new order of samurai ’ — an aristocracy of mind and character
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whose members are dedicated to making democracy work for the best, 
whether the populace wants it or not.” 5

While unquestionably an attack on traditional democratic theory, The 
Phantom Public can also be seen as a study in class conflict and resolu
tion. Lippmann seemed to be arguing that decisions, however arrived at, 
have no moral value. They are bad, not because they may be unjust, but 
only if they cause social conflict. The main criterion is not justice, but 
tranquillity. Thus what Hobbes saw as justification for the Leviathan 
(each man surrendered his individual power to the absolute monarch 
because even tyranny was better than an anarchical war of all against 
all), Lippmann saw as the virtue of democracy — a mechanism for 
resolving conflict peacefully. “The justification for majority rule in poli
tics is not to be found in its ethical superiority,” he wrote. “ It is to be 
found in the sheer necessity of finding a place in civilized society for the 
force which resides in the weight of numbers . . .  an election based on 
the principle of majority rule is historically and practically a sublimated 
and denatured civil war.”

Even some of Lippmann’s staunchest admirers were unhappy with the 
logic of The Phantom Public. It was not enough merely to undermine 
complacency about the workings of democracy, Graham Wallas wrote 
his former pupil. “ You are also writing for the young Alexander Hamil
ton, or Jeremy Bentham, or Walter Lippmann . . . and you don’t in
dicate to him how to make his brains and energy and love and pity for 
his fellows most effective, through many different kinds of services and 
experiences, for the good of mankind. Your clear-cut distinction be
tween ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ will only baffle and confuse him.”

But Lippmann no longer was, or was writing for, the kind of young 
man Wallas had met at Harvard in 1910. He had grown disillusioned in 
his ideals, tired in his enthusiasms. ‘‘For when the private man has lived 
through the romantic age in politics and is no longer moved by the stale 
echoes of its hot cries,” he wrote in one of the strikingly personal pas
sages that mark this powerfully argued book, ‘‘when he is sober and 
unimpressed, his own part in public affairs appears to him a pretentious 
thing. . . . He is a man back from a crusade to make the world some
thing or other it did not become: he has been tantalized too often by the 
foam of events, has seen the gas go out of it.” 6

Lippmann’s disillusion reflected that of his age. The old Progressive 
movement was played out, a victim of the great crusade that had been 
botched. Its enthusiasts had become, in Walter Weyl’s derisive phrase, 
‘‘tired radicals.”  The prewar intellectuals turned away from politics. 
Some, like Herbert Croly, moved from a search for social progress to 
one for moral regeneration. Others, like the “ lost generation” of 
painters and writers, went off to Paris, where they could live well on a 
little money and forget about the problems of America.
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Lippmann never ran away from politics, never lost his conviction that 
the examined, committed life was the only one worth leading. But he, 
too, needed an explanation for the collapse of his own prewar ideals. 
What some found in the corruption of politics itself, and a few in the in
adequacy of their own assumptions, he discerned in the incapacity of the 
average man to rule. In The Phantom Public lay the rationale for the 
“new order of samurai,” and, between the lines, the disillusion of a 
man “ tantalized too often by the foam of events.”

Just about the time that Lippmann sent the manuscript of The Phan
tom Public off to the publishers, an event in the mountain town of Day- 
ton, Tennessee, confirmed all of his suspicions about the prejudices of 
the masses. There, in the spring of 1925, a young schoolteacher named 
John Scopes was indicted for teaching Darwin’s theory of evolution in 
defiance of state law. A minor incident in the Bible Belt became a na
tional controversy when William Jennings Bryan joined the prosecution 
and the famed criminal lawyer Clarence Darrow took over the defense. 
The trial, deliberately set up by civil libertarians to test the constitu
tionality of the Tennessee statute, offered Lippmann an ideal chance to 
examine what he called the “ dogma of majority rule.”

Lippmann was unable to attend the trial because he was stuck in Bal
timore, where Faye was having a major operation for removal of her 
spleen. But he churned out a stream of impassioned editorials, compar
ing Scopes’s trial to that of Galileo, accusing the legislature of es
tablishing a state religion, and declaring that the efforts of popular 
majorities to rule over individual consciences was the ‘ ‘chief tyranny of 
democracy.” Yet for all his indignation over the trial, he recognized 
that the weight of the law rested on Bryan’s side: the legislature clearly 
had the legal right to decide what should be taught in the public schools.

‘This is a difficult principle to controvert,” Lippmann admitted to 
Graham Wallas. “ Personally, I am pretty well persuaded that it’s neces
sary to controvert it. But in doing so it will be necessary to invent some 
sort of constitutional theory under which public education is rendered 
rather more independent of the legislature than it is at present.” The 
power of legislatures was “ far more harassing and dangerous to free
dom of thought” than that of rich donors on private universities, he 
argued. Democracy did not have to mean majority tyranny. “ It seems to 
me that majority rule is after all only a limited political device, and that 
where some great interest like education comes into conflict with it, we 
are justified in trying to set up defenses against the majority.” 7 

One obvious defense against majorities was the courts — even 
though liberals were generally opposed to court vetoes over popularly 
elected legislatures. This path appeared closed, however, since the stat
ute in question seemed clearly constitutional. “Now I know this is pro
gressive dogma as we all accepted it in the days when the courts were
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knocking out the laws we wanted,”  Lippmann wrote Learned Hand. 
“ But I wonder whether we don’t have to develop some new doctrine to 
protect education from majorities.” Hand, who was usually willing to 
give legislatures carte blanche, even when he did not like what they 
voted, offered little encouragement. But Lippmann was undeterred. 
“ My own mind has been getting steadily anti-democratic,” he told the 
judge. “The size of the electorate, the impossibility of educating it suf
ficiently, the fierce ignorance of these millions of semi-literate, priest- 
ridden and parson-ridden people have gotten me to the point where I 
want to confine the actions of majorities.” 8

The legal case was clear-cut. Scopes had violated a law that the 
legislature had had the power to enact. The trial might have ended there 
had the defense not called Bryan to the stand to explain his view of how 
the study of evolution conflicted with the teachings of the Bible. The 
“boy orator of the Platte” might have been spumed three times by the 
voters, but he had lost none of his gift for rhetoric. Soaring to awesome 
heights of hyperbole, Bryan declared that yes, indeed, the Bible must be 
taken literally: Jonah had certainly been swallowed by the Whale, Eve 
had been fashioned from Adam’s rib, and Joshua had made the sun 
stand still. Bryan had fallen into Darrow’s trap, and under the lawyer’s 
merciless ridicule was laughed off the stand by a hooting audience. A 
few days later, humiliated and morose at this absurd end to a remarkable 
career, he suddenly died of a heart attack.

While the newspapers focused on the drama of the case — Darrow 
against Bryan, science against faith, hicks against city sophisticates — 
Lippmann probed deeper into the underlying issues. For him the Scopes 
trial was important, not because it dramatized the naive faith of Tennes
see mountaineers, but because it raised the question of the limits of ma
jority rule. Should a numerical majority be sovereign in all areas? Does 
the legislature have the power to declare what and how people shall 
learn?

Bryan, Lippmann pointed out, had been logically consistent in argu
ing for a majority veto on the teaching of evolution. The Great Com
moner believed literally in the biblical text and had always insisted that 
the people should rule — without ever saying how or what they should 
rule. Given Bryan’s two premises — that the Bible was literally the 
word of God, and that majority rule was an absolute principle — there 
could be no logical objection to a law imposed by Tennessee fun
damentalists.

Laying aside the religious argument and concentrating on the premise 
that the majority should be sovereign in all things, Lippmann charged 
that Bryan had “ reduced to absurdity a dogma which had been held 
carelessly but almost universally.” The people of Tennessee had used 
their power to prevent their own children from learning, “ not merely
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the doctrine of evolution, but the spirit and method by which learning is 
possible. ” In so doing they had revealed the “deep and destructive con
fusion” that lay within the dogma of majority rule.

The confusion, he explained, lay in assuming that the spiritual doc
trine of thé equality of human souls meant that all men were equally 
good biologists. The spiritual realm had to be separated from the prac
tical realm. Majority rule was not a moral principle resting on the equal
ity of all human beings. It was merely a political device, a “pacific sub
stitute for civil war in which the opposing armies are counted and the 
victory is awarded to the larger before any blood is spilled.” It could 
not be said that fifty-one Tennesseans were better than forty-nine, only 
that there were more of them, and “ in a world ruled by force it may be 
necessary to defer to the force they exercise. ” The minority might have 
to yield temporarily, but should not accept the results as morally valid. 
Guidance for the school system could come only from educators. “The 
votes of a majority do not settle anything here and they are entitled to no 
respect whatever. ’ ’9

The Scopes trial confirmed the gloomy view of democracy Lippmann 
had laid out that same year in The Phantom Public. The news clips that 
crossed his desk provided fresh material for his skepticism. When the 
headline-hunting mayor of Chicago, “ Big Bill” Thompson — who had 
promised to “ tweak King George’s nose” if the British monarch ever 
set foot in the Windy City — ordered the suppression of all favorable 
references to Britain in public-school textbooks, Lippmann made no at
tempt to conceal his disgust and pessimism. The “ naive assumption” of 
nineteenth-century liberals that any people could govern itself through 
the ballot had been “ rudely challenged” in the last generation, he told 
the World's readers. “The plain fact is that democracy has had more 
failures than successes.” Chicago posed the example of a demagogue 
rising to power by appealing to the “ very lowest prejudices” of the peo
ple. “ How long can popular government endure on a foundation of this 
kind?” 10

Lippmann was coming to look upon the public as a Great Beast to be 
tamed rather than as a force that could be educated. The lurid treatment 
given by the press to the juicy divorce and murder cases of the 1920s 
persuaded him that most people had no serious interest in public affairs. 
Whether one was to regard this as a good thing or a bad depended, he 
wrote, on how desirable one thought it was to have the people take a 
direct part in government. For himself, he questioned whether “ in view 
of the technical complexity of almost all great public questions, it is re
ally possible any longer for the mass of voters to form significant public 
opinions.” The issues were too complicated, the rhetoric too stale, the 
competition from the “big spectacles” of murder, love and death too 
overwhelming. “ The management of affairs tends, therefore,” he con-
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eluded, “ once again to rest in a governing class, a class which is not 
hereditary, which is without titles, but is none the less obeyed and 
followed.”

To escape what he considered the tyranny of popular majorities, 
Lippmann began looking beyond legislatures, courts, and even constitu
tions. In a series of lectures at the University of Virginia in the spring of 
1928, later published under the title American Inquisitors, he examined 
the Scopes case as a conflict between scientific method and religious 
belief. “ In our age the power of majorities tends to become arbitrary 
and absolute,” he concluded glumly. “ And therefore it may well be 
that to limit the power of majorities, to dispute their moral authority, to 
deflect their impact, to dissolve their force, is now the most important 
task of those who care for liberty.” 11

This suspicion of mass wisdom and mass enthusiasms, this search for 
restraints upon the authority of the public, inevitably colored the edito
rials Lippmann wrote for the World, and noticeably muted the crusading 
tone that had been the paper’s hallmark. Not everyone was pleased with 
the change.
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A  Muted Trumpet

You must not complicate your government beyond the 
capacity of its electorate to understand it. If you do 
. . .  in the end it will let loose all the submerged an
tagonisms within the state.

— “The Setting for John W. Davis,” 1924

T ip p m a n n ’s suspicion of the masses, his growing caution, his rejection 
X j  of the old Progressive creeds, and his high regard for the opinions 
of Wall Street troubled a good many of his old friends. None was more 
outspoken than Felix Frankfurter. Their friendship, never calm or easy, 
dated back to the early days of the New Republic and was rooted in a 
shared attachment to the Bull Moose brand of progressivism: a belief in 
strong leaders and in government as an agent of reform. Intellectually 
they often stood together, but temperamentally they could hardly have 
been more different.

Short, intense, aggressive, with an indefatigable energy that over
whelmed his listeners, Frankfurter could not resist organizing for what
ever cause captured his attention. Bellicose by nature, this Napoleonic 
figure liked nothing better than a good argument, no holds barred and all 
guns blazing. What was the elixir of life to an aggressive person like 
Frankfurter was to Lippmann a threatening assault. Brought up in a gen
teel household where disagreement was smothered, a show of defiance 
considered bad manners, and disobedience a cause for cold withdrawal, 
Lippmann looked on verbal boxing not as an intellectual game but as a 
deadly contest. Even though he could dish out biting invective on paper, 
he abhorred confrontation, and could not easily endure personal criti
cism from his friends.

Frankfurter was a man of many passions, including Zionism, which 
he embraced, like his idol Brandeis, at a mature age. Hardly a public 
issue escaped his interest. Through his contacts in government, acade
mia and politics — his “ two hundred best friends,” as his wife called
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them — the Harvard law professor spread his net wide across the coun
try, placing his top students in important government posts and carrying 
on a voluminous correspondence with scores of influential people. A 
man of such intensity also provoked intense reactions, ranging from ad
oration to contempt. His admirers, particularly among lawyers, have 
been vocal and legion. There were others, such as John Kenneth Gal
braith, who thought him “ poisoned by the need for identification with 
the great and for applause,” and Cain, who called him “ the most offen
sive, disagreeable human being I ever had contact with.” 1

When Lippmann went to the World Frankfurter was delighted to have 
what he considered a privileged forum for his views. From his post in 
Cambridge he bombarded his friend with letters, sometimes several a 
week, expostulating his views on virtually every subject in the news. 
Where others suggested gently. Frankfurter instructed. With a dogma
tism reinforced by years of lecturing students, he had not the slightest 
hesitation in presenting his opinions as dicta. His handwritten letters to 
Lippmann flowed on inexorably: five, six, seven pages of relentless 
logic in heavy, humorless prose. They were not so much letters as legal 
briefs, imploring, cajoling, directing.

Not long after Lippmann took over the World's editorial page from 
the dying Frank Cobb in the summer of 1923, Frankfurter first made his 
distress felt. The cause of his displeasure was an article Lippmann had 
written on the dismissal of Alexander Meiklejohn as president of Am
herst College. Normally such an issue would not have been expected to 
excite the subway-strap readers of the World. But Meiklejohn had 
become a national figure through his fight with the trustees and the 
old-guard faculty over his efforts to reform the college. Two of those 
trustees — Stanley King and Dwight Morrow — were friends of Lipp
mann, and King was a friend of Frankfurter from War Department days.

Lippmann’s sin, so far as Frankfurter was concerned, was in being 
impartial about an inflammatory issue. In his full-page article for the 
World, Lippmann had managed to come down somewhere in the 
middle. He admired Meiklejohn, but condoned the action of the 
trustees. The controversial president was a “ fine educator and a great 
spiritual leader of youth,” but an “ unsuccessful leader of men.” He 
had done “ magnificently” with the students, but failed with the grown
ups. “ He could inspire but he could not manage.” The trustees had 
reason to fire him, but his departure would be a great loss.2 This argu
ment was certainly balanced, but understandably irritated partisans on 
both sides. Frankfurter, for one, did not find it good enough and, typi
cally, did not hesitate to say so. “The piece you did left me quite dissat
isfied, and you will want to know that others whose opinions you highly 
value felt, quite independently, as I did,” Frankfurter wrote Lippmann. 
“The source of the difficulty, to my mind, is of course not in your in-
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tentions. You are not a reporter — and you did a reporter’s job. From 
you we want not ‘the facts’ but a critique of the facts.”

Such criticism, with its innuendo about others “ whose opinions you 
highly value,”  rankled Uppmann. He took it as an attack on his integ
rity, not to mention his reportorial skill, and for five weeks maintained 
an ominous silence. Whenever he was angry, he once told his friend 
Gilbert Harrison, he sat on his anger until it passed. This time he 
refused to budge. “Now that I ’ve cooled off I can write you again, ” he 
finally told Frankfurter. “But please, the next time we disagree, don’t 
adopt quite the same tone and don’t misread what we are supposed to be 
talking about.” His talks with Meiklejohn’s own friends had convinced 
him, he told the law professor, that his article was “ sufficiently objec
tive to satisfy the best informed people on both sides,” and that the 
struggle was one in which the “ rights and wrongs are confused, and 
judgment very difficult to deliver. . . . But for the love of Mike,” he 
concluded conciliatorily, “ let’s adjourn this. Harding is dead and Coo- 
lidge is President of the United States. That’s woe enough for the 
gloomiest.” 3

Frankfurter, who had just returned from a social visit to trustee Stan
ley King on Martha’s Vineyard, agreed to drop the subject. But intent, 
as usual, on having the last word, he also felt obliged to tell Lippmann a 
few things he did not want to hear.

. . . You hate discomfort, and our correspondence has been uncomfortable to 
you. I know also that it came at a bad time. You were tired, your mind was on 
other things, it was hot, etc, etc. I know. And so you allowed yourself to get 
hot, and to find comfort in the approval o f your article by others, instead o f try
ing to get what it is that so aroused me.

For you know that I ’m neither a fool nor a crank, and not apt to have decided 
views without reason. I care little for the views o f the “best informed people 
on both sid es,”  just because they are entangled in the “ facts.” You and I have 
the great advantage o f being on the outside. But if the opinions o f others mat
tered, I could show you those o f people who, I venture to believe, you care a 
good deal more about than those to whom you refer.

All this is beside the point that ought to concern you. In view o f our rela
tions, my friendship for you, the kind o f person you know me to be, I should 
think that you would be most anxious to face what I ’m talking about. Even if I 
temporarily irritate you, surely you must realize that what I have written you in 
our recent correspondence, I have written not only because I care greatly about 
the issues in the Meiklejohn case, but also because I deeply care about you. 
From that angle, I hope you w ill reconsider our letters. From that angle, I hope 
you w ill want to resume the adjourned discussion.4

Though self-righteous in tone, the judgment was not unfair. But Lipp
mann was not in a mood to receive lectures on his character. Frankfurter
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seemed to assume that “ anyone who wasn’t for Meiklejohn was morally 
defective,’’ he complained to Learned Hand. “What in Sam Hill has got 
into Felix to make him so suspicious, so querulous, and so argumenta
tive? Enough. I quit writing to Felix in order not to quarrel with him. 
After I ’d quit he wrote and told me I hated inconvenience and that was 
why I’d quit.’’5 Lippmann had a reasonable grievance, but Frankfurter 
had a point.

Relations were suspended for several months. But even after their 
anger blew over, periodic discord and hurt feelings punctuated their 
friendship. A few years later, for example, they disagreed over a case 
where the Supreme Court had ruled that pacifists could be denied natu
ralized citizenship. Lippmann thought the Court’s judgment constitu
tional, if harsh; Frankfurter considered it outrageous and proceeded to 
lecture his friend. Feeling besieged, Lippmann complained to Frank
furter that his hectoring tone was “ intolerable” and that he was being 
“ made to feel that honestly to see difficulties is discreditable.” Stung 
by this reproach. Frankfurter replied:

For years it has puzzled me and troubled me that we should have such a 
happy and hearty feeling o f community when I express agreement with you, 
and yet almost inevitably that I should evoke irritation in you when I express 
disagreement. Now the fellow  who from time to time writes you letters o f ad
miration and appreciation is precisely the same friend who expresses occasional 
disagreement and dissent. Maybe I ’m doctrinaire and foolish in thinking that 
the quality o f our friendship would be falsified if I suppressed disagreement. 
Being the kind o f critter I am, such a practice o f suppression would gradually 
lead to an evaporation o f feeling.

Lippmann assured the law professor of his undiminished affection, but 
added that he often felt in Frankfurter’s argument “ an unconscious dog
matism which gives me a sense of being rushed and pushed, not unlike 
that of being physically jolted.” 6 Many others felt similarly about 
Frankfurter, but for Lippmann such dogmatism was particularly hard to 
bear. Sharp criticism from friends seemed a form of rejection, and his 
instinctive reaction was to draw away. It was indicative of Frankfurter’s 
egotism that he was too self-absorbed to realize this.

Scarcely was the Meiklejohn episode over and the two friends recon
ciled, than they were at it again. “ A full and frank talk between us is 
long overdue for the sake of candid friendship,” Frankfurter wrote in 
the summer of 1924. “The quality of our friendship — certainly its in
tegrity and depth — are involved in being conscious of where we are 
and whither we are going.” This time they were quarreling over which 
candidate the World should support for the Democratic presidential nom
ination.

The Democrats, still reeling from the 1920 debacle, when Harding
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had plowed under the hapless James Cox, were divided between north
ern liberals and southern fundamentalists, western radicals and eastern 
conservatives. The main issues — now that membership in the League 
of Nations had been relegated to the ash bin — were prohibition and the 
Ku Klux Klan. The two leading candidates reflected the divisions within 
the party. William G. McAdoo, in a second shot at the nomination, ap
pealed to many progressives, but was tainted by his connection to the 
Teapot Dome scandal as lawyer for the indicted oil tycoon Edwin Do- 
heny. McAdoo, though he had little sympathy for the Klan, refused to 
condemn it because he wanted votes from the South and Midwest, 
where the Klan was strong. In opposition stood A1 Smith, governor of 
New York, speaking for the anti-Klan, antiprohibition forces, for urban 
America and the big-city ethnic minorities.

Meeting in New York in the sweltering heat of late June, the dele
gates were evenly divided between the two candidates. They argued for 
seven days before deciding not to condemn the Klan in the platform, 
then went into deadlock for another nine days over the nomination. 
“This thing has got to come to an end,’’ humorist Will Rogers said. 
“New York invited you people here as guests, not to live. ” While the 
balloting dragged on, Lippmann unleashed a salvo of editorials warning 
that McAdoo was a “ menace to the party and the nation,” and extolling 
Smith. The New York governor was, Lippmann declared, the authentic 
voice of the “ millions of half-enfranchised Americans . . . making 
their first bid for power.” 7

The struggle between the urban Northeast and the rural South and 
West was so evenly balanced that the Smith-McAdoo deadlock could 
not be broken. After the ninety-fifth ballot delegates started drifting 
away from both candidates in search of a compromise. Finally they 
settled on the silver-haired Wall Street lawyer and former ambassador to 
Great Britain, John W. Davis. Lippmann took special pleasure in Mc
Adoo’s defeat. “ The World led the fight against him, and it was the 
hardest, bitterest, most successful battle I’ve ever been [in],” he wrote 
Berenson. “We exposed his record, rallied the whole bloc of northern 
and eastern delegates against him, and after 103 ballots he broke down 
entirely.” Nor was Lippmann displeased with the compromise choice. 
Davis, he reported, had “ far more sheer ability than Wilson, a much 
richer experience in both industrial and diplomatic affairs, and is a man 
of finer grain.” 8

Not everyone agreed. During the deadlock, when Lippmann began 
hinting that Davis might be a suitable candidate for liberals to rally 
around, Frankfurter had dashed off an impassioned letter to Lippmann, 
accusing Davis of having been a “ silent ally” of bigotry during the Red 
Scare. Other Democrats, put off by Davis’s Wall Street connections, 
flocked to the third-party candidacy of Robert M. La Follette. Running
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on a revived Progressive party ticket, the Wisconsin senator damned 
monopoly, urged government ownership of railroads and water power, 
and favored allowing Congress to override the Supreme Court. Though 
his chances were slim, La Follette attracted most progressives, including 
such luminaries of the American reform movement as John Dewey, 
Amos Pinchot, Ernest Gruening, Fiorello La Guardia, Helen Keller, 
Harold Ickes, Jane Addams, and Oswald Garrison Villard.

Lippmann’s name was noticeably absent from the list. Even had he 
approved of La Follette’s politics, he would not have supported a mav
erick whose candidacy was sure to drain off votes from Davis. He 
worked for a Democratic paper and he was going to support the Demo
cratic candidate. Praising the party’s choice, he described Davis as a 
“ liberal.” This was too much for Frankfurter, who sent Lippmann a 
sharp missive reminding him that only three months earlier, before the 
convention, the World had run an editorial saying that the Democrats 
should turn to Davis only if they were “ looking for a conservative.” 
Now they had one. “ Coolidge and Davis have nothing to offer . . . ex
cept things substantially as is,” Frankfurter complained to Lippmann. 
“ The forces that are struggling and groping behind La Follette are, at 
least, struggling and groping for a dream.” 9

Frankfurter should have known better than to think he could get the 
editorial director of a Democratic paper to dump the party candidate in 
favor of a renegade third-party progressive. Nonetheless he kept trying, 
and for weeks bombarded the paper with letters attacking Davis. Lipp
mann patiently printed several of these and then decided that Frankfurter 
had spoken his piece. “I am exercising an editorial right to close a cor
respondence in which the correspondent has no further claim upon our 
space,” he told the law professor. “ Your letter has been published. The 
World has made its reply. We do not wish to conduct an argument with 
you.”

Frankfurter was flabbergasted. He was not used to being shut off, and 
saw no reason why he could not continue to use the pages of the World 
to point out the paper’s inconsistency. “ Put out of reach, for a short 
time, the power of authority which you can so easily exercise against 
me and any other correspondent,” he implored Lippmann, urging him 
to take counsel “ from the quiet recesses of your reason, with which 
your mind has been so richly endowed.” 10 Lippmann resisted the ad
vice, and Frankfurter disappeared, momentarily at least, from the letters 
column of the World.

Lippmann had an uphill battle promoting Davis. The public knew 
little about him, and the Republicans did not even deign to notice his 
presence. Instead they trained their artillery on La Follette, virtually ac
cusing the Wisconsin Progressive of being a Soviet stooge. The real 
issue, Calvin Coolidge declared, was “ whether America will allow it-
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self to be degraded into a communistic or socialistic state or whether it 
will remain American.”  Fiery words, but hardly applicable to La Fol
lette. Rather than a cry of revolution, the Wisconsin senator’s campaign 
was an echo of the past. His demand for the breakup of the trusts 
evoked the prairie populism of Bryan — a position Lippmann had ridi
culed a dozen years earlier in Drift and Mastery.

Yet however dated parts of the Progressive platform were, and how
ever ill-organized was a campaign that ran no candidates on the state or 
city level, La Follette was nonetheless cutting into Davis’s support — 
particularly in the far West and the industrialized areas of the East. The 
Democrats’ only chance lay in rallying the entire anti-Coolidge vote. 
This meant smashing La Follette. “The all-important thing is the defeat 
of La Follette,” James Cox, the party’s standard-bearer in 1920, wrote 
Lippmann. “ La Follette is to be defeated by the election of either 
Coolidge or Davis, and votes should be cast for the man who stands the 
best chance.” 11

Lippmann adopted the anti-La Follette strategy as the only hope for 
electing Davis. “A vote for La Follette is a vote for Coolidge,” he 
charged in the World. “ A vote to disrupt the Democratic party is a vote 
to make the reaction supreme.” As far as Lippmann was concerned, La 
Follette was a spoiler, not a serious alternative to Coolidge. He had 
“united the conservatives and divided the progressives . . . paralyzed 
the liberals and revivified the reactionaries . . . muddled every issue, 
dragged a red herring across every trail, and done his complete and most 
effective best to insure the re-election of Coolidge.” In La Follette’s 
candidacy Lippmann saw no crusade, but simply more liberal fac
tionalism. “ As long as the liberal forces exhibit an incapacity to unite 
and govern themselves,” he wrote, “ . . . they will not win and they do 
not deserve to win.” 12

Denying that La Follette was a true progressive, Lippmann described 
his program as “ violently nationalistic and centralizing,” his antitrust 
policy as an “ illogical mixture of the individualism of 1890 as ex
pressed in the Sherman Act and pre-war Socialism,” his foreign policy 
as irresponsible and isolationist. “ I feel that if I am to cast my vote for a 
candidate who cannot be elected, and by that vote to help elect the man 
I think ought not to be elected,” he explained, “ then at least I ought to 
be able to vote for a man who is bravely and lucidly expounding what 
seems to me a liberal program. Mr. La Follette does not offer me that 
compensation. ” 13

Lippmann also saw something else at work: a dangerous tendency 
toward unrestrained majoritarianism and collectivism. La Follette, he 
warned, stood for the principle of the “ unlimited right of the majority to 
rule . . . and in government the enlargement of the federal power as 
against the power of the states. ” Lippmann’s turnaround was now com-
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plete. A decade earlier he had argued for Hamiltonian centralization as 
against Jeffersonian states' rights. Now he was declaring that Davis's 
“ strong Jeffersonian bias against the concentration and exaggeration of 
government is more genuinely liberal than much that goes by the name 
of liberalism. ” Whereas La Follette inveighed against monopoly profits, 
Lippmann now declared that the “decentralization of the federal politi
cal power and the reduction of government at Washington is the para
mount political issue of our time.” 14

In arguing for decentralization, Lippmann was not indulging in the 
standard conservative diatribe against big government. His concern was 
not economic, but political; not protecting the privileges of the rich, but 
the rights of the minority. “Ten years ago we should have said that 
democracies are educated,” he wrote in explanation of his vote for 
Davis.

Today with our experience o f how the mind o f the mass o f men can be m oved, 
with our enormously increased electorate and our greatly complicated life, we 
should be less certain that we wish to accentuate the struggle for power. . . . 
You must not complicate your government beyond the capacity o f its electorate 
to understand it. If you do, it w ill escape all control, turn corrupt and tyranni
cal, lose the popular confidence, offer real security to no man, and in the end it 
w ill let loose all the submerged antagonisms within the state.

Lippmann's growing suspicion of the masses, worked out analytically in 
Public Opinion and The Phantom Public, could now be justified as a 
defense of democracy. In supporting Davis, even more in coming out so 
forcefully against La Follette, he showed his fear of unleashing those 
“submerged antagonisms” within the state.

He need not have worried. Coolidge, riding the crest of the economic 
boom, racked up fifteen million votes, compared to a pitiful eight for 
Davis. La Follette took nearly five million and outpolled Davis in seven
teen western states. The World, Democratic though its label might have 
been, did not seem upset by the results. “ If to know exactly what you 
want and where you are going is the prime virtue in politics,” Lipp
mann wrote in the lead editorial the following morning, “ then Coolidge 
and Dawes deserved to win. The World salutes the victors!” 1S

Coolidge prosperity was not matched by Coolidge tranquillity. If 
“ submerged antagonisms” were kept within bounds, they nonetheless 
erupted in ways that forced even political moderates to take sides. The 
social disruption that had given rise to the Red Scare, labor strife and 
the Klan seemed to reach its peak in the Sacco-Vanzetti case — a case 
that posed a particular dilemma for Lippmann by forcing him to con
front head-on an issue he would have preferred to straddle.

The trial and execution of two Italian-born anarchists, Nicola Sacco



and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, for robbery and murder, polarized Right and 
Left, divided families, destroyed friendships, and convinced radicals 
that the existing social order was inequitable beyond redemption. From 
the beginning, when the two men were picked up in 1920 for distribut
ing anarchist literature and accused of murdering a payroll clerk, the 
case was played out against a background of prejudice and anti-Red hys
teria. Barely able to speak English and committed to the overthrow of 
capitalism, they became the symbol of everything that seemed terrifying 
and alien to many Americans. The jury, intimidated by a trial judge who 
privately vowed to get “ those anarchist bastards,” convicted them of a 
murder they denied.

For years they languished in prison as appeals unsuccessfully went 
through the courts. Then in March 1927 Felix Frankfurter published a 
controversial magazine article on the case. Suddenly Sacco and Van
zetti became an international issue, with radicals ennobling the con
demned men and conservatives insisting upon their guilt. The fact that a 
professor at the Harvard Law School had attacked Massachusetts justice 
in the respected Boston-based Atlantic gave new authority to those who 
charged that the men had been unfairly condemned.

Frankfurter’s argument — that the evidence was largely circum
stantial, that the trial judge, Webster Thayer, had connived with the dis
trict attorney to inflame the jury, that the trial was conducted in an at
mosphere of hysteria — was reinforced when a convicted criminal in a 
Providence jail confessed to the murder. But Judge Thayer refused to 
permit a new trial, the Supreme Court of Massachusetts was not em
powered to demand a retrial under a different judge, the U.S. Supreme 
Court declined to intervene, and Governor Alvin Fuller would not com
mute the sentence. As criticism mounted, however, Fuller agreed to ap
point an impartial commission to review the case and decide whether a 
new trial was necessary.

The three-man panel was dominated by its chairman, the patrician 
Bostonian president of Harvard, A. Lawrence Lowell. Partisans of the 
condemned men took heart. Harold Laski, whom many Harvard alumni 
considered dangerously leftist, told Holmes he expected Lowell would 
be fair. He had indeed been fair to Laski, having defended the socialist 
professor against demands that he be fired from Harvard for supporting 
the Boston police strike in 1919. John F. Moors, a member of the Har
vard Corporation, spoke for many in saying: “ Now we can sleep nights, 
in the thought that a president of Harvard is on the committee.”

Lippmann, like many others sympathetic to Sacco and Vanzetti, as
sumed that the three-man board would raise enough doubts about the 
conduct of the trial to allow Governor Fuller to commute the death sen
tence. This turned out to be wishful thinking. After weeks of délibéra-
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tion the Lowell committee confirmed the jury’s verdict of guilty and 
refused to recommend a new trial. Defenders of the condemned men 
were stunned, and accused Lowell of class bias. Lowell, John F. Moors 
now declared, “was incapable of seeing that two wops could be right 
and the Yankee judiciary could be wrong.” Laski told Holmes that 
Lowell’s “ loyalty to his class has transcended his ideas of logic and 
justice.”

Naturally it was assumed that the World, having proclaimed the bias 
of the judge and the need for a new trial, would condemn the Lowell 
report. It did not. Writing the lead editorial himself, Lippmann de
scribed the report as marked by “ fairness, consideration, shrewdness 
and coolness,” and declared that the case against Sacco and Vanzetti 
had been “ plausibly and comprehensively stated.” Since there were no 
grounds for a new trial, the only thing left, he concluded, was for the 
governor to commute the sentence to life imprisonment.16

Lippmann’s logic may have been impeccable. But when Felix Frank
furter read his endorsement of the Lowell report, he exploded. Having 
managed to secure one of the three existing copies of the report, he took 
the first train to New York and marched into Lippmann’s office with the 
offending document in hand. Together they went over the report point 
by point, with Frankfurter demonstrating that the Lowell committee 
could not possibly have read the trial testimony. The World must con
demn the report. At first Lippmann resisted, arguing that the governor 
had committed himself to the report and that the only hope for saving 
the men lay in an appeal for mercy. Finally, however, he backed down 
under the combined weight of Frankfurter’s aggressiveness, the evi
dence, and the misgivings of his own editorial team. Four days after en
dorsing the Lowell report, the World reversed itself. “ Because the 
whole testimony before the committee was not public,” Lippmann 
wrote, “ the chain of reasoning which led to the committee’s conclusion 
was not perfectly evident . . . multitudes of open-minded men remain 
unconvinced.” Without disputing the integrity of the committee, Lipp
mann demanded that it show why the judge’s prejudice should not 
require a new trial.17

In an effort to explain his initial resistance, Lippmann told Franklin 
P. Adams that he had no grounds for challenging either the fairness or 
the intelligence of the committee’s verdict.

We assumed, therefore, that it was better to make a simple plea for mercy and 
to argue for commutation o f sentence on the ground that it was bad public pol
icy to execute two men about whose guilt a large part o f the public had such 
serious doubts. We recognized that this policy would seem  tepid to a great 
many people whose feelings were very strong, but I m yself believed that their



2 3 0  p a r t  o n e :  1889-1931

feelings were o f no importance and that what counted was the impression we 
might be able to make upon the moderate conservative opinion in newspaper 
offices in Massachusetts.

He may have made an impression on “ moderate conservative” news
paper editors, but not on the governor. Fuller refused clemency. On 
August 19, with the scheduled execution only a few days off, Lippmann 
made a dramatic break with precedent and agreed, under strong prod
ding from the staff, to turn over the entire editorial page to the case. 
One of Rollin Kirby’s most powerful cartoons filled the upper right- 
hand comer of the page, flanked on the left by three editorials in which 
Merz ripped apart the Lowell report, Cain dramatized the injustice of 
executing men whose guilt was uncertain, and Lippmann urged commu
tation. “Everywhere there is doubt so deep, so pervasive, so unsettling 
that it cannot be ignored,” Lippmann wrote in words directed to the 
governor. “ The honor of the American Commonwealth is in your 
hands.” 18

While Lippmann was appealing to reason and compassion, columnist 
Hey wood Broun was spitting fire on the op-ed page. The normally lazy 
and easygoing Broun had been roused to a rare display of energy by the 
Lowell report. A member, like Lippmann, of the Harvard class of 1910, 
he bore a grudge against his alma mater for having denied him a place 
on the Crimson. Unlike Lippmann he felt no loyalty or attachment to his 
old school. “ It is not every prisoner who has a president of Harvard 
University throw the switch for him,” he wrote in his column. The con
demned men should “ take unction to their souls that they will die at the 
hands of men in dinner coats or academic gowns.” The next day he 
came through with an even fouler blow: ‘ ‘Shall the institution of learn
ing at Cambridge which we once called Harvard be known as Hang
man’s House?”

Many readers were delighted. This was the old World — outrageous, 
irreverent, iconoclastic. Circulation soared. So did indignant letters to 
the editor. Harvard alumni expressed their distress. Pulitzer’s friends 
told him his paper had gone off the deep end. Advertisers threatened to 
cancel their contracts. The business office demanded that Broun be 
silenced. Pulitzer, a decent but timorous man, sympathized with Sacco 
and Vanzetti, but feared the wrath of conventional opinion even more. 
He told Lippmann to order Broun to stop writing about the case. Broun 
protested that he could hardly write about anything else but the “ legal
ized murder conducted under academic auspices and prestige.” Having 
latched onto a lively issue, he continued churning out columns in the 
same vein. Finally, with Lippmann’s tacit support, Pulitzer told Broun 
he would not print any more of his columns on Sacco and Vanzetti.



Broun retaliated by going on strike. He came back to the World a few 
months later, but in 1928 he left for good.

Broun’s strike won him considerable sympathy as a champion of the 
oppressed. But some of his colleagues, like city editor Barrett, thought 
he was merely grandstanding. Lippmann, for his part, was convinced he 
had done the right thing in helping to gag Broun. The World's editorial 
line, he told Franklin P. Adams, “ has been very much more effective 
because we have not been drowned out by Hey wood’s soprano. There 
are a few times when a crisis is so great that a paper, if it’s to be any 
use at all, must speak with one voice, ’ ’ he emphasized.

. . . The question has been whether Heywood or the editorial page was to be 
the voice o f the New York World in Massachusetts.

It’s idle to pretend that the public, way up there, would separate Heywood 
from the paper, as a small minority here in New York who knew the inside and 
make the necessary discount.

But the great mass o f boobs who are m illing around have no such inside 
knowledge, and when they hear Heywood say that Governor Fuller never in
tended to do justice, they conclude simply that w e’re an organ o f one o f the 
propaganda committees and that nothing we say need be listened to.

Neither Broun’s soprano nor Lippmann’s carefully modulated appeals 
to compassion moved the governor. On August 23, 1927, four days 
after the World's full-page salvo, Sacco and Vanzetti went to the elec
tric chair. To many their execution seemed an effort by the ruling class 
to assert its authority, rather than an act of justice. “ It forced me to ac
cept a doctrine which I had always repudiated as partisan tactics — the 
class war,’’ said Robert Morss Lovett. The execution of a “ good shoe
maker and a poor fish peddler” reverberated around the world: French 
workers rioted in Lyons, Britons marched on the American embassy, in 
America demonstrations erupted in a score of cities.

The following day readers of the World opened their papers to find a 
short editorial entitled “ Patriotic Service.” Without a shred of irony it 
congratulated Lowell and his associates for suffering a “ disagreeable 
duty bravely” and for being “willing to stake their reputations, to sacri
fice their comfort, to face danger, in an effort to get at the truth. ” In the 
same dispassionate tone it praised Frankfurter and the defense commit
tee for their readiness to “ uphold the rights of the humblest and most 
despised.” 19 With perfect evenhandedness Lippmann was congratu
lating both sides for an onerous job well done.

While many were soothed by this balm, others were puzzled and 
some openly contemptuous. Cain felt that his boss was engaging in 
“ logic-chopping” and had approached the whole Sacco-Vanzetti affair 
as “ an intellectual exercise, nothing more.’’ Amos Pinchot, in a biting
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attack on Lippmann in the Nation a few years later, accused him of try
ing to allay the consciences of Back Bay conservatives, and said the of
fending editorial demonstrated his belief that “ the important thing is 
that the contending factions should be united by a common appreciation 
of Walter Lippmann’s fairness.’’ A resentful Hey wood Broun described 
Lippmann as being the “ greatest carrier of water on both shoulders 
since Rebecca at the well.’’20

If such reactions were overheated, they were not entirely off the 
mark. While Lippmann did want to save the condemned men, the issue 
was not an emotional one for him. He cared with his head rather than 
his heart. He did not want his editorial page to be considered an “organ 
of the propaganda committees,’’ as he had told FPA, for it would not be 
listened to. And being listened to was what mattered. He was writing 
for thoughtful, even-tempered readers, not for the “ great mass of 
boobs.’’ Unlike Broun he was not emotional or consumed by an over
riding personal need to identify with the downtrodden. He respected au
thority and wanted to be respected by it. In the Sacco-Vanzetti case the 
august imprimatur of Harvard made it virtually impossible for him to 
conceive that the Lowell report might have been inadequate, let alone 
biased.

For the most part he was supported by those whose opinion he most 
cared about. “Eveiybody up here was with you,” Learned Hand wrote 
of his Cornish, New Hampshire, summer neighbors — Herbert Croly, 
Philip Littell, architect Charles Platt, novelist Winston Churchill, sculp
tor Augustus Saint-Gaudens — “ . . . except Felix, to whom it was 
monstrous because even hypothetically it assumed that the report could 
be treated as emanating from human beings at all.” Yet even Hand as
sumed that “probably the men were not fairly convicted, and that the 
case remains a miscarriage of justice.” Graham Wallas, writing from 
England, felt there was insufficient evidence to convict the anarchists. 
“ I am sorry for Lowell, whom I believe I know rather well. He is 
public-spirited, with a vast amount of administrative drive, but if one 
goes for a long walk with him one finds him a little stupid. He will suf
fer horribly over the Sacco-Vanzetti business.” 21 Wallas’s prediction 
was right; controversy over the case hounded Lowell for the rest of his 
days.

Although Lippmann always felt the sentence was too severe, and 
even questioned whether the evidence warranted conviction, he never 
doubted the sincerity of the Lowell committee, nor seriously con
templated the possibility that class bias might have been involved. Yet 
he was less reconciled to the outcome, and to his own part in the con
troversy, than he ever indicated in print. “ I have not been so troubled 
about anything since 1919,” he confessed to Learned Hand a few weeks 
after the execution,
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when against what I really believe was my own deepest and best feeling, I let 
irritation against W ilson’s stupidity push me into intransigent opposition to the 
Treaty.

The Sacco case was particularly difficult because I had so confidently as
sumed that the Lowell report would in no event mean the death penalty. The 
briefness o f the time allowed for reaching an opinion, the atmosphere o f horror 
and the very real danger o f Red violence follow ed by White violence, made me 
feel as if  we were being rushed into the gravest kind o f decision without 
freedom o f mind to consider it.

You know that I was never convinced that they were innocent. At the end 
my feeling was a) that Sacco might be guilty and Vanzetti less probably, b) that 
the evidence against both was insufficient, c) that the trial was almost certainly 
conducted in a prejudiced atmosphere, d) that the Governor, though probably 
sincere within his lights, was infected with the psychology o f class conflict 
which the case had provoked, e) that a commutation was the w iser course even 
though one could sympathize with the Governor’s difficulty in yielding after the 
threats had been made.

These were strong words: the trial conducted in a “ prejudiced atmo
sphere,”  the governor infected with the “ psychology of class conflict.” 
But they were not the words Lippmann used in his editorials. Instead he 
muted his attacks, not wanting to be dismissed as partisan, fearing to 
encourage class struggle, leftist violence and rightist repression, reluc
tant to cut himself off from respectable, and respected, opinion. With 
his long-standing fear of mass passions, he overestimated the dangers of 
violence. “The event has shown that stability of this society is beyond 
anything we had imagined,” he told Hand, “for it was subjected to a 
strain which I thought ominous. One of the real issues of the affair, if 
our conservative classes had insight, is that they are so strongly en
trenched they could abandon their panicky state of mind and rule the 
country with some flexibility and ease. They sit upon the rock of Gibral
tar and behave as if they were upon a raft at sea. * ’

Two years later he publicly questioned whether either of the executed 
anarchists was guilty. “ If Sacco and Vanzetti were professional ban
dits,” he wrote in a promotion blurb for Frankfurter’s book on the case, 
“then historians and biographers who attempt to deduce character from 
personal documents might as well shut up shop. By every test that I 
know of forjudging character, these are the letters of innocent men.”

Lippmann’s reaction to the Sacco-Vanzetti affair was similar to that 
of the Schwimmer case two years later, when the Supreme Court took 
away the citizenship of a naturalized pacifist on the grounds that refusal 
to bear arms showed insufficient attachment to the Constitution.22 Both 
cases revealed a deep vein of conservatism running through his brand of 
liberalism. Lippmann cared about justice, but it was not an emotional



issue for him. He also cared about his influence as a public person. His 
respect for authority, his fear of being cut off from centers of power, his 
distaste for too close an association with radicals often muted his voice. 
Agitation was not his style, not only because he disliked hyperbole, but 
also because he did not want to be relegated to the fringe. To be effec
tive meant to have the ear of those who made the decisions.

Beyond that, and more important, was his preoccupation with social 
stability. Government, to his mind, was a delicate set of controls; de
mocracy, a way of sublimating the tyranny of popular majorities. He 
felt so strongly the “ trampling and the roar of a bewildered herd, ” as he 
had phrased it so tellingly in The Phantom Public, that he ignored 
voices he might otherwise have listened to.
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T he M exican C onnection

The greatest difference between European and Ameri
can imperialism is that Europeans are used to imperial
ism and that Americans are rather new at it.

— Editorial, New York World, December 29, 1926

In  that sweltering August of 1927, as the Sacco-Vanzetti affair was 
reaching its denouement, Jacob Lippmann died of cancer after a long 

and painful illness. Walter felt more relief than sorrow. He and his fa
ther, as he had told Learned Hand, were “ never very intimate, but af
fectionately friendly.” Daisy went into mourning, took a trip to Europe, 
and a few years later married a wealthy man named Isador Stettenheim. 
Walter continued to visit her ritualistically until her death twenty years 
later. But he never forgave her for her indifference to him as a child, 
and their relations remained strained and formal.

By the time of Jacob’s death Walter had long since ceased to need 
any financial help from his family. He and Faye lived quite comfortably 
on his salary from the World, and the paper also paid for his annual trips 
to Europe. In the summer of 1927 they decided to move uptown, leav
ing their apartment on lower Fifth Avenue for an imposing brick town 
house at 158 East 63rd Street. The rent was a steep $415 a month, but 
well within Walter’s salary. In addition to a lush garden with sculptured 
nymphs and satyrs, and a bar worthy of a small cocktail lounge, the 
house — which was owned by New York’s most fashionable show girl, 
Peggy Hopkins Joyce — featured beaded curtains, a bed large enough 
for several people, and a mirrored-ceiling bedroom. Several gentlemen 
had keys to the outer gate and, not having been apprised of the owner’s 
absence, would occasionally appear at odd hours.

As befitted people of their means, the Lippmanns had a maid, a cook, 
a Chevrolet for weekend trips to Wading River, and a demanding social 
life. The rigorous entertainment schedule was part of Walter’s job, but 
he also liked it — liked clever conversation and gossip, the attention of



attractive women and of intelligent men, knowing people whose opin
ion mattered, and being a celebrity. Though a shy man, he savored the 
spotlight.

He had become a public personality: a commentator on issues of the 
day for the World, an observer of the human scene in Vanity Fair, a 
foreign-policy expert at the Council on Foreign Relations, a counselor to 
politicians seeking office or editorial favor, an editorialist whose “pool 
of silence” was balanced by the pleasure of working with others on a 
great newspaper. “ I loved working on a daily paper, being part of a 
team, and above all the anonymity of editorial writing,” he said later of 
his decade on the World. “ It gave me a freedom unlike anything I ’ve 
ever known since.” 1

Lippmann — although he tried to take a detached view of the issues 
that other men spilled blood over — was never a mere bystander at the 
political carnival. From his dome above the World building he not only 
analyzed events but actively tried to influence them. Unknown to many 
of his readers he plotted strategy with politicians, drafted programs for 
secretaries of state, advised senators, promoted friends for public office, 
launched presidential booms, wrote speeches for candidates, and even 
helped negotiate a secret agreement that averted an American invasion 
of Mexico.

The Mexican episode, a remarkable story he never fully revealed, 
began when his friend Dwight Morrow became ambassador to Mexico 
in the fall of 1927 at a time when American oil companies and Catholic 
militants were urging Coolidge to overthrow the Mexican government. 
Their ire had been raised by two events: first, the decision of President 
Plutarco Calles to nationalize the vast land holdings of the Catholic 
Church, break its hold on Mexican education, and expel foreign-born 
priests; and second, his move to gain control for Mexico of the oil and 
mineral rights held by foreign owners.

The oil companies feared expropriation, while the Knights of Co
lumbus sensed godless atheism afoot. Together they joined in urging 
Coolidge to send in the United States Army and replace the stubborn 
Calles with a more “cooperative” regime. There was nothing unusual 
in this request. For decades Washington had been dispatching troops to 
Central America and the Caribbean to “keep order”  and promote a 
“healthy climate” for U.S. private investment. When Harding became 
President in 1921 U.S. naval officers were running Haiti and Santo 
Domingo, and U.S. troops were suppressing a liberal uprising in Nic
aragua. Harding’s secretary of state, the old-line progressive Charles 
Evans Hughes, managed to pull the marines out of Nicaragua. But when 
Coolidge succeeded Harding he sent the marines right back. The Latins 
were getting out of line.

This reversion to dollar diplomacy inspired Lippmann to a biting edi-
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torial. Washington’s actions made it clear that Nicaragua was “ not an 
independent republic, that its government is the creature of the State 
Department, that management of its finances and the direction of its 
domestic and foreign affairs are determined not in Nicaragua but in Wall 
Street.” Nicaragua had been an “ American protectorate” since 1910, 
and as much a part of an “American empire” as ever Egypt was of the 
British Empire. “The greatest difference between European and Ameri
can imperialism is that Europeans are used to imperialism and that 
Americans are rather new at it,” Lippmann pointed out. “ We continue 
to think of ourselves as a kind of great, peaceable Switzerland, whereas 
we are in fact a great, expanding world power. . . . Our imperialism is 
more or less unconscious.” This provided an excuse for behavior, par
ticularly in Central America, either “ disgraceful” or injurious to Ameri
can prestige.2 The accusation was hard for most Americans to accept, 
for it went against the image of the United States as a revolutionary 
power and the scourge of imperialistic tyrants.

But that image was very different from the one held abroad, and 
especially south of the Rio Grande. The Mexicans had had a long expe
rience with American imperialism, unconscious and otherwise, dating 
back to the early days of the republic. They had never forgiven the 
United States for seizing their northern territories, including Texas and 
California, and deeply resented interference in their internal affairs. Yet 
Americans took that interference for granted. Even Woodrow Wilson 
had landed troops to teach them to “elect good men.”

Relations between the two countries had calmed down under the dip
lomatic direction of Charles Evans Hughes. But when Calles became 
president in 1924 and, spurred by radical nationalists, demanded that 
American oil companies exchange their titles for fifty-year leases, the 
Coolidge administration reacted indignantly. Secretary of State Frank 
Kellogg, a longtime friend of the petroleum industry, accused the Mex
ican government of breaking a solemn “ contract” with the American oil 
companies. President Calles, he told a Senate committee, was secretly 
conspiring with Nicaraguan revolutionaries and Soviet agents to impose 
a “Mexican-fostered Bolshevik hegemony” in Central America.

Lippmann, long contemptuous of Kellogg, sought to put the issue in a 
wider context. In a long article for Foreign Affairs he examined what he 
called “ the conflict between the vested rights of Americans in the natu
ral resources of the Caribbean countries and the rising nationalism of 
their peoples.” Such nationalism, he pointed out, had nothing to do 
with bolshevism, as Kellogg imagined, but stemmed from the “desire 
to assert the national independence and the dignity of an inferior race. ” 
To maintain, as Kellogg had done in his relations with the Mexicans, 
that American investments abroad were under the ultimate jurisdiction 
of the United States, and not of the countries in which they were lo-



cated, would inevitably mean an “ irreconcilable collision” between the 
United States and its neighbors. The safety of American overseas invest
ments had to rest on the faith of the borrowing nations, Lippmann 
argued. “ They must believe that American capital profits them, and is 
consistent with their own national interest. ” Nothing would so arouse ill 
will among the Latins, and with that ill will a danger to American secu
rity, as the “ realization in Latin America that the United States had 
adopted a policy, conceived in the spirit of Metternich, which would at
tempt to guarantee vested rights against social progress as the Latin peo
ples conceive it.”

There was nothing particularly “ leftist” about Lippmann’s argument. 
He merely wanted to take account of an aroused Latin nationalism. He 
was not concerned so much with the economic exploitation that put the 
Latin nations into economic subservience to the United States as with 
revising the terms in a way that would assuage Latin sensibilities. As he 
wrote an American businessman who had complained of the “pro
revolutionary” tone of his editorials: “ I wonder if you wouldn’t gain 
more by attempting to work with this growing nationalist movement, by 
winning the confidence of its leaders, and by striving to persuade them 
that you are not their enemies.” The root of the trouble, he suggested, 
was a “group of men so firmly convinced that they are in the right that 
they cannot adjust their minds to a new phenomenon and a new sit
uation.” 3

The American business community was divided on the Mexican 
issue. While the oil companies wanted the marines to overthrow Calles, 
the banks favored a peaceful settlement that would protect their bond
holders. Enlightened financiers — among them Lippmann’s friends at 
the house of Morgan, Thomas Lamont, Russell Leffingwell, and Dwight 
Morrow — felt that more could be won by the carrot than the stick. 
Caring less about ideology than about profits, stability and the safety of 
their investments, they were quite willing to make a reasonable accom
modation to Latin American nationalism.

Lippmann’s job, as he saw it, was to persuade responsible business
men that a military intervention would be self-defeating. Only this, he 
was convinced, could deflect Coolidge and Kellogg from the invasion 
they were planning. His scheme was two-pronged. First, he had to dis
credit the idea that the Mexican revolution was part of a communist plot 
to bolshevize Latin America. This he did in a barrage of editorials stress
ing that “ the thing which the ignoramuses call bolshevism in these 
countries is in essence nationalism, and the whole world is in ferment 
with it.” Second, he had to come up with a workable alternative. “ I 
feel I know pretty well how to carry on an agitation against the use of 
violent methods,”  he wrote lawyer George Rublee, “but this agitation 
will come to nothing in the end unless the people who are opposed to
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them can work out a program. . . . Out job, as I see it — by that I 
mean all the people who are opposed to a break in diplomatic 
relations — is to show how a possible settlement could be made.” In 
this effort Lippmann had to overcome the skepticism of Ralph Pulitzer, 
who was being urged by his business friends to support intervention. 
One of these oil men charged into Lippmann’s office, shook his fist, and 
accused Lippmann of being a Bolshevik.4

The problem of an ignorant secretary of state and a President who had 
declared that “ the business of America is business” was compounded 
by an ambassador in Mexico City who considered Calles a communist 
agent and an embassy staff composed largely of what Lippmann sarcas
tically described as “ swell young gentlemen” who spent their time at 
teas and cocktail parties, yearning for the day when they would be trans
ferred to Paris or London. Not a single official in Washington dealing 
with the Mexican imbroglio had ever served in Mexico. To have ex
pected them to show an independence of mind, let alone a sensitivity to 
Latin nationalism, would have been asking more than most were capa
ble of.5

The steady anti-intervention barrage from the World and other jour
nals so irritated Coolidge that he demanded that reporters clear their 
stories on Mexico with the government before printing them. This did 
not go down well with the press. Lippmann, setting the tone for the 
smaller papers, gave the President a lecture. “ It has not been the custom 
in America to let government officials edit newspapers. It is not going to 
be the custom, ’ ’ he wrote in a classic statement of press freedom.

There is a name for the kind of press Mr. Coolidge seems to desire. It is called 
a reptile press. This is a press which takes its inspiration from government of
ficials and from great business interests. It prints what those in power wish to 
have printed. It suppresses what they wish to have suppressed. It puts out as 
news those facts which help its masters to accomplish what they are after. Its 
comments on affairs consist in putting a good face on whatever the interests 
which control it are doing. It makes no independent investigation of the facts. It 
takes what is handed to it and it does what it is told to do.6

Finally Coolidge, under pressure from the press, congressional 
leaders and Wall Street, laid aside the big stick. In the spring of 1927 he 
appointed Henry Stimson to mediate the troubles in Nicaragua, and in 
the fall replaced the war-happy American ambassador in Mexico City 
with his Amherst classmate Dwight Morrow. This was, as Lippmann 
pointed out, “no routine diplomatic appointment,” but a signal that the 
administration was willing to compromise. Lippmann hailed the choice 
as the “ most extraordinary appointment made in recent years.”

Morrow, an old friend of Ralph Pulitzer, had become a friend of 
Lippmann as well. They lunched together at the financier’s downtown
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club, met at the Council on Foreign Relations and at dinner parties, and 
played tennis on weekends at Morrow’s home in Englewood, New Jer
sey. A successful lawyer with a sense of public service and a personal 
attractiveness that won him friends beyond Wall Street, Morrow seemed 
groomed for high office. The combination of ambition and asceticism 
made him a compelling figure. After Morrow’s early death Harold Nic- 
olson wrote a laundered biography that only hinted at Morrow’s com
plexity, but noted in his private diaries that Morrow “ had the mind of a 
super-criminal and the character of a saint . . .  he was a very great 
man.” 7

Pleased with Morrow’s appointment, Lippmann helped steer it 
through the Senate by writing flattering editorials and buttering up Sena
tor William E. Borah, whose Foreign Relations Committee had to ap
prove the nominee. Some committee members suspected that Morrow 
was being sent to make sure that the Mexicans paid off J. P. Morgan’s 
bondholders. In Mexico the current gibe was “ first Morrow, then the 
marines.” The J. P. Morgan connection did not auger well for a disin
terested approach to Mexico’s nationalization program. “ I saw today a 
copy of young Bob La Follette’s editorial in which he has nothing to say 
against you personally,” Lippmann wrote Morrow as the Senate moved 
toward a confirmation vote, “ but argues that the Morgan interest in 
Mexico is a bond-holder interest, that it is a mere accident that the 
bond-holder interest is for stability and is opposed to the oil interest, 
which is for intervention, and that no one could tell when the bond
holder interest might coincide with the oil interest. If you believe the 
materialist interpretation of history in its most rigid and orthodox form, 
and if you disregard all the actual facts, young Bob’s formula is fairly 
effective. ” 8

Morrow, impatient to begin, set off for Mexico in October 1927 
without even waiting for the Senate vote. In sharp contrast to his prede
cessor he moved freely among the Mexicans, greeted President Calles 
with the customary Latin hug and two kisses, and — picking up on a 
suggestion from Lippmann — invited the hero of the hour, Charles 
Lindbergh, to fly from New York to Mexico City as a goodwill gesture. 
Having won the cheers of the Mexicans, Lindbergh met and soon mar
ried the Morrows’ daughter, Anne.

Morrow’s task was to find a compromise that would assuage the 
American oil companies while satisfying Mexico’s demands for owner
ship of its natural resources. Beyond that he also sought a resolution to 
the church-state dispute that would be acceptable to Mexican anti
clericalists on the one side, and to Mexican bishops, the Vatican, and 
militant American Catholics on the other.

Tackling the oil issue first, Morrow worked out a deal with Calles 
that allowed the oil companies to keep pre-1917 concessions in return
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for accepting the principle that all mineral rights theoretically belonged 
to Mexico. This posed a slight problem for Calles, who could not cancel 
the popular expropriation decrees without considerable loss of face. He 
ingeniously surmounted this by instructing the Mexican Supreme Court 
to do it for him. The court obligingly declared unconstitutional those 
provisions of the petroleum law that limited pre-1917 concessions to 
fifty years. The accord, worked out in less than two months, was a per
sonal triumph for Morrow. Lippmann hailed his performance as “one of 
the most brilliant exploits in American diplomacy.’’9

An even more difficult problem lay ahead. The dispute between the 
Mexican government and the Catholic Church had inflamed American 
Catholics, many of whom felt that their coreligionists were being per
secuted by a godless regime. The Church saw its vast landholdings and 
its control over education as a way of protecting the faith. Mexican rev
olutionaries considered the Church — which often found common cause 
with the great landowners — a barrier to social equality and political 
justice. The crux of the conflict, as Lippmann later wrote, “was not re
ally the status of the Church as the guardian of souls, but the position of 
prelates and clergy on the burning question of whether the revolution 
was to survive.” 10

When Morrow arrived in Mexico in the fall of 1927, civil war had 
been in progress for more than a year, with atrocities being committed 
by both sides. In an effort to mediate the conflict, Morrow sought to win 
the confidence of both the government and the clerics. This delicate ma
neuver was greatly aided by Lippmann, who was brought into the opera
tion as an unofficial link between American Catholics and Morrow’s 
embassy in Mexico. Through two prominent Catholics — James Byrne, 
the wealthy General Electric lawyer, and Michael Williams, editor of 
the liberal Catholic weekly, Commonweal — Lippmann conferred with 
Father John Burke, general secretary of the Catholic Welfare Confer
ence. Burke told him that the critical issue was the question of control
ling foreign priests through a registration system. If the Mexicans would 
allow the Church to decide which particular priests could be registered, 
the Church would accept the principle of government registration, Burke 
said.

Armed with this new negotiating position, Lippmann sailed for Ha
vana on February 11, 1928, joined by Faye and their eighteen-year-old 
ward, Jane Mather. Ostensibly he was going to cover the Sixth Interna
tional Conference of American States — attended by an all-star delega
tion including Coolidge, Kellogg and Hughes — for the World. He was 
also on a secret diplomatic mission. Morrow had come over from Mex
ico City for the conference, and while the delegates argued over trade 
and Yankee intervention, Lippmann and the ambassador met secretly 
with a group of Mexican bishops who had come to Cuba to confer with
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them. At the end of the ten-day conference. Morrow and the Lippmann 
party sailed for Mexico with an outline of a compromise in hand. Presi
dent Calles eagerly awaited their arrival. When their ship pulled into 
Veracruz harbor, frigates fired off a salvo of greetings, a marching band 
played, and Calles escorted them to Mexico City on his presidential 
train.

On their arrival in the capital the Lippmanns and Jane moved into the 
ambassador’s residence so that the two men could work together without 
being observed. Every morning they met in Morrow’s study to map out 
strategy, and every evening to discuss the day’s events. For the next 
three weeks Lippmann, officially “on vacation,” met continuously with 
government officials, bishops, journalists and businessmen to probe 
terms of a compromise. Since neither side would speak directly to the 
other, Lippmann and Morrow served as intermediaries. They drafted let
ters in the name of the president to be sent to the archbishop, and of 
the archbishop to be sent to the president. Each letter brought the two 
sides nearer an agreement until finally they reached a compromise on the 
key issue of registering priests.

At the end of March 1928, after nearly a month in Mexico, Lipp
mann, together with Faye and Jane, took the train to Washington. There 
he met with Father Burke and, over a long lunch at the Carlton Hotel, 
explained the compromise he and Morrow had tentatively worked out. 
Calles had agreed to cease interference in internal Church affairs in re
turn for the right to register priests. Burke was so encouraged by the 
suggested settlement that he decided to go to Mexico to confer secretly 
with Calles over details. Lippmann promised to enlist Morrow as inter
mediary for their secret encounter. Before they parted, he and Burke 
together drafted a memo of the proposed accord to send to the Vatican 
and the Mexican bishops. After leaving the priest Lippmann went over 
to the State Department to explain the plan to Under Secretary Robert 
Olds, and then took the train back to New York. “Our friend . . . is in 
a difficult position,” he wrote Morrow of his meeting with Burke.

He has authority of a limited kind. He can speak for his superiors, but his supe
riors do not know whether they have any authority to compel their subordinates 
who are scattered around to accept what is arranged. In fact they have been told 
that some of them won’t accept, and they are afraid to exercise their full disci
plinary powers. It is a case where Mr. Coolidge is in the right frame of mind, 
but his Borahs are on the loose, and if he is too rough with them he does not 
know what will happen.11

Burke was momentarily blocked from going to Mexico when the 
Herald Tribune got wind of his trip, forcing both sides to issue indig
nant denials of any such meeting. By late April publicity had died down 
enough for him to travel clandestinely to Veracruz, where he met Calles
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in an abandoned fortress. There they drew up an accord, along lines 
worked out by Lippmann and Morrow, under the terms of which the 
priests would call off their religious strike in return for government as
surances that it had no intent to “destroy the identity of the Church.” 
The accord in his pocket, Burke set off for Rome to get Vatican ap
proval. After a year of seesaw negotiations an agreement was reached in 
June 1929 to reopen the churches and end the civil war.

Although Lippmann’s part in the settlement was considerable, he 
gave Morrow the entire credit. “ I have always regarded my own knowl
edge of the Church situation as so wholly confidential that I had no right 
to share it with anyone, and to use it only to inform my own comment 
on matters which became public in the natural course of events,” he 
told Reuben Clark, Morrow’s legal aid in Mexico. “ For that reason the 
news staff of the World . . . has never known any more about the mat
ter than is common knowledge, or than that which they could de
duce.” 12

The Mexican settlement launched a minor Morrow boom. Lippmann 
urged him to seek the 1928 Republican nomination for President. Mor
row declined, realizing that he had no chance against front-running Her
bert Hoover. The next year, however, he entered the U.S. Senate when 
the governor of New Jersey appointed him to fill a vacant seat. Writing 
in the World, Lippmann told the citizens of New Jersey that they were 
blessed to be represented by “one of the best equipped men in public 
life today, a man almost unique in the degree to which he has the con
fidence of progressives and conservatives alike.” A few months later 
Lippmann cautiously launched a trial balloon. “ It is certainly premature 
to talk about a Presidential boom,” he wrote editorially, “ but it is not 
premature to remark that it is some time since an American public man 
has aroused the same intensity of belief in his ability, his character and 
his purposes. ” 13

Morrow seemed on his way. In a special election early in 1931 he ran 
for a full Senate term, calling for the repeal of Prohibition — a position 
not unpopular in New Jersey. Lippmann hailed him as a bold and im
aginative political leader, and the voters seemed to agree, sweeping him 
into office by a huge majority. Lippmann congratulated them on their 
good sense and rejoiced editorially that a man of Morrow’s quality 
could “ emerge triumphant from the test of a popular election. ” 14 Mor
row had entered the Senate in March 1931, with predictions that the 
White House would be his next home. Six months later he was dead of 
a cerebral hemorrhage.

‘ ‘It would require more composure than I can muster in the first shock 
of the news of Dwight Morrow’s death to attempt an estimate of the 
man or a just tribute to his qualities,” Lippmann wrote only a few hours 
after hearing the news. “ It is too sad a day for such things. ” In Morrow
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he found a “ statesman who, by the integrity of his spirit, the wisdom of 
his judgment, and the sympathy of his mind, was destined, but for this 
irrevocable decree of fate, to play a central role in the life of his peo
ple.” Morrow was a man who, as Lippmann wrote in a more composed 
eulogy thé following day, lived “ at a pitch of mental activity many 
stages above that of the normal active-minded man . . . everlastingly 
purposeful, endlessly raising questions, forever finding explanations and 
solutions.” 15

Morrow for him was not a mere politician but the kind of natural 
leader whom Wells would have welcomed into his “ new order of sam
urai’ ’ — the leader Lippmann was forever seeking and was so rarely 
able to find.
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Men o f Destiny

Statesmanship . . . consists in giving the people not 
what they want but what they will learn to want.

—  A Preface to Morals, 1929

W h e n  Lippmann returned from Mexico in March 1928, a plan for 
resolving the church-state dispute under his arm, maneuvering 
had already begun for the Democratic presidential nomination. The 

World was not coy about its candidate. The paper was pledged, in the 
words of James Barrett, “ hook, line and sinker“ to A1 Smith. Swope, 
Pulitzer and Lippmann formed part of Smith’s brain trust and the 
World's night city editor was drafted as publicity adviser for the cam
paign.

The Mexican situation, with the fears it had aroused of Vatican in
terference in politics, had done Smith no good. Pressure for military in
tervention from Catholic militants like the Knights of Columbus only 
made things worse. The Knights, Lippmann wrote Swope at the 
height of the crisis, had done more “ to make moderate, tolerant and lib
eral people worry about the effect of making A1 Smith president than all 
the propaganda for years in the past.’’ If war with Mexico broke out, 
“ Smith’s chances are absolutely finished.’’1 Fortunately for Smith the 
war scare blew over before he had to confront the issue.

To moderates like Lippmann, Smith seemed an impressive candidate. 
Bom in 1873 of Irish immigrant parents on the Lower East Side of 
Manhattan, he quit school at fifteen to work at the Fulton Fish Market, 
joined his fortunes to Tammany Hall, ultimately went to the state legis
lature, where he racked up an imposing record, and in 1918 was elected 
governor — a post to which he was reelected four times. At Albany he 
pushed through a sweeping program of social legislation and, despite his 
Tammany background, ran an honest and efficient administration. With 
his Irish enthusiasm for talk, his politician’s love of a crowd, and his al-
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derman’s ability to bring government down to the ward level, he may 
well have been, as Lippmann described him, “ the foremost master in 
our time of the art of popular government.’’2 

The qualities that made Smith unique also worked against him. Re
ligious bigots, fanned by the Klan, disliked his Catholicism. Small-town 
fundamentalists resented his opposition to Prohibition. Provincials 
feared that his election would mean the triumph of the great cities, with 
their immigrants and alien ways. Smith did not have the proper “ feel’’ 
of a President. People who were comfortable with amiable bumblers 
like Harding, or dour Yankees like Coolidge, did not know what to 
make of a former ward heeler who went to Mass, spoke through his nose 
in a New York accent, owed his job to Tammany Hall, and probably 
drank bootleg gin.

For all his big-city background and appeal to urban immigrants, 
Smith was a perfectly conventional politician, “ what a conservative 
ought to be always if he knew his business,’’ as Lippmann pointed out. 
The real opposition to Smith lay not in his politics but in his image. He 
represented virtually everything that rural America found alien and 
frightening. Smith was the “ first man of the new immigration wave’’ in 
whose candidacy “ millions of half-enfranchised Americans are making 
their first bid for power,’’ Lippmann wrote; one who represented the 
new urban society against that ‘ ‘older American civilization of town and 
country which dreads and will resist him.’’ In Lippmann’s view he was 
a “man of destiny’’ who exemplified the contest between the “ new peo
ple, clamoring to be admitted to America, and . . . the older people 
defending their household gods. ’’ His opponents were inspired, not only 
by a fear of Tammany, but “ by the feeling that the clamorous life of the 
city should not be acknowledged as the American ideal.’’3

Diligently Lippmann worked behind the scenes to reassure voters 
about Smith’s Tammany background. “The corruption issue is one 
which has to be handled with great intelligence and shrewdness,” he 
wrote Frankfurter just before the Democratic convention in July 1928. 
Rather than trying to detach Smith from Tammany — which would 
have been like removing the smile from the Mona Lisa — Lippmann 
laundered Tammany. He discovered what he called a “ new Tammany,” 
one that would “bear comparison as to its honesty, its public spirit, and 
its efficiency with any other political organization which operates suc
cessfully anywhere in the country.”

Even the Tammany issue was a trifle compared to Prohibition. Smith, 
like most big-city politicians, was a “ wet.” He had opposed the Eigh
teenth Amendment, which in 1920 made the sale of alcoholic drinks 
illegal, and the Volstead Act, designed to enforce it. Although the law 
was openly flouted in cities like New York, where even upright citizens 
had their bootleggers and speakeasies, hypocrisy could not easily be



MEN OF DESTINY 247

scuttled. No Democrat could condemn Prohibition and hope to carry the 
Bible Belt; without the “ solid South” no Democrat could win election. 
That was Smith’s dilemma. “ Wetness,” Lippmann ruefully admitted, 
“ is the one unmistakable national cause with which the Governor is 
clearly identified.” 4

Lippmann told Smith he had to take a definite stand on the issue. As 
the Democrats were meeting at Houston to choose their candidate, Lipp
mann drafted a telegram for Smith to send to the delegates urging repeal 
of the Volstead Act. This may have been forthright, but Smith’s staff 
thought it would be political suicide, and with the help of Herbert 
Bayard Swope suppressed the telegram until after Smith was safely 
nominated. Then the delegates received the telegram expressing Smith’s 
belief that Prohibition was “entirely unsatisfactory to the great mass of 
our people.”  The southern “drys” were furious. “ It was the World 
which literally drove A1 Smith into sending that fool telegram after the 
Houston convention telling how wet he was,” Franklin D. Roosevelt 
complained to a friend. “ A1 had every wet vote in the country, but he 
needed a good many million of the middle-of-the-road votes to elect him 
President. . . .  If Walter would stick to the fundamentals, fewer people 
would feel that the World first blows hot and then blows cold. ’ ’5 

But Lippmann was not blowing cold on Smith. He plunged headlong 
into the campaign, traveled to Albany on the governor’s private railway 
car for strategy sessions, helped to draft his formal acceptance speech, 
briefed him on foreign-policy issues, and plotted with Belle Moscowitz, 
Smith’s political adviser and alter ego. “ It’s necessary to remember that 
in creating a public picture of the governor we are not attempting to 
depict a man who sprang into the world full armed and perfect,” he 
wrote Moscowitz during the campaign, “ but rather a picture of a man 
who started under every kind of handicap and gradually became what he 
is. That’s the truth, and it’s also a very appealing truth.” 6

Smith had a good deal to learn, and not only about foreign policy. “ I 
urged him and begged him, and even shouted at him as much as a year 
and a half ago that he must seriously begin to form convictions about 
national questions and express them, ’ ’ Lippmann dejectedly wrote New
ton Baker during the campaign. “The plain truth is that he did prac
tically nothing, except on prohibition, and in a somewhat amateurish way 
on farm relief until he’d been nominated. His heart is all right, his char
acter is all right, his head is all right, but his equipment is deplorable. ” 7 

One of Smith’s many equipment problems concerned immigration. 
Congress, with prodding from organized labor and small-town Protes
tants, had levied strict quotas on the entry of aliens, particularly from 
eastern and southern Europe. These restrictions, designed to preserve a 
nineteenth-century racial “ balance,” fell most heavily on Catholics and 
Jews. Lippmann had supported the original 1924 bill on grounds that the
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public schools could not hope to “ assimilate successfully a great mass 
of children with very different social backgrounds from those of the 
mass of the American people,” and that northern European immigrants 
could be more easily absorbed “because their habits and family tradi
tions are so much more nearly like the American,” as he delicately 
phrased it in the World.

By 1928 pressure had mounted for even more stringent restrictions. 
Lippmann told Smith he would have to take a stand on the issue. “I 
could see at once that he really didn’t know what was meant by the 
1890 census, the national origins provisions, e tc .,” Lippmann re
counted to a friend. “He said to me: T have lived among these people 
all my life. I can’t shut the door in their faces.’ His position was purely 
sentimental. I pointed out to him that whether he liked it or not, his 
party had shut the door, and that restricted immigration was now the 
settled policy of the country and that it was no business of his to try to 
change that policy.” 8 Nor was Lippmann going to try to persuade him 
to challenge that policy.

Despite his dismay over Smith’s deficiencies, Lippmann eloquently 
defended him in the World against accusations of drunkenness, al
legiance to the Vatican, and subservience to Tammany. He even per
suaded William Allen White to withdraw his charges that Smith had 
vetoed bills to curb saloons, gambling and prostitution because of Tam
many pressure. Lippmann thought the crusading Kansas newspaper edi
tor should have known better. “White surely is about the best thing that 
the Middle West and the small town in the Buick-radio age has pro
duced,” Lippmann complained to Herbert Croly during a trip through 
the Western states.

And judged by any standard of civilized liberalism, it’s a pretty weedy flower. 
He made me feel as if defeating A1 Smith had in it an enterprise about equiva
lent to heaving a stray cat out of the parlor. Intellectually he’s able to compre
hend, of course, that Smith is a real person, representing real things, but emo
tionally he ’s no more able to comprehend the kind of things you and I feel than 
he would be if we suddenly announced that we’d embraced Buddhism.9

White, a longtime progressive who had made a national reputation by 
his bold fight against the Klan, understood very well what the issues 
were, and that Smith, despite his support for social welfare, was no less 
conservative than Hoover on most economic issues. Given the choice, 
he preferred a candidate free from the Tammany taint. So did many 
others. Newton D. Baker, whom Lippmann had unsuccessfully pushed 
for the vice-presidential slot, said he would vote for Smith only to help 
“kill religious prejudice,” not because he considered Smith a liberal. A 
Smith victory might be costly, he told Lippmann, “ if it means that
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some of the Governor’s spokesmen at Houston are to be his trusted ad- 
visers.” 10

Baker’s fears turned out to be well founded. No sooner was Smith 
nominated than he named John J. Raskob, a Republican businessman 
with links to Du Pont and General Motors, as his campaign manager, 
and four other millionaires to the campaign committee. Rather than 
reassuring conservatives — who in any case would vote for the Repub
lican nominee, Herbert Hoover — Smith alienated liberals. A good 
many abandoned him to cast a protest vote for the Socialist candidate, 
Norman Thomas.

Although Lippman pushed Smith energetically, he also admired Her
bert Hoover, whom he had, it will be recalled, promoted for President 
eight years earlier. In fact, shortly after Smith and Hoover were nomi
nated by their respective parties, he assured the readers of the World 
that whoever won in November, the next President would be a ‘ ‘distin
guished and trustworthy person.” At the time he seemed to have some 
trouble telling the candidates apart: “ If Mr. Hoover and Mr. Smith met 
in a room to discuss any concrete national question purely on its 
merits,” he wrote in Vanity Fair, “ they would be so close together at 
the end you could not tell the difference between them. ” 11 He meant it 
as a compliment. Others found it a reason for sitting out the election or 
voting for Thomas.

Two virtually identical candidates was Lippmann’s idea of a perfect 
election. He never accepted the argument that the parties ought to stand 
on firm ideological principles. The American people could be split 
into liberal and conservative camps only if there were some paramount 
issue on which they divided evenly, he argued. But in America the real 
alignments were local, and the national alignments “ mere coalitions 
which create, not parties of principle, but governing majorities.” The 
parties served to unite factions which might otherwise be irreconcilable. 
Thus it was, he maintained, that the “ very absence of consistent na
tional principle in either party . . .  is fundamental to the domestic 
peace of the United States. ” 12 What some saw as a failing of the Amer
ican party system, Lippmann considered its redeeming grace.

While Lippmann may have thought Hoover would make a “distin
guished and trustworthy” President, this was not winning any votes for 
Smith. And the World, after all, was supposed to be a Democratic 
paper. The party faithful were upset about such evenhandedness. Reluc
tantly, Lippmann took off his gloves a few days before the election 
and blasted Hoover as a “ partisan reactionary. ” It was too late to make 
any difference. A combination of Coolidge prosperity, Prohibition fer
vor, religious bigotry, and fear of the urban ethnics overwhelmed 
Smith. Although he won more votes than any Democrat ever had, and
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united the big-city ethnic minorities into a cohesive political force, he 
lost the electoral college by a five-to-one margin and carried only two 
states outside the South: Massachusetts and Rhode Island. The Republi
cans took both houses of Congress and most of the state capitals.

To show there were no hard feelings, Lippmann wrote an editorial 
congratulating Hoover, and then set off on a speaking tour of the Middle 
West. On his return a few weeks later he checked in briefly at the paper, 
where Merz was handling his editorial chores, and then set off with 
Faye for a winter holiday at Yeamans Hall in South Carolina, traveling 
with their new friends, Thomas and Florence Lamont, in an opulently 
appointed private railway car thoughtfully provided by Lamont’s firm, 
the house of Morgan. They got back to New York a few days after 
Christmas, 1928, just in time to attend a farewell dinner for Swope, who 
had astonished everyone a few weeks earlier by resigning. He gave no 
good reason, but his departure was viewed as an ominous sign. Things 
were not going well at the World. Circulation was slipping, ad linage 
was down, and it was even rumored, though firmly denied by the Pulit
zers, that the paper might be up for sale. Swope seemed to be getting 
out before the water hit the gunwales.

Part of the problem at the World was the penny pinching and capri
ciousness of the Pulitzers. They wanted a serious paper to rival the 
Times, but were unwilling to pay for it. Lippmann shared some of 
Swope’s frustration, and told him, in a flattering farewell latter, that he 
thought his decision to leave “ a wise one,” since the Pulitzers would 
not give him freer rein. “ I have never seen so clear a case, as it finally 
developed, of an irreconcilable conflict between a powerful tempera
ment and a settled tradition,” he told Swope. “The World did you no 
injustice, though your own vitality was too much for it.” 13 For all his 
mixed feelings about his colleague, Lippmann could not help admiring 
him. “Herbert,” he said at Swope’s farewell dinner, “you are a lucky, 
fascinating devil ! ’ ’

The paper got on without Swope, but lost a good deal of its old 
energy. In February 1929 Lippmann once again turned the editorial page 
over to Merz and set off on his annual tour of Europe. These excursions 
had become a ritual, with London, Paris, Geneva, Berlin and Rome as 
regular stops, and interviews with the prime minister and foreign secre
tary of each major country a matter of course. This time he and Faye 
crossed on the Aquitania with the Lamonts, and dined in the first class 
salon with John Foster Dulles, the Wall Street lawyer; Owen Young, 
chairman of General Electric; and David Sarnoff, head of the Radio 
Corporation of America.

The long transatlantic crossing gave Thomas Lamont a good deal of 
time to discuss the European political and economic situation with Lipp
mann. A former newspaperman and publisher — he once owned the
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New York Evening Post and for years supported its literary offspring, 
the Saturday Review — Lamont considered press relations his baili
wick at the house of Morgan. His charm and familiarity with the trade 
enabled him to persuade many journalists to look upon the activities of 
the Morgan firm no more critically than he did himself. Naturally he 
considered Lippmann one of his more important contacts. Walter and 
Faye were frequent guests at the Lamonts’ Rockland estate or their 
summer home at North Haven, Maine. Thomas Lamont was a great ad
mirer of Walter, and in quite a different way of Faye.

Lamont was particularly interested in the fact that Lippmann had 
scheduled an interview with Mussolini. This touched Lamont’s pocket- 
book as well as his political sense, for the Morgan firm was financing 
the Italian economy through American loans. Lamont did not particu
larly admire the Duce; he neither approved nor disapproved. What mat
tered was the regime’s solvency, not its politics. With equal vigor, and 
with no sense of contradiction, he also urged that the United States es
tablish formal diplomatic ties with the Soviet Union and extend trade 
agreements and credits. Unhappy with the World's ferociously anti- 
Mussolini editorials, Lamont urged Lippmann to take a less hostile atti
tude, and warned him against a “ relapse into anti-fascism.’’ Shortly 
before sailing Lamont had alerted the Italian ambassador that he was 
eager to have Lippmann gain ‘ ‘as accurate an impression as possible of 
present-day Italy.’’14

Mussolini’s corporate state had impressed a good many others besides 
Lamont. Bernard Shaw considered the Duce a superman, and Lincoln 
Steffens, soon to embrace Stalin, thought him the leader of the future. 
British politicians like Austen Chamberlain and Ramsay MacDonald 
expressed unstinted admiration, and Oswald Mosley, organizer of the 
British fascists, draped his own followers in black shirts. Even Herbert 
Croly saw Italian fascism as offering a spiritual reconstruction of society 
through leadership and purposeful activity. For a time Mussolini en
joyed the virtually unanimous support of the American press, with the 
popular Saturday Evening Post leading the way. Henry Luce’s Fortune 
devoted an entire issue to a favorable analysis of the “ Corporate State. ’’ 
Among the major magazines. Harper's and the Atlantic stood in lonely 
opposition.15

The World, as one of the few daily newspapers to take a critical atti
tude toward Italian fascism, was continually under attack by the regime 
for Lippmann ’s editorials and the scathing dispatches of its Rome corre
spondent, William Bolitho. “ We do not trust Mussolini because we 
regard his regime as the supreme menace to the peace of Europe,’’ 
Lippmann wrote in 1925, as dissenters were being murdered or impri
soned. “ The fascist regime in Italy is a dictatorship which has had to 
become more dictatorial the longer it has held power.’’ Lippmann’s edi-



torials, combined with his support for Gaetano Salvemini when the anti
fascist scholar sought refuge in the United States, marked him as one 
of the early American opponents of Mussolini. When a former Italian 
diplomat, Luigi Sturzo, wrote a book attacking the fascist regime, Lipp- 
mann praised it in the liberal Catholic weekly, the Commonweal, and 
warned American Catholics — to whom Mussolini had a considerable 
appeal — that they should follow Aquinas in holding natural law above 
the demands of the state.16

Lippmann arrived in Rome at the end of March 1929, after having 
enrolled Jane Mather as a special student at Oxford. The meeting with 
Mussolini, his second in five years, was carefully prepared by the Duce, 
who greeted him warmly at the doorway of his vast marble office. 
Mussolini had just returned from swimming at Ostia, where he had got 
sunburned and cut his nose. “ Do you think I am as handsome as ever?” 
he asked. Their talk ranged over the usual issues: disarmament, the 
suppression of Italian political parties, Mussolini’s designs in Europe 
and Africa. The dictator was affable but evasive. Lippmann came away 
no more impressed that he had arrived.

His visit to Italy had reinforced his doubts about a centralized state.
‘ T want to clarify my mind on the difficult question of the necessity of 
it,” he wrote Berenson from the ship back to New York a few weeks 
later. “Centralization, as such, even with the Rights of Man in opera
tion at the capital, is, I think, incompatible with effective self-govern
ment. The failure to feel this made me wonder if Italian liberals really 
understood self-government.” This fear of a centralized society had 
been growing for some time. A few years earlier, in The Phantom 
Public, Lippmann had written that men must “contrive somehow to 
frustrate the declared purpose of that central power which pretends it is 
the purpose of all.” The fear of the “ Servile State,” which he had first 
raised fifteen years earlier in Drift and Mastery, was now becoming a 
preoccupation.17

The growing disorder he had seen in Europe, the rise of fascist parties 
in France and Germany, the fragility of the economic structure con
firmed his conviction that the United States had to play a more central 
part in the European balance. Having repented his opposition to the 
Versailles treaty, he argued all through the 1920s for stronger American 
links to Europe. Although the league issue was, as Harding said in his 
first message to Congress, as “dead as slavery,” Lippmann worked ac
tively to involve the United States in the league’s peacekeeping efforts. 
Like many others he believed that military power led to war, and he 
looked to disarmament as the most effective restraint on international vi
olence. Thus he endorsed the five-power naval moratorium signed in 
Washington in 1922.18 Along with other internationalists he supported
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American participation in the World Court, urged that Washington re
duce or cancel Allied war debts, supported the Dawes Plan for stabiliz
ing the German mark through American loans and the Young Plan to 
reduce Germany’s war reparations, and criticized the high tariff policies 
of the Republican administrations.

These efforts continually involved him, as either ally or opponent, 
with the powerful chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. 
The maverick Idaho Republican William E. Borah was a mass of contra
dictions: an isolationist who favored cutting Allied war debts, a conser
vative who urged diplomatic recognition of the Soviet Union, a populist 
who opposed an amendment restricting child labor. Often voting against 
his own party, Borah was, as Lippmann wrote in exasperation, a “host 
in himself,’’ an “ instinctive conscientious objector” who avoided becom
ing an outcast by making common cause at one time or another with vir
tually everyone.19

The isolationist Borah and the internationalist Lippmann nonetheless 
became bedfellows on a number of issues. Their curious collaboration 
began in 1919, when Lippmann furnished Borah and the other Irrecon- 
cilables with damning evidence against the Paris peace accords. It con
tinued through the 1920s, with the two men cooperating to cut Allied 
war debts, spur naval disarmament, oppose U.S. military intervention in 
Latin America, and extend diplomatic recognition to the Soviet Union. 
They often worked together behind the scenes, with Lippmann suggest
ing positions for Borah to pursue, and Borah coordinating his speeches 
with the World. Borah had helped Lippmann gain refuge for Salvemini 
in the United States and, with less success, seek a visa for the Countess 
Karolyi.20

Borah was a man of consuming vanity, and Lippmann’s long experi
ence with politicians had taught him how to massage it. When the sena
tor ran for reelection in 1924 the World hailed him as “ the most useful 
and most inspiring figure in the national life of this country” -— no 
mean encomium for an isolationist Republican from a Democratic 
paper. Detesting “entangling alliances,” Borah defeated a plan favored 
by Lippmann and other internationalists to bring the United States into 
the World Court. Then, true to his record for unpredictability, he turned 
around and supported an international agreement to “ outlaw” war.21

A plan to declare war “ illegal” had been suggested years earlier by 
Chicago lawyer Salmon Levinson. Lippmann had thought it ridiculous 
at the time, and no less so in its updated version. “ It did not seem pos
sible that the State Department could have been spending its efforts on a 
project so obviously absurd as this one seemed to be,” he told the 
World's readers when Secretary Kellogg revived the scheme in 1927. 
The notion that ‘ ‘Europe should scrap its whole system of security based
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on the enforcement of peace and accept in its place a pious, self-denying 
ordinance that no nation will disturb the peace” seemed ludicrous. Par
ticularly jarring was the “ extraordinary spectacle” of a campaign to 
outlaw war led by those, like Borah, who thought it intolerably binding 
for the United States to join the World Court, let alone the League of 
Nations.22

The Pact of Paris, or the Kellogg-Briand Pact, as the plan was popu
larly known, offered every nation a chance to endorse peace and 
brotherhood without the slightest inconvenience. While outlawing war, 
it proposed no method to decide who was an aggressor, nor any enforce
ment mechanism. If any nation resorted to war, the others were free to 
act as they wished. The French insisted that the pact must not prevent 
them from acting in self-defense against Germany, the British that it not 
preclude war in defense of their empire, and the United States that it not 
contravene the Monroe Doctrine — meaning that Washington could 
continue to intervene at will in Latin America. Stripped of all enforce
ment provisions and qualified into insignificance, the Kellogg-Briand 
Pact was, in the words of Senator James Reed, “ an international kiss. ”

The Senate promptly ratified the treaty to “ renounce war as an in
strument of national policy” and to resolve all disputes by “pacific 
means” by a resounding margin of 85 to 1. Sixty-two nations ultimately 
signed the pact. It is formally in effect to this day. A skeptical Lipp- 
mann reminded his readers that under the treaty “ nations renounce war 
as an instrument of national policy only where no national interest is at 
stake,” and observed that in the absence of any enforcement mecha
nism, “ the renunciation of war and treaties of arbitration are . . . ex
cellent devices for stopping wars that nobody intends to wage.” 23

With little faith in such treaties, he suggested that the only realistic 
hope was to find what he called — turning a phrase of William 
James — a “ political equivalent of war” based on some form of world 
government. He did not find the prospect entirely inspiring. “ I can sym
pathize with those who prefer the liberty of our present international 
anarchy to the responsibilities of an international society,” he wrote. “ I 
am inclined to think that a stable international order would be oppres
sive and unpleasant in many ways, and I am not wholly sure that I am 
prepared to pay the price which the establishment of peace on earth 
would cost.” Nations as favorably placed as the United States enjoyed 
considerable advantages. If Americans wanted to retain their freedom of 
action, they should not deceive themselves with the notion that they 
were trying to abolish war. “ For war will not be abolished between the 
nations until its political equivalent has been created, until there is an in
ternational government strong enough to preserve order, and wise 
enough to welcome changes in that order,” Lippmann counseled. “We
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may never live to see that. We may not wish to see it. But that, and 
nothing less, is what international peace will cost.” 24

One of the many anomalies of the plan to outlaw war was that it 
excluded, so far as the United States was concerned, Europe’s most 
populous nation. This “ queer arrangement,” as Lippmann phrased it, 
led him to renew his campaign for diplomatic recognition of the Soviet 
Union. The outbreak of fighting in Manchuria between Russia and Chi
nese nationalists in 1929 provided a perfect hinge. A settlement of the 
Sino-Soviet dispute, Lippmann wrote Borah, “might be the moment to 
launch a campaign, for then we should have a demonstrated case of 
American reliance upon the good faith of Russia’s word. . . .  If a 
newspaper campaign, and a campaign in the Senate led by you were 
perfectly timed, we might get somewhere.” Borah heartily approved, 
and the campaign got under way.25 It soon ran into a veto from Presi
dent Hoover, who feared that it would alienate conservatives. Not until 
four years later, under Franklin D. Roosevelt, did Washington finally 
exchange ambassadors with Moscow.

Despite his skepticism of schemes to outlaw war, Lippmann con
tinued to see hope in naval disarmament as a way of preventing aggres
sion. In the fall of 1929 he met with British Prime Minister Ramsay 
MacDonald, who had come to the United States to lay the groundwork 
for a new naval conference, and when that conference opened in Lon
don in January 1930, Lippmann hailed it as a “ stupendous vindication 
. . . of the idealism of 1919.” In place of a world of self-centered 
nation-states he saw “ in actual being a world in which no government 
any longer dares to deny its responsibility to the community of states. In 
any long view of events this is the deepest revolution in political affairs 
since the rise of national states broke up the unity of Christendom in 
Europe.”

So it seemed to many at the time. Yet a dozen years later, during the 
war against Germany and Japan, Lippmann publicly apologized for hav
ing been “too weak-minded to take a stand against the exorbitant folly” 
of naval disarmament and for having “celebrated the disaster as a 
triumph and denounced the admirals who dared to protest.” 26 Here, 
too, he exaggerated. The disaster was not in the disarmament pacts 
themselves — which prevented a nonsensical arms race between the 
United States and Great Britain and reduced tensions with Japan in the 
Pacific — but in the failure to enforce the pacts and the unwillingness of 
the United States to build up its fleet even to full treaty strength.

During the 1920s, and much of the 1930s as well, Lippmann was nei
ther consistent nor persuasive in his prescriptions for preventing war. Si
multaneously espousing disarmament and American naval strength, in
ternational cooperation and an Anglo-American domination of the seas.
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American freedom of action and a “ political equivalent of war,” he 
reflected the confusions of the age. Like the broad-minded financiers 
who were his friends, he wanted stability within the framework of an in
ternational system that, far more than he realized, was already breaking 
down.



- 21 ►
The Disinterested Man

The adult has to break this attachment to persons and 
things. . . .  He can no longer count on possessing 
whatever he may happen to want. And therefore he 
must learn to want what he can possess.

—  A Preface to Morals, 1929

T h e  i 920s were frenetic and confusing years for most Americans, 
but for Lippmann a time of consolidation and achievement. He had 
put his iconoclasm, along with his brief experiment in political radical

ism, behind him. He had become an influential person. Success had not 
so much changed him as it had brought out his innate conservatism. He 
had never been much of a rebel, and his socialist interlude had been 
little more than modish Progressivism. Even at the high point of his po
litical iconoclasm as a young man he had been impatient with rebels, 
had deplored their romantic impracticality and dogmatism.

At the beginning of the 1920s he was thundering against the betrayal 
of the wartime crusade and blaming the censor and the propagandist for 
misleading the people. By the end of the decade he was worried about 
the excesses of democracy and declaring that “ to limit the power of 
majorities, to dispute their moral authority, to deflect their impact, to 
dissolve their force is now the most important task of those who care for 
liberty.”  His inquiries into propaganda and the effect of the mass media 
on public opinion had left him with a deep and abiding skepticism about 
mass democracy. “ The herd instinct . . .h as  surreptitiously acquired 
the sanction of conscience in democracy,” he wrote in deploring what 
he called the “cult of the second best.” 1

Lippmann was not alone in his skepticism. After a decade of prosper
ity the Progressive movement had shrunk to a few fringe journals like 
the Nation and the New Republic, and to voices in the wilderness like 
that of Robert M. La Follette, Sr. “The opportunities to make money 
were so ample that it was a waste of time to think about politics, ” Lipp-
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mann wrote in 1927 of the general public lethargy. Expanding on a note 
he had sounded more than a dozen years earlier, he declared that the 
‘ ‘more or less unconscious and unplanned activities of businessmen are 
for once more novel, more daring, and in a sense more revolutionary 
than the theories of the progressives.” This was hardly a new tack for 
Lippmann — he had been saying it ever since Drift and Mastery. But it 
expressed the mood of an era when many intellectuals considered a con
cern with politics to be a sign of bad taste. ‘‘The old reformer has 
become the Tired Radical, and his sons and daughters drink at the foun
tain of the American Mercury, ”  sighed Norman Thomas. “They have 
no illusions but one, and that is that they can live like Babbitt and think 
like Mencken.” 2

The cult of experience, which Lippmann himself had helped promote 
before the war, now seemed elusive and inadequate. “ As I recall my 
own state of mind when we stood at Armageddon with TR, the day of 
victory seemed ever so far ahead,”  he wrote of those dimly glimpsed 
years.

Insofar as we imagined what it would be like, we had vague notions that 
mankind, liberated from want and drudgery, would spend its energies writing 
poetry, painting pictures, exploring the stellar spaces, singing folk songs, danc
ing with Isadora Duncan in the public square, and producing Ibsen in little 
theatres.

We seem completely to have overlooked the appetite of mankind for the au
tomobile, the moving picture, the radio, bridge parties, tabloids and the stock 
market. Those were the days when we believed in Man and forgot there were 
only men and women, when we believed that all you had to do to save the 
world was to rearrange the environment; when expectant mothers read Emerson 
and H. G. Wells to improve the minds and character of their offspring.3

Many intellectuals, particularly artists, revolted against not only Pro- 
gressivism but all forms of politics. “ It was characteristic of the Jazz 
Age,” Scott Fitzgerald said, “ that it had no interest in politics at all.” 
Writers and painters became absorbed in craftsmanship and style rather 
than content, and extolled self-expression as an end in itself. The pas
sive nihilism of T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land, the anarchic individualism of 
Hemingway’s war-weary hero who declared his private Farewell to 
Arms, the bitterness of Pound, who saw a generation sent to die “ For an 
old bitch gone in the teeth / for a botched civilization,”  the renunciation 
of industrial society in the search for the Noble Savage, the fascination 
with primitivism in the “discovery”  of African sculpture and of jazz — 
this was the mood of an age that declared that nothing was worth doing, 
and yet set off an explosion of artistic creativity.

Unlike many men of his generation — Eliot, Pound, Fitzgerald — 
Lippmann never turned his back on politics. Nor did he have much pa-
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tience with those who did. When George Jean Nathan declared that he 
had “too humorous a disesteem for the democratic form of govern
ment” to concern himself with anything so low as politics, Lippmann 
responded tartly. “ A man who can endure all that Broadway has to 
offer,” he said of the popular drama critic, “who can make a life work 
talking about the Broadway theatre, is neither so humorous nor so deli
cately attuned, but that he could endure the grossness and stupidity of 
politics under the democratic form of government. ” Nathan’s lack of in
terest in politics was not due to his superior taste, Lippmann suggested, 
but to “ an inferior education, to a somewhat lazy incomprehension of 
what politics deal with, and to an imagination which is defective in 
dealing with realities that are complex, invisible and elusive.” 4

While Nathan was too shallow to merit more than passing ridicule, 
Lippmann took the critic ’s coeditor on the American Mercury, the bil
ious H. L. Mencken, a good deal more seriously. Mencken was a 
complex figure, at once a serious scholar and grotesque lampoonist of 
democracy. Famous for his attacks on “homo boobus, ” as he called the 
average man, and as a debunker of sacred cows, he also promoted such 
writers as Theodore Dreiser and Sherwood Anderson, helped find an 
American audience for Nietzsche and James Joyce, and wrote an impor
tant scholarly study of the American language. Mencken’s popular fame 
rested on his iconoclasm. Deriding not only the “ booboisie” but the 
democratic system that produced a hick culture, he defined the states
man as a “glorified smeller and snooper,” the congressman as a 
“ knavish and preposterous nonentity,” and the civil service as a “mere 
refuge for prehensile morons.” In denigrating the values of small-town 
America — prohibition and religious fundamentalism, puritanism and 
boosterism, whether backed by the “ swinish rich” or the “ anthropoid 
rabble”  — Mencken spoke for those who considered themselves 
members of what he termed the “ enormously civilized minority.” 

Lippmann, while he would not use Mencken’s vocabulary, could not 
help sympathizing with it. What Mencken had done, he pointed out in 
an appreciative essay for Vanity Fair, was to “ destroy, by rendering it 
ridiculous and unfashionable, the democratic tradition of the American 
pioneers.” 5 For all Mencken’s outrageous hyperbole, Lippmann found 
a kindred spirit in the great debunker of mass democracy. What 
Mencken saw as a joke, Lippmann viewed as a dilemma. Both ques
tioned the premise of majority rule and wrote for an audience that con
sidered itself above the plebeian mob.

Above all Lippmann admired Mencken’s toughness, his abhorrence 
of cant, sentimentality and self-pity. What drew him to Mencken was 
exactly what turned him against the other great critic of American 
mores: Sinclair Lewis. With no effort to conceal his contempt, Lipp
mann wrote a long, biting attack on America’s most popular novelist,



pronouncing Lewis’s books to be overrated, his style imitative, his per
ceptions puerile, and his international fame unmerited. In the celebrated 
author of such works as Babbitt and Main Street he found, not a serious 
social critic, but a “ revolted provincial” and an inventor of facile ste
reotypes. Lewis’s Babbitt, he charged, was not a man, but a prejudice, 
and the author’s works nothing but a collection of prejudices and rubber 
stamps. “ Had his gift been in a different medium,” Lippmann wrote 
disdainfully, “he could have manufactured wax flowers that would 
make a man with hay fever sneeze. ”

The trouble with Lewis was that he had no perspective. To have 
become the creator of the American comedy of manners instead of the 
“ mere inventor of new prejudices . . .  he would have had to care more 
about human beings than about his own attitude toward them.” This 
Lewis was incapable of; he did not understand that “ a more conscious 
life is one in which a man is conscious not only of what he sees, but of 
the prejudices with which he sees it.” Lewis’s terrible judgments about 
the provincial civilization of America flowed from the “bitterness of a 
revolted provincial . . .  too much a part of the revolt he describes ever 
for long to understand it.” In the just-published Elmer Gantry, Lipp
mann charged, the “ revolted Puritan” had become fanatical. “The 
hatreds are turned inward, as if the effort to escape had failed and 
become morbid.” Lippmann was so offended by Harcourt, Brace’s 
massive publicity campaign on behalf of Elmer Gantry that he severed 
his own relations with the firm, telling Alfred Harcourt that it did “ not 
provide any longer the right medium for such books as I write.” 6 

Lippmann’s scornful portrait of Lewis was discerning and clever. He 
had not lost his instinct for the jugular. He saw the shallowness and self- 
loathing in Lewis’s novels at a time when most critics were hailing his 
genius and even awarding him a Nobel Prize. But the vehemence of his 
attack went beyond literary criticism. Lewis seemed to have touched a 
raw nerve. Lippmann’s attack raised a good deal of comment. One critic 
observed that Lewis saw Babbitt with the “half-crazed introspective 
clarity of a bitter consciousness of kind, as an anti-Semitic Jew sees his 
fellow Jews.” 7 The parallel was carefully chosen.

In a sense Lewis was a rebel, the kind of person who — as Lippmann 
had written in another context a few months earlier — “ feels his rebel
lion not as a plea for this or that reform, but as an unbearable tension in 
his viscera.” Such a rebel had to “ break down the cause of his frustra
tion or jump out of his skin.” A conservative, by contrast, was wedded 
to the structures of his life: family, church, nation. “ His institution is to 
him a mainstay of his being; it exists not as an idea but in the very na
ture of his character, and the threat to destroy it fills him with anxiety 
and with fury.” Such matters as censorship, Lippmann concluded, were
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not questions of principle so much as “ organic conflicts between the ad
justed and the unadjusted. In conflicts between the two, the “ neutrally- 
minded person with a somewhat liberal disposition” was often left out; 
the passions of the issue did not “really touch him.” Lippmann was the 
“neutrally-minded person,” Lewis the rebel jumping out of his skin.8

Ironically, Lewis was trying to deal, in his own crude and often inad
equate way, with the same upheaval in values that Lippmann himself 
had been troubled by — what Lippmann had called the “ vast dissolu
tion of ancient habits.” The growing secularization of American life, 
the loosening of the family, the decline of traditional authority had not 
resulted in liberation — as the early rebels had thought — so much as 
in a pervasive malaise that left people adrift and in search of a moral 
rudder.

Lippmann sensed this malaise strongly. The same qualities that had 
prevented him, unlike so many of his contemporaries, from either leav
ing the country or rejecting politics made him acutely aware of the anxi
ety that lay behind the easy money and the easy virtue of the Jazz Age. 
As was often the case, his way of working out a problem was to write a 
book about it. He had begun drafting the book in 1925, just after The 
Phantom Public came out, and by the summer of 1927 it had virtually 
taken over his life. Often rising at five in the morning, he would work 
on the book before breakfast, write his editorial for the World, and go to 
the office for a day’s work of editing and meetings. Late in the after
noon he would hurry home, take a bath, have a quick dinner, and work 
on the book until midnight.

It was a terrible summer. His father lay dying, Sacco and Vanzetti 
were facing execution, the Mexican crisis was coming to a head. Yet 
somehow he managed to juggle his work, his private life and the book. 
On weekends he fled to Wading River, and was able to spend a few 
weeks there in September. “ I have been writing so much this summer 
that I have almost had a revulsion against using a pen,” he wrote 
Learned Hand from the country.

I am approaching the end of the book, not in final form for publication by any 
means, but at least in a form where I think the argument and the sequences hold 
together. I shall finish, I think, before we come back to town the last week in 
September.

I shall feel as if I had been freed, having an unwritten book on one’s mind is 
a form of tyranny which never lets me alone. I really don’t enjoy anything or 
really want to do anything until it’s done. Sometimes I think it must be a kind 
of compulsion neurosis.9

He finished the draft by the end of the summer and worked on revisions 
during the fall and the following winter and spring. Finally he sent the
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manuscript off to his new publishers, Macmillan, in the summer of 
1928, having endured one of the most sustained and intellectually drain
ing experiences of his life.

He came back from his winter tour of Europe, where he had inter
viewed Mussolini and spent several weeks with Berenson, at the end of 
April 1929, just in time for the publication of A Preface to Morals. The 
book illuminated the quandary of a generation that had passed, as he 
had himself, from the reformist optimism of Progressivism to the cyni
cism of the twenties, one which, ‘‘having ceased to believe without 
ceasing to be credulous, hangs, as it were, between heaven and earth 
and is at rest nowhere.” What he called the “ acids of modernity” had 
corroded religious faith, science had demolished belief, and Freud had 
violated the sanctity of the human soul. Where men had once lived in an 
ordered tradition, there were now “ brave and brilliant atheists who have 
defied the Methodist God and have become very nervous,” women who 
had “ emancipated themselves from the tyranny of fathers, husbands and 
homes, and with the intermittent but expensive help of a psychoanalyst, 
are now enduring liberty as interior decorators.” It had become “ impos
sible to reconstruct an enduring orthodoxy, and impossible to live well 
without the satisfaction which an orthodoxy would provide.” The dis
tinguishing mark of the rebels was not their audacity but their disillusion 
with their own rebellion.

Lippmann was not suggesting a return to the church, nor a submer
sion into the authority of the secular state. Both had lost their authority. 
Since modern man could not find security in institutions, he would have 
to look to himself — to adapt to the world as it was, and find in his own 
resources the means for dealing with it. He would have to stand back 
emotionally from it, become “ disinterested.” The new system of 
morals would be built, not on revelation or on science — both of which 
had been tried and found wanting — but on humanism and emotional 
restraint. “When men can no longer be theists, they must, if they are 
civilized, become humanists.”

Lippmann had been impressed by Woodrow Wilson’s observation 
that speculations on political philosophy were colored by whatever hap
pened to be the prevailing view of the physical universe. Newtonian 
mechanics inspired political imagery until the middle of the nineteenth 
century, when it was replaced by Darwinian biological equivalents. By 
the 1920s Darwinism had become outdated, its place usurped by the 
quantum physics of Einstein. But the new physics could not be trans
lated into political terms. The result, Lippmann told Newton Baker, was 
that “ our political thinking today has no intellectual foundations.” 
Analogies to the physical sciences no longer applied. “ We know that 
human beings do not really behave either like wild animals in a jungle 
or like a collection of molecules. The foundations for us must lie, really
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not in nature, as our immediate forefathers believed, nor in super-nature 
as their forefathers believed, but in human nature. That is to say, in an 
objective understanding of what we really are.” 10

The humanism Lippmann proposed was not so much a philosophy as 
a mode of conduct. It rested on detachment — a detachment that, how
ever appealing in theory, was most difficult to practice. His mature man 
would, apparently, be above emotion. He would not despair at failure, 
Lippmann explained, for “ the aspect of life which implicated his soul 
would be his understanding of life, and, to the understanding, defeat is 
no less interesting than victory.” A man possessed of such stoical de
tachment

would face pain with fortitude, for he would have put it away from the inner 
chambers of his soul. Fear would not haunt him, for he would be without com
pulsion to seize anything and without anxiety as to his fate.

. . . Since nothing gnawed at his vitals, neither doubt nor ambition, nor 
frustration nor fear, he would move easily through life. And so whether he saw 
the thing as comedy, or high tragedy, or plain farce, he would affirm that it is 
what it is, and that the wise man can enjoy it.

Despite its ascetic outlook — perhaps because of it — A Preface to 
Morals was an instant success. His first book to be chosen by the Book- 
of-the-Month Club, it became a popular sensation and an immediate 
best-seller. By the end of the year it had gone through six editions. 
Eventually it was translated into a dozen languages. It spoke to its audi
ence in the language people wanted to hear. “ A serious book, but beau
tifully written and simply written,” William Allen White said in recom
mending it to his fellow judges at the book club. “ There isn’t a 
paragraph in it that the average intelligent American cannot understand, 
and to me that is everything about a book. ” 11

The book was perfectly attuned to its times, codifying the anxieties of 
a generation that had grown tired of its binge and was ready for a little 
renunciation. Not everyone, of course, had the capacity to become the 
model of Lippmann’s “disinterested” person. But the very act of read
ing the book seemed to give one access to the sanctum of the elect. 
Lippmann had put his finger on the problem of the moment, laid it out 
in terms simple to grasp, phrased it in a vocabulary that flattered the 
reader’s intelligence, and proposed a self-sacrificing but noble way out 
of the maze.

Readers embraced the book’s stoicism, its bleak humanism, and its 
rewarding conclusion that he who had lost his religious faith could find 
salvation in a secular humanism that only innately superior sensibilities 
could glimpse. Critics praised its eloquence, profundity and courage. 
Justice Holmes congratulated Lippmann on “ a noble performance,” 
Berenson expressed his surprise “ that you should have obtained so early
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in life what it took me twenty years to get to ,” and Laski called it “ sim
ply masterful.” 12 Lippmann’s second wife later confessed that she first 
fell in love with him on reading the book.

There Were also dissenters. Many who admired Lippmann’s diagnosis 
of the modern malaise were not content with his prescription. The critic 
for the Saturday Review pointed out that Lippmann’s “ disinterestedness 
is only a fine name for disillusionment, and the detachment is that of an 
indifferent, because purely rational, observer.” The Catholic Com
monweal saw in the book the “ spiritual dissatisfaction of the modern 
Jew who has been severed from his religious community,” and com
mented, with perhaps greater accuracy than the critic realized, that the 
Jew “ who seeks to live as an individual in our at least nominally Chris
tian world, who finds the way back into the temple obscured, inevitably 
surrenders that sense of ‘being together with others’ so essential in all 
Hebraic history.” This was a point that troubled some Jewish readers. 
“ Since Mr. Lippmann’s deepest interest is, after all, in the good life, 
with morality,”  complained the Menorah Journal, “ he might have 
saved some of that concern he lavishes on the decline of the supernatu
ral Christianity of the Middle Ages for the fate of a tradition that more 
nearly shared his own moral interest, namely Judaism.” 13

Lippmann’s “ high religion” of detachment and acceptance bore ele
ments of Spinoza and of Santayana’s “religion of disillusion.” But 
where Santayana embraced the variety of natural passions and insisted 
on the moral relativity of all philosophies, Lippmann seemed to offer 
only a rationalization for disillusion. His vaunted disinterestedness was 
not so much a philosophy as a moral attitude. His observations were 
trenchant, his understanding of the current discontent profound. Yet in 
the end he offered less a “ high religion” than an intellectual justifica
tion for rolling with the punches. He was trying to spin a philosophy 
from what was at best an acceptance of disappointment. The book, as 
Edmund Wilson wrote in an otherwise laudatory review, was marked by 
a “certain unreality” that made it difficult for readers to have contact 
with the things Lippmann was writing about: “We are not so ardently 
responsive as we should like to be because the point of view which 
Lippmann commends seems to exclude intense feelings of any kind, and 
even to err on the side of complacency. ”

Santayana touched on this quality in his own review of Lippmann’s 
book. Writing from his retreat in Rome, he praised A Preface to Morals 
as an “ admirable book” by a “ brave philosopher . . . who confidently 
believes that mankind can endure the truth.” Yet he questioned a “ high 
religion” defined as “pure science,” and feared that Lippmann’s pref
ace to morals was really “ an epilogue to all possible moralities and all 
possible religions.” In such detached contemplation “ the pure intellect 
is divorced as far as possible from the service of the will — divorced,
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therefore, from affairs and from morality; and love is divorced as far as 
possible from human objects, and becomes an impersonal and univer
salized delight in being,” he wrote. Far from guiding human morality, 
such “ultimate insights” were in danger of subverting it.14

If A Preface to Morals concentrated on the higher planes of life, it did 
not leave the lower ones totally unnoticed. An entire chapter dealt with 
“ Love in the Great Society,” although its remedy for the troublesome 
Eros was to transmute it into the more manageable Agape. Commenting 
on the revolution in mores caused by scientific methods of birth control, 
Lippmann maintained that marriage could not long survive as an institu
tion if based purely on physical attraction and sexual gratification. 
“ Love and nothing else very soon is nothing else,” he wrote in an oft- 
quoted passage. “ The emotion of love, in spite of the romantics, is not 
self-sustaining; it endures only when the lovers love many things 
together, and not merely each other.”

As an unsentimental institution, marriage had to rest on unsentimental 
premises: shared interests, mutual respect, compatibility. “ Given an ini
tial attraction, a common social background, common responsibilities, 
and the conviction that the relationship is permanent, compatibility in 
marriage can normally be achieved, ’ ’ he declared in the tones of a mar
riage counselor. The problem with a marriage based on love alone, he 
wrote, was that when love faded there would be little to hold the 
partners together. “There is nothing left then but to grin and bear a 
miserably dull and nagging fate, or to break off and try again.”

The analysis was not abstract. For years it had been obvious that he 
and Faye had little in common. He could not talk to her about politics 
and the things that mattered to him, and he was not very successful 
when he tried to operate at her level. He wanted a woman whose in
telligence he could respect, she wanted a “dancing playmate,” as 
Mabel Dodge had sagely pointed out before their marriage. They stayed 
together, going through the motions, because neither had the courage or 
the willpower to break it off. Rather than deciding that he had made a 
mistake in 1917 and trying to start over, Lippmann elevated his unhap
piness to a moral principle. He gave it a stoic veneer by calling it “ dis
interestedness.”

Between the lines of the book one can read the rationalization of his 
own relationship to Faye. “My marriage was a failure from the very 
start,” he confessed a decade later to his second wife, “ . . . and it was 
in that time that I made the adjustment which is The Preface to 
Morals. ” By the time he wrote the book he had come to view marriage 
as a necessary affliction, urging couples * ‘who propose to see it through 
. . .  to transcend naive desire and to reach out towards a mature and 
disinterested partnership with their world. ” He had reduced his own ex
pectations of what life could offer until they matched what he had. Hav-
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ing thus been able to transcend “ naive desire,” he brought his life into 
a joyless balance.15

To outsiders he seemed to have everything: a prestigious job, a beau
tiful wife, a national reputation, entrée into the highest levels of Ameri
can political and social life, good health, and a quiet handsomeness that 
attracted women without threatening men. In the summer of 1929, with 
the success of the new book assured and another salary increase that 
came with Swope’s retirement and his promotion to executive editor, he 
bought a $51,000 town house at 245 East 61 st Street. There he installed 
a soundproof study on the top floor, and made sure that his desk was so 
placed that he could not look out the window while working. What he 
had called his “ pool of silence” would be unrippled. He and Faye inau
gurated the new house in September with a large wedding reception for 
Jane Mather. While studying at Oxford, where she had enrolled as a 
special student earlier that year, she had fallen in love with a young and 
very rich American economist, Lucius Wilmerding.

Although Jane seemed happy, Walter had mixed feelings about the 
impending marriage. She had become an important part of his life and 
he did not want to let her go. As his relations with Faye had become 
strained, he had grown more dependent on Jane for affection and com
panionship. He regretted her leaving him. Indeed, he vaguely resented 
it. Yet he could not confess this, nor even reveal it by innuendo. 
Never did he tell Jane of his sorrow at that moment when she left his 
household to form one of her own. Only years later, when he told his 
second wife of his unhappiness during this period, did he also speak of 
his feelings toward Jane:

You know that my marriage was a failure from the very start in many senses, 
that it left me without any human thing to whom I could give anything. For 
about five years Jane partially filled that emptiness, and it was in that time that 
I made the adjustment which is The Preface to Morals. But as Jane grew older 
I realized that if I did not do something there would grow up between us an at
tachment which would falsify her life. I had enough knowledge of life to know 
that no one can become integrally a man or a woman who is not in adolescence 
fully weaned from those who are his parents or stand in loco parentis. I had 
become, emotionally and spiritually, Jane’s father.

I realize that there was the possibility of a further compensation from her 
side because I did not seem very old to her, and because I was in most things 
. . . like a contemporary. I mean in sports, amusements, etc. So I decided not 
only to send her away to school, but to send her so far away that she would feel 
herself truly separated, and so I arranged about her going to Oxford.

It cost me a lot. I remember the rainy evening driving back to London, after 
I had left her at Oxford, and the dreary emptiness of my feeling that I had given 
her up, and that it was over. And I remember how, during that winter, I would
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be wracked by her increasingly occasional and distant letters, wracked by the 
conflict between that side of me which had willed her detachment which was 
obviously succeeding, and the other side of me which hated to see it happen, 
and then towards spring I had her letter saying she had fallen in love with Lou, 
and then she came back and 1 met Lou, and I did not like him much, and yet I 
was afraid I did not like him mainly because I was losing Jane, yet all the time 
the better part of me wanted to lose Jane until such time as she would be an 
adult and we could come to an adult relationship.

As he approached his fortieth birthday that September of 1929, Lipp- 
mann had come to an emotional dead end. Jane was building a life of 
her own, his marriage with Faye had settled into a dull routine. Yet 
there seemed to be no alternative. He would find his satisfactions in his 
work and make the best of it. Instead of trying to overcome his detach
ment from an emotionally arid life, he would transform it into a virtue. 
His life had become a process of filtration and exclusion. “ You are such 
a strange creature,” his second wife wrote him a decade later during 
their dramatic courtship. “ It seems to me as if you had been born ex
pecting very little, whereas most people expect the sun to stand still for 
them and have to learn very painfully that it doesn’t. Then instead of 
being angry, proud or envious, you seem to have merely withdrawn.
. . . But,”  she added more gently, “ in your withdrawal you have 
found a calm strength and wisdom.” 16

Lippmann carried his personal stoicism into politics. Whereas he had 
once urged intellectuals to become men of action, he now preached the 
virtues of “ a quiet indifference to the immediate and a serene attach
ment to the processes of inquiry and understanding.” A few months 
after the publication of A Preface to Morals the stock market collapsed. 
The boom was over, and as the prosperity of the twenties turned into the 
depression of the early thirties, Lippmann urged scholars to detach 
themselves from a world they could not correct. “ What is most wrong 
with the world is that the democracy, which at last is actually in power, 
is a creature of the immediate moment,” he told the graduates of Co
lumbia University as they set out in search of jobs they were unlikely to 
find. “With no authority above it, without religious, political or moral 
convictions which control its opinions, it is without coherence or pur
pose. Democracy of this kind cannot last long; it must, and inevitably it 
will, give way to some more settled social order.”

Until there was such a settled order, the true scholar, he counseled, 
would “ build a wall against chaos, and behind that wall, as in other 
bleak ages in the history of man, he will give his true allegiance, not to 
the immediate world, but to the invisible empire of reason.” This was 
not the last crisis in human affairs, he told the students. “ The world will 
go on somehow, and more crises will follow. It will go on best, how-
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ever, if among us there are men who have stood apart, who refused to 
be anxious or too much concerned, who were cool and inquiring, and 
had their eyes on a longer past and a longer future.” 17

Lippmann would be one of those who, from temperament as much as 
from conviction, stood apart.
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T he End o f the World

Don’t let the Bankers get you.

—  From William Allen White, April 19, 1932

By  the late 1920s the World was in trouble. Readership was down, 
advertising revenues had failed to keep pace with rising costs, and 

the paper had shrunk to half the size of the rival Times. Instead of trying 
to cover all the news, it focused on exposés and spot coverage. Partly an 
effort to save money, this also reflected the preference of the news edi
tors. In answer to the Times's famous slogan, the editors retorted, “The 
World does not believe that all the news that is fit to print is worth read
ing. “ But much that was worth reading never got printed, and what was 
printed was not always worth reading.

The problem with the paper, James M. Cain later wrote, was that it 
had “ an editorial page addressed to intellectuals, a sporting section 
addressed to the fancy, a Sunday magazine addressed to morons, and 
twenty other things that don’t seem to be addressed to anybody. ’’1 Even 
before Swope’s departure in 1928 the paper had lost much of its drive. 
The business department was badly run, and to make up for falling ad 
revenues the Pulitzers had raised the price of the paper to three cents in 
1925, thinking the Times and the Herald Tribune would go along. They 
did not. Circulation plummeted from 400,000 to 285,000. By 1927 the 
paper was running a deficit. The price went back to two cents, but the 
World never won back all its lost readers.

Lippmann continually complained to Swope about the thinness of the 
news coverage and the obvious bias of the reporting. “The intelligent 
public thinks we are crusading most of the time,’’ he told the news edi
tor in one of his many memos from the tower. “ It is our business to 
report objectively. ’’ That was not the tradition Swope had grown up on, 
nor the kind of paper JP had founded. “ I never found myself in conflict 
with the old World traditions in the sense of public policy,’’ Lippmann 
later said. The problem was that the tabloids had taken over the field of
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yellow journalism in which the World had made its reputation. Lipp- 
mann thought the paper should not stay stuck in that field, but move on 
to something better. “ I felt that what we ought to do was to make a 
paper which took away the cream of the potential circulation of the 
Times, and for doing that we must have a better editorial page than they 
did — which I think we did have,” he explained. The World fell down 
on the news. It “ tried to be all things to all men . . .  as yellow as 
Hearst, as accurate as the Times, and as intellectual as the old Evening 
Post.” 2 It suffered the fate of those that cannot make up their minds.

By late 1929 the financial situation had become so bad — the paper 
was reportedly losing a million dollars a year — that Herbert Pulitzer, 
JP’s youngest and favorite son, returned from his ten-year sojourn in the 
watering spots of Europe and took control of the paper from Ralph. To 
the reporters in the city room Herbert was an exotic figure, with his 
London-tailored suits, soft collars, long hair and perfumed cigarettes. 
They referred to him as the “young Marster.” But there was nothing 
soft in his determination to stop the World's drain on his income. In a 
ruthless effort to cut costs he fired eighteen veteran reporters and made 
radical cuts down the line. Lippmann pleaded that men who had served 
the paper for many years could not be fired summarily. Despite his in
tercession the cuts continued, and it was clear that the good old days 
were over. Rumors circulated that the World might be up for sale.

This seemed unlikely. In his will JP had explicitly forbidden his heirs 
to sell the paper. On his death JP left his papers — the World and the 
Evening World, and the St. Louis Post-Dispatch — in trust with Charles 
Evans Hughes as trustee. Allowing his three sons only a portion of the 
income, he named his grandchildren as beneficiaries of the twenty- 
million-dollar estate. The division reflected JP’s dislike for his eldest 
son, Ralph; his indifference to his second son, Joseph, Jr.; and his par
tiality to his youngest son, Herbert, who took 60 percent of the estate’s 
income. Although all three sons received large incomes, they had no 
access to capital. The papers also had no capital, and were prohibited by 
the will from borrowing.

Through a series of dubious maneuvers by their lawyers, the sons 
managed to gain control of the trusteeship. Joseph took over the St. 
Louis Post-Dispatch, and Ralph the New York World. With a good 
business head, and with his paper enjoying an entrenched position in a 
large territory, Joseph prospered. Ralph, who was, as Lippmann con
fided to Berenson, “ lazy, well-meaning, incompetent, neurotic and a 
selfish spender,” had a harder time in New York, where competition 
was severe. The sons took profits and huge salaries out of the World, 
and starved the paper for capital improvements. Adolph Ochs, by con
trast, plowed the Times's earnings back into his paper. Yet the World 
had the city’s most faithful readers.
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“ The World held and still holds a tremendous circulation based upon 
an extraordinary popular faith in its independence and its courage,” 
Lippmann wrote Berenson in June 1930. But he could see that the situa
tion was growing critical. “ I have a thousand assurances that I am in
dispensable, etc, etc. I feel certain very strong personal and public ob
ligations to members of my staff not to leave them at this critical time. I 
do know, however, that my resignation is only a question of time, and I 
know also that I have no particular desire to take executive responsibil
ity in another commercial newspaper. I would rather write, or if I 
edited, I would prefer not to work for a daily newspaper but to deal at a 
somewhat more leisurely pace and more reflectively with events.”

For the time being he let things ride, continuing to nourish the idea 
that he really wanted to leave newspapers and write only books and es
says. “ At the end I want to cut loose entirely from journalism for as 
long as my savings will hold out,” he told Berenson, “ then to get along 
with a book which I have under way. I do not find that journalism inter
feres, but I do find that administrative worry does. . . . Don’t take this 
all too seriously,” he concluded. “ I have never taken newspaper work 
very seriously. It is to me a livelihood, a means of practical influence, 
and a laboratory for testing theories. I am not at all worried about 
myself. I should like to wind up my term on the World in a pleasant 
way and see that my own staff was provided for. I have enough in cash 
savings and somewhat depressed securities to live for a while either here 
in the country or abroad.” 3

Lippmann told Herbert Pulitzer that he wanted to be relieved as editor 
when his contract expired in September 1930. There were a good many 
alternatives. Harvard had offered him a chair in government, and the 
University of North Carolina its presidency. “The mere suggestion is 
shameless flattery,” he told the officials at Chapel Hill. “ But I am not 
qualified by training, experience or inclination for the House of Lords.” 
The Yale Review, for which he wrote regularly, sent out feelers. The 
Council on Foreign Relations, where his friend Hamilton Fish 
Armstrong worked as editor of Foreign Affairs, thought he would make 
a fine director of studies.

One tempting possibility was to become editor of a new weekly mag
azine that Thomas Lamont, owner of the New York Evening Post and 
the Saturday Review, was contemplating. “ If such a project were ade
quately financed, and if it had the business management which Tom 
could find for it,” Lippmann told Berenson, “ if in other words I had no 
financial responsibilities or worries and could go into the open market 
for the first-raters among writers, I think a weekly could be made which 
might have real interest and usefulness.” 4 Lamont never followed 
through.

As the months went by, the situation at the World became more omi-
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nous. Lippmann still made no decision. “ I could not leave in these criti
cal times,”  he wrote Berenson on Christmas Eve, 1930,

without bringing personal disaster to a large number o f men with whom 1 have 
worked for- years, and I have been pressed from many outside quarters to 
remain because it is said that with the latent panic among small people in NY  
any drastic change in a newspaper which they look upon as one o f the Gibral
tars would be dangerous. I don’t know. In any event, I have held on, trying to 
keep speaking sanely amid the hysteria. . . .

I have learned that the sense o f calamity is relative. I see people every day 
who are in deep gloom because they have to give up a lim ousine. Their world 
is tottering and they have it harder than the poor devils who are selling apples 
on the street com ers.5

The ax fell in early February 1931. Herbert Pulitzer called Lippmann 
intö his office and, pledging him to secrecy, revealed that he was going 
to sell the paper to the Scripps-Howard chain. The price, it soon leaked 
out, was five million dollars. Lippmann was not consulted, he was in
formed. He told Pulitzer that the half million dollars earmarked for 
workers’ severance pay was not enough. The publisher had his mind on 
other matters.

Before the sale could be completed, IP ’s will — which forbade sale 
of the paper — had to be broken. As a battery of Pulitzer lawyers 
argued before the surrogate court, various groups frantically tried to 
block the sale. William Randolph Hearst wanted to merge the World 
with his flagship paper, the American, and put Swope at the helm. 
Swope also had another iron in the fire as front man for a group of fi
nanciers headed by Bernard Baruch and backed by the North American 
Newspaper Alliance. Ogden Reid, publisher of the Herald Tribune, 
then entered the field. Adolph Ochs, fearing that a Trib-World merger 
would have a disastrous effect on the Times, offered to put up money 
for the World's employees who were trying to buy the paper them
selves.

The Pulitzers were not interested. They were determined to sell to 
Scripps-Howard. Within hours after the surrogate judge broke JP’s will 
they signed the sale papers and sent out dismissal notices. The World's 
presses rolled for the last time on February 27, 1931. Lippmann greeted 
the decision with mixed relief and regret. “ There were no bidders in the 
field except groups of rich men who were not interested in publishing an 
independent newspaper, but in acquiring an instrument of power,” he 
wrote Newton Baker. “ I much prefer to have the World die a clean 
death than to have it become a newspaper kept by ambitious politicians 
and financiers.” Above all he did not want to see Bernard Baruch take 
control. Roy Howard was at least a crusader in the old spirit of the 
World.6
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If Lippmann thought the paper had been cynically axed by the Pulit
zers, his final editorial showed no trace of resentment. He praised the 
new owners for their “courage, sincerity, independence and sympa
thy,” and declared that in the circumstances the merger with the 
Scripps-Howard Telegram seemed “ logical and appropriate.” Extend
ing his usual handshakes all around, he paid homage to the paper, to 
those who made it and those who read it, and ended his valedictory with 
a quote from Mr. Valiant-for-Truth in Pilgrim*s Progress: “Though 
with great difficulty I am got thither, yet now I do not repent me of all 
the trouble I had been at to arrive where I am. My sword I give to him 
that shall succeed me in my pilgrimage, and my courage and skill to 
him that can get it.”

The World did not have to die. At its sale it had a circulation of 
320,000 daily, 500,000 Sunday, and 285,000 evening. Though it had 
been milked for years by the Pulitzer brothers, it could have been sal
vaged. ‘There is absolutely no doubt that if Herbert had shown some 
courage and thrown his private resources behind the paper, he could 
have carried it through the depression,” Lippmann later said. “Every 
paper was in the red — the Times too — but it was a matter of having 
reserves. If the paper had been kept going for another year and a half to 
two years, when the tide turned in 1933, it would have pulled out and 
would undoubtedly have been a prosperous paper. ’ ’7

The death of the World was a sad day for American journalism, yet 
the paper had ceased to be its old self long before 1931. Some blamed 
Swope for carelessness and the Pulitzers for stinginess, others Lippmann 
for lack of conviction. Cain, although often critical of Lippmann as edi
tor, rejected the allegation. Lippmann was not fainthearted, he insisted 
in his postmortem. “Nobody who ever tried to buck him on any issue 
whatever could have any doubts about his spirit. He will not back down, 
and he will not compromise, whether his personal fortunes are involved 
or not. ” Yet neither did Cain think him a diligent editor: “ Nobody who» 
watched his boredom with the job of getting out his page, his impulse to 
wish all the chores off on Merz, his frequent betrayals that he had not 
even read the letters in his own forum, could have supposed he was an 
editor,” Cain charged. “ He had no interest in editing, and it is not 
surprising that his page often showed it.” Instead, Cain considered him 
a “ poet of ideas, ” given to spinning elaborate theories, as in the Scopes 
case, rather than sounding clear bugle notes. A poet jarred by banalities, 
“he never let himself lose his perspective through the emotions of com
bat,” Cain wrote. “ Indeed, when he was aware of the combat, he was 
always trying to bring it to a gentlemanly level; he seemed to regard it 
as a sort of amateurs’ tennis tournament, as indicated by his invariable 
desire to shake hands afterward.” 8 To Cain a postgame handshake was 
a way of saying that the contest did not matter. To Lippmann it meant
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that even adversaries had to live in the same world and communicate 
with each other.

About the time the World was collapsing Lippmann gave a speech 
positing a kind of reverse Gresham’s law for journalism: that the good 
papers would ultimately drive out the bad. Reviewing the history of the 
press, he pointed out how newspapers had freed themselves from gov
ernment control by finding commercial sponsors and catering to mass 
tastes. But eventually readers tired of a diet of sensationalism, he main
tained. As they matured they desired papers “ more and more sober, less 
and less sensational, increasingly reliable and comprehensive.” A paper 
that continued to repeat the original formula would gradually fail. To 
succeed it would have to become “ less Napoleonic at the top and less 
bohemian at the bottom.” His observations seem borne out. The old 
tabloids either evolved into respectable newspapers or succumbed to 
new and more sensational rivals. Lippmann was trying to turn the World 
into a more comprehensive paper, and might have succeeded had the 
Pulitzers not abandoned it when times got hard.9

Once the paper was sold, it sank without trace into the World- 
Telegram, which three decades later was absorbed into the Herald 
Tribune before they all disappeared in the New York newspaper 
bankruptcies of the mid-1960s. The stars did all right, the others as best 
they could. Swope, having left early, found a comfortable niche in cor
porate boardrooms. Allan Ne vins went to Columbia University to teach 
history. Charles Merz joined the Times and eventually became director 
of its editorial page. Cain wrote the big best-seller he had always 
dreamed of and went to Hollywood to write for the movies. Hey wood 
Broun continued doing his column for the Scripps-Howard papers and in 
1934 formed the American Newspaper Guild, the first journalists’ 
union.

Even before Roy Howard bought the paper he asked Lippmann to join 
the new World-Telegram as editorial director. Hearst tried to snag him 
for the American and offered him fifty thousand dollars a year to write a 
signed column. The most intriguing offer came from the conservative 
Herald Tribune. On the morning that the surrogate announced that the 
paper could be sold, Lippmann received a phone call from Helen Reid, 
wife of publisher Ogden Reid and the power behind the throne. “ Wal
ter,” she said, “we have something we would very much like to talk to 
you about. Could you meet Ogden at the Century for lunch?” The two 
men met at the midtown sanctuary for gentlemen of the arts and letters, 
and as Lippmann nursed his vodka on ice, Reid came to the point. “The 
World is doomed, but something can still be done to save its editorial 
page,” he said. “The standards you set must be salvaged. So,” Reid 
continued with a slight pause, “ Helen and I had this idea — that you 
come over to the Tribune and write signed editorials for us. ”
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This was an astonishing suggestion. As the World was supposed to 
have been the voice of the masses, so the Herald Tribune made its pitch 
to Republican businessmen. Although Lippmann was no radical, or 
even a progressive, the Tribune's readers on Park Avenue and in Oyster 
Bay still considered him suspiciously leftist. This did not bother the 
Reids. “ It doesn’t matter that you’ve been running a Democratic paper, 
and we’re a Republican one,” the publisher told him. “ We want the 
Democratic circulation of the World. Come and write Democratic edito
rials for us and sign them. Take any position you wish. We would never 
try to restrict you. ’’10

Lippmann said he would think it over. A few days later he and Faye 
took the train to Florida. For several winters they had been going to 
Anna Maria Island, on the Gulf Coast near Sarasota, and in 1934 built a 
small home there. On the beach at Anna Maria, Lippmann mulled over 
his future. For all his scholarly interests, he was not an academic. He 
cared too much about being connected to events and people who made 
the news. Neither teaching nor writing books could provide this access, 
or the money to live in the style to which he was accustomed. “ If I ’m 
going to have any hand in public affairs as a journalist,” he had con
fided to Berenson a few weeks before the Reids’ offer, “ I must continue 
living in New York, and to live in New York and write books also 
means living in a house, and that means more money than quarterlies 
can afford.”  The more he thought about writing for the Tribune, the 
more tempting he found it. “ I would not only be free to differ with the 
policy of the paper,” he explained to Newton Baker, “ but expected to 
differ, and this attracts me a great deal.” 11

As he pondered the Reids’ proposal, he received a phone call from 
Adolph Ochs. The Times publisher did not say exactly what he had in 
mind, but implored Lippmann to see him before making any decision. 
Word of Ochs’s interest quickly got back to the Reids, who enlisted 
Thomas Lamont to nudge Lippmann in their direction. With his well- 
practiced finesse Lamont assured Lippmann that though Ochs was 
“ quite a wonderful man,” a syndicated column for the Tribune would 
spread his ideas across the country and “ serve to enhance your already 
excellent reputation and wide influence. . . .  If any objection might 
exist to the Times ’ connection for a man of your calibre, ” he advised, it 
was that “you would probably have to conform to the Times' mold, 
whereas at the Herald Tribune you would make your own mold. ”

On his return to New York at the end of March, a tanned and relaxed 
Lippmann went to see Ochs. He assumed that the Times wanted him to 
direct its editorial page. He was wrong. “I very much want you on the 
paper,” Ochs told him, “but not to run the editorial page. Our views 
don’t coincide enough for that. What I had in mind was for you to go to 
Washington to run our office there. You could be a kind of ‘high com-
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he would think it over. The prospect of living in Washington, then still 
a provincial town, did not appeal to him.12

The following day Lippmann had lunch with both the Reids. He now 
had four firm offers: to run the editorial page of the World-Telegram, to 
do a column for Hearst, to go to Washington for the Times, or to join 
the Herald Tribune. Of the four the Trib offered the most possibilities. 
A step into the unknown, it also provided, as Lamont had pointed out, 
the freedom to make his own mold. Going over the proposal once more 
with the Reids, making sure there would be no attempt to censor him no 
matter how much he might disagree with the paper’s editorial policy, he 
agreed to come on at the Trib. He would begin his column early in Sep
tember.

Under the terms of the contract Lippmann agreed to write four times a 
week, the length and subject matter to be at his discretion. The Tribune 
guaranteed a base that would assure him a minimum salary of at least 
twenty-five thousand dollars a year. In addition it would offer the col
umn to other papers on a syndicated basis, taking the first fifteen thou
sand dollars itself, and splitting the remainder evenly with him. Lipp
mann would retain control over reprint rights, and would have the 
freedom to write books and magazine articles on the side. The paper 
would provide a secretary, travel expenses for fact-gathering trips, and 
two paid vacations a year: two weeks in winter and six in summer.

While he was conducting his negotiations with the Reids, Lippmann 
was guest of honor at a mammoth dinner given at the Hotel Astor on 
March 25, 1931, by the Academy of Political Science. If his plans were 
still a mystery, his prominence — confirmed by a cover story in Time 
that very week — was unquestioned. The ever-thoughtful Thomas La
mont had organized the tribute and had assembled, among the five 
hundred guests, such eminent personages as Learned Hand, Colonel 
House, Paul Warburg and Owen D. Young. Lamont, leading a stand
ing ovation, called on the academy to pass a resolution of gratitude to 
Lippmann for his services to American journalism. Acknowledging the 
applause, Lippmann rose to his feet, calm and self-assured, a slight 
smile of pleasure crossing his lips, looking healthy and youthful at 
forty-one, and hailed by his colleagues and peers, in the words of Time, 
as “their Moses, their prophet of Liberalism.”

His subject was “ Journalism and the Liberal Spirit,” and as he ex
pounded his definition of liberalism it became clear why he was held in 
such esteem by the distinguished gentlemen before him. “The fighting 
faiths of the reformer of twenty years ago no longer arouse the genera
tion to which we belong,” he told the assembled businessmen, lawyers 
and jurists. “ Who but a political hack can believe today, as our forefa
thers once sincerely believed, that the fate of the nation hangs upon the
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victory of either political party? . . . Who can believe . . . that the 
cure for the corruption of popular government [is] to multiply the 
number of elections? Who can believe that an orderly, secure and just 
economic order can be attained by the simple process of arousing the 
people against the corporations?”

This was an old refrain for Lippmann, but now he seemed to be going 
out of his way to show that liberalism and big business could go hand in 
hand. “The progressives of the last generation were attempting to police 
what seemed to them an alien intruder upon their normal existence,” he 
explained. “For us the problem is to civilize and rationalize these cor
porate organizations. . . . The simple opposition between the people 
and big business has disappeared because the people themselves have 
become so deeply involved in big business.” At a time when millions 
were out of work and wages were being slashed, the kind of involve
ment most people had with big business was not that which Lippmann’s 
speech suggested. “ It is vain to suppose that our problems can be dealt 
with by rallying the people to some crusade that can be expressed in a 
symbol, a phrase, a set of principles or a program,”  he assured the dig
nitaries. “ If that is what progressives are looking for today, they will 
look in vain. For the objectives to which a nation like this could be 
aroused in something like unanimity are limited to a war or to some 
kind of futile or destructive fanaticism.”  The true liberalism, he main
tained, lay in the “ right of men to differ in their opinions and to be dif
ferent in their conduct. ” 13 

This was classic liberalism of the Alexander Hamilton variety, an af
firmation that led Time to tell its readers that Lippmann had arrived at 
“a state of mind where he believes, in effect, that a class of wholly ‘dis
interested’ men should govern with the consent of the People, if not 
with their advice. What would save such a brainpower oligarchy from 
becoming tyrannous would be public education and the Liberal Spirit.” 
Time was not alone in questioning Lippmann’s brand of liberalism. 
Harold Laski, who saw Lippmann the day he returned from Florida, 
expressed his misgivings to Justice Holmes: “ I think wealth has done 
two things to him. A good deal of his sensitiveness is gone. He is inter
ested in external things, queer little worthless comforts, e.g. a bad 
display of temper because the servant forgot a cup of coffee he ordered. 
And he has arrived at the stage where he is not eager to take intellectual 
risks. . . .  I found that he had ceased to read much outside modernities 
and he lacked a sense of perspective. He lives in the immediate moment 
and is not poised about it.” 14

Two days after his speech, Lippmann and Faye boarded the Italian 
liner Saturnia and settled into a spacious first-class cabin for their trans
atlantic crossing. Their traveling companions — Thomas and Florence 
Lamont, the Norman Davises, Thomas Cochrane, and the younger
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Henry James — would not have distressed readers of the Herald Tri
bune. Every night it was black tie and champagne at the captain's table, 
every day a leisurely game of shuffleboard after perusing the news and 
stock-market ticker. This was not another pulse-taking trip to the Euro
pean capitals, but the beginning of an excursion through the isles of 
Greece. The Lamonts had organized a trip for their friends that was 
designed to be as instructive as it was luxurious.

When the Satumia docked at Patras, Lamont and his party were cere
moniously greeted by the governor of the province, the harbor master 
in full gold braid, a representative of the Greek cabinet, and the Amer
ican consul. Such was the excitement — with the bands playing and 
officials rushing by tender from the ship to the town — that the Lipp- 
manns’ luggage never made it ashore. Minus their two trunks, but 
their arrival properly hailed, Walter and Faye joined the others, on a 
yacht provided by Lamont, for a two-week cruise of the Peloponnesus 
and the Aegean islands. To evoke historic allusions, Lamont had ar
ranged for the services of the Oxford classicist Gilbert Murray, who 
gave a little lecture at each archaeological site. After stops at Olympia 
and Mycenae, they arrived at Piraeus and set out in a fleet of hired lim
ousines over unpaved roads to Delphi. There, at the citadel of the gods, 
they had lunch on a damask cloth under the cypresses and read aloud 
poems about Greece from a little book, The Englishman in Greece, that 
Walter had given Florence Lamont.

“ I felt horribly unconnected in Greece,” Lippmann confessed to 
Learned Hand after the trip.

But somehow hundreds o f odd bits o f half-forgotten and half-learned lore —  
m ythology, history, and so on, seemed to put them selves in order by looking 
at concrete things. The country seemed to me the most beautiful I had ever 
seen, but how much o f its beauty is the sea, mountains and wildflowers and the 
light, how much association, I could not say —  that is , I wouldn’t know 
whether the same landscape would seem as utterly beautiful if  it was, say in 
Alaska, or some place with no human part.

I can say that after two or three visits I honestly felt the Parthenon was the 
greatest structure I have ever seen, and though I distrusted m yself, I really got 
to believe it was somehow absolutely perfect. One visit would have done that 
for m e, but going to it eight or ten times and loafing on the Acropolis, I felt it.

We had a gorgeous trip to Delphi, where Gilbert Murray was at his b e s t . . . 
but though I would not dare to utter the sentiment out loud, I thought he had a 
pronounced tendency to make very humane Englishmen out o f the ancient 
Greeks. He would have none o f what seemed to me the obvious brutality o f 
their policy in wiping out rivals, nor o f infanticide and slavery, nor o f what 
seemed to my corrupt eye evidence o f phallic worship at some o f the more 
primitive shrines.
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Hand’s reaction was typical. “ Oh, my God,’’ he replied to Lippmann’s 
account of Gilbert Murray rhapsodizing at Delphi. “Those Englishmen 
and their God-damned Greeks!’’15

After journeying with the Lamonts to London, Walter and Faye went 
to Provence for a few weeks, and then to Florence to see Berenson. The 
leisurely sojourn at I Tatti ended in mid-June when they boarded the 
train for Berlin. The Weimar Republic was clearly tottering as the 
Nazis — who had emerged as the major party in the previous year’s 
elections — and the communists battled daily in the streets. Lippmann 
set off on his usual round of interviews with government officials and 
journalists. He was much impressed by Chancellor Heinrich Brüning, 
who he told Berenson had the “ face and bearing of a priest’’ and a 
“kind of imperturbable conviction of his own mission — not a man 
people would love, but something strong and erect to hold on to in a 
hurricane.” 16 A year later Brüning, who had governed by emergency 
decree, resigned. Six months after that Adolf Hitler became chan
cellor. The spectacle of a democracy on the brink of disintegration rein
forced Lippmann’s belief in the need for a strong executive capable of 
making unpopular decisions.

Walter and Faye returned to New York in early July, drove up to 
Maine for a few days in August to visit the Lamonts at North Haven, 
and then over to the Adirondacks to see the Reids at the palatial 
“ camp” they called Wild Air. Between rounds of golf, tennis and 
croquet, they managed to iron out the few remaining details of Lipp
mann’s column for the Herald Tribune. The title was a problem. Lipp
mann wanted to call it “Notes and Comments.” The Reids thought that 
hopelessly dull. Finally they settled, despite some misgivings on Lipp
mann’s part, on “Today and Tomorrow” — a title Lippmann had used 
in 1914 for his Metropolitan magazine series. The name took, and for 
the next thirty-six years, T&T, as it was known in the trade, was his 
rubric.

On August 25 Walter and Faye were back in their house on East 6ist 
Street. Three days later Walter went up to his attic study and started to 
sketch out his first column. On September 8 it appeared, warning the 
Tribes Republican readers that the current crisis was not just a trade 
depression, but “one of the great upheavals of modem history.” The 
Reids tried to prepare their readers for the arrival of their prize acquisi
tion. “ We expect Mr. Lippmann to be no more neutral in his articles 
than in his editorial columns,” they noted in an explanation accompany
ing his debut. “ He is to write freely upon such topics as he selects, 
expressing whatever opinion he holds. We are confident that whether 
our readers happen to agree or disagree with his views, they will take 
only benefit from his expression of them.”

The appearance of New York’s leading liberal editorialist in the city’s
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most respectable Republican newspaper brought predictable responses. 
Some were enthusiastic, others sarcastic. “ Walter Lippmann’s bugle 
call crashing through the columns of the most important Republican 
right-wing newspaper in America will rally free-thinking, forward-walk
ing men all over America,”  his friend William Allen White wrote 
approvingly. The rival Times, perhaps tasting sour grapes, was more 
caustic, declaring that the ability to express his contrary views in the 
Trib “must seem to Mr. Lippmann to be in accord with his own favorite 
doctrine of the liberal mind.”  Lincoln Steffens thought the move logi
cal. “ I see that Walter Lippmann is back from his travels with Tom 
Lamont and is to have a column in the Herald T r i b u n e he wrote his 
future wife, Ella Winter. “ It will express Wall Street, I predict. And 
Wall Street needs a voice, and a mind.”

Some of his old friends were not pleased. Although Ralph Hayes had 
said that Lippmann’s move was “ a fortunate one, for him and for the 
paper, and for liberalism,” Felix Frankfurter was not so sure. “ Un
doubtedly Walter brings an independent mind to the Tribune and will 
continue to speak it freely,” he told Hayes.

But so far as essential outlook goes, there is no incongruity in Walter’s associa
tion with the Tribune. For he has steadily moved to the right, and the logic o f  
psychological forces w ill continue that process. . . .

O f course I know that you believe that Walter w ill tincture the Tribune and 
its readers with liberalism rather than strengthen the conservative forces. I think 
I know the argument and understand it, but am wholly unpersuaded by it. This 
doesn’t mean that Walter w on’t from time to time and perhaps even frequently 
write articles which I shall read both with stimulus and with gratitude. But it 
does mean that the acquisition of Walter by the Tribune is not an occasion for 
jubilation by m e.17

Whatever his friends’ caveats, the column was an overnight sensa
tion. Orders flooded into the Tribune from papers all over America; edi
tors fought over exclusive rights to carry the column within their geo
graphical area. Within a year “ Today and Tomorrow” was being 
syndicated to 100 papers with a combined circulation of ten million; by 
1937 it was going to 155 dailies, and ultimately to more than 200. After 
a year Macmillan brought out a selection of his columns, Interpreta
tions, 1931 - iÇ32, edited by Allan Nevins, and three years later a sec
ond volume covering the years 1933 to 1935.

He had become a public personality. “ To read, if not to comprehend, 
Lippmann was suddenly the thing to do,” Arthur Krock wrote churlishly 
in Vogue. One writer admiringly dubbed him the “ man with the flash
light mind. ’ * James Truslow Adams wrote in the Saturday Review that 
he was the “ only national leader who has appeared in these post-war 
years,”  and predicted that “ what happens to Lippmann in the next de-
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cade may be of greater interest than what happens to any other single 
figure now on the American scene. ”  Magazines ran cartoons about him. 
The New Yorker showed two dowager ladies in a railroad dining car, 
one with a newspaper in her hand saying to the other: “Of course, I 
only take a cup of coffee in the morning. A cup of coffee and Walter 
Lippmann is all I need.” Lippmann liked this cartoon so much that he 
asked the artist, Perry Barlow, for the original and hung it in his study. 
Even songwriters brought him into their lyrics. In the musical comedy 
Pal Joey a stripper disrobed under colored lights to the lines: “Zip, 
Walter Lippmann wasn’t brilliant today . . .” 18

Lippmann’s leap to popular fame had several causes. His was the first 
political column devoted entirely to opinion. Columnists who began 
somewhat earlier — David Lawrence, Mark Sullivan, Frank Kent — 
were reporters and inside dopesters rather than analysts. The personal 
editorializing of “Today and Tomorrow” rested on a frank recognition 
that, as Lippmann had argued in Public Opinion, most journalism was 
not about facts, but about interpretations of what seemed to be “ facts.” 
Lippmann attributed his success, and that of other columnists who fol
lowed his example, to the growing complexities of public life and the 
need of newspaper editors for someone with New York and Washington 
connections who could put the news into perspective. Most could not 
afford correspondents of their own. With the New Deal and the expan
sion and centralization of the federal bureaucracy, the effective capital 
of the United States moved from New York to Washington, and the 
Washington journalist insider came into his own. “ But for that historic 
change the profession of the syndicated columnist would not, I believe, 
have developed,” Lippmann later said.19

Because of the phenomenal success of Lippmann’s column, the ad
miring James Truslow Adams was not alone in thinking that Lippmann 
might be drawn into a more active political role. But political office — 
the Senate, the State Department, let alone the White House — had no 
allure for Lippmann. He was too thin-skinned to stand the personality 
conflicts and power maneuvers of politics. A brilliant critic and analyst 
of politics, he could never be a prime mover. In thanking Adams for his 
effùsive profile Lippmann admitted that he had given some thought to 
what he would do “ after this present boom subsides,” and was sure it 
would not be politics.

I am too old a hand in these matters to have the slightest illusion about the 
maintenance o f an influence like that o f these syndicated articles in a country as 
easily bored as the United States.

I don’t think, however, that when the boom is over, I shall feel like an old 
actor who can’t live without his audiences. For, as a matter o f deep personal 
choice, I should not want to do this kind o f thing all my life , nor even for a
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great many years. I should like to keep it up, perhaps, until the present crisis is 
weathered and a period o f comparative calm sets in. But then after that I should 
be very happy to live more quietly and to work on books and more careful and 
more considered kinds o f writing.20

The period of “comparative calm” never did set in. For the next 
thirty-six years, through one “ present crisis” and another, he continued 
to write his column. In December 1934 he cut back from four to three 
times a week in order to have a day for research between columns, and 
in April 1955, when he was sixty-five, to twice a week.

Fame came quickly, perhaps too quickly, to him. “ You are a vogue. 
Your leadership is unquestioned among the people who think, ’ ’ William 
Allen White wrote him when the column was barely six months old. 
White recognized the dangers — not only the obvious ones of egotism 
that go with sudden fame, but the more subtle ones of seduction by the 
rich and the powerful. An old-fashioned prairie Progressive, White felt 
there was some cause for concern. “ ‘Beware when all men speak well 
of you,’ ” he warned Lippmann. “ I want you to know how proud I am 
of you, and to caution you to watch your step. Don’t let the Bankers get 
you.”

This was no idle advice. Lippmann was finding more in common with 
the enlightened financiers of Wall Street than with crusading progres
sives. He lunched, played golf and tennis, spent his weekends with 
them. Shortly after he joined the Herald Tribune his friends Lamont and 
Russell Leffingwell cleared his way into New York’s fashionable River 
Club, making him one of the few token Jews to be granted membership. 
Lippmann’s journey from youthful socialism to mature respectability 
had been long, but not particularly arduous. Still a youth fresh out of 
college he had written of a new business world producing a ‘ ‘new kind 
of business man” with professional standards. Even then it was exper
tise more than ideology that he valued. In 1927 he had declared that the 
“more or less unconscious activities of business men are for once more 
novel, more daring, and in a sense more revolutionary, than the theories 
of the progressives.” Even earlier, in 1922 when Public Opinion came 
out, Learned Hand had gently chided him for having “ become so re
spectable a person as somewhat to disconcert the WL of ten years past. 
You have secured an authority with the more amenable of the conserva
tives which I like and yet I don’t like.” 21

The switch from the World to the Herald Tribune was quite in key 
with his growing conservatism. Felix Frankfurter had some reason to 
find his appearance in the flagship paper of Wall Street Republicanism 
“not an occasion for jubilation.”
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A n ‘Amiable Boy Scout”

Even assuming that Roosevelt isn’t any better than 
Hoover, a new man for a little while will be better than 
a man who’s worn out and used up.

—  To William E. Borah, November 3 , 1932

It  is a marvel, looking back on it now,” Lippmann wrote in his first 
column for the Tribune on September 8, 1931, “ that we could ever 

have so completely thought that a boom under such treacherous condi
tions was permanent.”  Industrial production had fallen by nearly 50 
percent from predepression levels, seven million Americans were un
employed, a million jobless roamed the country in search of work, “ Hoo- 
verville” shacks sprang up on empty lots. The market crash — which 
wiped out forty billion dollars in stock prices during the last four months 
of 1929 — weakened financial institutions and undermined the 
confidence of Americans in the businessmen who had so recently been 
their heroes. Hunger marches and riots erupted in the cities. Farmers 
banded together with rifles to prevent banks from foreclosing their 
mortgages. “ In other periods of depression it has always been possible 
to see some things which were solid and upon which you could base 
hope,” Calvin Coolidge said just a few days before his death in January 
1933. “ But as I look about, I now see nothing to give ground for hope, 
nothing of man.”

Such pessimism would have been inconceivable only a few years ear
lier. When Herbert Hoover took office as President in March 1929 it 
seemed as though the key to peace and prosperity had at last been 
found. The boom rolled on, world trade was at an all-time high, the war 
debts-reparations snarl had been largely resolved, moderates ruled in 
Tokyo and democrats in Weimar, and war had been outlawed. Within 
six months it all came apart. The frenzy of stock-market speculation 
exploded into the great crash of October 1929. Businesses faltered, 
banks closed, and American loans to Europe were recalled. Foreign
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trade plummeted as each nation sought salvation by beggaring its neigh
bor, dumping its surpluses abroad, and manipulating its currency for 
temporary trade advantage. In 1930 Congress passed the Hawley-Smoot 
tariff, setting the highest rates in American history. Europeans retaliated 
by raising their tariffs against American goods, and the downward spiral 
intensified. Unable to clear American tariff hurdles, the Europeans were 
forced to repudiate some twelve billion dollars in war debts, thereby 
feeding American isolationist sentiment.

Economic failure undermined the middle class, taking away its jobs, 
savings, and self-assurance. Desperate men turned to demagogues who 
promised them work and an explanation — foreigners, capitalists, Jews, 
the Versailles treaty — for their ordeals. Communists and fascists 
gained a wide audience, even in the United States. In Europe and Japan 
the fascist brand of totalitarianism triumphed, linking nationalism with 
militarism and monopoly capitalism.

“Today we know that we have not yet made peace and that nothing is 
really got for nothing,” Lippmann wrote on New Year’s Day, 1931. 
“ We begin to know that we do not know. We begin to see that we are 
not guaranteed an unending good fortune. . . . There are no phrases to 
save us. There are no miracles. There is only the courage to be in
telligent and sober. ’ ’1

Hoover, the great engineer, the organizing genius of Belgian relief 
and European postwar reconstruction, seemed incapable of coming to 
grips with the emergency. Although a man of decent instincts and great 
administrative talents, he could not modify the faith in self-reliance and 
voluntary cooperation he had inherited from more tranquil times. Yet he 
was not a reactionary. He used the powers of government to an unprece
dented degree to compensate for the failure of local and private initia
tive. He authorized public works projects, set up a system of home-loan 
banks, encouraged farm cooperatives, created the Reconstruction Fi
nance Corporation to lend money to ailing businesses and banks, and 
made the federal government ultimately responsible for relief when local 
sources proved inadequate. In an unplanned manner he adopted most of 
the principles that were later implemented in the early years of the New 
Deal. His “ historic position as a radical innovator has been greatly un
derestimated and . . . Mr. Roosevelt’s pioneering has been greatly ex
aggerated,” Lippmann later wrote. “ It was Mr. Hoover who abandoned 
the principles of laissez faire in relation to the business cycle, es
tablished the conviction that prosperity and depression can be publicly 
controlled by political action, and drove out of the public consciousness 
the old idea that depressions must be overcome by private adjustment. ”

Hoover’s foreign-policy record — so overwhelmed by the domestic 
crisis that defeated him — seemed a model of enlightened restraint. He



opposed Wilson’s intervention against the Bolsheviks, worked for Rus
sian relief, sought international arms agreements, withdrew the marines 
from Nicaragua, tried to ban foreign loans to Latin America for military 
purposes, and opposed economic warfare against Japan during the Man
churian crisis. Hoover, Lippmann wrote appreciatively three decades 
later during the Vietnam War, “ never believed in America as a global 
power with military and political commitments in every continent. He 
was an isolationist and, insofar as his beliefs could be reconciled with 
his duties as president and commander in chief, he was a conscientious 
objector. ’ ’2

Hoover’s faults were in part a magnification of his virtues. Believing 
in individual initiative, he stubbornly clung to the idea that federal relief 
to the jobless and the hungry would undermine national character. Aid, 
he believed, should come from local and private sources. Not without 
human charity, he lacked political instinct. When a band of unemployed 
veterans came to Washington to plead unsuccessfully for early payment 
of their bonuses, he sent the army to disband them. The spectacle of 
Army Chief of Staff Douglas MacArthur leading cavalry and tanks to 
rout impoverished veterans and their families did little to improve Hoo
ver’s appeal. With his dour personality and his homilies about prosper
ity being just around the comer, he won a deserved reputation for politi
cal rigidity.

The defeatism that marked the last two years of his term could not 
have been foreseen at the time of his election, when the nation was still 
riding high with the Coolidge boom. Lippmann was not alone in feeling 
that Hoover, as he wrote just before the 1928 election, was a “ reformer 
who is probably more vividly conscious of the defects of American cap
italism than any man in public life today.’’ If Hoover had his way, 
Lippmann predicted, he would “ purify capitalism of its predatoriness, 
its commercialism, its waste, and its squalor, and infuse it with a very 
large measure of democratic consent under highly trained professional 
leadership. ’ ’3

Within six months of his inauguration the crash — itself the inevita
ble result of the frenzied speculation that marked the Coolidge boom — 
plunged the nation into a collapse for which no one had a remedy. Lipp
mann, who had kept up his ties with Hoover, saw a good deal of him 
during this time and was sympathetic to his troubles. “ Hoover’s had a 
wretched first year,”  he wrote Herbert Croly in March 1930, after 
lunching with the President. “Everything he touches seems to sour on 
him. And yet I cannot quite bring myself to condemn him completely. 
For underneath all his failures, there is a disposition in this administra
tion to rely on intelligence to a greater degree than at any time, I sup
pose, since Roosevelt. Hoover seems to be the victim partly of bad
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luck, partly of a temperamental weakness in dealing with irrational po
litical matters, and partly of bad advice in matters where he has no per
sonal experience. ”

What particularly troubled Lippmann was Hoover’s failure to stand 
up to special-interest groups, and his capitulation to the lobbyists who 
pushed through Congress the trade-crippling Hawley-Smoot tariff of 
1930. “ For some reason, which is beyond the scope of ordinary ex
plaining, he surrendered everything for nothing,”  Lippmann com
plained in the World. “He gave up the leadership of his party. He let his 
personal authority be flouted. He accepted a wretched and mischievous 
product of stupidity and greed.” Hoover’s “peculiar weakness,” he 
told the readers of Harper's, was a fear of controversy, a reluctance to 
intervene in the “hurly-burly of conflicting wills. . . . In the realm of 
reason he is an unusually bold man; in the realm of unreason he is, for a 
statesman, an exceptionally thin-skinned and easily bewildered man.” 

Lippmann’s disenchantment mounted over the summer, and in the fall 
of 1930 he told Frankfurter that Hoover had a “bad temperament” for 
public office. “ Ambition and anxiety both gnaw at him constantly. He 
has no resiliency. And if things continue to break badly for him, I think 
the chances are against his being able to avoid a breakdown,” he pre
dicted. “When men of his temperament get to his age without ever hav
ing had real opposition, and then meet it in its most dramatic form, it’s 
quite dangerous.” 4 

Hoover made a modest stab at federal intervention by creating the 
Reconstruction Finance Corporation and proposing that it be empowered 
to lend $1.5 billion to ailing banks, railroads and financial institutions. 
Lippmann was not impressed. “The needs of the country at this time 
cannot be met by voting large sums of money,” he told his readers. He 
felt, as he told Frankfurter, “ rather doubtful as to any positive good” 
coming from such lavish federal spending. Yet he had no plan of his 
own. “ If the only remedy is deflation to the bitter end, it will come in 
spite of this Corporation, though I admit it will be delayed and the 
agony prolonged. If, on the other hand, it is true that a certain amount 
of artificial credit can arrest an unnecessary amount of deflation, then 
perhaps we may tide ourselves over unnecessary disasters. Surely here 
is a case where all our choices are second bests. ” s 

Like Hoover, and indeed like Franklin Roosevelt at the time, Lipp
mann believed that the budget must be balanced and that deficit financ
ing would set a bad example to the people. The government should have 
the courage to raise taxes to cover its deficits, he told Newton Baker, 
and it should begin with the rich. Not because taxing the rich would 
yield much revenue, he explained, “but because it’s morally necessary 
to begin with the rich.” He also agreed with Hoover that federal relief 
to the unemployed would “corrupt” the recipients. Since private
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sources of relief had dried up, and many cities were too impoverished to 
provide assistance to the hungry and jobless, he suggested that the gov
ernment siphon money through the states as the “ least demoralizing” 
way of aiding the indigent. Sharing the conservative hostility to govern
ment intervention, he had opposed the child-labor amendment, a federal 
guarantee of civil rights, and early payment of veterans’ bonuses. When 
a bill came up to provide pensions for widows and orphans of veterans 
he declared that such special-interest groups posed a “ menace not only 
to the budget but to popular government itself. ’ ’6

Instead of recognizing that the crisis demanded extraordinary mea
sures, Lippmann stressed the need for thrift. The American people had 
no “ firm and convincing standards by which to control the growth of 
their appetites for material things,”  he complained in the Woman's 
Home Companion. The ability “ to stop, to look around, and to do 
something else is the ultimate liberty that men surrender when they 
imprudently acquire appetites they cannot easily and permanently af
ford to gratify.” He seemed to ignore that for many those appetites were 
as simple as a job, a roof, and a meal.

In preaching thrift and self-reliance he was expressing, not only the 
conventional wisdom, but the views of such Wall Street friends as 
Thomas Lamont and Russell Leffingwell of J. P. Morgan. By Wall 
Street standards these men were liberals, and indeed later even sup
ported the New Deal. Lippmann relied on them — particularly Lef
fingwell — for advice on the technicalities of finance. At that time most 
financial experts were on Wall Street, not in Washington. Although he 
had a good feeling for economics, Lippmann needed help on financial 
questions and would often test an idea on Leffingwell before presenting 
it in his column. Lippmann had considerable respect for his friends at 
the house of Morgan. ‘ ‘The most exhilarating thing I have seen is the 
courage and quiet unselfishness of some of the big bankers who have re
ally done extraordinary things,” he wrote Berenson at Christmas 1930 
of the efforts of Morgan and other banks to maintain stock prices by 
heavy purchases. “The burden which Tom Lamont, for example, has 
carried has been immense, not of course personal to himself or his firm, 
but for the banking community.”

Later a congressional investigation, conducted by scrappy young law
yer Ferdinand Pecora, revealed that J. P. Morgan and his nineteen 
partners had paid no federal income taxes for 1931 and 1932 and that 
they kept a list of favored outsiders — including William G. McAdoo, 
General John Pershing, Owen Young, Charles Lindbergh, John W. 
Davis, Calvin Coolidge and Newton D. Baker — who were allowed to 
buy stocks under the market price. Lippmann was shocked by the dis
closure and, having praised the bankers, suddenly reversed himself and 
told his readers that no set of men, “ however honorable they may be,
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and however good their traditions, can be trusted with so much private 
power. ’ ’7

The economic crisis seemed to threaten the survival of popular gov
ernment itself. Lippmann’s trip to Europe in the winter of 1932 con
vinced him that without strong presidential leadership, as he wrote on 
his return, “ the course of events here may not be unlike that in other 
lands.”  The refusal of Congress to pass a sales tax revealed the power 
of political pressure groups on the legislature. When Frankfurter pointed 
out to him that a sales tax weighed unfairly on the poor, Lippmann 
agreed that it was a “wretched tax” that could not be justified except by 
the inability to raise money another way. Assuring Frankfurter that he 
regarded the distribution of income in the United States as “ wholly un
desirable,” he pointed out that the rich could easily escape the full im
pact of the income tax. Only an inheritance tax could touch the sanctu
ary of the tax exempts. In the meantime a sales tax was unavoidable. 
“My observations in Europe convinced me profoundly,” he empha
sized, “ that the balancing of the budget was an extremely urgent neces
sity.” 8

Lippmann’s faith in a balanced budget showed he was no more eco
nomically sophisticated than most. What he wanted was for someone to 
take hold. After a luncheon meeting with Hoover in April 1932 he was 
convinced that the President had lost control. On his return to New York 
he published one of his gloomiest columns, evoking the “ dark forebod
ings” and “ despairing impotence”  that had seized the nation. “A de
moralized people is one in which the individual has become isolated and 
is the prey of his own suspicions,” he wrote. “ He trusts nobody and 
nothing, not even himself. He believes nothing, except the worst of ev
erybody and everything. He sees only confusion in himself and con
spiracies in other men. That is panic. That is disintegration. That is 
what comes when in some sudden emergency of their lives men find 
themselves unsupported by clear convictions that transcend their imme
diate and personal desires.

Offering no practical alternatives, he decried the “ moral apathy of 
those in high places” and approached the problem as one of ethics more 
than of economics. “ For if you teach a people for ten years that the 
character of its government is not greatly important, that political suc
cess is for those who equivocate and evade, and if you tell them that ac
quisitiveness is the ideal, that things are what matter, that Mammon is 
God, then you must not be astonished at the confusion in Washington.
. . . You cannot set up false gods to confuse the people and not pay the 
penalty.” 9 When Lippmann had finished chasing the money changers 
from the temple, however, he was not sure what came next.

One obvious answer was a new man in the White House. With 
Hoover sure of renomination, the only hope lay with the Democrats.



The clear front-runner and favorite of the progressives was Franklin D. 
Roosevelt. Ever since his landslide reelection as governor of New York 
in 1930, FDR had been rounding up delegates and establishing himself 
as natural leader of the party. Lippmann had known Roosevelt since 
their work together in Washington, and in 1928 he had urged him to run 
for governor on the assumption that it would help A1 Smith carry New 
York State in his presidential race. That spring he had made several 
visits to Roosevelt’s home at Hyde Park to help overcome FDR’s hesita
tions and the opposition of his strong-willed mother. FDR, with support 
from Eleanor and pressure from the party pros, did of course make the 
race and won a smashing victory that carried him to Albany. But A1 
Smith did not even carry his home state; he never forgave FDR his 
victory.

Although subjected to massive doses of FDR’s celebrated charm, 
Lippmann remained unimpressed. “ I am now satisfied,”  he wrote New
ton Baker in November 1931 of FDR’s record at Albany, “ . . . that he 
just doesn’t happen to have a very good mind, that he never really 
comes to grips with a problem which has any large dimensions, and that 
above all the controlling element in almost every case is political advan
tage.” Roosevelt coddled Tammany and showed petty jealousy toward 
A1 Smith, Lippmann charged. “ He has never thought much, or under
stood much, about the great subjects which must concern the next Presi
dent, ” and was really little more than a ‘‘kind of amiable boy scout. ” 10

Lippmann was not alone in his harsh judgment. Elmer Davis called 
FDR “ a man who thinks that the shortest distance between two points is 
not a straight line but a corkscrew,”  the Scripps-Howard papers dis
missed him as ‘‘another Hoover,”  and Oswald Garrison Villard said he 
would lose the nomination if it were awarded ‘‘on the grounds of great 
intellectual capacity, or proved boldness in grasping issues and prob
lems, or courage and originality in finding solutions.”  That they all 
lived to eat their words made them no less sure of their judgment at the 
time.

By January 1932 FDR was such a heavy favorite that Lippmann 
decided drastic measures were necessary. Early that month he made a 
biting attack on Roosevelt — one long remembered by both FDR and 
Lippmann’s detractors. ‘‘Sooner or later some of Governor Roosevelt’s 
supporters are going to feel badly let down, for it is impossible that he 
can continue to be such different things to such different men,” he 
wrote in his column, noting that FDR was the favorite of both left-wing 
progressives like Senator Burton Wheeler, and the conservative New 
York Times. Rhetorically asking which of the two guessed right, Lipp
mann pointed out that ‘‘the art of carrying water on both shoulders is 
highly developed in American politics.” Charming but slippery, Roose
velt was ‘‘a highly impressionable person without a firm grasp of public
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affairs and without very strong convictions. . . . He is an amiable man 
with many philanthropic impulses, but he is not the dangerous enemy of 
anything.” Too eager to please and too cautious to take political risks, 
FDR was, Lippmann concluded, merely “ a pleasant man who, without 
any important qualifications for the office, would very much like to be 
President.”

Lippmann’s critics never let him forget that phrase, later citing it as 
evidence of his bad judgment. Yet at the time it was not so far off base. 
FDR had a spotty record, tried to be all things to all men, and was bla
tantly playing for the support of the isolationists and of William Ran
dolph Hearst. Of his famous column Lippmann later said: “That I will 
maintain to my dying day was true of the Franklin Roosevelt of 
1932.” 11 Even many of FDR’s admirers were forced to agree. Lipp
mann recognized that FDR was a pragmatist and an experimenter, a 
man without any theoretical guideposts. What he failed to notice was 
the tenacious will.

Among his complaints Lippmann cited Roosevelt’s equivocal attitude 
toward the corruption-ridden Tammany organization. This was ironic 
coming from one who four years earlier had, in promoting A1 Smith’s 
1928 campaign, discovered a “ new Tammany” with uptown standards. 
But Lippmann was less interested in consistency than in stopping FDR. 
In this effort he had a powerful ally in Smith. The former “ man of des
tiny” was envious of Roosevelt for having replaced him at Albany and 
angry at his failure to show the proper deference in the interval. Smith’s 
personal pique was reinforced by an ideological aversion to FDR’s pa
trician populism. When in the spring of 1932 FDR evoked the plight of 
the “forgotten man at the bottom of the economic pyramid,” Smith 
angrily retorted, “ This is no time for demagogues. ” Smith knew that he 
could never win the nomination himself, yet he had a good chance of 
blocking FDR and swinging it to someone else. The two most likely al
ternatives were John Nance Garner of Texas, Speaker of the House, and 
Newton D. Baker.

Baker, the indefatigable voice of Wilsonian idealism, had a sizable 
following. Many remembered his impressive record as Wilson’s secre
tary of war, his eloquent espousal of the League of Nations, his back
ground as a crusading progressive. Those with shorter memories knew 
him as a well-paid lawyer for the electric utility companies and counsel 
for the powerful Van Sweringen interests in Cleveland. Lippmann, as 
ever, thought he would make a fine President. “The feeling for you has 
. . . passed the phase of individual admiration and assumed the propor
tions of what politicians call groundswell,” he wrote Baker in the fall of 
1931. “ By native equipment, experience and tested purposes, you’re 
the man the country needs.” Baker agreed, and to soften resistance 
among isolationists abandoned the cause he had championed for years:
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American entry into the league. “ Nothing is to be gained by an exag
gerated interest in the machinery of peace,” he declared in a statement 
Lippmann had written for him.12 The disavowal seemed to help, and as 
the convention approached, his prospects improved.

Lippmann^ who had gone to Chicago the second week in June to 
watch the Republicans glumly renominate Hoover, went back east to 
pick up an honorary degree at Dartmouth, and then returned to Chicago 
on the twenty-fourth for the Democrats’ show. His companions on the 
observation car of the Twentieth Century were a lively lot of prima 
donnas — Swope, Baruch, Krock, Frank Kent and Clare Boothe Bro- 
kaw (later Luce) — all united by a single desire: to block Roosevelt. 
Swope was officially pledged to A1 Smith, but was working behind the 
scenes for his brother’s colleague at General Electric, Owen D. Young. 
Brokaw had ambitions of starting a new political party dominated by 
women. “ If Roosevelt gets the nomination,” Lippmann told her as they 
got off the train at La Salle Street Station, “ you can put me down as 
a member of your new party.”  He then took a taxi over to the Ambas
sador East Hotel, where the Democratic moguls were quartered, and 
went into conference with the stop-Roosevelt diehards: A1 Smith, Carter 
Glass and Judge Samuel Seabury.

Roosevelt took a commanding lead on the convention floor, but after 
three ballots was unable to marshal the necessary two-thirds margin. 
The challengers pressed forward: Baker, Smith, Gamer, Governor Al
bert Richie of Maryland. Even Lippmann’s hat found its way into the 
ring, lobbed by Hey wood Broun of all people. Lippmann was a “ more 
profound student of national and international affairs than any of the 
Democrats for whom delegates have been instructed,” Broun wrote in 
his syndicated column for the Scripps-Howard papers.13

The delegates, to avoid a repeat of the 103-ballot disaster of 1924, 
began searching for a compromise candidate. House Speaker Gamer, 
with the powerful backing of McAdoo and Hearst, started to gain 
ground. Baker moved up fast. Only the iron grip of Huey Long on the 
southern delegations prevented a flight from FDR. Lippmann did his 
part by undermining FDR and promoting Baker. Shortly before the con
vention opened he had told his readers that “ the trouble with Franklin 
D. Roosevelt is that his mind is not very clear, his purposes are not 
simple, and his methods are not direct.” Now, coordinating with Ralph 
Hayes, Baker’s deputy, he moved to push his candidate into the fore
ground. As the balloting moved into the third day he wrote an impas
sioned column urging the delegates to unite around Baker. The Cleve
land lawyer was, he maintained, “ the real first choice of more 
respectable Democrats than any other man, and . . .  an acceptable sec
ond choice to almost everyone,”  the Democrats’ “ most experienced, 
their most eloquent, their most widely trusted man.” 14 The next mom-



ing Baker’s aide Ralph Hayes made sure that copies of the paper con
taining Lippmann’s article got into the hands of every delegate before 
breakfast.

Sensing a panic, Roosevelt’s supporters moved quickly to prevent a 
deadlock. Joseph Kennedy, the millionaire real-estate speculator and a 
key FDR backer, warned William Randolph Hearst that Gamer did not 
have a chance, and that if FDR did not get the nomination soon, the 
convention would turn to Baker. The publisher detested Baker for his 
pro-league sentiments, and whipped the California delegation into line 
for FDR. William G. McAdoo, another Californian, whose own presi
dential prospects had been doused in 1924 by A1 Smith, now saw his 
chance to even the score by supporting the person whom Smith most de
tested. With a self-pleased smile he stepped to the podium and an
nounced that California would switch to Roosevelt. Suddenly it was all 
over. The other delegations fell over one another to follow suit and 
make FDR’s nomination unanimous. Roosevelt, in a striking break with 
tradition, flew to Chicago to accept the nomination.

If the Democrats had closed ranks, Lippmann had not. A contest be
tween Roosevelt, Hoover, and Socialist Norman Thomas was not his 
idea of a choice. “Those who can find in any one of these men or in any 
of these parties the ideal of their heart’s desire are fortunate indeed,’’ he 
declared glumly. “The rest of us will, I imagine, spend the next months 
realizing that John Morley was right when he said that politics was the 
science of the second best.” 15

Others shared his discouragement. The New Republic, after listening 
a few weeks to Hoover and Roosevelt proclaim the sanctity of a bal
anced budget, labeled the campaign an “obscene spectacle.” Professor 
Paul Douglas of the University of Chicago, later a Democratic senator 
from Illinois, declared that the destruction of the Democratic party 
would be “one of the best things that could happen in our political 
life.” John Dewey said it would be “ suicidal” for progressives to back 
Roosevelt. Henry Hazlitt, Elmer Davis and Reinhold Niebuhr vowed 
they would vote for Norman Thomas. Lewis Mumford took the logic a 
step further: “ If I vote at all it will be for the communists, in order to 
express as emphatically as possible the belief that our present crisis calls 
for a complete and drastic reorientation.”

With the campaign in abeyance until the fall, Lippmann began his an
nual six-week summer vacation at the end of July. Setting off in their 
Chevrolet, he and Faye visited his mother at Saranac Lake in the 
Adirondacks, and then continued north to spend a week with Hamilton 
Fish Armstrong and his wife, Helen, in the woods of Quebec. Over the 
past decade the two men had developed a close friendship. Lippmann 
wrote frequently for Armstrong’s magazine. Foreign Affairs, published 
by the Council on Foreign Relations, and in 1931 and 1932 edited the
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council’s review of events, The United States in World Affairs. Lipp- 
mann was attracted to Armstrong’s easygoing charm and ardent interna
tionalism, and to Helen Armstrong’s high spirits, ready wit and quick 
intelligence.

Over the campfire he and Armstrong weighed Hoover’s known record 
against FDR’s optimism and seeming willingness to .experiment. Even 
though Roosevelt might not be up to the job, he at least offered a hope 
for change. By the time Lippmann got back to New York early in Sep
tember, he was taking a far more positive approach than he had only 
three months earlier, when he gave his gloomy “ wall against chaos” 
speech at Columbia. In fact, even before he left on vacation he had writ
ten a guardedly upbeat column declaring that no problem was beyond 
resolution, or at least improvement. “ It is a cruel and bitter time for 
those who are the present victims of disorder, ’ ’ he wrote that summer of 
1932.

But for the young and for those who are free in spirit it is a time of liberation 
and of opportunity. For them there remains, come what may, their own energy, 
and the richness of the earth, the heritage of invention and skill and the corpus 
of human wisdom. They need no more. Their paths will be more open, and 
what in one light is a vast breakdown of hopes is in another light the clearing 
away of debts and rigidities and pre-emptions that would choke them on their 
way.

Although by the end of the summer Lippmann had decided that even 
FDR was better than Hoover, he was not happy with the choice. “The 
two things about him that worry m e,” he told Frankfurter, “ are that he 
plays politics well and likes the game for its own sake and is likely to be 
ultra-political almost to show his own virtuosity. The other fear I have is 
that he is such an amiable and impressionable man, so eager to please, 
and, I think, so little grounded in his own convictions that almost every
thing depends on the character of his own advisers. ” 16

Certainly there was nothing in FDR’s platform to inspire the bold or 
frighten the fainthearted. Pledging to balance the budget, lower tariffs, 
relieve the needy, restore purchasing power, and alleviate unemploy
ment, FDR seemed a model of financial orthodoxy. Yet as the campaign 
progressed some of his speeches took on a flavor that presaged the New 
Deal. Even though no one knew exactly where he stood, his jaunty 
spirit, irrepressible optimism, and taste for experimentation were a wel
come change from the dour and discredited Hoover.

In early October Lippmann finally swallowed his doubts and an
nounced to his readers that “ having become convinced that the Gover
nor’s abilities have either been underrated or, as is more likely, that he 
has been young enough to develop and mature impressively,” he would 

. . vote cheerfully for Governor Roosevelt.” Noting that FDR’s
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campaign speeches had “ done much to allay my fears,” he argued that 
the election of Roosevelt “ will not only facilitate many readjustments 
which it is imperative to make, but will insure the cooperation and the 
patient responsibility of a multitude of men who would otherwise be 
merely embittered and reckless.” The more enlightened men on Wall 
Street also fell into line. Russell Leffingwell wrote Lippmann that 
FDR’s “smile and cheerful friendliness and willingness to hope for the 
best and try to please everybody will have a sedative effect upon men’s 
minds and souls. . . . The hungry and the unemployed,” he reminded 
the columnist, “might be hard to handle this winter if we were in for 
four more years of the same policies and the same President. ” 17

Although Lippmann may have been ready to vote “ cheerfully”  for 
FDR, the readers of the Herald Tribune were not. Outraged at such 
heresies in a newspaper that was supposed to be the quintessence of 
Republicanism, they deluged the editors with complaints. On October 
10, three days after the endorsement appeared, Ogden Reid suggested to 
Lippmann that he take a more neutral stand. Lippmann ignored the 
suggestion and continued to strike at Hoover’s record. On November 3, 
just five days before the election, Lippmann turned in a column accus
ing Hoover of having used emergency federal relief funds to bolster his 
political image. The Reids were unhappy and told Lippmann to cut the 
part of the column that attacked Hoover’s integrity. Lippmann, whose 
mild social manner concealed a fierce temper when aroused, stormed 
out of the office telling the Reids they could “ go to hell.” In a hot fury 
he picked up Faye at the house and headed for Wading River. During 
the long drive out to the country his temper cooled. When they got to 
Wading River he called the Reids to say that he would go along with the 
cuts. By that time the column, as he wrote it, had already gone over the 
wire to other papers of the syndicate, and appeared in the first edition of 
the Boston Globe before it could be killed.

By agreeing to cut a five-paragraph section attacking Hoover, Lipp
mann felt he had been more than obliging. But when he picked up the 
Tribune the next morning he found, not only the truncated column he 
expected, but under the column an editor’s note quoting — in order to 
“keep the record straight” — the parts of Hoover’s speech that Lipp
mann had criticized in his column. This was a slap in the face. “I was 
amazed at the substance and the manner of your editorial note attached 
to my article this morning,”  he wrote Ogden Reid in a fit of anger, 
“ and I have spent most of the day defending you against the conse
quences of it. I never dreamed you would put an editorial note inside the 
space reserved for me. That is a humiliating procedure which has the 
appearance of a public reprimand.”  Declaring that he considered this 
“unwarranted and misleading” editorial note to be a “ matter of first im
portance” in their future relations, Lippmann nonetheless covered up
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for his employers, and publicly denied that the Reids had ever asked 
him to make any cuts. Some people remained skeptical. In passing on 
Lippmann’s explanation to Felix Frankfurter, Lawrence Winship, editor 
of thtBoston Globe, noted that “ somebody isn’t telling the truth.” 18 

The incident was soon forgotten and the Trib ’s readers steeled them
selves for the prospect of a Roosevelt victory. FDR’s lead in the polls 
was so commanding that the results seemed a foregone conclusion. 
Lippmann approached the balloting with guarded optimism. “ It will be 
a great relief to have the election over, ” he wrote Senator Borah on the 
eve of the vote, “ and to me at least, though I have the deepest reserva
tions about Franklin Roosevelt, a relief to be rid of the present adminis
tration. It is so utterly discredited that it no longer has any usefulness as 
an instrument of government. And even assuming that Roosevelt isn’t 
any better than Hoover, a new man for a little while will be better than a 
man who’s worn out and used up.” 19 

The country shared Lippmann’s feeling. FDR captured 472 of a total 
531 electoral votes and every state but six. The popular mandate for a 
new policy was overwhelming. But no one knew what Roosevelt would 
do — not even the President-elect himself.

For the moment there was nothing to do but wait. A few days after 
the election Lippmann went to Amherst to attend the festivities for the 
inauguration of his old friend Stanley King as president of the college. 
On his return to New York he dined with Joseph Kennedy, who told 
him of Bernard Baruch’s manipulations to become FDR’s secretary of 
state. Lippmann winced at the thought that a man for whom he felt such 
contempt might even have a chance for so critical a post. In early 
December he went to Yeamans Hall, a golf resort in South Carolina 
much favored by Thomas Lamont and his other Wall Street friends, and 
returned to New York shortly after Christmas, just in time to attend the 
gala opening of Radio City Music Hall with the Herbert Bayard 
Swopes, A1 Smith, Rose Kennedy, and the Gerard Swopes. Lippmann 
was not greatly impressed by what the Rockefellers had wrought. Radio 
City, he wrote in his column, was “ a monument to a culture in which 
material power and technical skill have been divorced from human val
ues and the control of reason.” 20 

Lippmann waited for FDR’s inauguration with mixed apprehension 
and optimism. For years he had been arguing that the purpose of gov
ernment was, as he had written in A Preface to Morals, “ not to direct 
the affairs of the community, but to harmonize the direction which the 
community gives its affairs.” Now he was no longer sure that govern
ment could take such a passive role. There was a time for restraint and a 
time for action. He had said so himself a decade earlier when, writing of 
the Harding administration, he had looked back nostalgically on the 
days when government was inconspicuous and incidental. “ There is no



surer test of reason in politics than to be able to remember that politics 
and government are secondary and subsidiary, not goods and ends in 
themselves,” he had written. Yet abdicating power was not the same as 
abolishing it. “Government is not automatic, but an affair of pushing 
and pulling among interests . . . when the chief abdicates, the petty 
chieftains take charge.” Therefore, he continued,

after a very brief experience of an abdicating President who believes in sepa
rated powers, the mass of voters turn again to the search for a man who will 
unify power, and wield it, as a big stick, upon the pushing and pulling minori
ties. When they find the man who can do that, they are better pleased, even 
though the powerful Presidents have their decided drawbacks. For while they 
may accomplish the immediate object of bringing order and coherent purpose 
into government, the disposition to over-govem is more than flesh can re
sist. It is so hard to govern well and at the same time remember what govern
ment is for. It is so hard, and yet so necessary, to combine the method of the 
active presidency with the ideal of the passive presidency.21

Lippmann wanted an active President. In FDR he found one — and 
rather more than he had bargained for.
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A  Reluctant Convert

The danger we have to fear is not that Congress will 
give Franklin D. Roosevelt too much power, but that 
it will deny him the powers he needs.

—  “Today and Tomorrow,” February 17, 1933

Du r i n g  the four months between Roosevelt’s election and his inau
guration in March 1933 the depression, which seemed to have 

abated during the fall, resumed with fierce intensity. Industrial produc
tion foundered, unemployment mounted to thirteen million, farmers 
could not pay their mortgages, state treasuries were unable to meet relief 
payments, and thousands of banks closed their doors. Some people were 
drawn to authoritarian solutions. “ A mild species of dictatorship will 
help us over the roughest spots in the road ahead,” suggested the busi
ness weekly Barron's. The American Legion passed a resolution declar
ing that the crisis could not be “ promptly and efficiently met by existing 
political methods.” The venerable Nicholas Murray Butler complained 
to the freshman class at Columbia that totalitarian societies seemed to 
bring forward “ men of far greater intelligence, far stronger character 
and far more courage than the system of elections.”

For four months the nation waited, looking to Roosevelt for an an
swer, uncertain of what he would do, as he was uncertain himself. On 
inauguration day, March 4, 1933, banks in thirty-eight states closed 
their doors. Eleanor Roosevelt recalled the inauguration ceremony as 
being “ very, very solemn and a little terrifying . . . because when 
Franklin got to that part of his speech when he said it might be neces
sary for him to assume powers extraordinarily granted to a President in 
war time, he received the biggest demonstration.” 1 

Lippmann saw FDR twice between the election and the inauguration. 
In mid-January they met in New York at a testimonial dinner for 
A. Lawrence Lowell, who was retiring as president of Harvard. They 
chatted briefly and FDR suggested that Lippmann, who was planning to
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spend February in Florida, stop off to see him at Warm Springs, 
Georgia, where he took treatments for his paralysis. Lippmann arrived 
at the resort on February 1, just in time to sit in on a mammoth press 
conference that Roosevelt orchestrated with his usual aplomb.

The two men then went back to FDR’s cottage, where, over lunch, 
Lippmann tried to sound out the President-elect on the program he 
would follow. The result was frustrating. Roosevelt, amiable as always, 
would provide no specifics because he had none. Lippmann, who feared 
that without strong presidential leadership the people would grow des
perate, would not accept such nonchalance. He reminded FDR of what 
had happened just two days earlier in Nazi Germany, where Hitler had 
come to power over a moribund executive and a deadlocked parliament. 
“The situation is critical, Franklin,” he said. “ You may have no alter
native but to assume dictatorial powers.”

The starkness of the phrase, particularly from Lippmann, took Roose
velt aback. Yet it was not inconsistent with Lippmann’s view of the 
crisis. “ The effort to calculate exactly what the voters want at each par
ticular moment leaves out of account the fact that when they are trou
bled the thing the voters most want is to be told what to want, ’ ’ he had 
written just a year earlier, during the darkest days of the Hoover ad
ministration. “The enduring popularity of public men does not come 
from trying to guess what the people will applaud but from conveying to 
them the feeling that they can rely on the superior judgment of that man 
when they need him. It is no comfort whatever to know that he is a 
good judge of public opinion; they will really trust him only if they have 
some evidence that he is a good judge of the public interest. ” The thing 
that had always bothered Lippmann about FDR was his desire to be 
popular and not to offend. But the times had grown so desperate that de
mocracy itself was in danger. “ Popular government is unworkable ex
cept under the leadership and discipline of a strong national executive,” 
Lippmann had told his readers only two weeks earlier. “ Any group of 
500 men, whether they are called Congressmen or anything else, is an 
unruly mob unless it comes under the strict control of a single will. ” 2 

After leaving Warm Springs he urged in his column that Congress not 
be allowed “ to obstruct, to delay, to mutilate, and to confuse.” It 
should give the President a free hand by suspending debate and amend
ment for a year. Laying the groundwork for what he had said to FDR in 
private, he insisted that the use of “  ‘dictatorial powers,’ if that is the 
name for it — is essential. . . . The danger we have to fear is not that 
Congress will give Franklin D. Roosevelt too much power, but that it 
will deny him the powers he needs. ” With the Weimar Republic clearly 
in mind, he warned: “ A democracy which fails to concentrate authority 
in an emergency inevitably falls into such confusion that the ground is 
prepared for the rise of a dictator.” 3
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From the day he took office and told an apprehensive nation that the 
“only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” Roosevelt captured the 
public imagination. Though he had no answers, he conveyed boundless 
energy, optimism, and an eagerness to experiment. On March 5 he 
decreed a bank holiday, and four days later sent to Congress an 
emergency banking act for reopening the banks and increasing the pow
ers of the Treasury. He then sliced half a billion dollars from paychecks 
of veterans and government employees in a short-lived effort to balance 
the budget and, fulfilling a campaign promise, called for the repeal of 
Prohibition.

lippmann was exaggerating only slightly when he told his readers, 
scarcely a week after FDR’s inauguration, that the nation had “ regained 
confidence in itself. ” Comparing Roosevelt’s performance to the second 
battle of the Marne, he brushed away fears of a presidential abuse of 
power: ‘The wise thing is to give the Administration ample power, 
more power than it may need, and to let the use of that power be deter
mined by the judgment of circumstances as they develop.” Lippmann 
had now reversed himself. The man whom he had described only a year 
earlier as having no particular qualifications for the office had become, 
by force of circumstance and his own energetic performance, an inspira
tional leader. “By the greatest good fortune which has befallen this 
country in many a day,” Lippmann wrote, “ a kindly and intelligent 
man has the wit to realize that a great crisis is a great opportunity.” 4

As much as FDR welcomed Lippmann’s support, he understood the 
danger of agitating Congress unnecessarily with talk of dictatorial pow
ers. He asked Felix Frankfurter — who had installed himself as unof
ficial White House adviser and talent scout — to calm Lippmann down. 
“This constant harping on the inadequacies and obstructions of 
Congress fits in with the miseducation on that subject for the last ten 
years and gives impulse to . . . the fascist forces,” the law professor 
told the columnist. Lippmann was not moved. “ My plea for concen
tration of authority for Roosevelt was not made until I had been satisfied 
as to the essential wisdom with which he would use such authority,” 
he replied.5

‘ There are, ’ ’ he told Frankfurter, in a clear statement of his view of 
popular democracy, “ elements of corruption down deep in the elector
ate which . . . are part of the old Adam in every man. . . .  It seems to 
me that you seem to imply that the wickedness and selfishness that per
vade society come entirely through bad example from the top. I do not 
subscribe to that doctrine one hundred per cent. The evil works down 
from the top, but it also works up from the bottom.” 6

At the moment Lippmann was interested in action, not theory, and 
accused Frankfurter of being “ a little bit hesitant about breaking the 
eggs to make the omelet. . . .  Do you really think, for example, that I
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should have urged Congress to consider carefully and attempt to under
stand thoroughly the provisions of the banking bill before passing it,” 
he asked of the emergency banking bill that FDR had sent to Capitol 
Hill and Congress had whooped through in a record eight hours, “or 
was it right to call upon Congress to take the thing on faith, suspending 
debate, suspending the process of education, suspending the deliberative 
method? I faced that choice honestly in my own mind, and I am pre
pared to risk the potential dangers which you point out for the sake of 
averting the much more actual dangers which were right upon us. ” For 
Lippmann, the problem of educating the public was abstract. There was 
not time. “ The matters are too intricate, prejudices are too deep and 
complex, the necessary technical knowledge is too lacking.” In his 
long-standing suspicion of public opinion he found the justification for 
granting powers far in excess of anything Roosevelt sought. When 
Frankfurter showed FDR the columnist’s letters, Roosevelt correctly 
predicted that before long Lippmann’s view of government would drive 
him into opposition.7

Improvising all the way, FDR propelled through an action-hungry 
Congress a dizzying succession of measures to restore economic stabil
ity. In March he reorganized the banks and set up the Civilian Conser
vation Corps; in April he took the nation off the gold standard; in May 
he made relief a federal responsibility, provided mortgage aid for 
farmers, set up the Agricultural Adjustment Administration to support 
farm prices, realized Senator George Norris’s dream of a Tennessee 
Valley Authority, and instituted an agency to protect investors from 
stock-market frauds; in June he sent to Capitol Hill a farm credit bill, a 
federal insurance bill for bank deposits, a homeowners’ loan bill, and 
the National Industrial Recovery Act, which suspended antitrust laws to 
encourage industry-wide planning. When Congress adjourned on June 
16, exactly one hundred days after the session began, it had passed the 
most sweeping economic program in American history.

Lippmann backed the entire package, swallowing every one of his 
earlier strictures about government intervention in the economy. He 
even backed the National Recovery Administration, with its corporate 
state “ codes” governing wages, hours, working conditions and prices. 
“ If the economic system is to be organized and planned and managed, it 
follows inevitably that the system must be protected against external 
forces that cannot be controlled,” he told the graduates of Union Col
lege in Schenectady in June 1933. “ This means economic nationalism, 
for international planning, management and control are hardly as yet 
within the realm of practical possibilities.” 8

Economic nationalism meant control over domestic prices and wages. 
Yet so long as the dollar was pegged to the international price of gold, 
this was impossible. FDR’s bright young advisers — the “brain trust”
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that followed him to Washington — urged him to cut loose from gold. 
Sophisticated voices on Wall Street quietly agreed. The choice FDR 
faced in early March was between remaining on the gold standard and 
watching farm prices and wages sink even further, or abandoning gold 
in an effort to stabilize domestic prices. FDR took the first step toward a 
controlled currency on March 6 when he froze the export of gold and 
prohibited Americans from redeeming paper dollars for gold.

To abandon gold completely, however, was a more drastic step. 
Lippmann was convinced that FDR had to take it. In early April, shortly 
after Lippmann got back from California, where he had received an 
honorary doctorate at Berkeley to add to his growing collection, he went 
down to 23 Wall Street to lunch with his friends Lamont and Lef- 
fingwell at J. P. Morgan. The two bankers agreed that the steady ero
sion of commodity prices, which was causing open revolt on the farms, 
could not be halted unless the administration gained full control over the 
currency. It was simply no longer possible, as in previous depressions, 
to let farm prices collapse. Anarchy was stalking the countryside. The 
political stability of the nation was at stake. “Walter,” Leffingwell told 
Lippmann as their lunch drew to a close, “ you’ve got to explain to the 
people why we can no longer afford to chain ourselves to the gold stan
dard. Then maybe Roosevelt, who I am sure agrees, will be able to 
act.” 9

Lippmann went out to Wading River that night, and the next morning 
retreated to his office in the garage. Two hours later he finished one of 
his most influential columns. Every nation had been forced to decide 
whether to defend the gold standard or its internal price level, he had 
written. No nation could do both. “ A choice has to be made between 
keeping up prices at home and keeping up the gold value of the currency 
abroad.” Germany tried to hold the line on gold; the result was depres
sion, unemployment and the Nazis. Britain took the other course and 
sacrificed gold to price stability. America was at a crossroads. To stick 
to gold meant to abandon credit expansion, relief and public works. 
The evidence was conclusive: “ a decision to maintain the gold parity of 
currency condemns the nation which makes that decision to the intolera
ble strain of falling prices.”

As soon as he finished writing the article, Lippmann called Lef
fingwell, read it aloud, and went over details to make sure his argument 
was tight. Then he dictated the article to his secretary at the Herald 
Tribune. The next morning, April 18, millions of Americans found 
Lippmann calling for an abandonment of the gold standard. This was 
not advice they had expected from a man who only a few months earlier 
had inveighed against government centralization, veterans’ bonuses, and 
federal relief for the poor. Admitting that many might find his current 
advice “ gravely heretical,” he explained that these were “ times when



men must be willing to accept the conclusions of the evidence as they 
see it, and be ready to take the risks of stating their conclusions.” 10 

Wall Street did not take long to react. Cutting the dollar loose from 
the international gold rate meant the government would have more flexi
bility in reflating prices. This seemed good for business recovery, and 
thus for the market. The Herald Tribune with Lippmann’s article had 
barely hit the street when the stock exchange was off and running in a 
day of frantic trading. His column, to be sure, was only a straw in the 
wind, but Wall Street considered him an insider and was ready to 
pounce on any rumor that presaged a halt to skidding prices.

The same evening in Washington FDR met with a group of advisers, 
ostensibly to discuss the forthcoming International Monetary and Eco
nomic Conference, scheduled to open in London in June. FDR was not 
at all enthusiastic about the conference, which he had inherited from 
Hoover and which was designed to stabilize the world’s leading curren
cies. He had not yet decided how to approach that problem, but he had 
made a decision about the convertibility of dollars into gold. It would 
cease. The nation, he told his assembled advisers, was going “off 
gold. ” Then he asked for their congratulations. A shocked silence set
tled over the room. Budget director Lewis Douglas warned that the ac
tion would lead to inflation and economic chaos. For hours the advisers 
argued among themselves, while an amused FDR remained firm. When 
the meeting broke up, Douglas turned to James P. Warburg and said, 
“This is the end of Western civilization.”

The prediction was premature. Wall Street was ecstatic as buyers 
rushed to accumulate stocks. J. P. Morgan hailed FDR’s move, and 
Leffingwell told the President he had “ saved the country from col
lapse.”  Conventional opinion was predictably outraged. Bernard Baruch 
complained that abandoning gold meant the triumph of “mob rule” and 
would benefit only one-fifth of the population, the “unemployed, debtor 
classes — incompetent, unwise people.”

The move had given the United States greater control over the dollar, 
but had plunged the world financial markets into confusion. Would the 
United States still accept an international stabilization agreement on cur
rencies? As delegates from sixty nations gathered in London in June for 
the world economic conference, no one knew the answer, not even 
Roosevelt’s closest advisers. The American delegation — a strange 
hodgepodge of politicians and businessmen, some protectionists, others 
free traders, one a silver fanatic and another an isolationist — had re
ceived no instructions from the White House. Their confusion was com
pounded when FDR sent over economist Raymond Moley, chief of his 
brain trust, as an unofficial observer.

Lippmann, having decided to cover the conference, arrived in En
gland on June 23 on the Ile de France. The next day he lunched with
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Keynes. This was a chance, not only to renew an old friendship that 
meant a great deal to him, but also to brief himself on the issues. 
Keynes agreed that slavish adherence to the gold standard was intensify
ing the crisis. The industrialized countries should float free from gold 
and devalue' their currencies by as much as one-third, he said. This 
would allow commodity prices to rise and stimulate savings and invest
ment. A managed currency was the first step toward recovery. Im
pressed by Keynes’s argument, Lippmann made it the focal point of his 
column on June 29.”

Over their long lunch at his London club, Keynes also explained to 
Lippmann the new theory on which he was working — one that would 
soon revolutionize thinking about economics. A few years earlier, in his 
Treatise on Money, Keynes had shown that business cycles were not a 
mysterious aberration of the capitalist economic system, but part of its 
nature. So long as demand was stagnant, business would not increase 
investment — regardless of the level of savings. To increase employ
ment, Keynes reasoned, the government would have to spur demand 
through public works and other programs. The way out of the depres
sion, in other words, lay not in a balanced budget, but in debt. To even 
out the business cycle the government should spend in bad times and tax 
in good times.

Lippmann listened with rapt attention as Keynes outlined the argu
ment he would elaborate three years later in his most important work, 
The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money. With 
Keynes’s guidance Lippmann grasped fully what he and many others 
had been groping for instinctively. For the first time he understood why 
a balanced budget not only was unnecessary, but might actually stand in 
the way of recovery. By trying to bring accounts into balance, conserva
tives were only further constricting demand — thereby intensifying the 
depression they sought to alleviate.

Keynes’s prescription for countercyclical spending seemed to provide 
a compromise between laissez-faire capitalism and Marxist socialism. It 
removed the sense of helplessness in dealing with the depression and of
fered a middle way for those, like Lippmann, who wanted to use the 
power of the state to achieve economic stability without allowing the 
state to become, as it had in Germany and Russia, all-powerful.

Although Keynes revolutionized thinking about economics, his for
mal academic training was in mathematics. This interest, combined with 
his taste for gambling, allowed him to make, lose, and make again a 
small fortune in the stock market. Keynes embodied everything that 
Lippmann admired: intelligence, wit, urbanity, fame, wealth, influence, 
participation in the highest levels of his country ’s literary, political and 
social life. His beautiful wife, Lydia Lupokova, was a Russian ballerina 
who had been a star of the Diaghilev company. During Lippmann’s visit
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to London he went with Keynes to Covent Garden to watch her dance 
the title role in Coppelia. “ My friendship with Keynes,” he later said, 
“ was one of the happiest of my life.” 12

More than Lippmann realized, Keynes was a man of many parts: 
charming, cunning, versatile, with tastes that ran the gamut from moun
tain climbing to practical jokes, from the collection of abstract paintings 
to that of His Majesty’s Guardsmen. Lippmann knew almost nothing of 
Keynes’s private life until he read, many years later, a biography of 
Keynes’s intimate friend, Lytton Strachey. Although he had met most 
of Keynes’s Bloomsbury friends — Strachey, Clive Bell, Roger Fry, 
Virginia and Leonard Woolf — he found them rather mad and perverse, 
given to wearing strange costumes, practicing elaborate jokes, and 
speaking in riddles. He never knew quite what to make of them, or how 
to connect the Bloomsbury Keynes with the government adviser and 
economic theorist.

Keynes not only approved the American decision to go off the gold 
standard, as Britain earlier had done, but was skeptical of the whole 
concept of stabilizing international exchange rates. Since this would 
oblige governments to deflate their currencies to maintain parity, he 
feared that such an agreement would merely intensify the world depres
sion. So did FDR. While cruising off the New England coast and safely 
beyond the reach of his diplomatic advisers, the President had decided 
that the time had come to make a clean break. On July 3, as the confer
ence delegates were inching toward agreement on a stabilization pact, 
Roosevelt sent a message denouncing, in no subtle terms, the “old fe
tishes of so-called international bankers.” Currency stabilization, he 
declared, was nothing but a “ specious fallacy.” He would have none of 
it. The United States would control its own prices. It would not link the 
dollar to gold or to any other currency.

FDR’s message fell like a bombshell on the conference. The French, 
who had remained on the gold standard, were apoplectic. Prime Minis
ter Ramsay MacDonald, the embarrassed host of the conference, called 
Lippmann to 10 Downing Street and beseeched him to use his influence 
on FDR to accept some compromise. Most of the delegates were furious 
and started packing to go home. The liberal Manchester Guardian 
called FDR’s message a “ manifesto of anarchy.” Some, however, 
stayed to applaud. Keynes wrote an article declaring Roosevelt to be 
“magnificently right,” and back-bencher Winston Churchill echoed his 
approval. Russell Leffingwell sent FDR his congratulations, and Lipp
mann told his readers that the President had “ wisely rejected” proposals 
that would interfere with his effort to raise commodity prices.13

In a desperate effort to salvage the conference, Moley tried to find a 
compromise position that the delegates could agree on. Working against 
the clock before the conference collapsed, he summoned Lippmann,
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Keynes, and Herbert Bayard Swope to the American embassy on the 
night of July Fourth. Over sandwiches and a bottle of whiskey they 
hammered out a draft that an embarrassed Secretary of State Cordell 
Hull could present to the angry delegates. As they emerged into the 
sleeping city at four in the morning, the code clerks were sending off 
their efforts over the embassy cables to Washington.

For all practical purposes the conference was over. There was nothing 
it could do in the face of American opposition. As the delegates desul
torily adjourned, Lippmann took the Golden Arrow boat train to Paris 
for a meeting with Socialist leader Léon Blum. After four days in the 
French capital he boarded the Majestic at Cherbourg. Whiling away the 
crossing by playing Ping-Pong with film star Norma Shearer and Holly
wood boy wonder Irving Thalberg, he arrived back in New York on 
July 18. Faye and Jane were waiting at the dock.

Lippmann had returned from London, and his talks with Keynes, con
vinced that Roosevelt was on the right track. At Amherst, where he 
spoke that fall at the inauguration of Stanley King as president, he 
defended FDR’s course as guided “not by abstract theory produced by 
the brains trust, but [by] the concrete necessities and the brute facts he 
inherited from the post-war period. ’ ’ To those who saw the lineaments 
of socialism in the New Deal he counseled calm: “ What we are wit
nessing is not the birth by revolution of a new society under the influ
ence of doctrinaires, but the reconstruction of the old American society 
under the influence of experience and the compulsion of necessity.”

Yet even in this flush of enthusiasm for the New Deal he warned that 
such “experiments in central control”  were potentially dangerous. 
“These experiments have their roots in the desire for recovery rather 
than in a popular enthusiasm for the ideal of an authoritarian state and a 
planned economy. They are, therefore, practical expedients rather than 
revolutionary processes.” The danger, he warned, was that the expedi
ents might give way to more drastic ones, and thereby “ themselves 
deepen the dislocation by inhibiting the free enterprise upon which an 
essential part of recovery depends.” 14

Thus, in January 1934, less than ten months into FDR’s first term, 
Lippmann drew a clear line between recovery and reform, between gov
ernment action necessary to end the depression and that designed to 
make fundamental changes in American society. Once the panic had 
been stemmed by Roosevelt’s decisiveness and the innovations of the 
first hundred days, Lippmann ceased talking of “ dictatorial powers.” 
What he would grant in an emergency, he would take away once the 
emergency had passed.

Like Keynes, and Roosevelt himself, he recognized that the liberal 
capitalist state could be saved only by abandoning orthodox formulas. 
“ Policies and programs are only instruments for dealing with particular
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circumstances,” he told an audience in Cambridge, where in the spring 
of 1934 he delivered the Godkin Lectures at Harvard. “ He who would 
be loyal to the end must in changing circumstances be prepared to alter 
the means. ” If democracy were to survive in a world rife with totalitar
ianism, it had to provide the security that people had come to demand as 
their birthright: jobs, health and retirement insurance, social welfare. 
“Laissez-faire is dead and the modem state has become responsible for 
the modem economy as a whole,” he told his listeners. “ The task of in
suring the continuity of the standard of life for its people is now as 
much the fundamental duty of the state as the preservation of national 
independence.”

Government intervention was unavoidable; the question was its de
gree. Totalitarian states practiced what he called “ absolute collec
tivism” in “directed” economies. The democratic alternative was “ free 
collectivism” through a “compensated” economy where the govern
ment would balance the vagaries of private spending and investment. 
What the authoritarian state would do by compulsion, the democratic 
state would achieve by spending, taxation, and interest rates. It would, 
he explained in his lectures, “counteract the mass errors of the individ
ualist crowd by doing the opposite of what the crowd is doing; it saves 
when the crowd is spending too much; it economizes when the crowd is 
extravagant, and it spends when the crowd is afraid to spend . . .  it 
becomes an employer when there is no private employment, and it shuts 
down when there is work for all.”

This formula, based on the theory that Keynes had explained to Lipp- 
mann a year earlier, seemed quite logical. Yet how could the people be 
persuaded that interest rates should go up when they most wanted credit, 
or that the government should increase spending when its books were al
ready out of balance? Would a democracy authorize the government, its 
creature, to do the opposite of what the majority wanted? Admitting that 
this was unlikely, Lippmann took the next step and suggested that dem
ocratic government itself be restructured. Officials would have to be 
made ‘ ‘reasonably independent of transient opinion and organized pres
sure. ” The White House should have full control over taxes and spend
ing, with Congress limited to imposing ceilings. Congressional interfer
ence in economic decision-making was the “ root of the perversion and 
corruption of representative democracy and of the weakness of demo
cratic government.”

No one would have had trouble finding the old Lippmann in this 
recent convert to Keynesian economics. Where he had once placed his 
faith in enlightened executives who would conduct their business as a 
science, he now turned to government officials. He still believed that 
democracy could be saved from its own excesses only by a disinterested 
elite immune to public pressure and follies. Under his new Keynesian
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cloak Lippmann remained the eternal Platonist, “ still hunting for the 
philosopher-king, the samurai, the uniquely qualified governing class,” 
John Chamberlain caustically wrote in reviewing the lectures when they 
came out in book form as The Method o f Freedom. 15

If Lippmann’s argument for a guiding elite had some pragmatic basis, 
his equation of political freedom with capitalism was questionable. 
Also, his explanation of the difference between the “compensated” and 
the “ directed” economy was arbitrary and fuzzy. It rested largely on 
the assertion that the “compensators”  could be recalled by popular 
vote, but the “planners” could not be. This he stated rather than dem
onstrated. Disliking a planned society, Lippmann was convinced that it 
could not be compatible with political freedom. Certainly Soviet Russia 
provided graphic evidence of how a perverted collectivism could be 
linked to political tyranny. But Nazi Germany and fascist Italy were 
equally good examples of how businessmen could find common cause 
with dictators. The connection Lippmann tried to draw between capital
ism and democracy on the one hand, and socialism and authoritarianism 
on the other, was more labored than convincing.

His reasoning persuaded neither radicals nor conservatives. Lewis 
Gannett in the Herald Tribune complained that the paper’s prize colum
nist had set up a “ straw man of ‘absolute collectivism’ going far beyond 
what either Hitler or Stalin attempts to practice, and demolishes it with 
unfair ease. Then, occupying a middle ground felicitously named that of 
‘free collectivism,’ he evades the duties of precise definition.” If free
dom really rested on an economically secure middle class, and if “com
pensators”  free from public control could really ensure the “ method of 
freedom,”  why was it, Clifton Fadiman pointedly asked in the New 
Yorker, that “ over in England, where according to Mr. Lippmann, they 
use only the very best compensation, Sir Oswald Mosley’s army of dis
content traitorously gives the lie to Mr. Lippmann’s large and comfort
able words?” 16

Events abroad were already crowding Lippmann’s efforts to find a 
middle way. But he believed that in America, at least, that way had 
been found — so long as the New Deal did not get out of hand.
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Tim es out of Joint

When the times are out o f joint some storm the barri
cades and others retire into a monastery.

—  The Good Society, 1937

Fo r  two years Lippmann remained a staunch, though not uncritical, 
supporter of the New Deal. He was one of FDR’s most important 
journalistic assets, a crucial link between government administrators and 

the business community. For the moment he was pleased. “The present 
policy of Roosevelt gives me great satisfaction,”  he wrote Berenson in 
January 1935. “ It’s just about what I have been hoping for a year. . . . 
The vogue of planning, regimenting and regulating and being generally 
bureaucratic and officious has passed in Washington and is passing all 
over the country. There is really from my point of view an amazing 
intellectual and moral recovery in this country, by which I mean a 
sloughing off of ideas that characterize extreme deflation and political 
instability.” 1

With business slowly recovering, conservatives had regained their 
lost confidence and began resenting the government initiatives they had 
welcomed during the panic. Hoover toured the country warning that the 
Constitution was being undermined by a federal erosion of states’ rights. 
Businessmen, demoted from the pantheon of heroes by professors and 
planners, muttered that FDR harbored dictatorial ambitions. Right-wing 
Democrats, led by such former party standard-bearers as A1 Smith and 
John W. Davis, and backed by Du Pont money, in 1934 organized the 
American Liberty League to replace the New Deal with an administra
tion devoted to “ free enterprise.”

Lippmann thought they were crying wolf too soon. “ Business is very 
much better than the state of mind of the businessman,” he wrote 
Berenson in March 1935 from Florida, where he and Faye were spend
ing the winter at Anna Maria, “ and it would be ludicrous if it weren’t 
so sad, to read the financial pages and see production increasing and
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profits rising while businessmen declare the end of the world is at 
hand.” Roosevelt, he reported, “ is amazingly confident, and his politi
cal insight has so far proved to be uncanny.”

Through that spring Lippmann continued to take a hopeful attitude 
toward the New Deal, which he described to his readers as “ a system of 
free enterprise compensated by government action.”  Speaking to the 
Boston Chamber of Commerce in May, he urged businessmen not to go 
into “ irreconcilable opposition all along the line,” nor to allow “ private 
prejudices and particular dislikes to carry us to a point where the nation 
is so tom by factionalism that coherent government becomes impos
sible.” At Harvard he denigrated laissez-faire as a doctrine “ preached 
by men who wish other men to practice it, ’ ’ and insisted that ‘ ‘if we are 
to have economic liberty we must accept the ancient truth that liberty is 
not the natural state of man, but the achievement of an organized so
ciety.” 2

His support for the New Deal put Lippmann at odds with a good 
many of his old friends. John W. Davis, one of the pillars of the Liberty 
League, told him that FDR was leading the country down the road to 
communism. “ I am perfectly persuaded that, whether we like it or 
not,” Lippmann replied to the man whom he had backed for President 
in 1924,

responsibility for the successful operation of a nation’s economy is now just as 
much a function of government as is the national defense. Personally I wish it 
were not the case, for 1 can see the enormous and perhaps insuperable difficul
ties, but the tendency seems to me world-wide, cumulative, and irresistible. 
. . .  I should much prefer a world in which governments did not have to 
attempt so tremendous a task. But I don’t think we live in that kind of world 
any longer.” 3

When the Supreme Court in May 1935 struck down the NRA as an 
unconstitutional delegation of power to the President, Lippmann — 
although he himself had criticized the agency — sent Roosevelt a 
friendly letter urging him to reexamine other New Deal measures that 
might suffer a similar fate. A series of votes affirming the major New 
Deal policies “would completely answer the people who are saying that 
the whole New Deal has been shattered, would put an end to all the talk 
that you are trying to upset the Constitution by indirection, and would 
put the reactionary Republicans and reactionary Democrats clearly on 
record once again as to where they stand on the agricultural bill, the 
securities act, etc, etc,” he counseled. “ It would be equivalent to ask
ing and obtaining a new vote of confidence from Congress.” 4

As far as Lippmann was concerned, the NRA’s sudden death was a 
boon in disguise. “ My own view,”  he wrote Hamilton Armstrong, “ is 
that not only intrinsically but politically the destruction of NRA was



Roosevelt’s greatest stroke of luck since 1933 ” — one that relieved him 
of the “embarrassment of trying to enforce codes that were breaking 
down of their own inherent foolishness.”

But instead of reexamining his programs to accommodate the Court’s 
objections, as Lippmann had suggested, FDR boldly moved to extend 
the New Deal. In the summer of 1935 he sent Congress the Wagner 
Act, establishing a labor relations board to enforce collective bargaining 
with unions; the Guffey Act, to set up “ little NRA” codes in the coal 
industry; an extension of the Federal Reserve Act; authority to regulate 
the utility holding companies; the landmark Social Security Act, to pro
vide old-age assistance; and a sweeping “wealth tax”  setting higher 
brackets and inheritance levies on the rich.

The Hearst press branded the program, particularly the wealth tax, as 
“essentially communistic,” and the Liberty League declared that the 
President had gone amok. Lippmann, for his part, saw it for what it 
was — a clever ploy by which FDR hoped to recoup his NRA defeat 
and outflank critics like Huey Long who were accusing him of ignoring 
the voiceless poor. The Republicans had so overplayed their hand that 
Roosevelt “drifted easily into the position of champion of the common 
man against unreconstructed and unregenerated wealth,” Lippmann ex
plained to Armstrong.

Unless another fit of mid-summer madness strikes him, and I don’t guarantee 
that it won’t, he is now in the incredibly strong position where in about a 
month he will have completed the most comprehensive program of reform ever 
achieved in this country in any administration, and at the same time he is well 
set for a very substantial business recovery. If he wants to play the cards that 
are now in his hand, I believe that he can come to the election next autumn 
with reform and recovery both achieved, with the currency stabilization well in 
sight.

What the Republicans would have left to complain about under these condi
tions I can’t imagine. The thing that will prevent Roosevelt from achieving that 
result, I think, is that he is restless and would get bored with his job if he didn’t 
have something big under way, and the idea merely of administering what he 
has achieved doesn’t appeal to him. So instead of digging in for a year, which 
would be the sensible thing to do, he will probably start a new putsch just when 
the Republicans badly need an issue.5

FDR had good reason to strike out boldly. He was under attack, not 
only from the Liberty League on his right, but from a hodgepodge of 
communists, fascists, populists, single-taxers, evangelists, hate-peddlers 
and aspiring demagogues. At one extreme stood an incipient American 
fascist party, led by former Wall Street banker and Harvard graduate 
Lawrence Dennis, and a variety of other fascist groups that promised to 
save white Protestant America from blacks, communists and Jews.
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Among the hate-peddlers none was more virulent than Father Charles 
Coughlin, the radio priest whose weekly program enraptured forty mil
lion Americans. An early supporter of FDR, Coughlin by 1935 was 
labeling the President an “ anti-God” and his program the “Jew Deal.” 
His racist campaign did not disturb the Hearst press, which observed: 
“Whenever you hear a prominent American called a ‘Fascist,’ you can 
usually make up your mind that the man is simply a Loyal Citizen Who 
Stands Up For Americanism. ” At the other extreme stood the minuscule 
American Communist party, its ranks expanded not only by FBI in
formers but also by those who feared the growing power of Nazism, and 
who, persuaded by Stalin’s 1934 decision to support alliances with lib
erals and socialists, believed they could be both good Americans and 
good communists.

Between these two authoritarian groups were a variety of native 
American causes and crackpot schemes. An elderly California doctor 
named Francis Townsend, appalled that thrifty retired people like him 
could lose their homes and savings through no fault of their own, an
nounced his plan to end the depression. He would have the government 
give everyone over age sixty a pension of $200 a month, with the 
proviso that he must spend it. Lippmann ridiculed the idea — although 
it was probably not so absurd as it sounded, for it would have increased 
demand, thereby stimulating investment and production. The good doc
tor shrugged off the complaint by noting that his plan was “ too simple 
to be comprehended by great minds like Mr. Lippmann’s .” Ridiculous 
or not, the plan attracted five million followers who, in Townsend’s 
words, “ believe in the Bible, believe in God, cheer when the flag 
passes by.”

If the elderly saw hope in Townsend, millions of other Californians 
were rallying to the muckraker-novelist Upton Sinclair. With his pro
gram for a statewide net of socialist communes and for the return of idle 
farmlands and factories to the unemployed, Sinclair had swept the gu
bernatorial primaries with more votes than his eight Democratic rivals 
combined. He won the endorsement of such people as Theodore Drei
ser, Archibald MacLeish, Morris Ernst and Clarence Darrow. He also 
evoked panic among conservatives. The major Los Angeles papers re
fused to print a word of his EPIC (End Poverty in California) program. 
The Democratic machine disavowed him, MGM produced a fake 
newsreel showing an Okie invasion if he were elected, Republicans 
forged documents to prove him a communist, and a corporate-financed 
public-relations campaign overwhelmed him with lies and innuendos.

Far more serious than any fringe group, crackpot or romantic idealist 
was the challenge posed to FDR by the Louisiana Kingfish, Huey Long. 
A backwoods prodigy bom in a shack. Long finished Tulane Law 
School in eight months, and was elected governor of Louisiana in 1928



at age thirty-five. Defying the oil monopoly and the big property 
owners, he exempted the poor from general property taxes, abolished 
the poll tax, built twenty-five hundred miles of paved roads in a state 
that had had only thirty, provided free textbooks and school buses for 
children, arid treated blacks as equals. While pushing through his popu
list program he intimidated the legislature and the courts, and turned the 
entire state into his'personal fiefdom. In 1930 he had himself elected to 
the Senate. Although an early supporter of FDR, he soon turned against 
the President, taunted him for refusing to nationalize the banks and 
expropriate large fortunes, and, as part of his own presidential cam
paign, launched his “ Share Our Wealth” program designed to make 
“every man a king.”  A seductive demagogue, Long struck a powerful 
response from the poor. A secret White House poll in 1935 showed that 
a third-party ticket headed by Long could siphon off four million votes 
from the Democrats and throw the 1936 election into the House.

Lippmann had met the Kingfish only once, when in the spring of 
1933 he wandered unannounced one afternoon into Lippmann’s office at 
the Herald Tribune. “ I was just passing through and wanted to see what 
you looked like,” he explained. His curiosity assuaged, the senator and 
his bodyguards went on their way down the hall.

In Huey Long’s demagoguery Lippmann saw the outlines of an incip
ient American fascism. Long’s appeal to the voters led Lippmann — his 
mind fixed on what had already happened in Italy and Germany — to 
question publicly ‘ ‘whether men must acquiesce in the overthrow of de
mocracy if the dictator can obtain the support of the majority of the 
voters.” Soviet Russia, fascist Italy, and Nazi Germany had shown the 
fragility of democratic institutions. Many were saying “ it can’t happen 
here” less frequently and with less conviction. “ Free institutions,” 
Lippmann wrote in an ardent appeal for restraints on majoritarianism 
and, in extremis, on free speech,

are not the property of any majority. They do not confer upon majorities unlim
ited powers. The rights of the majority are limited rights. They are limited not 
only by the Constitutional guarantees but by the moral principle implied in 
those guarantees. That principle is that men may not use the facilities of liberty 
to impair them. No man may invoke a right in order to destroy it.

The right of free speech belongs to those who are willing to preserve it. The 
right to elect belongs to those who mean to transmit that right to their succes
sors. The rule of the majority is morally justified only if another majority is free 
to reverse that rule. To hold any other view than this is to believe that democ
racy alone, of all forms of government, is prohibited by its own principles from 
insuring its own preservation.6

Never an absolutist on free speech, Lippmann was deeply concerned 
about the appeal of totalitarian movements abroad and at home. Like
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his idol Holmes, he took the “ clear and present danger” yardstick for 
measuring a tolerable level of unpopular or inflammatory speech. Dur
ing the twenties he had defended the right of anarchists, communists 
and the Ku Klux Klan to demonstrate. “ It is the minority which needs 
protection, even though that minority may consist of persons who, if 
they had the power, would destroy the liberty which as a minority they 
invoke,” he had written in 1928. “We are prepared to defend the legal 
right of anyone to say anything he chooses short of actual incitement to 
a breach of law.”  But in the mid-thirties, he took a considerably more 
restricted view. A free nation could tolerate feeble communist and fas
cist societies “ as long as it is certain that they have no hope of suc
cess,” he now wrote. “But once they cease to be debating societies 
. . . they present a challenge which it is suicidal to ignore. . . . It is a 
betrayal of liberty not to defend it with all the power that free men pos
sess.” 7

By this time he was willing to restrict speech on even narrower 
grounds than “ clear and present danger.” When the U.S. government 
in 1935 deported John Strachey, a British Marxist, for giving lectures in 
which he equated capitalism with fascism, Lippmann had no objections. 
Since fascists and communists do not preserve civil liberties for their 
opponents, he wrote, “ their advocates cannot ask for the use of the fa
cilities of liberty as a matter of right. ” When a reader complained that 
free speech should be protected because truth conquers falsehood, he 
replied that history usually showed the opposite. “ I am perfectly willing 
to let Mr. Strachey argue about the evils of free speech, but I am not 
willing to let him organize a movement using physical force to prevent 
me from arguing back,” Lippmann wrote. “ Free speech in actual life 
depends upon certain rules of the game, and the most important of them 
is a willingness to continue free speech. When men appear who say that 
they will argue with you once, and then never permit you to argue with 
them again, they render the rules of the game unworkable and their 
force has to be met with equivalent force.” 8

The fear of European totalitarianism and domestic extremism that led 
him to take a restricted view of free speech also began to color his view 
of the New Deal. He stressed the distinction between recovery from the 
depression and reform of the social structure. In early July 1935, with 
the launching of the reform programs of the Second New Deal, he 
began complaining that “ an overpowering desire for the improvement 
of society leads to policies which put too great a strain on institutions.” 
Ten days later, when FDR tried to push through the “ wealth tax” 
without congressional hearings or debate, he suggested that the Presi
dent was becoming the “victim of tempting delusions that invariably 
beset men who have played a great role on the world’s stage.” By late 
August he was asking whether FDR was substituting “ some kind of
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planned collectivism” for a free economy and declared that “blanket 
powers and blank checks are an abdication by Congress, a usurpation by 
the Executive.”  Would the President return to the people “ the extraor
dinary powers they granted him in a moment of grave danger for the 
single purpose of achieving recovery,”  or would they have to take those 
powers from him? For Lippmann the issue was clear: “The people gave 
Mr. Roosevelt a sword to lead them in a particular battle. That battle is 
over, and that sword should now be returned to its scabbard.”

Despite his qualms over FDR’s intentions, Lippmann had not yet cut 
his ties with the White House. “ I am deeply troubled about Roosevelt 
personally,” he wrote his friend Edward Sheldon in early September
1935-

He has a good heart, though not a great one. And he certainly hasn’t a great 
mind. And his best virtues — which are sensitiveness and zeal and courage — 
are not qualities with which to withstand the corroding effect of authority.

I don’t know what to think of him, whether to believe that he is a man of the 
moment and that he has served his purpose and cannot adjust himself to new 
circumstances. I am afraid that he is not thoroughly matured and that he is 
more suited to a crisis than to longer efforts.

I think all this will be disclosed in the next four or five months before 
Congress convenes, and for me the test will be whether he recognizes that the 
particular crisis that made him great is no longer with us.9

Several days later Lippmann went to Hyde Park to have lunch with 
Roosevelt. The President took him on a tour of the estate in a specially 
built Ford he could operate entirely with his hands. After a visit with the 
formidable Sarah Roosevelt they went to FDR’s quarters. As they talked 
about the tax bill and the extension of the New Deal into a full-scale 
reform program, the President seemed on edge. When his wife came in 
and interjected her own comments — which were quite irrelevant in the 
context — he barked at her: “ Oh, Eleanor, shut up. You never under
stand these things anyway.”

At the time Lippmann shared FDR’s irritation with Eleanor, but later 
changed his opinion considerably. “ My feeling about Eleanor Roosevelt 
has grown from thinking that she was rather a silly woman to thinking 
she’s one of the great people of our time,” he later told an interviewer. 
“ But in the first days she was something of a goose about public affairs.
. . . The way Eleanor buzzed around sort of like a fly annoying you 
was fairly characteristic of her then. ”

When Lippmann left Hyde Park late that afternoon of September 16, 
he felt that he and FDR had had a meeting of minds, that, as he re
corded in his engagement book, the President was ready to take a 
“breathing space” on the New Deal. “ He does seem to have made up 
his mind that he has gone as far as he should go with the reforms that
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require important mental adjustments by the people,” he reported to 
Sheldon. Then he added, in a curious repetition of the remark he had 
made about Hoover several years earlier, that he thought the President 
was “dangerously tired, and that if he were confronted with very dif
ficult decisions at this moment his judgment couldn’t be depended upon 
and that it might lead to a severe nervous breakdown. . . .  He will be 
put to a very severe test in the next few months because the attack on 
him will be relentless, and I don’t know whether his inner resources are 
sufficient to meet it. ” 10

FDR’s inner resources proved more than sufficient, but Lippmann’s 
patience did not. From his uneasy perch on the fence he clambered over 
into the opposition. By the end of the year, convinced that FDR was in
tent on pushing through his reform package, he began contemplating 
ways of dumping the President. “ Since last spring I have begun to feel 
that a situation might develop . . . where it would be absolutely neces
sary not to re-elect Mr. Roosevelt,” he told Newton Baker. FDR’s 
problem, he elaborated in the same vein to Harvard professor Arthur 
Holcombe, was that he had decided to “ bum his bridges so far as the 
conservative Democrats go and to stake his chances for re-election on an 
appeal to sectional and class feeling.” As a result an opposition group 
was forming that was “entirely inchoate, without principle, and without 
common conviction.” Such a coalition of reactionaries and extremists 
would “ appeal to passion and primitive emotions, and if they win, 
which I think not at all unlikely, we may very well face a period of 
severe reaction.” What, he asked, was a “ sober and critical friend of 
the New Deal ’ ’ to do?

Sober and critical, yes. A friend, hardly. In a fanciful effort to block 
FDR’s renomination he found common cause with such anti-New Deal 
Democrats as Lewis Douglas and Dean Acheson. “It looks more and 
more like the real fight will have to be made within the Democratic 
party,” he told Douglas, who had resigned as budget director over the 
gold-standard issue, “ though I haven’t closed my mind to the possibility 
of crossing the line.” Not that the Republicans held much appeal. 
“There is very little over there to invite men who think as we do, and 
there are really more people who take our view of things still in the 
Democratic party than elsewhere.” The problem, he told the mining 
magnate, was that “we are in danger of getting into a situation where no 
effective opposition to the collectivist side of the New Deal will be 
made,”  and that the country, “ for lack of an effective opposition, won’t 
be made to see the things that are really bad. ” 11 

While Lippmann hoped he would not have to switch over to the 
Republicans, he was drawing a fine line with men like Douglas, who 
were not easily distinguishable from their Republican colleagues on 
Wall Street. A “ wealth tax,” let alone a reshuffling of the economic
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deck, seemed unsound and even immoral to such men. Thus when the 
Republicans nominated Governor Alf Landon of Kansas, a former Bull 
Mooser, many had no trouble switching their party allegiance.

Lippmann, too, easily swallowed his misgivings, although he would 
have no part of the Roosevelt-hating Liberty League. “ I am pretty clear 
in my mind that I am going where you’re going,”  he told Douglas in 
late July 1936. This was not based on any enthusiasm for the Kansas 
governor, whom he had met a few times. Landon, he later admitted pri
vately, “ was a dull and uninspired fellow, an ignorant man. He was of 
no account; it was a protest vote from my point of view.” To his 
readers he justified his choice by claiming that Landon would unite all 
Republicans and most Democrats, while FDR’s election would mean 
one-man rule.

Even so, he was not happy about his decision. “ For me the choice of 
this campaign is a choice of evils,” he wrote a friend in late September, 
“ although not of intolerable evils, because I do not regard Landon and 
Roosevelt as sufficiently far apart to make the choice between them 
catastrophic.” By supporting the Republicans, he reasoned, “I can do 
more to check Roosevelt at the points where I think he needs to be 
pushed than by getting on the band wagon.” 12

Despite the virtually unanimous opposition of business leaders and 
the nation’s press, and the pollsters’ predictions of a Landon triumph, 
FDR was unbeatable. Huey Long’s assassination in the fall of 1935 had 
removed his most serious challenger. The Townsend movement, which 
controlled the legislatures of seven western states, fell apart in the sum
mer of 1936 when its manager was charged with embezzlement of mem
bers’ contributions. Father Coughlin had frightened a good many sym
pathizers by his hate-filled diatribes and his fascistic armed brigade. 
Roosevelt forged a powerful coalition of western farmers, urban work
ers, the Solid South, and the old progressives. He even retained the sup
port of such financiers as Russell Leffingwell, A. P. Giannini of the 
Bank of America, and Thomas Watson of IBM.

Although Lippmann realized that Roosevelt was unbeatable, he urged 
his readers to vote against him since “ nothing could be worse for Mr. 
Roosevelt, or for the Democratic party, or for the country, than another 
Democratic landslide.” On election day he dutifully marked his ballot 
for Landon. “ I too voted with a sick heart,” he wrote Learned Hand, 
“ feeling very much like the boy who tried to stop the tides by sticking 
his finger in the dike. Only, as I remember it, he did stop the tides.” 
That tide triumphantly rolled FDR back into office. He swept every state 
but Vermont and Maine and brought with him an even greater Demo
cratic majority into Congress. Lippmann consoled himself with the con
viction, as he told Grenville Clark, that “ the truth behind the nonsense
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which the Republicans talked is a seed planted in the public mind which 
will grow into something capable of checking Roosevelt.” 13

FDR, however, was already being checked, not by the public, but by 
the Supreme Court. After grudgingly going along with Roosevelt’s 
emergency measures, a conservative majority on the Court had by 1935 
dug in its heels against any effort at reform. With numbing regularity it 
struck down every congressional attempt to regulate agriculture, mining, 
manufacturing, and labor conditions, then, to drive home the point, de
nied the same powers to the states. The Court, as A1 Smith crowed tri
umphantly at a Liberty League dinner, was “ throwing out the alphabet 
three letters at a time.” Given the Court’s mood and record, the newly 
passed Wagner labor act and the Social Security Act seemed sure to be 
invalidated.

Viewing his landslide victory as a popular mandate, FDR moved to 
defy the obstructive power of the Court. In early February 1937, just 
two weeks after his second inaugural, he tackled the holiest of American 
political institutions by asking Congress, as part of a judicial reform 
bill, to allow him to expand the Court by adding one new judge, up to a 
maximum of six, for every current judge over the age of seventy. This 
transparent scheme to ensure a pro-New Deal majority touched off a 
furor far greater than anything FDR had contemplated. Conservatives 
denounced him for trying to destroy the Constitution and set up a per
sonal dictatorship. Even many Democrats abandoned him. Congress 
balked at the plan, and conservatives at last had a real issue with which 
to bludgeon the President. They made the most of it.

Lippmann led the pack. In uncharacteristically intemperate language 
he accused the President of being “drunk with power” and of plotting 
nothing less than a “bloodless coup d ’etat which strikes a deadly blow 
at the vital center of constitutional democracy.” The Court plan, com
bined with the hostility Lippmann felt toward a powerful central govern
ment, triggered a reaction totally out of proportion to anything FDR had 
proposed or contemplated. Starting in February 1937, and for the next 
five months, Lippmann devoted thirty-seven columns — half those he 
wrote during the entire period — to denunciations of FDR’s Court plan. 
He even warned that if the bill passed Congress an emboldened Roose
velt would next try to muzzle the press. The administration, he charged, 
was “ proposing to create the necessary precedent, to establish the politi
cal framework for, and to destroy the safeguards against, a dictator. ” 14

Yet Lippmann was also eager to demonstrate that it was the threat to 
the Court’s integrity he opposed, not FDR’s economic reform program. 
He admitted that the Court was unduly rigid in its approach to economic 
problems, and even suggested amending the commerce clause of the 
Constitution. That clause, interpreted in ways that its original authors
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had never intended, was the instrument by which the conservative Court 
had struck down New Deal social legislation.15 In the fight over the 
Court bill Lippmann was able to move back into the liberal mainstream. 
Even many who counted themselves New Dealers were appalled by 
what they'considered an assault on the system of checks and balances. 
Oswald Garrison Villard told a Senate committee that FDR’s scheme 
“opens the way for dictatorship.’’

Interestingly, one of those who did not speak out against the Court 
bill was Felix Frankfurter. Only three years earlier the Harvard law 
professor had written that “ to enlarge the size of the Court would be 
self-defeating.’’ But when FDR actually made the move, Frankfurter 
kept a discreet silence, and even privately urged him not to compro
mise. William O. Douglas, then on the Securities and Exchange Com
mission, and not one of Frankfurter’s admirers, called his silence “du
plicitous.” Even an admiring biographer admitted that Frankfurter’s 
loyalty to FDR ‘ ‘exacted a price in distortion of judgment and of the 
scholar’s role.” 16 That loyalty did not go unrecognized. A year and a 
half later FDR appointed the helpful Frankfurter to the Supreme Court.

Lippmann was not surprised by the professor’s silence. He had often 
enough seen the less admirable side of Frankfurter’s character: his bla
tant flattery of Roosevelt, his attraction to those who could be useful to 
him and his indifference to those who could not. Ever since FDR took 
office Frankfurter had bombarded the President with letters of advice 
and cloying encomiums. A periodic visitor to the White House, where 
he indulged FDR’s high opinion of himself, he served as an unofficial 
employment bureau for the New Deal, staffing the agencies with his 
brightest and most loyal law students.

By the time the Supreme Court issue erupted, Lippmann and Frank
furter had for four years been on very bad terms — for reasons to be 
discussed later. ‘ T found it impossible to be an independent journalist 
and a good friend of Frankfurter’s at the same time,”  Lippmann later 
said. “ He was too demanding. If you gave him a chance, you’d get 
such a deluge of letters, and the passion would be so heavy, and the in
timation was always that if you didn’t agree with him there was some 
moral turpitude about it. ’ ’

Their relations were not improved when in June 1936 Lippmann gave 
a speech in which he made a pointed reference to the corrupting effects 
of government on intellectuals. “Members of the university faculties 
have a particular obligation not to tie themselves to, nor to involve 
themselves in, the ambitions and pursuits of the politicians,” he de
clared. “Once they engage themselves that way, they cease to be disin
terested men, being committed by their ambitions and their sympathies. 
They cease to be scholars because they are no longer disinterested, and 
having lost their own independence, they impair the independence of the
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university to which they belong.”  It was, he added, “impossible to mix 
the pursuit of knowledge and the exercise of political power, and those 
who have tried it turn out to be very bad politicians or they cease to be 
scholars. . . . If the professors try to run the government, we shall end 
by having the government run the professors.”

Lippmann mentioned no names, nor needed to. His speech “ set me 
thinking,” Learned Hand wrote Lessing Rosenthal. “ I rather think that 
he had in mind among others, Felix, and whether it was or not, it will 
not improve relations between the two distinguished gentlemen.” Rela
tions, in fact, remained cold long after the passing of the Roosevelt ad
ministration, and did not improve greatly until the 1950s when Wash
ington art collectors Maijorie and Duncan Phillips, at the urging of critic 
Kenneth Clark, brought them together at a dinner party.17

Although FDR’s assault on the Court had set off more of a furor than 
he had counted on, it also had a desirable effect on the honorable jus
tices. Within six weeks after Roosevelt unveiled his plan, Justice Owen 
Roberts abandoned the reactionary “ Four Horsemen” and joined the 
three progressives — Brandeis, Stone and Cardozo — and the moderate 
chief justice, Charles Evans Hughes, to form a new majority. In an 
abrupt about-face the Court upheld the Wagner Act, which had seemed 
doomed to invalidation, and a Washington state-minimum-wage law vir
tually identical to the one it had earlier struck down in New York. The 
Court had got the message, and the signal was clear that New Deal leg
islation would receive a more favorable hearing. FDR discreetly with
drew his bill. Having lost the battle, he won the war. Within three 
years, as a result of retirement, he was able to name five of his own men 
to the bench: Hugo Black, Stanley Reed, William O. Douglas, Frank 
Murphy and Frankfurter. The Republican Court became a New Deal 
Court.

The fight, however, marked Lippmann as an implacable reactionary 
in the eyes of New Deal loyalists. He was attacked in the left-wing press 
as an economic royalist and a mouthpiece for Wall Street. So bitter were 
the attacks that during the height of the Court battle he felt obliged to 
defend himself. “ I have supported almost every New Deal measure, 
some with misgivings, some with qualifications, but none the less al
most all of them,” he reminded his readers. He had supported 
emergency powers in 1933, the gold policy, the Agricultural Adjust
ment Administration as a two-year experiment, the NRA as an 
emergency measure, the reciprocal tariff act, the securities and stock 
exchange acts, the TVA, the soil conservation act. Social Security, and 
collective bargaining with independent unions. What made him turn 
against the New Deal in 1935, he explained, was FDR’s desire to make 
the NRA permanent, and his attempt to shove the tax bill through 
Congress without hearing or debate. Rather than criticize the reform



measures themselves, he focused his attack on what he called “ personal 
government by devious methods.” Denying that he considered FDR a 
potential dictator, he instead predicted that as a result of his methods 
there would be a “ fierce reaction against Mr. Roosevelt and the whole 
liberal and progressive movement.”

While technically his self-defense was well taken, his qualifications 
about some measures and his later repudiation of others were such that 
no New Dealer could have considered him a true believer. Yet his fears 
that a cavalier attitude toward the law might play into the hands of an 
indigenous American fascism were deeply felt and not without some 
chilly European examples. Unlike many liberals, who were willing to 
swallow some very questionable means to achieve morally desirable 
ends, he abhorred dictatorship and demagoguery so much that he was 
less sensitive than he might have been to economic injustice and in
equality. He saw the New Deal, not as a touch-and-go process of exper
imentation, but as a step toward authoritarianism. “The road of progress 
toward the collectivist state I distrust and dislike with all my heart,” he 
wrote his friend Lucie Rosen as the Court fight was coming to a head. 
“The people are selling their liberties, which they have taken for 
granted, and of course they never earned them.” 18 

His concern over the spread of totalitarianism and his exaggerated 
view of the New Deal were cogently laid out in the book he had been 
working on for several years and published in the fall of 1937. The 
Good Society, as he explained to his editor, Ellery Sedgwick, was really 
two books in one: the first “ a sustained indictment of all the implica
tions of the authoritarian and collectivist state,” the second “ a vindica
tion and a reconstruction of liberalism.” 19 A book that tried to do too 
many things, it suffered from a split personality.

In the first part of the book Lippmann looked at European totalitar
ianism and concluded that its guiding principle was collectivism — it
self a disorder of nineteenth-century liberalism. All collectivism — com
munism, fascism, even the New Deal — was rooted in the concept of 
economic planning, and therefore dangerous. Gone was the distinction 
he had made only three years earlier in the Godkin Lectures between 
“ free” and “ absolute” collectivism. Now they were indistinguishable. 
Both leftist and rightist totalitarians shared the pernicious notion that an 
economy could be consciously planned. Planning, Lippmann charged, 
was incompatible with human freedom; it could not be achieved without 
regimentation. Thus it was contradictory to speak of a planned demo
cratic society: if it were democratic, the plan would ultimately break 
down; if the plan were to work, democracy would have to be replaced 
by coercion. “ To the liberal mind the notion that men can authorita
tively plan and impose a good life upon a great society is ignorant, im
pertinent and pretentious.”
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Having equated all forms of planning with collectivism, and having 
then obliterated distinctions between forms and degrees of collectivism, 
he could lump together the New Deal with fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, 
and communist Russia. Fortunately, according to his analysis, they were 
all doomed' to an early demise, since collectivism was the mark of a 
primitive society. Modem industrial nations required a division of labor 
and a market economy, neither of which was possible under regimenta
tion. Totalitarian societies, demanding absolute obedience of their citi
zens, would never be able to elicit the support of resourceful men. Such 
states were doomed to atrophy and failure.

This was a curious argument; in effect, a kind of distorted Marxism, 
as historian John Diggins has pointed out. It rested on the assumption 
that the economic aspect of collectivism induced totalitarianism, that to
talitarianism was inextricably linked to war, and that such regimes, 
whether communist or fascist, would be destroyed by their own inner 
contradictions. His analysis assumed that economic collectivism pro
duced totalitarianism, when, in fact, it was the other way around. Both 
German and Italian fascism and Soviet communism imposed corpora
tism and collectivism; they did not emerge from it.20

Lippmann got his sequence backward because, like the Austrian 
economist Friedrich von Hayek — to whom he gave a sweeping bow in 
the text — he wanted to believe that political and economic liberalism 
went hand in hand. Eight years earlier, in A Preface to Morals, he had 
argued that fascism and Bolshevism resulted from the “ breakdown of a 
somewhat primitive form of capitalism” ; they could take root in Russia 
or Italy, he argued in 1929, but not in industrially advanced countries 
like Germany, Austria or Japan.21 By 1937, in the face of what had 
happened in Germany, he had modified his argument to put the blame 
for totalitarianism on collectivism rather than on industrial backward
ness. But he still sought the cause in economics. Not understanding the 
emotional appeal of either fascism or communism, he argued, almost as 
though trying to persuade himself, that these doctrines were based on a 
false conception of human nature. In truth the appeal of authoritarianism 
reflected a side of human nature he was loath to recognize.

The second half of The Good Society, what he called an “ Agenda of 
Liberalism,” was designed to show that opposition to collectivism did 
not make him an enemy of social progress. There he drew up a blue
print — including public works, social insurance, income equalization 
through taxation, countercyclical spending, and the abolition of monop
olies — that was not very different from what FDR had been trying to 
achieve with the New Deal. The result was perplexing. The book 
seemed intellectually split down the middle: half classic laissez-faire, 
half welfare-state liberalism.

Later Lippmann explained that The Good Society was intended as a



plea for social reform through a system of law rather than by administra
tive fiat. “ There are two ways of doing this thing. One leads to a cen
tralized state administered by government office holders, and the other 
leads to a system of law in which corporations and everything else are 
accountable and can be sued, and the judiciary decides the issues. It is 
the second which I proposed as the change by which liberalism could 
disembarrass itself of laissez faire and still remain liberal.” The theory 
depended on the judiciary, ‘ ‘but I didn’t want and do not much care for 
an elected judiciary,”  he explained. “ If you can’t elect good enough 
men to be trusted with the appointment of judges, then you’re not going 
to elect good enough men to govern the country anyway. ” 22

This was a good explanation, but not a satisfying one. In arguing 
against economic planning Lippmann was not only contradicting the 
argument he had made many years earlier in Drift and Mastery, but, 
more important, ignoring the central question of economic power. To 
have basic economic decisions made by private corporations rather than 
by public authorities does not mean the society will be more free — let 
alone more just. It merely ensures that the maximization of profits will 
be the primary criterion in allocating and distributing resources. Not 
wanting to be considered an economic royalist, or even a laissez-faire 
liberal, Lippmann tacked on an “ agenda of liberalism” that contra
dicted the intellectual argument he had made in the first half of the 
book.

In effect The Good Society reveals not so much Lippmann’s conserva
tism as his confusion. Distrusting the collectivist state with all his heart, 
as he said, and frightened by what was happening in Europe, he found a 
theory that seemed to link the two, and made that borrowed theory the 
central thesis of his argument. The trouble was that the theory could not 
stand the weight he put on it — the weight of his own doubts about the 
kind of laissez-faire that Hayek preached. Lippmann’s great talent lay in 
analysis and explanation, not in theorizing. When he went wrong, it was 
in trying to impose an intellectual grid — especially, as in this case, a 
borrowed one — on situations about which he had conflicting feelings.

While Lippmann’s fears of totalitarianism were certainly under
standable at a time when European democracy was under assault from 
fascism and communism, they led him to see diabolical method in the 
New Deal where there was only haphazard experiment. He seriously 
misread the New Deal, viewing it as revolutionary rather than reformist, 
and its halfhearted efforts at planning as a giant step toward what he 
called, in G. K. Chesterton’s phrase, the Servile State. There was much 
to criticize in the New Deal, with its backhanded corporatism, as ex
emplified by the NRA, and its piecemeal reformism. In retrospect its 
programs seem hardly earthshaking and its recovery measures ineffec
tive. The United States didn’t fully emerge from the depression until
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World War II. Among its partisans the New Deal raised hopes it never 
fulfilled, and among its adversaries, fears that never materialized. Lipp
mann’s criticisms of the New Deal seem, decades later, not reactionary 
so much as overwrought.

The critical response to The Good Society reflected the political pas
sions of the day. “Those who regard Mr. Lippmann as a renegade are 
ready with their jeers before his book has left the press,” wrote Ralph 
Barton Perry. “Those who approve him as one who, having sowed his 
wild oats in youth has in his mature years become a reliable defender of 
the existing order, are prepared in advance to cheer him.” Anti-New 
Dealers found him admirably sound. Catholic writers were particularly 
pleased by his discovery of the “ higher law” — a fact that led gossip 
columnist Walter Winchell to predict, erroneously, to “ Mr. and Mrs. 
America” that Lippmann was about to enter the Church.

Those who came to jeer had a field day. Corliss Lamont, Thomas’s 
renegade son who had been to Russia and liked what he saw, labeled his 
father’s friend “ the intellectual hope of American finance capitalism.” 
John Dewey thought the book gave “encouragement and practical sup
port to reactionaries” and described it as “ liberalism in a vacuum.” 
Lewis Mumford, referring to Lippmann’s comments about the inflex
ibility of economic planning, declared that his “ confusions and contra
dictions are so massive as to be intellectually discreditable in a man of 
his attainments.” Edmund Wilson, who still looked on Stalin’s regime 
as one “ designed to make exploitation impossible,” found ample con
firmation for his view that Lippmann was little more than the tool of 
Wall Street.23

Yet Lippmann had a far better sense than his left-wing critics of the 
realities of Soviet-style communism — as many of them later came to 
realize. When John Dewey, appalled by Stalin’s purge trials of the late 
1930s, charged that Leon Trotsky was the victim of a conspiracy orga
nized by those who had betrayed the principles of Lenin’s revolution, 
Lippmann retorted that Trotsky was in truth the victim of the principles 
he had helped impose on Russia. The shocking Trotsky trial could help 
emancipate Western liberals “ from the dominion that Russian commu
nism has exercised over their minds in the past twenty years,” he wrote. 
“To have realized that the present Russian government repudiates the 
principles of truth and justice must, I think, eventually lead to the real
ization that this is not a corruption of, but the inevitable consequences 
of, the ideals of communism. ” 24 To describe Lippmann as an economic 
conservative is to miss the point. He was a liberal deeply repelled by all 
forms of totalitarianism, whether of the Right or of the Left.

In retrospect The Good Society can be seen as more than simply an at
tack on the New Deal. Even though Lippmann at times seemed to forget 
the distinction he had drawn only three years earlier between “ free”
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and “ absolute” collectivism, he nonetheless accepted the public need 
for economic security. “ Liberal remedies require the liquidation of 
some, and the modification of many, vested rights,”  he wrote. “The 
status quo cannot be reformed and yet preserved as it is.” He was 
willing to liquidate a good many of those vested rights. Where he went 
wrong was in trying to find an economic basis for the spread of totalitar
ianism. He focused on “collectivism” because the only alternative 
would have been to look to human nature. He was, with his Enlighten
ment faith in human reason, so wedded to the belief that man had an 
unquenchable will to be free that he could never admit the emotional ap
peal of mass movements with their mass loyalties and mass enthusi
asms. The Good Society was, as Henry Steele Commager later wrote, 
“ an effort to find not so much a compromise as an escape, and the es
cape was into that eighteenth century past which had laid so firmly, as 
Lippmann felt, the foundations of true liberalism.” 25

The theory he applied in The Good Society turned out to be faulty, 
and later he would discard it. But the very contradictions of the book — 
its fear of centralization, along with its acceptance of the welfare 
state — are, in a sense, a mark of its honesty. It would have been easy 
for Lippmann to have become either an ardent partisan of the New Deal, 
with the contempt many New Dealers felt toward constitutional re
straints on their power, or else an inflexible right-wing obstructionist. 
Instead, he sought a middle way, however untidy and even confused it 
sometimes seemed.

Like most compromises, his was full of inconsistencies and loop
holes. Yet it was an honest effort at a time when some men were joining 
communist cell groups, others were donning black shirts, and some of 
his own friends were hissing Roosevelt at Liberty League gatherings. 
“ In epochs like our own, when society is at odds with the conditions of 
its existence, discontent drives some to active violence and some to as
ceticism and other-worldliness, ” Lippmann wrote of this period that left 
him so agitated and perplexed. “ When the times are out of joint some 
storm the barricades and others retire into a monastery. Thus it is that 
the greater part of the literature of our time is in one mood a literature of 
revolution and in another, often completely fused with it, a literature of 
escape.”

If Lippmann was not the kind of man to revolt, neither would he try 
to escape into a monastery. He worked diligently at his trade, often, as 
he confessed in his introduction to The Good Society, “ writing about 
critical events with no better guide than the hastily improvised general
izations of a rather bewildered man.” 26 The troubling pace of events 
abroad intensified that bewilderment.
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Treading W ater

As long as Europe prepares for war, America must 
prepare for neutrality.

—  “Today and Tomorrow,” May 17, 1934

A t a time when most Americans looked inward, Lippmann kept one 
i l  eye abroad. For all his disillusion with Wilson, he remained an ar
dent internationalist. All during the twenties he had earnestly supported 
naval disarmament, cooperation with the World Court and the League of 
Nations, reduction of European war debts and German reparations, and 
a league-centered force to keep the peace. “The effort to abolish war 
can come to nothing,” he had written in 1929 of the Kellogg-Briand 
Pact, “unless there are created international institutions, an international 
public opinion, an international conscience which will play the part 
which war has always played in human affairs.”  The world needed a 
“political equivalent of war” so that necessary changes in the status quo 
could be achieved peacefully. The key was arms reduction and interna
tional arbitration of disputes. An agreement by the great powers to trim 
their navies, he wrote on the opening of the London disarmament con
ference in 1930, would be a “ stupendous vindication” of Woodrow 
Wilson’s dream.1

But by the mid-1930s he had lost his faith in disarmament and the 
league. The rise of Hitler, the growing militancy of Japan, and the fail
ure of the league to deal with aggressive fascism shattered his Wilsonian 
idealism. American security, he became convinced, lay in a strong navy 
and a hands-off policy toward both Europe and Asia. No longer believ
ing that it was possible to avoid war by arousing what he had called an 
“ international conscience,” he urged the United States to stay neutral 
and pursue an “effective pacifism” based on military strength.

Like virtually everyone else, he overestimated the will of France, the 
strength of Britain, the willingness of Mussolini to defy Hitler. Above 
all, he would not go against the powerful tide of American isolationism.



This lent a strange inconsistency to his arguments. He wanted coopera
tion with the European democracies, yet shied away from alliance. He 
stressed the importance of European stability, but would not support any 
commitment to sustain it. Despite his low esteem for the public’s wis
dom, he was no less confused than the average man. Rather than taking 
a consistent attitude toward neutrality, he approached and withdrew in 
response to events.

At the beginning of the thirties he still believed in “collective secu
rity” based on the peacekeeping powers of the league. He thought it 
would be an “ absolute disaster,” he told Russell Leffingwell in October 
1931, if the league failed to impose sanctions on Japan for invading 
Manchuria. Although the Chinese may have been “ morally guilty of the 
original provocation” by defying Japan’s treaty rights in the territory, 
he explained, cooperation with the league was the least dangerous way 
of dealing with the situation — “ that is to say, least dangerous from the 
point of view of drawing Japanese fire upon ourselves.” The Man
churian incident was not just an Asian problem, but a test case in 
Europe of whether or not there was organized security in the world. 
“ I ’d be willing to take enormous risks to meet that test successfully,” 
he declared.2

The European members of the league were not so willing. They 
wanted to hold Japan to the Nine Power Treaty of 1922, which guaran
teed the territorial integrity of China; yet they feared provoking Tokyo. 
In a diplomacy of infinite subtlety that satisfied their consciences with
out threatening their interests, they solemnly invoked the Kellogg- 
Briand Pact and called for Japan to withdraw from Manchuria, but 
refused to impose the economic sanctions that might have forced such a 
withdrawal. They had made their gesture to “collective security” ; they 
would do no more.

The league ’s failure to take effective action put the pressure on Wash
ington. Secretary of State Henry Stimson, an old Asia hand, former 
governor-general of the Philippines, and a firm believer in an Open 
Door for American economic and political interests in China, wanted 
the United States to impose its own sanctions upon Japan. President 
Hoover, realizing there was no public support for such action and seeing 
no vital American interest in Manchuria, said no. Lippmann, who knew 
that the European members of the league were not going to inconve
nience themselves seriously over events in Asia, saw another way of 
putting pressure on Tokyo. Since the league would not impose eco
nomic sanctions, why not at least refuse to recognize the fruits of Ja
pan’s aggression in Manchuria pending a settlement? He decided to test 
his idea. “ Japan seeks a recognition of her treaty claims in Manchuria,” 
he wrote in his column in late November 1931, keeping his Washington
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audience very much in mind. “ She cannot get it from puppet govern
ments. She can get it only by an internationally recognized legal pro
cedure.“ 3

He waited a few days for the suggestion to sink in, then went to 
Washington tö talk over the idea with Hoover and Stimson. They 
seemed amenable, and so he pressed home the plan. It would be wrong 
“even to consider the coercion of Japan,” he told his readers on his re
turn from the capital. A settlement lay in giving Japan “ her full rights, 
but no new advantages as a result of the adventure.” With the public 
alerted, Lippmann again approached Stimson. If the United States could 
persuade the Europeans to withhold recognition of Japan’s claims in 
Manchuria, “ we could then afford to sit and wait, leaving Japan in
dicted and on the defensive.” Such an action, he added optimistically, 
might even encourage Japanese democrats to subdue the militarists who 
had gained the upper hand after the intervention. “ Since all resort to 
force is barred to us,” such halfway measures as withdrawing ambas
sadors should be avoided, he wrote the secretary, “for gestures of that 
kind are effective only if the nation making them is prepared to go to the 
limit if necessary.” 4

Here lay the origins of the “ nonrecognition” policy, or Stimson Doc
trine, as it was called a few weeks later when the secretary of state for
mally embraced it. Early in January 1932 Stimson told China and Japan 
that the United States would not recognize any agreement that impaired 
American rights under the Open Door policy or that violated the Kel- 
logg-Briand Pact. Thus Hoover’s caution, Lippmann’s suggestions, and 
the precedent set by William Jennings Bryan in 1915 in refusing to rec
ognize Japan’s draconian Twenty-one Demands on China overcame 
Stimson’s desire for a confrontation with Tokyo.

Indifferent to either moral pressure or nonrecognition, the Japanese 
generals proceeded with their mopping-up operations, and within a few 
weeks controlled Manchuria. Lippmann bowed to the inevitable. “ I 
believe it’s too late now to stop Japan,” he wrote Learned Hand in Feb
ruary 1932, while reposing in Berenson’s villa outside Florence after a 
disheartening round of interviews in London, Paris and Geneva. With 
the prestige of the Japanese military caste at stake, sanctions would 
merely prod the generals into a desperate gamble. “ There are many bel
ligerent pacifists at Geneva wanting another war to end war and another 
war to make Asia safe for democracy,” he reported of his visit to the 
league’s headquarters. “ I don’t believe in them, and much as I hate to 
see the impotence of the League demonstrated so spectacularly, I can 
see no other course which doesn’t involve terrific bloodshed and eco
nomic exhaustion.” He underlined this point to his readers. It would be 
“ sheer folly” to provoke the Japanese into a war, he insisted in the col-
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umn he wrote that morning at I Tatti, and foolish for the United States 
even to withdraw its ambassador from Tokyo or to impose a “one-sided 
embargo” on arms.5

Lippmann’s hands-off policy in Asia applied to Europe as well. The 
stunning rise of Hitler frightened him, but did not change his conviction 
that Nazi Germany was primarily a European problem. Before Hitler’s 
victory at the polls in January 1933, Lippmann had shared the wide
spread belief that the Germans had been badly treated at Versailles 
when they were saddled with ruinous reparations and stripped of their 
colonies. He had urged that reparations be pruned, and that the Polish 
Corridor and some African colonies be returned to Germany. Yet once 
Hitler became chancellor Lippmann opposed any territorial concessions 
to the Nazis. “There can be no revision of frontiers except by force, and 
therefore, the cause of peace is now identical with the maintenance of 
the status quo,” he wrote in April 1933, only three months after Hitler 
came to power. “ The only kind of peace now possible in Europe is one 
which freezes the existing frontiers. ” It was too late “to suggest that the 
cause of peace can be advanced by placing another human being under 
the heel of the Nazis. ” 6

Lippmann had no illusions about Hitler’s territorial ambitions or his 
ruthlessness. Yet he showed a surprising insensitivity to the human 
dimension of the Nazi threat, especially as it concerned the Jews. Not 
only did Lippmann go to great lengths to avoid any hint of partiality, as 
did many other Jews in public life, he ignored Jewish concerns al
together. He approached the Nazi phenomenon as a foreign-policy ana
lyst, not as a Jew. That was his job and he performed it with scrupulous 
objectivity. But in this case he carried his celebrated “disinter
estedness” rather far.7

Shortly after the infamous night in May 1933 when the Nazis made 
funeral pyres of books written by Jews and “ liberals,” Lippmann 
warned in his column that Hitler was preparing for war. Only two things 
held the Nazis in check: the French army and the persecution of the 
Jews. Repression of the Jews, he explained, “by satisfying the lust of 
the Nazis who feel they must conquer somebody and the cupidity of 
those Nazis who want jobs, is a kind of lightning rod which protects 
Europe.” While the analysis was not illogical, the idea that a pogrom 
against the Jews offered protection to Europe was, to say the least, 
peculiar coming from a Jewish writer.

Just in case he was unaware of what he was saying. Frankfurter sent 
him a sharp note of distress over the ‘ ‘implications of attitude and feel
ing behind that piece.” This note followed on the heels of a complaint 
Frankfurter had made two weeks earlier when he heard — mistakenly, 
as it turned out — that Lippmann was to speak at a dinner honoring A. 
Lawrence Lowell on his retirement. Frankfurter told Lippmann that Har-
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vard’s president, with whom he had tangled over the “ Jewish quota” 
issue, was little more than a “ refined Adolf Hitler.” 8 Lippmann, think
ing that Frankfurter had gone a bit overboard, tried to mollify his friend.

A week later Lippmann again wrote about the Nazis. This time he 
analyzed a seemingly conciliatory speech in which Hitler claimed that 
Germany would not try to press its claims by force. Hager to believe 
that the dictator was now willing to moderate his revolutionary national
ism, to temper what Lippmann called the “ruthless injustice of the treat
ment meted out to the German Jews” and the barbarism of the book- 
burning orgy, he described the speech as a “ genuinely statesmanlike 
address”  that offered “evidence of good faith.” Then he continued in 
phrases as remarkable in retrospect as they must have seemed at the 
time: “ We have heard once more, through the fog and the din, the hys
teria and the animal passions of a great revolution, the authentic voice 
of a genuinely civilized people.” By this he meant that the Germans 
should not be judged simply by Nazi rantings or treated as permanent 
outcasts. Urging his readers to recognize the “ dual nature of man,”  he 
maintained that ‘ ‘to deny today that Germany can speak as a civilized 
power because uncivilized things are being done in Germany is in itself 
a deep form of intolerance.” People were capable of both good and 
evil. Would it be fair, he asked, to judge the French by the Terror, Prot
estantism by the Ku Klux Klan, the Catholic Church by the Inquisition? 
Or for that matter, “ the Jews by their parvenus?” 9

Read as a whole the column was less shocking than some of its parts. 
The Nazis had been in power less than three months and no one could 
have been certain that Hitler’s reassurances were totally insincere. Re
armament, aggression and genocide still lay down the road. Lippmann 
was not alone in fearing that Hitler would only increase his strident 
demands if the German people were made pariahs. What Lippmann 
himself was later to call the “ ice-cold evil” of the Nazis was far less 
apparent than their hysterical nationalism.

Yet there was something deeply offensive about the column. To draw 
attention to Germany’s grievances against the Versailles treaty did not 
require him to describe Hitler’s speech as “ statesmanlike” and the “ au
thentic voice of a genuinely civilized people. ” Nor did his homily about 
the dual nature of man require him to link the French Terror, Ku Klux 
Klan lynchings, and Nazi brutality with the flashiness of Jewish “ par
venus.” This was to suggest that Hitler was guilty of little more than 
bad manners. It even implied that perhaps the Jews had brought their 
persecution on themselves — just as a dozen years earlier Lippmann 
had suggested that Jews were to blame for anti-Semitism. Such analo
gies, however careless, are deeply revealing. In his tortured analysis 
Lippmann went beyond his celebrated disinterestedness to an invidious 
comparison that shocked a good many readers.



No one was more disturbed than Frankfurter. Rather than dashing off 
an aggrieved letter, his usual practice, he kept an ominous silence. For 
more than three and a half years he maintained that silence. Never once 
during that time did he write or phone Lippmann. Nor did Lippmann, if 
he was puzzled by his friend’s silence, try to find out the reasons for it. 
Not until the fall of 1936 did Frankfurter finally write to Lippmann.

Only recently I learned that you expressed regret that I should have 
“dropped” you because we happened to differ politically. Since to no 
friendship have I ever given more concern than to my relations with you, it is 
perhaps just as well — if you are correctly reported — that I ought not to leave 
you under a misapprehension.

Surely identity of views has not been the basis of my friendships, and dis
agreement in opinion has for me never been a barrier to intimacy. I should like 
to remind you that in the early days of this Administration we had an extended 
correspondence, in which our disagreement touched not your hostility to the 
New Deal but your complete acceptance of it. Your later questionings of the 
New Deal no more affected my feelings than did your earlier unquestioning 
support of it.

But when, in your column of May 19, 1933, you described Hitler as “the 
authentic voice of a genuinely civilized people” — I’m not unaware of the 
context — and likened the Reich ’s cold pogroms and the expulsion of some of 
its greatest minds and finest spirits, merely because their grandmothers or their 
wives happened to be Jewesses, to the fact that “Jews have their parvenus, ” 
then something inside of me snapped.

Rather than being apologetic, Lippmann reacted indignantly. “ I was 
away when your letter reached me and I was so astounded by its con
tents that I have refrained from answering it till I had returned and could 
re-read my article,” he replied.

I was prepared to believe that I might unintentionally have laid myself open to 
the interpretation you put upon it. But on re-reading it I am satisfied that the 
manner in which you have tom phrases from their context and ignored the his
torical circumstances in which the article was written, is inexcusable. It betrays 
a lack of personal good will which is emphasized by the fact that instead of try
ing to clear up the misunderstanding at the time, you have waited nearly four 
years to raise the question. It is now too late to raise it.10

Lippmann may have been sincere in believing that only a “ lack of 
personal good will” could have led Frankfurter to interpret the column 
as he did. The “ cold pogroms,” after all, had not yet begun in 1933, 
and the Nuremberg Laws, which reduced Jews to second-class citizens, 
were not issued until September 1935. Yet the Nazis had practiced dis
crimination against the Jews from the moment they took power, and 
anyone who had looked at Mein Kampf could hardly have had any

332  PART t w o :  1 9 3 1 - 1 9 7 4



TREADING WATER 3 3 3

illusions about Hitler’s attitude toward the Jews. Lippmann was ob
viously embarrassed by the column, for he kept it out of the collection 
of his pieces published two years later. Even after persecution of the 
Jews became severe, he counseled against an official American protest, 
which would merely, he reasoned, “ undermine fatally the position of 
the liberal opposition in the persecuting countries.” Instead, he favored 
an unofficial complaint “made with dignity and restraint.” 11 

Lippmann’s argument at least had the virtue of consistency. Since the 
United States was not going to join the European democracies in re
straining Hitler, since it would not come to the aid of Czechoslovakia or 
Poland, or even France, if they were attacked, Americans could try to 
avoid hypocrisy. “Not only have we no right to intervene even by exert
ing moral pressure,” Lippmann wrote in December 1933, “ but it is 
against our best interest to do so. ” When the U.S. Senate a few months 
later set up a committee under isolationist Gerald P. Nye to investigate 
the munitions industry and determine whether it helped instigate wars, 
Lippmann made no attempt to go against the prevailing neutralist sen
timent. “ As long as Europe prepares for war,” he advised in May 
1934, “ America must prepare for neutrality.” 12 

A trip to Europe with Faye and the Armstrongs in the fall of 1934, 
punctuated by a month’s sightseeing in Egypt and a long visit with 
Berenson at I Tatti, reinforced his pessimism. Hitler had ruthlessly 
eliminated all opposition and was blatantly rearming. Paris had been 
shaken by fascist-led riots, and King Alexander of Yugoslavia, who had 
come to France to negotiate an alliance against Hitler, had been assassi
nated in Marseilles. The growing militancy of the Fascist parties in Brit
ain and France, the incapacity of parliaments to deal with social unrest, 
the failure of the European democracies to unite against Nazism rein
forced Lippmann’s conviction that Europe was headed for war. Yet he 
still did not urge an American alliance with the democracies. Public 
opinion was not ready for such a move, and he was not yet certain that 
it was absolutely necessary.

His old Wilsonianism, which he seemed to doff and don over the 
years according to his mood, once again lost its appeal. When the U.S. 
Senate early in 1935 turned down American participation in the World 
Court he treated it as a matter of little consequence. The people had 
spoken, he said, and “ those who believe in democratic government 
must, of course, abide by the results.” Not always had he accepted the 
judgment of the people with such equanimity. Having long preached in
ternationalism, he had now lost his enthusiasm. “ I am not an isola
tionist and never have been one,” he explained to the editor of the 
Texas Weekly when the Senate voted down participation. “ But I have 
always recognized that there are times when political cooperation with 
Europe is possible and there are times when it is not. The present



moment is one when it is not, in my opinion. But the judgment of what 
is possible and what is not possible should not be identified with the 
feeling of what one might like to see.” 13

Nonetheless, Lippmann felt he owed his readers an explanation of his 
stand. A few days after the Senate vote he wrote a reflective column 
recounting how his wartime idealism had turned to disillusion, how in 
the twenties he had thought that peace could be ensured by joining the 
court and cooperating with the league, and how the refusal of the Euro
peans to impose sanctions on Japan after Manchuria persuaded him that 
the league was “ a European institution and not a world institution, and 
that it must stand or fall on its power to contrive a peace in Europe.” 
The United States should not contribute to that pacification effort. “ My 
sympathies are with the powers aligned with the status quo,” he ex
plained,

not because they are for the status quo, but because they are free nations and 
are resisting the spread of tyrannical government. But sympathies do not make 
a national policy, and a cold appraisal of the American interest, which is, I take 
it, to protect our own development as a free nation, seems to me to lead to the 
conclusion that we can contribute nothing substantially to the pacification of 
Europe today, that vague commitments would only mislead Europe and mask 
the realities. For the time being, therefore, our best course is to stand apart 
from European policies.14

Since the United States was not willing to confront the menace of an 
aggressive Germany in Europe, where its own primary interests were 
threatened, any involvement in the Far East was foolishly gratuitous. 
Japan’s seizure of Manchuria and Outer Mongolia was not primarily an 
American problem. “ In the whole great region in which Japan claims 
predominance we have no particular political interests of our own to 
protect,”  Lippmann wrote in the spring of 1934. “ If there is to be any 
concerted action, let the policy emanate from the governments which 
have a definite stake in the area.” By this he meant Russia, China and 
the European powers. The United States should stay in the background, 
avoid political intervention, and defend only its minimal rights. “This is 
not a policy of scuttle,” he reiterated nine months later. “ It is a policy 
of realism in which the United States would decline to take the sole re
sponsibility and bear the whole onus of dealing with Japanese expan
sion.” 15

That expansion was taking the Japanese army into northern China, 
but in Europe the situation was even more alarming. In March 1935 
Hitler denounced the provisions of the Versailles treaty forbidding rear
mament and began conscripting an army. Rather than challenge Hitler’s 
defiance, Britain, France, and Italy contented themselves with verbal 
protests. At the same time Mussolini, dreaming of an African empire,
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prepared to invade Ethiopia from Italian-controlled Eritrea and Somali
land. The Russians, fearing a Hitler-Mussolini alliance and another Ger
man aggression, called on Britain and France to join them in an antifas
cist coalition. The democracies, governed by conservatives who feared 
communism as much as they did fascism, thought they could buy off 
Hitler with concessions. They spumed the Soviet approach.

Lippmann was convinced that any effective European alliance had to 
include Russia. Having for years urged American recognition of the So
viet government — which FDR finally achieved in 1933, with a helping 
hand from Wall Street — he now wanted to use Russian strength to 
contain Hitler. This meant a settlement of the border dispute with Japan 
over Manchuria, which was tying down Russian troops in Asia. To 
bring Japan “ into the circle of more or less contented powers’’ would 
be worth a “ very large price,” Lippmann told Newton Baker in April 
1935. “Every step that is taken to improve the relations between Russia 
and Japan is a step towards the strengthening of the forces of peace in 
Europe.”  That same day he wrote Cordell Hull, urging the secretary of 
state to consider “with the utmost seriousness” conversations with 
Japan to achieve a “ füll settlement of the outstanding issues.” Such an 
effort, he suggested, might turn Japan from being an “ agitator in the 
family of nations to a defender of the existing international order.”

The developing crisis in Europe made an accommodation with Japan 
a matter of urgency. Lippmann was now willing to bury the nonrecogni
tion doctrine he had helped formulate. “ It would be a mistake to pro
ceed on the assumptions of the Wilson era at a time when those assump
tions have no reality,” he wrote Hugh Wilson, American envoy to 
Switzerland. “We have got to swallow the Stimson doctrine. We have 
got to give up the idea that we’re the guardians of China, and I think 
that we have got to limit and redefine the area of our interests in the 
Pacific.”

Lippmann had given up all hope of collective security and placed his 
faith in armed neutrality. As Mussolini’s legions massed for their assault 
on Ethiopia he rejected an appeal to the Kellogg-Briand Pact, noting 
that the treaty was “ merely a pious resolution that each signer may in
terpret as he sees fit.” Since the United States had never joined the 
league, it had no right to judge the Ethiopian dispute. The European vic
tors were to blame for the breakdown of the postwar system, he 
charged. Instead of defending their spoils, or else establishing a more 
equitable system, they merely proclaimed the sanctity of the Versailles 
settlement. They had “ neither the will to defend it with force nor the 
wisdom to save it by concessions. In a world of rebellious great powers 
they have tried to combine the advantages of imperialism with the con
veniences of pacifism.” It was too late for a world community where 
aggression would be restrained by an international conscience and chan-
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neled by international law. All that, he disconsolately declared, was 
now “ a shattered dream.” 16

A few months later, in October 1935, Mussolini launched his long- 
threatened attack on Ethiopia. Roosevelt, acting under the recently 
passed Neutrality Act, ordered an embargo on arms to Italy and a moral 
embargo on raw materials. The league branded Italy the aggressor and 
voted economic sanctions. But Britain and France, thinking they could 
use the Duce against Hitler, did not want to antagonize him. Thus they 
continued to ship Middle East oil to Italy and to allow Italian ships — 
loaded with troops and weapons — to use the Suez Canal en route to 
Ethiopia. Lippmann, although critical of Mussolini's aggression, feared 
that the Neutrality Act and FDR’s “ moral embargo” might rebound 
against the British and the French. “The thing that troubles me most is 
the effort to have us ‘cooperate’ in the sanctions by preventing or dis
couraging the sale of raw materials to Italy,” he wrote Hamilton 
Armstrong in November. “ Suppose that Britain and France are involved 
in a really first-class war with Germany. The precedent we now es
tablish would then become a vital handicap to them and would nullify 
their sea power. ’ ’

Accepting the prevailing consensus that Americans must stand aloof 
from European affairs, Lippmann argued only for the freedom to change 
course at some future time. “The policy of the United States is to 
remain unentangled and free,”  he declared in January 1936, in one of 
his periodic radio broadcasts. “ Let us follow that policy. Let us remain 
unentangled and free. Let us make no alliances. Let us make no com
mitments. By the same token let us pass no laws which will bind the fu
ture, tie the hands of the government, deprive it of its freedom, cause it 
to be entangled in a statute based on what somebody at this moment 
thinks the government ought to do in the future.” 17 If Lippmann had a 
clear sense of what should be done, he was not conveying it. If he felt 
strongly opposed to isolationism, he was unwilling to challenge popular 
sentiment directly. He went along with the tide, justifying his own lack 
of firm conviction by the obduracy of the public. He was biding his 
time, hoping that Japan would show restraint, that the Europeans would 
contain Hitler, that the United States could sit on the sidelines without 
fear or danger.

While America burrowed into neutrality, Europe lunged toward war. 
In March 1936 Hitler denounced the Locarno treaties and sent his troops 
into the demilitarized Rhineland. Britain and France, paralyzed by ti
midity and vacillation, refused to challenge him. In October Mussolini 
confounded his admirers — who thought he could be used as a bulwark 
against Hitler — by reaching an accord with Germany. In November 
Japan linked hands with Germany in the so-called Anti-Comintem Pact.
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The fascist nations were now joined for an assault on the tenuous bal
ance of power.

Mussolini’s Ethiopian adventure was a preview. The European test 
came in Spain in July 1936 when right-wing army officers rebelled 
against the legally elected popular-front government. The European 
powers pledged themselves to nonintervention and imposed a naval 
blockade of Spain. The British and French refused to sell arms to the 
Spanish republic, and the United States declared a “moral embargo” 
even though the Neutrality Act of 1936 did not technically apply to civil 
wars. Mussolini expressed his gratitude to the democracies for their 
“ impartiality.” He then proceeded to send planes and troops to aid the 
fascist-led rebels under General Francisco Franco. Hitler dispatched the 
Luftwaffe into action in a test run for the coming battle for Europe. The 
Spanish government, abandoned by the Western democracies, turned to 
Russia for help. Despite strong sentiment in the United States for the 
beleaguered republic, the administration, fearful of alienating the pro- 
Franco Catholic Church, beat back congressional efforts to lift the arms 
embargo.

Lippmann urged a hands-off policy. He praised the British and the 
French for remaining neutral, maintained that neither the legally elected 
Loyalists nor the Fascists were “ able or fit to organize a government,” 
and insisted even after Mussolini’s intervention that the Spaniards 
“ must work out their own salvation until a favorable moment presents 
itself for conciliation.” He supported the administration’s refusal to lift 
the arms embargo, and then, as the foundering Spanish republic turned 
to Moscow for supplies, pointed out that it had “ steadily degenerated 
into a proletarian dictatorship under foreign guidance.”

Like FDR and Hull, like the British, like the popular-front govern
ment in France, he was less interested in saving Spanish democracy than 
in quarantining the conflict. “What is going on in Spain is horrible,” he 
wrote as the republic foundered under the assault of Franco’s army, 
Mussolini’s legions, and Hitler’s air force, “ but it is nothing to the hor
ror that will engulf all of Europe if Great Britain and France do not 
succeed in confining the war to the Spanish peninsula.” More from 
wishful thinking than from evidence he thought London and Paris could 
arrange a “ simple and disinterested” truce that would be “ very dif
ficult” for the Fascists to reject.

The civil war in Spain aroused passions, divided families, defined 
loyalties, and spawned a literature of social protest and engagement. For 
many it was not a political conflict, but a moral contest between good 
and evil. Lippmann never saw it that way. When the American Newspa
per Guild, which he had joined when Hey wood Broun organized it in 
1933, endorsed the Loyalist cause — along with FDR’s Court plan —



Lippmann told the guild’s secretary he would not pay his dues and of
fered to resign. A professional organization, he wrote, had no right to 
take political positions on behalf of its members. The complaint, how
ever well taken, showed how detached he was from that particular polit
ical cause. “ I never took a passionate, partisan interest in the Spanish 
civil war,” he later said privately. “ I feared it as a thing which was 
going to start a European war. . . . My hope was that it could be qui
eted, pacified, rather than exacerbated. I thought the non-intervention 
program was critical and futile, but I didn’t concern myself with it. My 
mind works like a spotlight on things, and it wasn’t one of the things 
that I was interested in at that time.” 18

What interested him about Spain was not the struggle of the demo
cratic Left against fascism, which ultimately became one of the com
munist-led Left against fascism, but rather that it seemed to be a pre
view of the coming European war. The prospect of such a war — one in 
which America might not be able to escape involvement — made the 
continuing quarrel with Japan in the Pacific all the more dangerous a 
distraction. The ‘‘vital interests of Japan and the United States do not 
conflict,” he announced in December 1936. A war between the two 
countries would be a ‘‘monstrous and useless blunder.” Since 
America’s primary interests lay in Europe, not Asia, it would be a 
“ very opportune moment for the United States to withdraw gracefully 
from its Far Eastern entanglements.” It could, he counseled, “with a 
perfectly good conscience” allow the fate of Asia to be worked out 
among the powers most concerned: China, Russia and Japan. “ It would 
be idiotic to become embroiled in that struggle, and we can well afford 
to say plainly that the Chinese must defend their own country, and that 
we have no political interests whatever in Asia.” 19 If this meant Japa
nese hegemony over China, so be it. Unlike those conservatives who 
were isolationist toward Europe and interventionist in the Pacific, Lipp
mann wanted to pull out of Asia so that the United States would be free 
to protect its crucial interests in Europe.

There remained the touchy matter of the Philippines. The United 
States, in a mood of “manifest destiny” and imperial expansion, had 
seized the islands from Spain in 1898. Within a year it had demanded an 
“ open door” for American trade and influence in China. With the con
current acquisition of the Hawaiian Islands, it had, without any serious 
public or congressional debate ever having taken place, become a Pa
cific power. Missionaries and traders flooded into China and the Philip
pines, burdening the United States with a responsibility toward those 
lands that few had ever even thought of assuming. Under the logic of 
the Open Door — which declared that Americans should have equal 
rights in China with all others — the United States acquired an interest 
in China’s territorial integrity.

338  p a r t  t w o :  1 9 3 1 - 1 9 7 4



TREADING WATER 3 3 9

The time had come, Lippmann argued, to disavow that false and dan
gerous obligation. The United States was not the protector of China and 
had no vital interest in the Philippines. “ The islands are a strategic trap 
in which we should be caught and held impotent for years,’’ he main
tained. That being the case, the only sensible policy was to withdraw. If 
the Philippines had to be defended, he argued a bit disingenuously, 
“ they can be defended better from Singapore, Hawaii and Alaska than 
in Manila.’’20 In other words, they were not worth defending at all. So 
much for the Open Door and Theodore Roosevelt’s dream of a Pacific 
empire. Lippmann’s sweeping disavowal of responsibility for the Philip
pines perfectly reflected his view of the nation’s priorities. Europe was a 
crucial interest, Asia a troublesome involvement. The “ blue water’’ 
strategy he had learned long ago from Alfred Thayer Mahan left him 
with a rule he held to all his life: the United States Navy should project 
American power in the Pacific, but the United States must never be 
drawn into military conflict on the Asian mainland.

Lippmann’s argument for withdrawal from Asia and neutrality toward 
Europe rested on the assumption that the Atlantic would not fall under 
control of a hostile power. The British fleet was the guarantor of 
America’s self-imposed isolation from Europe’s affairs. Germany’s 
threat to Britain’s naval supremacy had inspired his strategic argument 
for American intervention in the European war in 1917. What he had 
then called the “defense of the Atlantic world’’ was the prevention of 
German mastery of the Continent and of the sea-lanes. Now, twenty 
years later, that threat had arisen again.

If Britain lost control of Atlantic waters, Lippmann wrote in a somber 
essay for Hamilton Armstrong’s magazine, “ all that is familiar and 
taken for granted, like the air we breathe, would suddenly be drastically 
altered.’’ The implication was clear: Americans could remain neutral 
“ only so long as we feel that there is no fatal challenge to the central 
power which makes for order in our world.’’ There was no realistic al
ternative to alliance with Britain. “ In the final test, no matter what we 
wish now or now believe, though collaboration with Britain and her 
allies is difficult and often irritating, we shall protect that connection 
because in no other way can we fulfill our destiny.’’21 The argument 
that Lippmann had invoked twenty years earlier for defending the Atlan
tic world now became the rationale for reexamining the shibboleth of 
neutrality.

That summer and fall of 1937 the pace of events quickened 
dangerously. The French government of Léon Blum collapsed, and with 
it the last popular-front alliance between Socialists and Communists; 
Japan launched its drive to wrench away China’s five northern prov
inces; Mussolini formally joined the anti-Comintern Pact; the Nazis 
stepped up their agitation against Czechoslovakia for return of the Sude-



tenland; Congress expanded the Neutrality Act; and FDR’s trial-balloon 
speech for peace-loving nations to join together to “quarantine the ag
gressors’’ was shot down by Congress and the press. Lippmann returned 
from two months on the Continent heavy with pessimism. “ I came 
away from Europe with the feeling that . . .  the Western democracies 
were amazingly complacent, distracted, easy-going and wishful,’’ he 
wrote in October 1937. “ If the democracies are decadent, then the fu
ture of the Old World is once more in the hands of the warrior castes, 
and the civilian era, which began with the Renaissance, is concluded.’’

Germany and Japan, it was clear, would respect the West “only in 
the degree to which they are convinced that there are definite points at 
which the Western powers really mean to stand absolutely and to fight 
totally.’’ The rush of events that summer and fall dispelled his hopes for 
a negotiated settlement. Unlike appeasers on both sides of the Channel 
and the Atlantic, he did not believe that the European crisis was a mis
understanding, or that it could be resolved by succumbing to Hitler’s 
demands. Earlier than most he recognized that Hitler’s position de
pended, “ not upon receiving tangible benefits by grace of his oppo
nents, but upon taking things by the exercise of his own power. . . . 
He cannot be placated by gifts; he must appear to conquer what he 
seeks.” 22

His analysis was uncompromising. Yet for all its cogency it lacked 
prescription. He knew what was wrong; he did not know what to do 
about it. He understood that there could be no peace through conces
sions, and that the democracies had to be willing to fight in order to 
avoid war. But he was not willing to go even so far as FDR in cooperat
ing with Britain and France to “quarantine the aggressors.” The logic 
of everything he had written about the European crisis dictated that the 
United States should abandon neutrality and forge a defense alliance 
with Britain and France. That alone might have prevented the aggres
sion being planned in Berlin, and might have brought Russia into the 
balance against Hitler.

However, he was still unwilling to follow through on the implication 
of his own analysis. “ There is no use pretending to deny that the three 
fascist powers have obtained the initiative in world affairs, and that with 
great skill and daring they are pressing home the advantage,” he wrote 
in November 1937 in the wake of the Anti-Cominterii Pact. ‘The 
fascist powers, though potentially weaker than the rest of us, are in fact 
stronger, because they have the will to fight for what they want and we 
do not have it.”  Yet he shrank from the logical conclusion. “ This is not 
said in order to suggest even indirectly and by implication that there 
should be a military alliance to oppose this world-wide aggression,” he 
underlined. “ As things stand now, I do not see how anyone can respon
sibly favor so desperately dangerous a remedy.” Nor did he have an al-
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temative. “ For my own part I honestly do not know what I think should 
be done,” he confessed. “ I know only that there is accumulating evi
dence to show that, as the liberal powers retreat, the aggression be
comes more intense and that there is increasing reason to fear that if the 
liberal powers do not stand together they will fall separately.“ 23 

The truth was not that Lippmann, as he confessed, did not honestly 
know what he thought should be done. He knew very well. Everything 
he wrote over the preceding months revealed that he knew. But he was 
not yet willing to say it, not willing to race too far ahead of the pack. 
He would have had to launch a major campaign to educate his public, 
perhaps even face ostracism and rejection as an extremist. There were 
times when he might have risked that, times in the future when he 
would risk it. But that summer and fall of 1937 was not a period when 
he could devote his full attention to the political crisis in Europe. He 
was facing a crisis of his own.



►- 27
A  Gate Unlocked

I am like a man who has seen in his mind’s eye the 
glories o f this existence, but had wandered through 
endless corridors, looking into empty rooms, till sud
denly you unlocked the gate to the real world.

—  To Helen Byrne Armstrong, May 29, 1937

De s p ite  the great success of his column, and the handsome income 
of some sixty thousand dollars a year it provided, Lippmann had 

grown a bit bored with it. Ever since he started “Today and Tomor
row” he had been besieged by other offers: in 1931 to do a column for 
Harper’s or be editor of the Washington Post; in 1933 to take over the 
American Mercury; in 1934 to be a professor at Columbia, Amherst or 
Harvard, or to become a salaried columnist for the Atlantic. He was 
often tempted, but he never acted. Despite his complaints about the tyr
anny of newspaper work, he could never quite bring himself to break 
with the column. In the spring of 1936 he told Ellery Sedgwick, editor 
of the Atlantic, that he would “certainly stop” his newspaper column 
by the fall and accept the magazine ’s offer to do ten long articles a year 
for a thousand dollars each. But there was always a good reason to 
delay a little longer: a European trip to make, a political crisis to con
tend with. The column was demanding, but it offered him an influence 
and a position of power he could never have enjoyed as a magazine 
writer or professor.1

Still, he was restless. Dissatisfaction with the column was part of a 
larger disaffection in his life. He had written A Preface to Morals, with 
its prescription of “ disinterestedness,” partly as an effort to deal with 
that disaffection. On an intellectual level it had worked, yet the formula 
left him with an anxiety he could not clearly identify or remedy. Much 
of the problem was his marriage. He and Faye had never had much in 
common, and when the romance cooled after a few years there was little 
left but habit and convenience. Many people like him had discovered, as
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he wrote more revealingly than he intended in A Preface to Morals, that 
“as the glow of passion cools, it is discovered that no instinctive and 
preordained affinity is present.” His solution there was to call it quits or 
to make the best of it. Hating confrontation, not sure that anything else 
would be better, he chose the latter.

For the most part he and Faye had a perfectly acceptable marriage — 
no worse, it seemed, than those of many people they knew. And there 
were compensations: for her, the winters at the beach house in Florida, 
the summers at Wading River, the comfortable town house on East 6 ist 
Street, the Broadway first nights, the fashionable restaurants, the 
famous people Walter attracted and was attracted by; for him, the work 
he enjoyed, the encounters with the movers and shakers of the world, 
the yearly trips to Europe, the recognition and the applause. Their life 
was not a bad one, as such things went. There seemed no pressing 
reason to change it.

Many people, in a marriage gone stale, cast their eye around for an 
easy dalliance. Certainly enough of their friends had — often with one 
another. Faye, still attractive and ready for that “ dancing playmate” 
Mabel Dodge years earlier had wished she would have chosen instead of 
Walter, did not seem unattainable. Walter was. He had never been the 
kind of person to enter lightly into affairs — or enter into them at all. 
Though he had many opportunities, even guarded invitations from mu
tual friends, he had resolutely turned them aside. Infidelity was not part 
of his moral code. Children might have drawn them together, but they 
never had any of their own. Walter, at the beginning, had expressed 
anxieties about the problems facing offspring of a “ mixed” marriage.2 
And when Jane Mather entered their lives she became the child they did 
not, and need not, have.

Not strongly absorbed in his marriage, Walter found comfort in his 
work and his friends. Of all the people in his social world, none did he 
enjoy so much as Hamilton Fish Armstrong and his wife, Helen. They 
had been good friends since the late 1920s. They dined together in the 
city, visited each other’s country homes, and even toured Egypt and the 
Mediterranean in 1934. Walter and Hamilton sat together at meetings of 
the Council on Foreign Relations, lunched once or twice a week at the 
Century Club, spoke on the phone nearly every day. Their friends re
ferred to them as Damon and Pythias. Armstrong was a most engaging 
man, with a charm and a personal warmth that Lippmann found highly 
appealing. He also basked in the admiration Armstrong showered upon 
him. Isaiah Bowman, who had resented Lippmann ever since their days 
together at the Inquiry, described Armstrong’s attitude as “ adulatory.” 
“ I have never seen anyone so crazy over another individual, so reliant 
upon another’s judgment, and so foolish in his admiration,” said the ge
ographer.3



Lippmann enjoyed the company of both Armstrongs. Often he would 
drop by their house on East 8ist Street after dinner — especially when 
Faye was away at Wading River or in Florida. He had developed a par
ticular attraction to Helen. She had a shrewd intelligence, a sharp 
tongue and a quick wit. Unlike Faye, she was interested in politics, and 
asked questions that engaged his mind and activated his talent for ex
position. Neither blond nor buxom like Faye, she was slight and well 
proportioned in the way, as Lippmann once told her, of an adolescent 
boy. She had short brown hair, darting eyes, a quick temper, and an in
quisitive mind that ranged voraciously over politics, literature and the 
arts.

From her Catholic father and her early training in a convent she had 
developed an intolerance of priests and religion, and, having left the 
Church early, never returned. Her education had been expensive and 
protective, first at a Catholic convent in Belgium, then at the austerely 
Episcopal and eminently proper Miss Chapin’s school in Manhattan. 
Like most women of her generation and social class, she did not go to 
college. Nor did it occur to her to have a career. In 1918, after finishing 
school, she went to Paris as a nurse’s aide with the Red Cross. There 
she was placed under the watchful supervision of her family’s friend 
Edith Wharton. Following the armistice she married Hamilton 
Armstrong, a young journalist from a distinguished New York family, 
in the Church of St. Roch in Paris.

Helen was brought up with a taste for comfort and a sense of public 
service. Her father, James Byrne, had become very wealthy as legal 
counsel for General Motors, and provided his family with a life appro
priate to their station: a town house in Manhattan, an estate on Long 
Island, and a spacious summer “camp” at Bar Harbor, Maine. Each 
child received a sizable trust fund and could live very comfortably from 
the income. A public-spirited man, James Byrne served as president of 
the New York Bar Association, and was the first Catholic elected to the 
Harvard Board of Overseers. Loyal to the university, he endowed the 
chair in administrative law that for many years was held, coincidentally, 
by Felix Frankfurter.

Helen was her father’s daughter in many ways: she had the Irish tem
per, the charm, the gift for talk, the high-strung sensibility. She also 
knew how to listen, which made it easy for essentially shy men like 
Walter to talk to her. At a dinner party in January 1937 — having 
known each other for more than a dozen years — they fell into a con
versation, quite without his knowing how, about love and marriage. 
Nothing personal was said. But as they separated, Helen touched his 
hand lightly and looked into his eyes — a gesture he did not find easy to 
forget. A few days later he went to Florida to put the finishing touches
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on The Good Society. Though he did not return to New York until 
April, he spent a good deal of time thinking about Helen.

As soon as he got back to New York — Faye had decided to stay on 
at Anna Maria for a few weeks — he dropped by to see the Armstrongs 
and to show them the just-completed draft of his book. During the next 
two weeks he dined with them several times, and lunched separately 
with Hamilton at the Century Club. One afternoon in May Hamilton 
called to say he had to attend a meeting that night at the council. He 
hated to leave Helen alone; would Walter mind taking her somewhere to 
dinner? This seemed natural among old friends. But Walter was un
characteristically nervous as he picked up the phone and asked Helen to 
dine with him that evening. Wanting the occasion to be festive, he sug
gested the Rainbow Room, the fashionable skyscraper restaurant in the 
newly constructed tower of Rockefeller Center.

Helen welcomed the chance to see Walter alone. She found him at
tractive, as many women did. With his solid build kept in good shape 
by regular workouts at the gym, abundant dark hair, violet-flecked hazel 
eyes, and prominent cheekbones, he was a most desirable companion. 
His international fame added to that desirability. Though Helen, like 
many women, had long found Walter attractive, she had always thought 
him too serious for dalliance. Yet since reading A Preface to Morals she 
had realized that he was far more complex than the high-minded and 
slightly aloof man who wrote earnestly of political affairs. The book 
spoke powerfully of love and marriage and fortitude. When he wrote 
that “ love endures only when the lovers love many things together, and 
not merely each other,”  he seemed to be speaking an undeniable truth. 
And his plea for a mature disinterestedness seemed to illuminate a path 
for surmounting life’s tribulations.

Helen had always assumed that Walter was the supremely adjusted 
man he described in his book. But as they sat together on that warm 
spring night early in May, the lights of the city forming a jeweled 
backdrop through the wall of windows, the orchestra playing melodies 
from the new Fred Astaire-Ginger Rogers film. Shall We Dance?, she 
found a different man from the one she had known. The music, the 
lights, the dancing couples floating past their table, the metallic bril
liance of the art deco furnishings lent a strange excitement to the eve
ning. Helen, for once, seemed oddly subdued. Each seemed to be wait
ing for the other to take the lead.

Finally Walter took the initiative. Seized by an overwhelming com
pulsion he began to talk of his feelings, and in a way he had never 
spoken to anyone. He began by telling her of his doubts about the value 
of the column and his temptation to quit daily journalism to write ar
ticles and books, and perhaps to teach. Feeling that she understood what



he was trying to say, he lowered the barriers he had so carefully erected 
over the years. He spoke of the space he felt between himself and other 
people and how — although he had never had any desire to be psycho
analyzed — this probably came from a childhood in which he felt un
loved. For the first time in his life he revealed his loneliness in growing 
up in a household of uncaring servants and of parents too preoccupied 
with themselves to give him much attention. He told her how neglected 
he felt and unloved by his mother, and of how this feeling had put a 
“chill” on his emotions and made him afraid of getting really close to 
anyone.

He also talked about his life with Faye: how their marriage had 
become a habit, devoid of passion or even of real affection; how lonely 
he had felt with Faye, even lonelier than being by himself; and how this 
made him pull back yet further into himself. His prescription for “disin
terestedness” in A Preface to Morals was, he revealed, in part a way of 
dealing with that unhappiness. When he had written that “ lovers who 
have nothing to do but love each other are not really to be envied; love 
and nothing else very soon is nothing else,” he had been referring to his 
own marriage.

Helen was not obtuse. For years she had sensed the tension between 
Walter and Faye, wondered what it was that had brought them together. 
Of course she had never said anything. Now she realized that he had 
torn down a barrier in speaking to her this way; he was treating her not 
as a confidante but as a woman. He was bringing her into his life. A 
sense of complicity had grown between them. He had allowed her into 
an inner sanctum where no one had ever before penetrated. He wanted 
something from her without quite knowing what it was. She did know. 
She listened gravely, asked questions delicately, softly laid her hand on 
his. They drank more wine than they were used to. They danced on the 
crowded floor, holding each other closer than they ever had before. By 
the time they left the Rainbow Room and he hailed a cab on Fifth Ave
nue to take her home, they both knew that something irrevocable had 
happened.4

The next day he called her. They arranged to have dinner again on a 
night when Hamilton would be away — this time not in a fashionable 
spot where he was easily recognized, but in a quiet neighborhood res
taurant. The relationship had changed. Their meeting had an air of con
spiracy. During the twenty years of his marriage nothing like this had 
ever happened. Now for the first time in his life the rules seemed sus
pended. They held hands during dinner and spoke wonderingly of the 
strange thing happening to them. When they left the restaurant they 
went to a hotel.

They met again the next day, and the next. With their affair fully 
launched, Helen decided they should have a place to meet freely when-
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ever they could get away. She rented a small furnished apartment on 
East 95th Street, in the block between Park and Madison. They met 
there nearly every afternoon. The location was hardly prudent for a 
tryst. Many of their friends lived nearby. They could easily have been 
recognized. One evening at a dinner party, having come straight from a 
rendezvous with Walter at the flat, Helen was astounded when Learned 
Hand, who was seated next to her, turned and said, “How well do you 
know Walter Lippmann?” Taken aback, she mumbled a noncommittal, 
“ Why, you know we’ve been friends with the Lippmanns for years.’’ 
“Well, my dear,” Hand said, his bushy black eyebrows setting off his 
piercing glance, “ I ’m sure then you realize that despite his impassive 
front he is really a highly sensitive person. Don’t do anything to hurt 
him. ” Her face flushing, Helen protested she was hardly in a position to 
hurt him. The judge smiled and changed the subject.

Their secret posed enormous complications for their public lives. 
After a late afternoon rendezvous Helen and Walter would often find 
themselves, with their respective spouses, at the same gathering in the 
evening, trying to strike the right tone of casualness, to remember how 
they had spoken before everything had changed. Dissembling was not 
easy for him. But he learned. He even learned how to put on a front 
with Hamilton, whom he continued to see nearly as often as he saw 
Helen. It pained him to have to deceive his friend, but he was too 
caught up in the excitement of the liaison to brood about it.

Time seemed very short. Helen was leaving for Europe at the end of 
May with Hamilton and their thirteen-year-old daughter, Gregor. The 
Armstrongs were to spend June in Dubrovnik, July in Slovenia and the 
Austrian Alps. Hamilton would return to New York at the end of July, 
Helen and Gregor would stay on another month with friends in the south 
of France. The prospect of a three-month separation seemed intolerable 
to Walter. Their furtive love affair had begun only a few weeks earlier.

Helen was not a woman to be defeated by geography or inconve
nience. Why not meet in Europe in August, she suggested. She could 
leave Gregor with friends and join him at some discreet place. He could 
arrange to come on a short fact-gathering trip without Faye. Caught up 
in the excitement of a clandestine meeting, made bold and a bit reckless 
by his happiness, he eagerly assented. Helen consulted her well- 
thumbed Guide Bleu and discovered the perfect spot: the cathedral town 
of Bourges in the Cher, about two hundred kilometers south of Paris. 
They would meet there on August 17.

Although both had plunged wildly into this affair, they hadn’t given 
any serious thought to dissolving their marriages. Never having known 
anything like this, Walter was as disturbed as he was excited by their af
fair. For the first time since he had courted Faye twenty years earlier, he 
was in love. This was hardly an adolescent infatuation. He was forty-



seven, Helen was forty. He brought to her the passions of a man whose 
emotional life had long been frozen. He gave himself to Helen com
pletely, as he had never given himself to anyone before. The thought of 
being separated from her, if only for two months, made him fear for the 
survival of what they had discovered. “ It is very quiet here in my study 
where I have worked for so many years,” he wrote Helen on the eve of 
her departure for Europe.

But all the familiar things are strange. 1 know what I have always shrunk from 
knowing, that though I am in these places I am not of them, and that, but for 
what you and I have found together, all that was left was to learn to be resigned.

One can go a long way in solitude, but alas one can go no further alone. 
Those things which make us more than animated and quarrelsome vegetables 
cannot be had by the imagination alone. . . .

As for myself, I think you know that I am like a man who has seen in his 
mind’s eye the glories of this existence, but had wandered through endless cor
ridors, looking into empty rooms, till suddenly you unlocked the gate to the 
real world.

. . .  Oh my dear, I could go on forever saying always the same thing in a 
thousand different ways. For you bind me and release me both, you bind me 
with the sweet grace of your love and release me with the sweet grace of your 
love, and release me like an old bird who has flown wild, been long caged and 
is once again on the wing.5

As the weeks passed and her absence weighed more heavily, his let
ters became more ardent and concerned about the future. From the pine 
forests of Mount Desert Island in Maine, where he and Faye had gone to 
visit their friends Thomas and Gretchen (Gay) Finletter at the end of 
June, he wrote Helen that they must never again accept “ arrangements 
that separate us so cruelly.” “ I know that we have only one fear — the 
fear of hurting others,” he added a few days later, “ and . . .  I know 
too that somehow we must and shall at last, go openly together hand in 
hand.” 6

Helen responded in kind to these veiled promises, encouraging his 
hope that they could build something more permanent. “ When I sailed 
off on the Normandie, ” she wrote him from Dubrovnik, addressing her 
letters to the Century Club in order to circumvent both Faye and his 
secretary,

if you had asked me what my idea of my future was, I think I should have an
swered vaguely that perhaps at the end of three or four years, when Gregor 
would be going off to college, perhaps then we might begin that painfully 
complicated breaking of all those ties which had bound us so long.

We had come together so short a time before, we were so happy when we
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were together. I felt that, while you were very happy, you still needed from me 
warmth and reassurance rather than the bringing up of problems which you 
would then have feared from me — that I decided not to waste any of our 
precious time thinking of such things.

Now she was not so sure she could wait three or four years. She 
thought it likely that “ after a while, try as we may, we shall betray our 
real feelings for one another and that this may be more painful to those 
whom we want not to hurt than an open break. ” For her there were two 
choices. “ I must either act a part, which if one thinks about it, is con
temptible as well as difficult and in the end degrading to both sides, or I 
must change our whole relationship (I mean my relationship with 
Hamilton, of course), establish it on a cool, impersonal basis which is 
so unlike me that I don’t think it can be done.” And even if she could 
handle her relations with Hamilton, there was their daughter, Gregor, 
who might “ turn from me for a time more than I like. ” 7 Yet she made 
it clear that she was willing to take these risks. What she wanted from 
Walter was some kind of commitment. He did not realize that was what 
she meant; nor was he yet willing to offer it.

During the weeks of their separation he tried to lead a normal life. He 
continued to turn out his column three days a week, traveled to Wash
ington for talks with officials, went to the Middle West to deliver a 
round of speeches, worked out at the gym, and escorted Faye regularly 
to dinner parties. One would not have guessed from his columns dealing 
with the Court-packing plan, then at a critical point, that his mind was 
filled with thoughts of Helen. As if he did not have enough to deal with, 
there were other complications. While he was in Bar Harbor visiting the 
Finletters — denouncing FDR, going over the proofs of The Good Soci
ety, and trying to sort out his emotions — one of his friends decided 
that she was in love with him. Sensing that he seemed more estranged 
than usual from Faye, and thus perhaps more available, the woman 
rushed in with a declaration of her passion.

This was not a passion he could ever have reciprocated or en
couraged. When he reminded her that he was a married man, she 
laughed disdainfully. And when he told her that, however flattered he 
was by her attention, he could not return it, she called him a “ cold 
fish.” Still refusing to take no for an answer, she demanded to know 
whether he was in love with someone else. The lie came quickly to his 
lips. “Oh my dear,” he wrote Helen in recounting the episode, “ will 
there be no end to the need for not hurting others?”

But at least my wits did not fail me and I do not have to have anything very 
tragic on my conscience. It is agreed that I am quite “nonhuman’5 and that’s 
that, and when I was cornered and asked the question point blank, “Are you in 
love with someone?,” I was able to reply, God help me, “Oh no, no,” in a



most convincing tone. I hated to say that. I would so much have liked to say: 
“Yes, completely and everlastingly and uniquely.’’8

A new sense of enthusiasm and hope replaced his old stoicism. “ I 
think a little of myself and know, I think, in a detached way, that there 
is in me some capacity to see the world, and that I must use it, and use 
it up before I die,” he wrote Helen from Maine. “The other night I lis
tened to a hermit thrush singing in the woods, and I too must sing my 
little song, I suppose. Now I know that I have written a better book,” 
he said of The Good Society, “ which will throw a bit of light ahead for 
some lonely fellows somewhere, because you put your hand in mine 
that evening last January. The consciousness of that unfroze my spirit 
while I worked in Florida and enabled me to be impervious to all exter
nal things. ” 9

The optimism that had entered his life spilled over into his writing. 
Phrases, paragraphs, sometimes whole columns that harked back to an 
earlier and more idealistic Lippmann relieved the stale negativism of his 
anti-New Deal diatribes. When Amelia Earhart set out in July on a 
round-the-world flight — during which she disappeared over New 
Guinea — he wrote a lyric column that said a good deal more about his 
own state of mind than about the bravery of the aviatrix. “The world is 
a better place to live in because it contains human beings who will give 
up ease and security and stake their own lives in order to do what they 
themselves think worth doing . . . who are brave without cruelty to 
others and impassioned with an idea that dignifies all who contemplate 
it,” he wrote, as though idealizing what he was about to do himself.

The best things of mankind are as useless as Amelia Earhart’s adventure. 
. . .  In such persons mankind overcomes the inertia which would keep it earth- 
bound forever in its habitual ways. They have in them the free and useless 
energy with which alone men surpass themselves.

Such energy cannot be planned and managed. . . . It is wild and free. But 
all the heroes, the saints and the seers, the explorers and the creators, partake 
of it. They do not know what they discover. They do not know where their im
pulse is taking them. . . . They have been possessed for a time with an ex
traordinary passion which is unintelligible in ordinary human terms.

. . . They do the useless, brave, noble, the divinely foolish and the very 
wisest things that are done by man. And what they prove to themselves and to 
others is that man is no mere automaton in his routine, no mere cog in the col
lective machine, but that in the dust of which he is made there is also fire, 
lighted now and then by great winds from the sky.

Helen, then in Kitzbühel with her husband and daughter, read the col
umn in the Paris Herald Tribune. “ I seemed to hear in it an echo of our 
love,” she wrote him. “ I liked particularly the phrase about being
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‘brave without cruelty to others,’ the ‘free and useless energy,’ and love 
to listen to you when your ‘free and useless energy’ possesses you.” 10 
The thought of them both riding high above the confining ties of earth- 
bound mortals, ‘‘possessed for a time with an extraordinary passion 
which is unintelligible in ordinary human terms,” was very appealing 
to her.

Like all lovers, Lippmann went through periods of elation and depres
sion, sometimes glimpsing a new life that would yield the things he had 
not found in the old, sometimes fearing their love would never survive. 
He confided in Helen without reserve. ‘‘In me at least, and perhaps to 
some extent in you, too, there have been long periods, or rather many 
periods, of heavy-heartedness in the past ten years, so many that I am 
afraid I have acquired a rather gloomy exterior,” he confessed. ‘‘Find
ing the things that mattered to me incommunicable, I have sought soli
tude behind a curtain of depression. ”  Nothing from the outside, he said, 
had mattered to him since he had grown up — ‘‘not reputation, place, 
money, habitual comforts, or ambition: I have never since I was a boy 
worried about getting or losing them. And the world’s troubles, though I 
am really concerned about them, and do brood over them, have never 
given me personal anxiety.” Yet he was, he revealed, ‘‘sad and some
times weary at being alone, all the more so, I suppose, because we are 
so made, I believe, that things too long unspoken cease to be felt. And 
there are things to be felt that matter much more, not only to you and 
me, but really to all men if they knew it, than the Supreme Court or the 
Nazis or the League and the rest.” 11

He wrote her in this vein nearly every day, a torrent of confessions 
and vows. She responded in kind. Gradually the weeks of their separa
tion passed. On August 2 Hamilton returned to New York on the Nor
mandie, having left Helen and Gregor in Kitzbühel. As soon as he got 
to the office he called Walter and they arranged to meet for lunch at the 
Century. As he entered the club Walter discreetly drew the porter aside 
and asked for his mail. He stuffed a letter postmarked Kitzbühel into his 
pocket, mounted the stairs to the wood-paneled library on the second 
floor, and hailed his friend.

Armstrong was ebullient at seeing Lippmann and eager to recount de
tails of the trip that had taken him to Vienna, Prague and Paris. Every
thing he had seen depressed him: Nazi agitation in Austria for An- 
schluss, the Sudeten Germans’ demand for separation from 
Czechoslovakia, pro-Hitler sympathy among French conservatives, the 
paralysis of will that had seized London and Paris. “The Paris Trib is 
so pro-fascist it would make you sick,” he told Lippmann. “ You know, 
it has suppressed columns by you and Dorothy Thompson critical of 
Hitler and Mussolini. The British and the French are rotten with ap
peasement, and here we are just sitting on our hands.” 12



Armstrong looked to his companion for assent, but Lippmann’s mind 
was only half on the conversation. Playing a part made him nervous. He 
wanted to get away. The situation seemed ludicrous and his own posi
tion appalling. “ I hope Helen and Gregor are enjoying their holiday,” 
he said politely as they parted. “They’ll be in Provence for a few 
weeks, and then in Paris at the end of August,” Armstrong replied. 
“Won’t you be in Paris about the same time? You absolutely must look 
up Helen when you get there. She’d be delighted to see you,” he said.

As his sailing date approached, Lippmann was uncharacteristically 
lighthearted. The prospect of a month free from writing and a week 
alone with Helen kindled a buoyancy that infused the column he wrote 
just before departing. “Once upon a time I should have said that I was 
going abroad to talk to public officials and journalists and supposedly 
well-informed citizens and old friends in order to get a better sense of 
‘the situation,’ ” he explained. But now he had “ learned better than to 
go abroad for a few weeks and begin cabling back in hot haste the im
pressions which I have formed after reading a foreign newspaper at 
breakfast and after having had lunch with an undersecretary.” Still, 
there were benefits to be gained from foreign travel. “There is nothing 
so good for the human soul as the discovery that there are ancient and 
flourishing civilized societies which have somehow managed to exist for 
many centuries and are still in being though they have had no help from 
the traveler in solving their problems.” 13

On August 11 Lippmann boarded the Queen Mary. Faye came to the 
dock to see him off. Over the past few weeks she had been unusually at
tentive and eager to please. Although he was sure she suspected nothing 
about Helen, she seemed to have sensed a change in his attitude. At the 
ship they exchanged the usual pleasantries that had made their marriage 
tolerable. As the last warning bell rang for those going ashore, she put 
her hand on his arm and said, “Walter, don’t come back until you really 
want to .”

At that point he was not sure what he wanted. He had made no 
decision about Faye. His mind was on Helen. All the way across the 
Atlantic he was in a state of agitation, planning how he would phone 
Helen from the Ritz as soon as he arrived in Paris on the sixteenth, how 
he would take the train to Bourges early the following morning, what he 
would say when they met at the station, how they would spend their 
week together. At that moment there was no future. There was so much 
to consider: the hurt to Faye and Hamilton and Gregor if he and Helen 
tried to build a life together.

This may have been on his mind when, in putting the finishing 
touches on The Good Society a few months earlier, he had illustrated a 
political point by the example of an affair between married lovers: 
“While the two lovers may by consulting their own feelings be able to
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determine what will be the consequences to themselves, they are not 
likely to know the consequences for the other lives that are intimately 
affected. ” 14 If this was in his subconscious, he put it aside when he left 
the Queen Mary at Cherbourg and boarded the train for Paris. All he 
could think of was that he would be with Helen the next morning.

While he was on the ship his carefully arranged plan fell to pieces. 
The one person whom their affair could hurt most and who could make 
its continuation impossible discovered their secret. Armstrong learned 
by accident, but by the kind of accident that resulted from their own 
carelessness, and perhaps by their own unconscious wish to be found out. 
They were discovered, as most clandestine lovers are eventually, by 
their own indiscretion.

The instrument was the letters. All summer long Walter had been 
writing Helen with the feverish imagination of a man who had found 
something he had forgotten existed. In the middle of July he wrote her 
four times within a single week. But by the time those four letters 
reached Kitzbühel, Helen had already left with Gregor to spend a few 
days with her friends Alma and Tik Morgan at Talloires in the French 
Alps. The hotel, instead of forwarding Walter’s letters to her there, 
mistakenly sent them to the address her husband had left for his own 
mail. Thus, instead of reaching Helen in France, as Walter had in
tended, the four love letters ended up in Hamilton Armstrong’s office in 
New York.

The first one arrived on the morning of August 16, just as Walter’s 
ship was pulling into Cherbourg harbor. Although the letter was clearly 
addressed to Helen, Armstrong’s secretary — not overfond of Helen — 
recognized Lippmann’s handwriting and, suspecting something might be 
afoot, opened the letter and handed it to Armstrong.



- 28 -
Starting Over

I do not know how to go on without your love . . . my 
heart is now so joined to yours I could not staunch the 
wounds if I tore them apart.

—  To Helen Byrne Armstrong, September 15, 1937

h e n  the phone rang in Helen’s room at the Hotel Central et An
gleterre in Bourges that evening, she knew it must be Walter 

calling from Paris. She had arranged everything. They would take long 
walks in the forest and drive in an open Citroën through the countryside. 
They would stroll hand in hand through the marketplace and picnic on 
the banks of the Cher. They would be alone. No one else in the world, 
except her friend Mima Porter, knew where they were. Excitedly she 
picked up the phone. “ Darling,”  she said, “at last.”

It was Armstrong. He told her about the letter. He demanded an ex
planation. “ Hamilton,” she said in a state of shock, “ I just can’t talk 
about this now. We’ll discuss it when I get back. ” He told her she must 
return immediately. “ N o,” she replied weakly, “ I can’t do that. Not 
now.” He was adamant. Unless she took the next boat back, he told 
her, he would come and get her. Stunned, guilt-stricken, appalled at the 
prospect of such a scene, Helen reluctantly agreed to return to New

An hour later the phone rang again. This time it was Lippmann from 
the Ritz. Still in tears, she told him what had happened. There was no 
point now in his coming to Bourges. Their plans were ruined. She 
would come to Paris. They would talk about it there. He met her at the 
Gare d ’Austerlitz the next morning. Instead of a tryst they had a wake. 
The shock of discovery had unnerved them. They did not know what to 
do. Walter had not thought seriously about divorcing Faye, and was un
sure whether Helen was willing to leave Hamilton. Their talk about 
building a life together was more a wish than a plan. They walked along 
the Seine morose and confused.

York.
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Walter did not know what Helen wanted from him, or what he 
wanted for himself. Things had happened too fast, before they had had 
enough time together. Although he knew he loved her, he was not sure 
that their love could bear the anger of Hamilton, the resentment of 
Gregor, the ostracism of their friends. He was afraid to force the issue. 
Rather than telling Helen to break with Armstrong, he felt she must 
make the decision on her own. She should go back and face her husband 
with an open mind. That was the honorable thing to do. If, after seeing 
Armstrong again, she was still willing to face the upheaval of a divorce, 
they could build a life together. This was the sensible approach, though 
not what Helen had hoped to hear.

On August 24 she and Gregor took the boat back to New York. 
Walter roamed Paris disconsolately, avoiding everyone he knew except 
Mima Pörter, Helen’s closest friend. He tried to focus his mind on the 
European crisis for some French journalists who came to interview him, 
but his thoughts wandered. Finally he made a decision. If Helen should 
stay with Hamilton, he would not return to America. It would be too 
painful to be in the same city and not be able to see her. He would aban
don his column, retire from journalism, and live in monastic seclusion 
in one of the little houses on Berenson’s estate in Settignano. He would 
continue to write, but not to publish. And he would divorce Faye.1

When Helen boarded the Normandie she did not know what to do or 
what Walter wanted, although she was sure that he needed her. “ For 
him the worst part of all,’’ she wrote Mima Porter from the ship, “ is 
that all his life he has been quite alone in a solitude which is perhaps 
splendid and has certainly made him what he is and able to write as he 
does, look at things from a long, not an immediate point of view.’’ But 
finding someone he could really talk to had, she explained, “ unfrozen 
his spirit and made him happy in a way that I think he had never known 
before.’’ For this reason he must not think of her as “gone out of his 
life, as disappeared and as something forever unattainable. . . .  To 
make Walter laugh,’’ she added,

tell him that we are having a terrible time with that huge parcel of sheet proofs 
of The Good Society. We cannot seem to get rid of it! We didn’t dare leave it in 
the hotel for fear it would be snatched up and published somewhere else! We 
forgot about it on the way down and could never be unobserved enough last 
night to hurl it into the sea. But G just this minute reports that she has hurled 
the last sheet out the porthole. It is like trying to dispose of a corpse!2

Walter, feeling sorry for himself, contemplating retirement and mo- 
nasticism, dropped by to see Mima a few days after Helen’s departure. 
She showed him the letter Helen had sent just before the ship sailed. Fi
nally he realized that Helen was quite willing to leave her husband, but 
that he must make the first move by divorcing Faye. He telephoned
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Helen on the ship and the next morning wrote her a long letter declaring 
that he had “come to that clarity, without which I could never be any 
good, as to what I mean to do, not eventually, not in some dim, distant 
and horribly postponed future, but just as soon as it is practicable to do 
it decently, humanely and decisively.” He would tell Faye the truth. “ I 
shall not want to do anything to press you, both for Hamilton’s sake and 
Gregor’s, and likewise I think you should do nothing overt until we 
have met and talked and decided it together.”

For him to return to Faye without telling the truth would be unthink
able. “That would paralyze me intellectually and emotionally and I 
should find it intolerable.” He was also certain that he and Helen could 
not drift indefinitely. “ A reasonably definite and not too long a time we 
can wait, but what we tried to believe when we parted would be morally 
destructive and would break our hearts. You might be able to go 
through with it, though I think at a terrible cost. But I cannot and could 
not by sheer will power make my mind and heart turn from their longing 
for you and devote them to the work I am supposed to do. ” 3 

Although Helen did not receive this letter until she arrived in New 
York, the phone conversation with Walter reassured her. Being a 
shrewd and practical woman who knew what she wanted, she was impa
tient with his high-mindedness. “ I do not want to be given up for my 
own good, ”  she wrote Mima Porter from the ship. “ Because I am quite 
clear in my own mind and know, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that I 
am prepared at whatever time seems right, to take the final step.” But 
Walter, she feared, being so tenderhearted and idealistic, “cannot bear 
to hurt people, and this is so true that perhaps he really cannot bear it.” 
She was preparing herself for the possibility that “ while he may decide 
in time to leave Faye (and I hope that he does), he may never want to 
take any further step.” If he could go through the publicity and marry 
her without regrets or inhibitions, he would be happy, she was sure, and 
their life together “ something unusual.” But, she added, “ if he does 
not do this quite wholeheartedly we shall not be happy, he will lose his 
desire and ability to write (for I believe he is one of those who can only 
write what they believe and feel). And he will be more truly unhappy 
than if he has given me up and lives all alone with his ideas.” 4 

On August 30 Walter went to London, as much to clear his mind as 
to keep the round of appointments he had scheduled weeks earlier. His 
depression had lifted. What only two weeks earlier had seemed hopeless 
now gave the promise of bringing what he desperately wanted. Like 
Helen he could rationalize the justice and reasonableness of whatever he 
might want. “ Had that letter not gone astray,” he wrote her of 
Armstrong’s discovery, “ we could have carried on for a year or two for 
Gregor’s sake, and have decided how to do what we want to do with 
great care and deliberation.” But that was no longer possible, and he
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could not regret it. “ At the bottom of my heart I think that what looked 
like very bad luck was really very good luck.” Although he believed 
that she had done the right thing in returning to New York after receiv
ing her husband's ultimatum, he “ hated the decision. . . .  I was resent
ful and rebellious and in despair, and yet determined, except for those 
few moments when I let go of myself, to do what I could to strengthen 
you. I can see now, darling Helen, that you were throughout more lucid 
than I, that you had realized from the first that only the resolution not to 
separate and not to renounce our love could make the interval toler
able.’’5

On the same day that Lippmann went to London, Helen’s ship docked 
in New York. Armstrong was waiting at the pier. Instead of being 
angry, he was affectionate and conciliatory. He told her he was willing 
to forgive all so long as she still loved him. That was not what she 
wanted to hear. She had made up her mind that if Walter would defi
nitely leave Faye, she would divorce Hamilton. Until she knew what 
Walter wanted, she could do nothing. She would wait.

The next morning she went to the Colony Club, where Lippmann had 
been told to write her, and sent him a long letter. Without seeming to 
pose demands, she made it clear that she found herself in an intolerable 
situation. “ Can I really succeed for a long time in such a state either 
without Hamilton realizing it, or -— I suppose a possibility — my 
breaking down?’’ She put him on the defensive. “ You are in a strange 
way,’’ she declared reproachfully, “ when you say things like ‘go back 
and give it a chance’ you are not exactly disposing of my feelings.’’ He 
seemed to think she could turn off her feelings like his “ disinterested” 
man, or that they could be altered at will to make the world more man
ageable. “ I feel badly to put all this so brutally and to tell you things 
and details that I know are undoing any composure you may have 
acquired,” she explained, “ but I think I have to because I really, hon
estly, can’t protect you against the truth; you’ve got to know it, and I 
believe so much in you that I think in the end you can face it.”

Now that he had reached his decision about Faye, her letter told him 
what he was waiting for. “ I spent the morning reading and re-reading 
your letter, seeking to make perfectly sure that I had the right to send 
you this letter, ” he wrote her on his return to Paris. He was ready to tell 
her what she wanted to hear: “ I am going to leave Faye and I want to 
marry you.” And he would not look back. “ If you did not exist I might 
not, through sheer inertia, leave Faye,” he confessed, “but I should 
become progressively more useless to myself, to the world, and even to 
her. I am not going to be modest: I think the juice of life is in me, and 
that I have something to say not merely to the minds but to the hearts of 
a few in this generation and perhaps to more in another. That juice was 
drying up. You only have known how to tap its sources and make it



flow once more.” Now they must decide to come openly and perma
nently together. He would break the news to Faye, and although it 
would be a “ shock and a hurt to her pride,” she would be “ losing 
nothing that she ever had.” 6

A few days later, before he had a chance to hear from Helen, he took 
the train for Florence, where he planned to meet Jane and Lucius Wil- 
merding and to visit Berenson at I Tatti. On his way he stopped off in 
Milan to phone Mima Porter for news of Helen, and at a café in the 
Galleria sat down and wrote her another letter. He tried to explain how 
unhappy he had been to send her back to New York, but felt that 
“honor required that you must make your final decision about Hamilton 
when you are with him, and not with m e.” That is what he had meant 
by “ giving it a chance.” As for himself, he continued, “ I do not know 
how to go on without your love. I cannot lock you in my heart and leave 
it at that, and then do the work you would wish me to do. I write with 
my heart, my brain is merely its instrument, and my heart is now so 
joined to yours I could not staunch the wounds if I tore them apart.”

This was what Helen had hoped for. She was not the kind of woman 
who suffered from uncertainty, nor did she share his concern about what 
others might consider the “ honorable” thing to do. “ My mind made up 
last May,” she cabled him on receiving his letter. “ Am ready to pro
ceed as fast as you want. ” The next day she rented what she described 
to him as a “ rather miserable room and bath at 228 West 13th Street 
where we can meet and I think be more private than in 95th Street!” 7

The decision was made, but the worst lay ahead. He had to tell Faye, 
and the prospect paralyzed him. A personal confrontation was out of the 
question. He could not stand such a scene. Yet to ask on paper for 
divorce seemed too cold. Finally he hit on the idea of having someone 
else tell her, someone close to her. Her father seemed the logical 
choice. Ralph Albertson would understand why Walter had decided he 
could no longer live with Faye. Albertson was a decent and gentle man. 
He was also greatly indebted to Walter, not only for kindness, but for a 
good deal of financial help over the years. The former clergyman oblig
ingly came through. “ I truly understand and sympathize,” he cabled in 
reply to Lippmann’s request, reporting that he had broken the news to 
Faye.

With the ground furrowed by his father-in-law, Lippmann then wrote 
Faye himself. His letter — which she destroyed — was ‘ ‘quiet but ab
solutely decisive,” he told Helen. He insisted that they not meet again, 
and that he would see only her representative. “ I do not know,” he 
recounted in a gem of understatement,

whether this will seem to you an indirect way of dealing with the affair, but the 
fact is, the fundamental fact in our whole relationship, that Faye and I have
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never been able to discuss anything. We could only quarrel or ignore matters, 
and I won’t quarrel at this stage of things.

. . . She has had her own way in everything because she has not hesitated 
to make it either so disagreeable or so plaintive that I submitted. I know that if 
I did the thing! would like to do, if I went to her and face to face told her the 
truth, she would dissolve everything in hysteria, real or feigned.

Forgive me if I seem to write bitterly — I shall try never to be bitter about 
her — but the fact is that she is a coward about life and there is no way in 
which one can deal in a spirit of human charity with cowards. They have to be 
“managed” for their own good.8

Once the decision was made, he did not want to linger in Europe. 
Joined by the Wilmerdings, he boarded the Conte di Savoia in Naples 
on September 29 and eight days later was reunited with Helen in New 
York. They went straight from the pier to the room she had rented in 
Greenwich Village. Helen told Hamilton she was leaving him and 
moved out of their 8ist Street town house to their country place at Syos- 
set, Long Island. Walter moved his clothes and papers out of his East 
6 ist Street house into a room at the Sherry-Netherland Hotel.

His life took on a new pattern. He lived at the hotel, worked at the of
fice, and met Helen discreetly on West 13th Street. He dealt with Faye 
through their lawyers. She had decided not to contest the divorce. Her 
major concern was a good settlement. For advice she turned to her 
friend Thomas Lamont. On October 19, less than two weeks after Wal
ter’s return, she filed for divorce in Bradenton, Florida, near their winter 
home at Anna Maria. The Associated Press ran a six-paragraph story 
quoting from her deposition: “ Defendant is shrewd and quick in his 
mental processes, commands a vocabulary virtually unlimited, is a fac
ile veteran in the use of invective and development of criticism, a phase 
of his equipment that he constantly uses in administering verbal punish
ment upon complainant.”

Faye made an attractive and aggrieved victim and got what she 
wanted — everything he had. Under Lamont’s guidance she asked for a 
flat settlement rather than alimony, on the assumption that she ought not 
to be dependent on his future earning power and the vagaries of public 
taste. She took the two country houses, Wading River and Anna Maria, 
the proceeds from the sale of the house on 6 ist Street, and all of his 
savings, which came to $165,000. These, invested in an annuity, 
guaranteed her an income of $8,000 a year for life. Lamont insisted that 
this was not enough, and persuaded Lippmann to give her another 
$50,000, to be taken from his income over the next five years in install
ments of $10,000 each. The settlement, as Lippmann told Berenson, 
was most “quixotic.”

He simply gave her what she asked for. She even kept the silver.
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which had belonged to Walter’s mother and grandmother. When it was 
over the attorney who had shepherded her case through the courts wrote 
him that “over a period of twenty-one years of practice at the Bar, dur
ing which time I have had many occasions to represent people in matri
monial affairs, I have never met anyone who has been as fair, unselfish 
and generous as you. ” 9 It was worth it to him to be out of the marriage 
and to avoid an argument. On December 9 the divorce was approved on 
the usual grounds of mental cruelty. Not long thereafter Faye married 
Jesse Heatley, a Wading River polo player, and settled in the village, 
where she spent the rest of her long, and henceforth uneventful, life. 
She and Walter never saw one another again.

Helen waited until after Christmas, then went to Reno to put in her 
six weeks’ residency for a Nevada divorce. When she left, Walter went 
to Washington. New York was becoming uncomfortable for both of 
them. The affair and the divorce had caused a nasty scandal in the tight 
social circle of the Armstrongs and the Lippmanns. Not that their 
friends were prudes; they certainly succumbed often enough to the 
weaknesses of the flesh, the purse and the bottle. What was not so easily 
tolerated was an affair followed by a divorce. While adultery was con
sidered to be no one’s business but that of the parties concerned, divorce 
was an affront to the conventions. Society viewed Armstrong, born into 
an old and prestigious New York family, as the aggrieved husband. 
Helen had been foolishly indiscreet. Lippmann, it was widely believed, 
had behaved like a cad. He had been sneaky toward his most intimate 
friend, and to make matters worse, had been cowardly toward Faye. In
stead of telling her he loved another woman and wanted a divorce, he 
had sent his father-in-law to do it. This was carrying delicacy to the 
point of dishonor.

Dorothy Thompson, whose foreign-affairs column alternated with 
Lippmann’s at the Trib and whose office was just down the hall from his 
own, even discerned international significance in the divorce. A falling- 
out between two such ardent and influential internationalists as Lipp
mann and Armstrong, she feared, might weaken the willingness of 
Americans to confront the Nazi menace. The reasoning was a bit tor
tuous, but earnest. Lippmann was more amused than irritated. “ Did you 
ever realize how much Dorothy is like the Statue of Liberty?” he wrote 
Helen. “ Made of brass. Visible at all times to all the world. Holding 
the light aloft, but always the same light. . . . Capable of being ad
mired, but difficult to love. My sympathies, and this is not pure male 
prejudice, are with Sinclair Lewis, who took to drink and then to the 
Riggs sanitarium. You know, when I think of it, being moralized over 
by a woman who has made a mess of two marriages seems to me the 
height of impudence. Wouldn’t it be fun not to have to be a gentleman 
all the time?”
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Faye’s friends — an assortment of Broadway denizens and Wading 
River gentry — dropped him. So did some of Armstrong’s. To avoid 
embarrassing encounters with Armstrong he resigned his committees at 
the Council on Foreign Relations, though not his membership, and 
stopped going to meetings. He no longer lunched at the Century, where 
he and Armstrong had met so often, and turned down all dinner invita
tions if he thought they might meet. “ I was sure that I have been right 
and am right to distinguish clearly between taking practical steps to save 
Hamilton embarrassment (and myself) by taking care not to encounter 
him, and taking any step which is symbolically a recognition of a sense 
of guilt,”  he wrote Helen in Reno. “On that ultimate question I am 
clear with myself and clear with you, and I will not take any action of 
my own free will which implies even remotely that we have to hide and 
be ashamed. ”

The separation and the divorces had taken on the elements of a public 
scandal. “Helen and I are now passing through the trials of publicity, 
gossip, rumor and all the rest,” Lippmann wrote Berenson. “ But we 
shall pass through them, accepting as good-humoredly as we can what is 
coming and is to come by way of public disapproval. We are deeply in 
love.”  Although they would lose many of their friends, he admitted, 
they would not stoop to self-justification. Their friends would have to 
believe that they knew what they were doing. “The others must just 
think as they like. ” 10

Berenson was, as always, understanding and supportive. So were 
Helen’s friends Mima Porter and Alma and Tik Morgan. Lippmann 
had few close friends and most accepted his marital rearrangements with 
equanimity. But Charles Merz, his former assistant at the World, 
dropped out of sight, and so did Learned Hand. Lippmann was particu
larly hurt by Hand’s disloyalty, and although the two men eventually 
resumed their correspondence after a hiatus of several years, they never 
recaptured their old intimacy. The break was largely due to Frances 
Hand, a domineering woman who had no compunctions about a sec
ond man in her own life, but who was offended by a scandalous di
vorce.

The hardest loss for Lippmann was the one that was inevitable. Never 
again did he have a friend to whom he was as close as he had been to 
Hamilton Armstrong. Their friendship had rested on mutual trust and af
fection — and on Armstrong’s part, a profound and totally uncritical 
admiration. Lippmann knew there was nothing he could do to revive 
that, and that Armstrong would probably never forgive him. Yet he felt 
he had to make an attempt to explain, to convey that although he had 
done something beyond forgiveness, he had tried to behave honorably. 
At the end of November 1937, with his own divorce almost final and 
Helen preparing to go to Reno, he wrote Armstrong.
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‘ ‘I am writing this letter in the hope that you may be willing to read 
it,” he began tentatively.

I have waited until now only because I could not help but feel that you did not 
wish to hear from me, and that, however much I might wish to say certain 
things to you, I had no right to force myself upon your attention.

The thing which I want most of all to say to you is that I would have given 
anything in the world if only this thing had not happened to you and between 
us. I know that you will find it hard, probably impossible to believe anything I 
say, but nevertheless it is the truth that since last spring when I realized the sit
uation, the agony of every doubt has centered on you. For as regards Faye the 
outcome was long in the making and clearly inevitable, and though every sepa
ration is intensely painful, for both Faye and me it had to come, if not now then 
very soon thereafter.

But about you, and about the destruction of a friendship which has meant so 
much to me, I have gone through, and still know, unabated suffering deeper 
than I could attempt to describe. I tell you this now not because I think it could 
or should soften what you must feel about me. I take that to be impossible. I 
say it because I have been told that you feel I was somehow happy and un
scathed. That you must not believe for it is so terribly untrue.

In an effort to explain why he had not spoken of the affair when they 
met in August, just before his departure for Europe, he maintained that 
he and Helen had not yet decided what to do, that in fact he “ left with 
the feeling that we would decide to turn back, that because of you and 
because of Gregor we must decide to give each other up and to renounce 
even our old friendship.” What happened in Paris only confirmed that 
assumption: “ When I said good-bye to her, I thought I was saying 
good-bye forever.”  Only after Helen returned to New York, he con
tinued, did he realize that

nothing we had agreed to do could reestablish the past, that there was no way 
in which we could make the renunciation we had decided upon in France truly 
irrevocable. I learned that that was impossible while I lived, that it was not 
within my power, alive or dead, to restore what you wanted. Knowing that, I 
can only ask your forgiveness for the sorrow which comes from the facts them
selves. I do most sincerely ask your forgiveness for that, though I have no 
slightest hope that you can ever believe, much less forgive. If you have read 
this much, I can say only that you will have been more magnanimous than I 
could have hoped that you would be, though you continue to hate me, I shall 
think of you always as the friend whom I would wish never to have 
lost. . . .n

Rather than mailing the letter, Walter gave it to Helen’s younger 
brother, James Byrne, to deliver personally. Armstrong refused to read, 
or even accept, it. So great was his bitterness that during the remaining
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thirty-five years that he was editor of Foreign Affairs he never allowed 
Lippmann’s name to appear in the magazine. All references to him by 
other authors were carefully excised. Although Armstrong had two other 
wives after Helen, the second of whom made him very happy, he never 
forgave Lippmann. Not until the late 1960s, when these two elderly 
men found themselves standing near each other at a large social gather
ing, could he at last bring himself to speak to his former friend.

Nor did Hamilton ever make his peace with Helen during his lifetime. 
Yet in a strange and touching gesture he reached across the grave. On 
Armstrong’s death in April 1973 his wife found, among his papers, a 
small packet of letters with a note attached: “ For Helen, on my death.” 
Christa Armstrong delivered the packet to Helen Lippmann. On opening 
it Helen found four letters bound by a ribbon, and a note from 
Armstrong to her saying: “ I read only the first three lines of one of 
these. ’ ’ The letters were those Walter had written to her in Kitzbühel in 
July 1937. Only one had been opened. Thus in 1973 Helen read for the 
first time the four lost love letters Walter had written her thirty-six years 
earlier.

In January 1938 Lippmann moved to Washington and took a small 
apartment on Q Street, NW, near Dupont Circle. Between writing his 
column and looking for a house for himself and Helen, he prepared the 
Walgreen Lectures he was to deliver at the University of Chicago in 
February. “ I worked very hard this morning, about four hours of 
furious writing, and got through the first draft of the second lecture,” he 
wrote Helen at the end of January. “ I get a little panicky when I think 
that three weeks from tomorrow I must leave for Chicago, and while 
three weeks is an eternity separated from you, it is no time at all in 
which to make that sloppy heap of words into something with a vital or
ganization of its own. I really tackled too big a subject, and have 
plowed up too much new ground for the time and energy at my dis
posal. Today I wrote myself into a kind of extreme fatigue — a thing I 
did nearly every day for three months when I was finishing the Preface 
to Morals. ” 12

Lippmann went to Chicago in mid-February to deliver three lectures 
on what he called the “American Destiny,” that is, that America must 
become Britain ’s heir in regulating the world balance of power. Robert 
Hutchins, the Wunderkind chancellor of the university, tried to tempt 
him to stay in Chicago with the offer of an endowed chair and a teach
ing schedule of only a few months a year. Although this meant he could 
drop the column, the idea of teaching put a chill in his bones. “ I 
haven’t really considered it at all, which I take to be a sign that I am not
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very much interested,” he wrote Helen of the offer, “ and when I think 
about it now, many almost insuperable objections come to my mind: a) 
Chicago, which I do not think we should really enjoy, b) teaching, 
which would, I think, bore me, c) a definite routine and commitment for 
nine months each year, which seems like a loss of freedom, d) the petti
ness of academic life when you are a part of it. ’ ’ Instead, he decided he 
would leave the Tribune at the end of 1939 and write only long articles 
and books. “ The one thing I would like that academic life has to 
give — association with people who think rather than push their way 
through the world,” he added — “ we can work out for ourselves.” 13 

During the long weeks of Helen’s residency in Reno he wrote her 
nearly every day, sometimes twice and three times — of his work, then- 
future, their friends, his emotions, his efforts to lose weight and, as he 
said, “ be more beautiful” for her. In one of these letters he tried to 
dispel the remaining cloud between them, to explain why in Paris he 
had insisted that she return to Hamilton to “ give it a chance. ” “ I think 
I shall tell you now what I have never told you,” he wrote her from 
Chicago —

the one thing I have spared you — because now I think it will help you to see 
the underlying terms on which I am able to be at peace with myself about 
Hamilton, to have, as you have said, sadness but not remorse. It is this: that 
when you went back in September the thing above all other things I waited to 
hear, not to hear but to discern, in your letters was whether there was any pos
sibility of restoring anything that could conceivably last. I had made up my 
mind before you left that if there was any evidence of such a possibility, I 
would do nothing to interfere with it. I would not try to win you back, to take 
you away from Hamilton. That is what I meant by that awful phrase about 
“giving it a chance.”

That much you know. But what you do not know, unless you had guessed it, 
was what I had made up my mind to do if your letters from New York indi
cated any possibility of a reestablishment of anything. I had made up my mind 
that it would be absolutely impossible for me to live in New York, not writing 
to you, not seeing you alone, perhaps meeting you accidentally, and always 
within reach of a telephone. I had decided that, however awful that would be 
for me, for you it would be intolerable. It would make impossible a resumption 
with Hamilton, yet you would never have been free of the consciousness of me. 
So if you had not written as you did, angrily at me for thinking you could 
resume, I knew I could not return to New York. I knew, too, that even if I 
lived, say in Boston or Washington, it would be the same. You would be 
reminded of me by the things I did, by the papers, by what people said in con
versation. So I knew with absolute lucidity that I could never subject you to 
such torture, and that the only possible thing was really to disappear out of your 
life.
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That sounds very dramatic, but I had come to a near certainty about it while I 
was in London, when I determined not to send you the letter I had written till I 
had heard from you. I had not decided to kill myself, though, since death never 
frightened me, that would have been the cheapest and easiest solution. But I 
had decided not to return to America, to resign from the Herald Tribune, to re
tire from journalism, and that I would go to a little villino on Berenson’s estate 
and live in seclusion. I had decided to leave Faye, of course, and all forms of 
public life, and to write but not to publish for a very long time. That is what I 
meant by locking you in my heart.

But what 1 had in mind was to make it possible for you to live. I knew you 
loved me, and so I knew that nothing less than to disappear could make it 
faintly possible for you to find contentment again. One person only had some 
perception of this, Mima, and one day she startled me in Paris by asking me if I 
had ever thought about suicide. I said no and passed over the question because 
I did not intend to do that, knowing it would break your heart and ruin your 
life. But I did mean to disappear because on no other terms could you succeed 
at all if there was any possibility of impairing your life with Hamilton.

I do not pretend that this was not a hard conclusion to come to, but once I 
had really faced the facts, it was an utterly inescapable conclusion. And then 
there were two considerations which helped me to accept it. One was that to 
disappear that way would also be easier for me, the other that to have seen the 
truth and flinch from it was to betray what you had given me. I should not have 
been the person you thought I was, and even in giving you up I could not have 
endured having you believe that.

It was her independent decision to leave Hamilton, he explained, that 
made it possible that their “ love be free.” “ So that while I am sad
dened when I think of Hamilton, I am not wracked by conflict and 
doubt, and I do not think I took you from him in May or sought to 
prevent your going back to him in September.” He had been ready to 
made her return possible, if she had wanted to return. “ More than that I 
was not able to do, and to have refused you in October would have been 
criminally quixotic, and probably at bottom a form of worldly coward
ice.” 14

Helen’s divorce came through on February 21. She took the first train 
east and met Walter, coming from Chicago, in Baltimore. A few days 
later they returned to New York — she to her house on East 8ist Street, 
he to a small apartment he had rented nearby. Having observed the 
proprieties for a few weeks, they were married on March 26, 1938, in a 
simple civil ceremony, and drove to White Sulphur Springs for a week’s 
honeymoon in the Blue Ridge Mountains.

On April 2 they went back to Washington, where they had decided 
they would live in order to avoid the gossip and ill feeling that con
tinued to hound them. They stayed just long enough to move some fur-
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niture into a house they had rented on Thirtieth Street in Georgetown, 
and then at the end of May set off on the Conte di Savoia for a honey
moon summer in Europe. After a sojourn in Sorrento and Rome, and a 
few days at I Tatti with Berenson — who was eager to meet the woman 
he had heard so much about from Lippmann — they motored through 
northern Italy and on to Paris, where, at the end of June, they rented an 
apartment on the lie St. Louis.

Lippmann had what he wanted. He had won the woman he loved. 
Faye, and all the depression that went with a bad marriage, was irrevo
cably behind him. He had lost Hamilton and had caused a good deal of 
scandal among his friends. But he was too happy to brood over that. “ I 
shall not try to write you about the state of the world,” he wrote Beren
son from Paris. “The best I can say about it is that I can think about it 
more calmly and with more courage now that the personal things have 
worked out so perfectly for Helen and me.” 15



- 29 ►
T he Phony Peace

When I hear people talk about appeasement, 1 feel as if 
they were talking about a wholly imaginary and wholly 
incredible state of affairs.

— To Harold Nicolson, December 6, 1938

Th e  war seemed far away that summer of 1938. Walter was married 
to the woman he loved and freed from one he loved no longer. He 
and Helen had emerged from their double divorces with most, though 

not all, of their friendships intact. Their financial future was secured, 
despite his costly divorce settlement, by the great success of his writing 
and Helen’s sizable trust fund.

The “personal things,” as he had told Berenson, had indeed worked 
out well. On their return from Italy at the end of June 1938 they moved 
into a spacious apartment at 18, quai d ’Orleans, with a view of the 
Seine and the Left Bank. They wandered the streets of the Latin Quar
ter, browsed at bookstalls, savored the delights of a city whose daily life 
seemed untouched by the mounting political crisis.

At the end of July Lippmann flew to London for a few days of inter
views. There, besides various cabinet ministers and politicians, he saw 
Max Ascoli. The Italian journalist had recently fled fascist Italy. Later 
he would emigrate to America and found the political biweekly Re
porter. “ I took Ascoli to dinner at an Italian restaurant,” Lippmann re
ported to Helen, “and then to see Bobby Sherwood’s ‘Idiot’s Delight,’ 
an interesting play, but a complete exposure of pacifist delusions of 
three years ago when it was the fashion to think that wars are made by 
munitions makers. The villain of the piece is a French munitions 
king!” 1

A few days later he returned to Paris, where he basked in the acclaim 
surrounding the publication of the French edition of The Good Society, 
retitled La Cité libre. Its message of democracy challenged by totalitar
ianism could hardly have been more timely to a nation polarized be-
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tween Left and Right, with Nazi sympathizers at one extreme and com
munists on the other. At the end of August two dozen economists and 
political commentators — including Friedrich von Hayek, Ludwig von 
Mises, Raymond Aron, and Jacques Rueff — feted him by gathering in 
Paris for a five-day “Walter Lippmann Colloquium” to survey the pros
pects for liberal democracy. The French government capped the acco
lade by making Lippmann a knight of the Legion of Honor.

The headlines in the press gave little support to the personal happi
ness he felt that summer. Britain and France were rearming for a war 
they dreaded and sought to avert at almost any cost. Parliamentary gov
ernments were torn by factionalism and seemed incapable of decisive 
action. On his return from a brief and depressing trip to Prague in July, 
Lippmann began keeping a notebook of ideas for a book whose theme 
he had only begun to formulate, “ the crisis of democracy.” 2 Not for 
another seventeen years would he finally publish the book whose ideas 
he was beginning to work out that summer.

The rush of events worked against detached contemplation. Hitler 
was tightening his squeeze on Czechoslovakia, demanding autonomy for 
the Sudeten Germans. Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain temporized 
and urged Prague to make concessions. Most Conservatives were with 
Chamberlain. Although there were those, like Winston Churchill and 
Duff Cooper, who felt, as Harold Nicolson wrote Lippmann, that it 
would be “better to risk war immediately than to betray all those princi
ples which, however intermittently and ineffectively, we have tried to 
further since the war,” the country yearned for peace at almost any 
price.3 The Left, scarred by the betrayed idealism of the first war, was 
deeply pacifist; the Right thought Czechoslovakia expendable if Hitler 
could be bought off.

The appeasement mood was infectious, and one of those most af
flicted by it was the new American ambassador to Britain, Joseph P. 
Kennedy. FDR had appointed the Irish-American financier to the critical 
London post to disarm the isolationists, just as he had earlier appointed 
Kennedy to head the Securities and Exchange Commission to disarm 
Wall Street. Roosevelt assumed that if an Irishman came out in support 
of American aid to Britain, he could get the troublesome Neutrality Acts 
revised. But this time FDR had outfoxed himself. Kennedy, instead of 
urging all-out American support for Britain against the Nazis, felt that 
the British ought to work out a deal with Hitler.

Writing Lippmann just a few weeks after taking over his new post, 
Kennedy related how he had told the British, in a speech shortly after 
his arrival, that “ they must not get into a mess counting on us to bail 
them out.” But at the time, March 1938, the British showed few signs 
of getting into such a “mess.” Only a few days earlier Hitler had sent 
his troops into Austria and extinguished its independence. Britain and
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France mumbled ineffectually. “Nobody is prepared to talk turkey to 
Messrs. Hitler and Mussolini, and nobody is prepared to face the risk of 
war by calling their bluffs,” Kennedy explained. “ The British will not 
do anything to check either one of them unless they actually fire guns.” 
This being the case, clearly “none of these various moves has any sig
nificance for the United States, outside of general interest.” 4 

Kennedy was not anti-British. Rather, he shared the assumptions of 
many British conservatives, such as Prime Minister Neville Cham
berlain, that Hitler’s demands were not totally unreasonable, that a 
compromise could be arranged, and that it was certainly not worth going 
to war over such matters as the Anschluss, the Sudetenland, or the per
secution of the Jews. “There will be no war if Chamberlain stays in 
power,” Kennedy wrote Lippmann at the end of March regarding the 
Czech crisis. “ Germany will get whatever it wants in Czechoslovakia 
without sending a single soldier across the border. As long as Great 
Britain will not give unconditional promises to back them up in a fight, 
the French will not do anything to stop the German domination of 
Czechoslovakia, and the Czechs in power know that. The Russians are 
too disorganized and too far away. So where is your war?”

Kennedy’s analysis was shrewd, but his bias evident. Sharing Cham
berlain’s assumptions, he revealed an uncritical admiration for the prime 
minister. “ Chamberlain’s speech last Thursday was a masterpiece,” he 
reported to Lippmann. “I sat spellbound in the diplomatic gallery and 
heard it all. It impressed me as a combination of high morals and poli
tics such as I had never witnessed. ”

Lippmann, with a long exposure to British politicians and none of the 
provincial Anglophilia that afflicted so many Americans, was less im
pressed. “ Don’t take it amiss if I say that your letter shows some of the 
same symptoms which have appeared in every American ambassador 
that I have known since Walter Hines Page, namely the tendency to be 
over-enthusiastic about the government of the day,” he admonished 
Kennedy.

When you tell me that Chamberlain’s speech impressed you as a combination 
of high morals and politics such as you had never witnessed, I am frankly a 
little worried for you. British parliamentary oratory is most seductive to Ameri
cans after the awful ranting which they are used to in Congress, and the ex
cellent manners and the impressive literary style of the House of Commons 
manner can very easily affect our judgment as to the substance.

I happen, for example, to believe that Chamberlain is doing the most sensi
ble thing in a bad situation. But that this policy represents “high morals” I do 
not for a moment believe. He is yielding to superior force and trying to buy off 
one, at least, of his potential enemies. This is an expedient thing to do, but it 
hasn’t much to do with morals. . . .5



Though not admiring Chamberlain’s strategy of appeasement, Lipp- 
mann saw its logic. “ In dealing with these warrior statesmen,” he 
wrote in February 1938,

the democracies must not delude themselves with the idea that there is any 
bloodless, inexpensive substitute for the willingness to go to war. Collective se
curity, economic sanctions, moral pressure, can be made effective only by na
tions known to be willing to go to war if necessary. If that willingness to fight 
does not exist, then Mr. Chamberlain is right when he concludes that he must 
try to make tolerable terms with the dictators.

. . . For more than three years Europe has been denouncing aggression and 
retreating before it, and this disparity between principles and practice is so ut
terly demoralizing that, if it continues much longer, the contempt of the dicta
torships for the democracies will become so great that they will become utterly 
reckless and their actions without bounds.6

Hitler, after joining Austria to the Reich in the Anschluss, turned his 
attention to Czechoslovakia, where local Nazis were demanding au
tonomy for the Sudetenland. Lippmann had gone to Prague in late July, 
and had been reassured by President Eduard Benes that Hitler would 
back down if opposed by a united front of Britain, France and Russia. 
Benes seemed strangely confident that they would not let him down. 
Lippmann felt that Benes was right — but only if the Czechs were will
ing to go to war if attacked. In that case the French and the British, no 
matter how much they dreaded it, would have to come to Prague’s 
defense. “ If they can maintain their authority inside their frontiers and 
if they are prepared to resist invasion. Hitler will either not attack, or, if 
he attacks, the British and the French must come to the help of the 
Czechs,” Lippmann wrote Berenson in mid-September, during the 
mounting crisis over the Sudetenland. “To stand aside i f  the Czechs are 
fighting is almost inconceivable. To attempt it would be such a humilia
tion that the governing classes in Britain and France would lose all 
moral authority vis-a-vis their own people.” Despite rumors that Cham
berlain’s emissary to Berlin, Lord Runciman, was at that moment nego
tiating the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia, Lippmann refused to 
believe that British public opinion would tolerate such a surrender.7

Persuaded that the Czech crisis would be resolved short of war, he 
and Helen left Paris on September 18 for the United States. On the same 
day they boarded the Champlain at Le Havre, French Premier Edouard 
Daladier and his foreign minister, Georges Bonnet, arrived in London to 
coordinate strategy with Chamberlain. They agreed that the Czechs 
should pay Hitler’s price by surrendering the Sudetenland. The Czechs, 
confronted with a fa it accompli by their allies, felt they must either 
accept or face Hitler’s armies alone. They accepted. Chamberlain flew 
to Germany to present Hitler with his peace offering.
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But the triumphant Führer suddenly upped the stakes. Flinging the of
fering back in Chamberlain’s face, he now demanded that the Sude
tenland be immediately annexed to the Reich. This meant dismembering 
Czechoslovakia, and turning over to Nazi Germany the powerful forti
fications that protected Bohemia and Slovakia and barred Hitler’s way 
to eastern Europe and Russia. Now Benes balked. He reminded Paris 
of its alliance with Prague, and urged Britain and France to stand by him. 
Even Chamberlain was shocked by Hitler’s arrogant demands. Soviet 
Foreign Minister Maxim Litvinov told Daladier that if France inter
vened, Russia would come to its aid. But the French would not move 
without the British, and the British would not move at all. London said 
no to Paris, Paris said no to Moscow, and everyone said no to Prague.

Had the Czechs been willing to fight alone, perhaps the story would 
have been different. Perhaps, as Lippmann had predicted, the British 
and French would have been forced by public opinion to come to their 
aid. But they escaped that dilemma. The Czechs succumbed to the 
pressure of their allies. Chamberlain and Daladier, having chosen brib
ery over resistance, went to Munich on September 29 and turned over to 
Hitler everything he had asked for. Carving up Czechoslovakia, they 
handed Nazi Germany the Sudetenland, the frontier defenses, and much 
of the nation’s heavy industry. Czechoslovakia lay defenseless and the 
road to the East now open. The Russians began to reconsider their hope 
of containing Hitler through alliance with the West.

Chamberlain flew back to London in the rain, telling cheering crowds 
that he had won “ peace in our time.’’ Lippmann did not join the cele
bration. The Munich accords, he charged, were “ a great defeat. . .the 
equivalent of a major military disaster.’’ Hitler’s bloodless victory si
lenced the generals who wanted to depose him for recklessness, assured 
German dominance of central Europe, demonstrated the weakness of the 
democracies, and persuaded the Russians that the British and French 
wanted to turn Hitler toward the East. Chamberlain had no more inten
tion of bringing Russia into the Munich settlement than of going to war 
over the Sudetenland. “ His major problem throughout the summer was 
to avert a situation in which the Czechs resisted and the French were 
compelled to support them,’’ Lippmann wrote to a colleague. “ France 
and England were bluffing all summer, but their bluff worked only with 
the Czechs and with opinion in the democratic countries.’’8

A year later in Paris, Foreign Minister Georges Bonnet told Lipp
mann that the British had made it clear as early as November 1937 that 
they would never fight for Czechoslovakia. That left France, Bonnet 
said, with only two choices: break with England, or try to bluff Hitler. 
In August 1938, he claimed, France tried to persuade Poland to support 
the Czechs. The Poles not only refused, but said they thought it a good 
idea to carve up Czechoslovakia, since this would give them a common
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frontier with Hungary. Although the Russians were eager for an anti- 
Hitler alliance, the British dreaded joining forces with Moscow, even if 
it meant abandoning Czechoslovakia to Hitler. Yet, Bonnet claimed, 
France would have come to Prague’s defense had the Czechs decided to 
fight.

Lippmann distrusted Bonnet’s explanation, describing the foreign 
minister as a “ tricky and slimy fellow,’’ but thought there was some 
truth in it. Looking back on the event a few years later he saw Munich 
not as an exercise in appeasement but rather as a deliberate decision by 
Britain and France to turn Hitler toward the East. “ In sacrificing 
Czechoslovakia to Hitler, Britain and France were really sacrificing their 
alliance with Russia,’’ he wrote. “They sought security by abandoning 
the Russian connection at Munich, in a last vain hope that Germany and 
Russia would fight and exhaust one another.’’9

The humiliation Hitler inflicted on the democracies at Munich em
boldened him to make his bid for total domination of Europe and to in
tensify his persecution of the Jews. Repression had been institu
tionalized in 1935 with the Nuremberg Laws, which stripped Jews of 
their civil and political rights. In November 1938, two months after 
Munich, an orgy of violence erupted across Germany as Nazi gangs de
stroyed Jewish-owned businesses, burned synagogues, and attacked 
Jews on the street. Scores of Jews were murdered and thousands sent to 
concentration camps. The streets were littered with glass, giving the 
name of Kristallnacht to an event that shocked the world. President 
Roosevelt recalled the American ambassador as a gesture of disap
proval. American papers deplored the Nazi violence, though few heeded 
the suggestion of the New Republic that American immigration barriers 
be lowered so that persecuted Jews could enter the United States.10

The strict immigration laws of the 1920s hàd overtly discriminated 
against people from southern and eastern Europe — Jews, along with 
Italians, Greeks and Slavs. American consular officials in Europe were 
often unsympathetic to those seeking immigrant visas and demanded 
that Jews furnish documents that could be obtained only from Nazi of
ficials. Congress supported the quota system, as did organized labor, 
which claimed that immigrants would take jobs away from native 
Americans — although from 1933 to 1938 more people actually emi
grated from the United States than entered it. Roosevelt, under attack 
from rightists for his Court plan and from anti-Semites for having too 
many Jewish advisers, was reluctant to push Congress. When Senator 
Robert Wagner introduced a bill in early 1939 to allow 200,000 German 
refugee children to enter above the quota, the administration remained 
silent and the bill died in committee.

The American government, like most others, expressed sympathy for
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the persecuted Jews seeking to flee Germany, but wished they would go 
elsewhere. Suggested spots included such European colonies as Angola, 
Madagascar, British Guiana and Uganda. Nothing came of these 
schemes, although for a time they captured public attention. Lippmann 
was among those who thought that Africa offered a solution. Having 
written nothing on the persecution of the Jews since his unfortunate 
columns in 1933, he broke a five-year silence in November 1938 with 
two articles on what he called Europe’s “over-population” problem.

Without ever specifically mentioning the persecution of the Jews, he 
reasoned that Europe, “ even if normal,” would have to be “ relieved” 
of a million people each year. Since developed nations would not have 
them, the only alternative lay in sending them to an “ unsettled territory 
where an organized community life in the modem sense does not yet 
exist.” Africa should be developed for European settlement.11 As a 
response to the hypocritical indifference of the world community, this 
was better than nothing. But it wasn’t much. While others urgently 
pleaded for revision of American immigration laws to admit the refu
gees, Lippmann suggested that “ surplus” Jews go to Africa.

Lippmann did not publicly criticize Roosevelt for his moral indiffer
ence to the plight of the Jews or the State Department for rigidly in
terpreting the immigration laws and for actually tightening visa require
ments after the war broke out. He did not write about the pitiful plight 
of the St. Louis, a refugee ship that in mid-1939 carried 930 Jews from 
Hamburg to Havana, where they were refused permission to land be
cause of faulty visas, and then, when they tried to dock in Miami, were 
blocked by the American government and forced to return to Europe. 
Lippmann did not write about the death camps, even though their exis
tence was widely known as early as 1942, or complain that the State 
Department actually suppressed information about the Nazi plan to ex
terminate the Jews.

Although Lippmann was hardly alone in his silence, others did speak 
out. “ We had it in our power to rescue this doomed people and we did 
not lift a hand to do it ,” Freda Kirchwey wrote in the Nation in May 
1943. As the pace of extermination intensified — Auschwitz, where one 
million people died, was executing twelve thousand people a day — pro
tests against the government’s indifference to the refugees and refusal to 
bomb rail lines into the camps mounted, even within the administration. 
Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, who criticized Hull and 
his assistant for refugees, Breckenridge Long, prepared a study for 
Roosevelt charging that the rescue of the Jews was “ a trust too great to 
remain in the hands of men indifferent, callous and perhaps hostile.” 
Even after the war, when the horror of the death camps was fully 
revealed, Lippmann never wrote about them. Unquestionably he felt the



plight of the Jews, perhaps even identified with it. Yet his silence was 
striking.12

If Lippmann evaded the moral issue of the persecuted Jews, he had 
no illusions about Hitler’s aggressive ambitions. He had long argued 
against any territorial concessions, and had insisted that the democracies 
back up their diplomacy with military power. This put him squarely in 
opposition to American isolationists — both on the Right and on the 
Left. In the spring of 1938 he had a running argument with Bruce 
Bliven — who had become editor of the New Republic on Croly’s death 
seven years earlier — over the need to confront the aggressors with mil
itary power. “ Insofar as the fascist states believe that we will use only 
measures that are ‘short of the application of force, ’ they will be unde
terred by our wishes,’’ Lippmann told the editor. “ I see no way of put
ting any stop to their aggrandizement except by convincing them that at 
some point they will meet overwhelmingly superior force.’’13

Until Munich Lippmann had thought that Britain and France could 
hold back Hitler and that the United States could remain aloof from the 
European struggle. Now he was no longer so sure. The British Empire 
appeared to be “ in mortal danger,’’ he wrote Harold Nicolson in the 
fall of 1938. “ We watch with a kind of dread what looks to us like the 
failure of Great Britain to arouse herself to the danger she is in .’’ 
Clearly the fascists would no longer be content with the territory of 
others — Czechoslovakia, the Balkans, Ethiopia, Spain and China — he 
pointed out to the British diplomat-historian. Soon they would be de
manding some of the democracies’ colonies in Africa, the Middle East 
and Asia. “ In the next crisis, the one now impending, the actual posses
sions of France and Great Britain, in one important matter, the United 
States, will be directly threatened — your position in the Mediterranean 
and ours in the buffer states around the Panama Canal.’’ This would 
lead to an even more acute crisis than that at Munich. “ For while it was 
possible to surrender Czech territory, how is it going to be possible to 
surrender French territory?” he asked. “ If it isn’t possible to surrender 
it, isn’t it going to be necessary to say no to these people, and at long 
last with an emphasis that really carries conviction? So it seems to me, 
and therefore, when I hear people talk about appeasement, I feel as if 
they were talking about a wholly imaginary and wholly incredible state 
of affairs.” 14

Appeasement, as he explained to his readers, was a policy of the 
strong toward the weak, “of the magnanimous victor seeking reconcili
ation with the vanquished.” But when the position was reversed, and 
the vanquished strong enough to intimidate the former victor, then ap
peasement was “ nothing but a proof of weakness, leading to ever more 
unappeasable demands.” The United States could maintain a hands-off 
policy toward Europe only so long as it was sure that Britain and France
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could successfully resist Hitler. But if they should be defeated, America 
itself would become vulnerable to Nazi power.

‘The question is not whether something we care about is destroyed, 
though that is bad enough, but that a power which was on our side of 
the scale will be transformed to the other side,” Lippmann wrote 
Thomas Lamont in January 1939. The obvious policy would have been 
all-out support for Britain and France. But the public was not ready for 
such a bold move, and he hesitated to propose it. “ I do not know what 
the conclusion to be drawn to this is, given the present state of Ameri
can public opinion,” he told the financier, ‘‘but I think it very important 
that the real choices should become clear to us.” ls

Those choices became clearer two months later when Hitler sent his 
troops into Prague, extinguished Czech freedom, and set up a puppet 
state. Poland and Hungary rushed to seize a share of the spoils. Cham
berlain, finally realizing the futility of his appeasement policy, signed 
defense pacts with Poland, Rumania and Greece. Mussolini, believing 
he now had a clear field, invaded Albania. Franco, his conquest of 
Spain completed with the fall of Madrid, joined hands with his helpers 
by signing the Anti-Comintern Pact with Germany, Italy and Japan. In 
the face of this desperate situation Lippmann urged Congress to amend 
the Neutrality Acts to allow Britain and France to buy American arms 
on a cash-and-carry basis.16

By early June 1939, when Helen and Walter arrived in England on 
the first leg of a six-week pulse-taking tour, the British were mobilizing. 
War seemed unavoidable. Joseph Kennedy was gloomy and defeatist. 
The British did not have a chance against Hitler, he told Lippmann. The 
British fleet was worthless, German submarines would cut off supplies 
from America, France was surrounded. ‘‘Five hundred thousand Span
iards can hold two million Frenchmen,”  the ambassador maintained as 
Lippmann sat in his office for a dispiriting lecture. ‘‘Poland has no mu
nitions, Russia is useless, Rumania can't fight, the Japanese will attack 
in the East. All Englishmen in their hearts know this to be true, but a 
small group of brilliant people has created a public feeling which makes 
it impossible for the government to take a sensible course.” For Ken
nedy the “ sensible course” was to give Nazi Germany a free hand in 
eastern Europe. “ I am also a bear on democracy,”  the former financier 
confided. “ It's gone already. In England today they have exchange 
control. ”

Kennedy was not alone in counseling appeasement. Charles Lind
bergh, having recently been decorated by Hermann Goring, declared the 
Luftwaffe to be invincible, and urged Americans not to allow Jews to 
prejudice them against Nazi Germany. Many considered the still-boyish 
hero a political naïf; Lippmann later privately described him as “ a Nazi- 
lover.” He did not, however, publicly criticize Lindbergh at the time.
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Nor did he criticize Joseph Kennedy, although later in conversation he 
said the ambassador was “more than an appeaser — he was actually 
pro-Nazi and strongly anti-Semitic.’’17

After his interview with Kennedy, Lippmann left the American em
bassy in a glum mood. He returned to Claridge’s to pick up Helen and 
dress for dinner with Kenneth and Jane Clark. The art historian, then 
serving as director of the National Gallery, had also invited the Julian 
Huxleys, Lady Sybil Colefax, and Harold Nicolson and his wife, Vita 
Sack ville-West. Winston Churchill had been lured from his country 
home to meet Lippmann. The former lord of the Admiralty was in a 
dour mood as the evening began. His hopes for supplanting Cham
berlain had not yet come to fruition, and war seemed near.

After a few minutes of banter the conversation turned to politics. 
Lippmann, in an effort to rouse Churchill, described the conversation he 
had had with Kennedy that afternoon. Churchill rose to the occasion 
with a magnificent tirade. Sitting there hunched, “ waving his whisky 
and soda to mark his periods, stubbing his cigar with the other hand,’’ 
in Harold Nicolson’s reconstruction of the evening, Churchill told Lipp
mann that, even though “ steel and fire will rain down upon us day and 
night scattering death and destruction far and wide, ’ ’ the British people 
would only intensify their will for victory. And even supposing that the 
ambassador was correct in his “ tragic utterance,” he said to Lippmann 
with a beady stare, then it would be up to the Americans to continue the 
struggle, to “think imperially,” and to hold untarnished the “ torch of 
liberty.”

Lippmann’s version — as written out by Helen just after the party — 
was more prosaic. Britain’s air defense could inflict a 20 percent casu
alty rate on the Luftwaffe, Churchill maintained.

The submarine menace was much overrated. Britain had a million men under 
arms. The German army could never pierce the carapace of the Maginot Line. 
Spain was negligible. Better to have the Turks than the Italians: Italy a prey, 
Turkey a falcon. Cut losses in the Far East and settle with Japan after the war. 
No use telling the Germans they weren’t being encircled. Better to overwhelm 
them with righteous indignation. The only argument that counts is force. At 
their first provocative action cut German communications with Europe and defy 
them to do anything about it. As for a negotiated settlement: “There can never 
be peace in Europe while eight million Czechs are in bondage.’’18

A few days later, after a dinner at Sybil Colefax’s with that “ small 
group of brilliant people” that Kennedy had warned him against — such 
anti-appeasers as Nicolson, Duff Cooper, and Vansittart — Helen and 
Walter went off to Paris for a round of interviews. The French seemed 
strangely optimistic. Premier Daladier expressed his admiration for the 
argument Lippmann had made in The Good Society. “ We have learned
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that it isn’t liberalism which failed in Europe,” he told Lippmann, “ but 
interventionism which ruined liberalism.” With regard to Hitler, Da
ladier said that France would stand firm on its commitment to Poland. 
And he revealed that France and the Soviet Union would sign a formal 
alliance within a few days. Russia had demanded control over the Baltic 
states. A bit harsh. Foreign Minister Bonnet said, but “ entirely jus
tified.” 19

With an alliance presumably in the offing that would link Paris and 
Moscow with London, Hitler might yet be checked. Lippmann was feel
ing guardedly optimistic as he and Helen set off for New York on the 
Normandie. On their arrival in early July they decided not to return to 
Washington, where they had bought a picturesque, if impractical, 
Georgetown house once owned by Alexander Graham Bell. Instead, 
they went straight to Maine. Helen had spent most of her childhood 
summers at her family ’s Bar Harbor estate, and Walter had grown fond 
of Mount Desert Island from his visits to the Finletters and other 
friends. They rented what they euphemistically called a “camp” — 
several comfortably appointed small cabins grouped around a simple 
house — that belonged to the Arctic explorer Admiral Richard Byrd. 
There Walter tried to put into book form some of the ideas he had 
sketched out the previous summer in Paris, a work he tentatively called 
“The Image of Man. ” Sixteen years later it would finally be published, 
in very different form, as The Public Philosophy.

The summer was relaxing and social: writing in the mornings, tennis 
or hiking in the afternoons, dinner with friends in the evenings. Maine 
agreed with him; it was a relief from the pressures of Washington, of 
business lunches and business cocktail parties, a chance to unwind, to 
go for long walks. A few years later he and Helen bought a hundred 
acres of pine forest at Indian Head, near Southwest Harbor, where they 
built their own “ camp” along the lines of Admiral Byrd’s.

Under his easygoing arrangement with the Herald tribune Lippmann 
had suspended his column early in June, when he went to Europe, and 
did not pick it up again until the end of August. Even then he did not 
resume it with gusto. He was getting bored with the column; so bored, 
in fact, that he wrote the Trib's editor a three-page letter declaring that 
“ the time has come when I must do something else.” He was frustrated 
by the tyranny of trying to keep up with the news. “ I find I am increas
ingly dissatisfied with myself, increasingly aware that I do not deal 
thoroughly with issues that are too serious to be dealt with superficially, 
increasingly oppressed by the idea of expressing an opinion every forty- 
eight hours, increasingly dissatisfied with the sense that the product is 
superficial and second-rate.” His alternative was to abandon the thrice- 
weekly column and do a series of articles on a single subject. After 
eight years T&T had lost its novelty for him.20
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This was hardly the first time he felt bored with the column. A few 
years earlier he had “definitely” decided to drop it in favor of a regular 
series of articles for the Atlantic. But by the end of this summer his 
restlessness passed, just as it had a few years before. He had become so 
absorbed in the onrushing crisis that he allowed the column to go on a 
little longer. That little while stretched out another twenty-eight years.



►- 30
Tried and Found W anting

With the best of intentions but with a deadly misunder
standing, we all adopted the isolationist view of disar
mament and separateness.

— “Today and Tomorrow,’’ February 27, 1941

W h i le  lippmann was in Maine deciding whether or not to go back 
to the column, Hitler and Stalin stunned the world by signing a 
nonaggression pact. A week later, on September 1, 1939, Hitler invaded 

Poland. The British and French, honoring their pact with the Poles, 
declared war on Germany. Having refused to come to the aid of a defen
sible state a year earlier, they now went to war over an indefensible one. 
Roosevelt called Congress into special session to repeal the Neutrality 
Acts so that London and Paris could buy American arms. Isolationists 
warned against taking sides, while America Firsters charged that FDR 
was secretly trying to lead the United States into war.

Although Lippmann favored repeal, he also recognized that the public 
dreaded involvement in the fighting. Thus he insisted that arms sales 
and neutrality were not only compatible, but linked. The best way “ to 
keep Americans 3,000 miles from the war and keep the war 3,000 miles 
from Americans,” he argued a bit disingenuously, was to aid London 
and Paris.1 During congressional hearings on the arms embargo he made 
a special appeal to Arthur Vandenberg, the most influential of the Sen
ate isolationists. Lifting the embargo on arms, but retaining it on ship
ping and finance, offered the “one effective way of preventing our being 
drawn into the war, ’ ’ he told the senator. The shipping embargo would 
prevent the situation that had occurred in the first war, when American 
vessels were being sunk by German submarines. But removing the arms 
embargo would allow the British to maintain their naval strength in the 
Atlantic. And this would help ensure American neutrality.

“ I regard it of crucial importance that we should avoid getting into a 
situation where intervention in the European war is even to be consid-
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ered as a practical possibility,” Lippmann insisted. The growing tension 
with Japan made it essential that the American fleet remain in the Pa
cific. “Only a lunatic would contemplate military intervention in the 
Atlantic with no navy to assure the return of American forces,” he told 
Vandenberg. What should the United States do if Britain and France 
collapsed? Since he was convinced that it “ could not, would not, and 
should not send an army overseas,” it must prepare to take “ bold 
measures” to gain Atlantic bases while building a two-ocean navy.2

Lippmann’s prescription for noninvolvement was meant to keep the 
isolationists at bay — for he never wavered in his commitment to the 
preservation of an Atlantic community linking America to western 
Europe. But his argument grated on the sensibilities of his British 
friends. “ No one expects, or even desires, that you should come in as 
you did last time,” John Maynard Keynes wrote him in some exaspera
tion. “ But the idea that there is some sort of moral beauty about neutral
ity I find extremely distasteful.”

Lippmann tried to explain that he was not preaching neutrality, but 
rather the lifting of the arms embargo. “ You cannot pick any bones 
with me about the American reaction to the war, because I shall be 
agreeing with you, I am sure,”  he replied to the economist shortly after 
Congress finally voted to repeal the embargo. “There were times during 
that bitter struggle when it seemed to me that almost any kind of self- 
respect and self-confidence would have been better than none at all. I 
don’t know whether people in England understand how extraordinarily 
difficult it was to repeal the arms embargo after war started, and what a 
price had to be paid for it. ” 3

In November 1939, while Congress was debating repeal, the Russians 
demanded that Finland give up bases and territory along their common 
frontier. The Finns balked. The Soviets moved troops to the border and 
threatened to seize the bases. Suddenly the spotlight shifted from Hitler 
to Stalin. Lippmann shared the general sense of outrage. “ Here in the 
making is one of the most dreadful catastrophes which has menaced 
Western civilization since the armed might of Islam invaded Europe,” 
he exclaimed. If the Finns had to fight they would be “ resisting the ad
vance of another Genghis Khan. ” In a wistful gesture, he urged German 
conservatives to purge themselves of the Nazis so that Germany could 
return to its natural role as “defender of the West” against Eastern bar
barism.4

Lippmann’s overwrought analogy prompted historian Hans Kohn to 
remind him that Stalin’s regime was hardly more “ Genghis Khan” than 
Hitler’s, and that the most serious menace to European peace was Nazi 
Germany, not Soviet Russia. A few months later — when Hitler broke 
his pact with Stalin and invaded Russia, and the Finns then signed an al
liance with Nazi Germany — Lippmann agreed. Stalin’s demands on
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Finland, he now decided, were actually “ for the purpose of strengthen
ing his defenses.’’ Later he looked back on the episode with embarrass
ment. “The most foolish thing I can remember in my many human 
errors is that during World War I I I  was one of the people who joined 
the hue and cry for war against the Soviet Union to save Finland,’’ he 
told an interviewer. “That was the most nonsensical thing that anybody 
ever proposed, but I can remember doing it. ” 5

In early February 1940, as the Finns were retreating before the Rus
sian advance and Hitler’s armies were preparing for their blitzkrieg at
tack in the west, Lippmann and Helen left on their annual European ex
cursion. In France a bevy of colonels took Lippmann on a tour of the 
Maginot Line. He spent three days along the outer ring of the forts and 
never heard a shot fired, even though France and Germany had officially 
been at war for nearly six months. At Strasbourg he stood at the French 
side of the bridge across the Rhine, looking at the German soldiers on 
the other side with their fixed bayonets and cannons, waiting for the sig
nal from their Führer. On his return from the front Lippmann asked 
General Maurice Gamelin, commander of the French army, what would 
happen in the north, where the Maginot Line ended along the Belgian 
frontier. “Oh, we’ve got to have an open side because we need a 
champs de bataille, ’’ the general explained. “ We’re going to attack the 
German army and destroy it. The Maginot Line will narrow the gap 
through which they can come, and thus enable us to destroy them more 
easily.’’6

The test came soon enough. On April 9 the eerie stillness that had 
hung over the western front all fall and winter was shattered when 
Hitler’s Panzer divisions crossed into defenseless Denmark and Norway. 
Without warning the Luftwaffe devastated Rotterdam as German troops 
tore across the flatlands of Holland and Belgium to the Channel ports. 
Instead of assaulting the Maginot Line they went around it, mauling the 
badly led and poorly equipped French army. The British Expeditionary 
Force, driven to the sea at Dunkirk, faced annihilation until a near
impossible evacuation was carried out. On May 10 Chamberlain re
signed in disgrace and Churchill took over as prime minister, offering 
his people only “blood, toil, tears and sweat’’ and the hope of eventual 
victory.

The invasion of France finally brought home to Americans the gravity 
of the Nazi menace. Public opinion, so staunch against any involvement 
in Europe, began to shift. Roosevelt asked Congress for another billion 
dollars for defense and declared that the United States would ‘ ‘extend to 
the opponents of force the material resources of this nation.’’ Lipp
mann, drawing a somber picture, warned that if France fell America 
would be left “ isolated in a world dominated on both sides of our 
oceans by the most formidable alliance of victorious conquerors that
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was ever formed in the whole history of man.” Isolationists remained 
unpersuaded. “ Walter Lippmann has got the jitters again,” Oswald 
Garrison Villard chided in the Nation as Hitler’s divisions swept 
through northern France.7

On June 12, 1940, the victorious German army entered Paris. The 
demoralized French, unprepared for the blitzkrieg and sapped by a 
fascist-sympathizing minority that preferred Hitler to a popular front of 
leftist parties, capitulated. A collaborationist regime took power under 
the aged war hero Marshal Philippe Pétain. Virtually the entire conti
nent west of Russia lay under Nazi control. Britain stood alone, girding 
itself for aerial assault and devastation.

France’s capitulation stunned Lippmann as much as it did the general 
public. He had thought that the repeal of the Neutrality Acts would 
allow the British and French to hold back Hitler. But even while urging 
American neutrality he had warned that American safety rested on Brit
ish control of the Atlantic sea-lanes. Should that control be lost, he had 
warned a year and a half earlier, “ we shall have become for the first 
time in our history insecure and vulnerable.” 8 Throughout 1939 and 
early 1940 he had tried to appease isolationist sentiment by maintaining 
that the United States could remain neutral. But by May 1940, as the 
Nazi armies were closing in on Paris, he could offer no such hope.

The shock of Hitler’s armored divisions driving through Denmark, 
Norway, the Low Countries and France swept away Lippmann’s equiv
ocations. Now he espoused openly what he had intimated only hesi
tantly throughout the thirties: that America’s security was vitally con
nected to Britain’s independence and Anglo-American control of the 
Atlantic. The fact that he himself had been remiss in asserting this made 
him even more biting in his attack on the isolationists. Why had Ameri
cans not realized until the collapse of France that they could not allow 
British sea power to be destroyed or to fall into German hands? The 
reason, he charged, was that the postwar generation had never under
stood the reasons why the United States had gone to war against Ger
many in 1917. They had been “ duped by a falsification of history . . . 
miseducated by a swarm of innocent but ignorant historians, by reckless 
demagogues, and by foreign interests, into believing that America en
tered the other war because of British propaganda, the loans of the 
bankers, the machinations of President Wilson’s advisers, and a 
drummed up patriotic ecstasy. ” The real reason America had fought, he 
explained, was that Germany’s declaration of unlimited submarine war
fare threatened to starve the Allies into submission and destroy British 
sea power. To demonstrate this, he quoted from the article he himself 
had written in February 1917 declaring that the “ safety of the Atlantic 
highway is something for which America should fight.” 9

There was never any doubt in Lippmann’s mind that the crucial threat
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to American interests lay in Europe, not in Asia. Japan’s aggression 
against China was troublesome, and ultimately would have to be dealt 
with. But it should not be allowed to distract American attention from 
the urgent need to save Britain. “ By no stretch of the imagination can 
our interests In  the Far East be considered as anything but secondary to 
our interests in this hemisphere and the Atlantic,” he wrote an Ameri
can officer in the Pacific command. “Japan cannot threaten the indepen
dence of any state in this hemisphere, either politically or economically, 
whereas a victorious Germany can and will.”  Washington should work 
out a deal with Tokyo that would allow the United States to withdraw its 
fleet from the Pacific in case of war with Germany.

This was not a popular stand among those isolationists willing to let 
Nazi Germany dominate Europe but ready to go to war over the territo
rial integrity of China. “I am not afraid of being called pro-Japanese or 
anything else,” Lippmann wrote Whitney Griswold, then a history pro
fessor at Yale and later its president, “ and I should gladly advocate any 
policy which would reduce our liabilities in the Far East and yet protect 
what I regard as really vital interests in the Pacific Ocean.” 10 Like 
Griswold he believed those interests to be the protection of America’s 
Pacific possessions, respect for Europe’s Asian colonies, dissuading 
Japan from an alliance with Germany, and the continuation of good 
trade relations with Tokyo.

The administration saw it otherwise, and in January 1940 put pressure 
on Japan by refusing to renew the commercial treaty. Lippmann angrily 
denounced the action as the “ longest step on the road to war” taken by 
the United States since 1915, when Wilson decided to hold Germany 
responsible for the loss of American lives in the war zone. Such action 
would merely provoke Japan to attack the European colonies in Asia, 
and force the United States to either accept Japanese supremacy or go to 
war. “The historians of the future will consider it one of the great 
ironies of history,” he predicted, “that on the eve of a great war the 
United States was precipitated by ‘isolationist’ leaders into challenging 
the vital interests of a great power, and then induced by these same 
leaders to believe that it could safely deal with the consequences in one 
ocean regardless of what happened in the other. ” 11 The United States 
had put itself on a collision course with Japan at a time when Hitler was 
consolidating his hold over Europe. Rarely had American diplomacy 
seemed so perverse and self-defeating.

On June 18, 1940, as a collaborationist regime in Paris sued for 
peace, and an unknown brigadier general fled to London to raise the 
banner of French resistance, Lippmann stood before his Harvard class
mates at their thirtieth reunion dinner in Cambridge and drew a somber 
picture of the task ahead. “ We here in America may soon be the last 
stronghold of our civilization — the isolated and beleaguered citadel of



law and of liberty, of mercy and of charity, of justice among men and of 
love and of good will,” he told the men who had come to celebrate a 
happier past. “ Organized mechanized evil” was loose in the world, its 
victories made possible by the “ lazy, self-indulgent materialism, the 
amiable, lackadaisical, footless, confused complacency” of the democ
racies. “We shall turn from the soft vices in which a civilization de
cays,” he said, “we shall return to the stem virtues by which a civiliza
tion is made, we shall do this because, at long last, we know that we 
must, because finally we begin to see that the hard way is the only en
during way.” 12

Disarmament, collective security, armed neutrality — all of Lipp- 
mann’s formulas had been found wanting. Now nothing was left but 
armed resistance and preparing a reluctant nation for a war that seemed 
inevitable.

Only a few days earlier, as the Germans were closing in on Paris and 
the British feverishly pulling their besieged troops off the beaches at 
Dunkirk, Lippmann had received a phone call from his old friend Philip 
Kerr. Now known as Lord Lothian, Kerr had recently been appointed 
British ambassador to Washington. He asked Lippmann to come over to 
the embassy on an urgent matter. There Lippmann found the ambas
sador pacing the floor. Lothian wasted no time with chitchat. The sur
render of France could force a British capitulation, he warned. If Britain 
lost control of the seas Churchill’s government could fall and be re
placed by a collaborationist regime — one that would make a deal with 
Hitler and turn the Royal Navy over to the Nazis. To ward off such a 
tragedy, he maintained, Britain desperately needed arms and ships — 
especially destroyers to defend the sea-lanes. They could come from 
only one place: America.

Lothian was preaching to a convert. Lippmann agreed that the United 
States should furnish Britain with the destroyers it needed, but realized 
that the isolationists would first have to be outflanked. He and Lothian 
discussed various possibilities, and then came up with the idea of a quid 
pro quo. Washington would turn over the destroyers in exchange for 
British bases in the Western Hemisphere. Even though the isolationists 
did not care about saving Britain, they were interested in defending the 
United States. Of little strategic importance, the bases nonetheless pro
vided the means by which Britain could obtain the destroyers.

Lippmann’s task was now to present the plan to the public. If the 
British and French fleets fell to Hitler, he warned, the United States 
would be faced with a threat to its very survival. Britain’s resistance 
could be sustained only by entering into “ specific arrangements” with 
London and Ottawa to decide what kind of assistance the United States 
should give, and to provide “ specific measures of protection” in the
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Atlantic. This must not become a partisan issue or enter into the 1940 
presidential campaign, he insisted. Leaders of both parties must share 
responsibility for aid to Britain.13

While Lippmann was unveiling the idea to the public — although not 
yet specifically mentioning destroyers or bases — Lothian moved to sell 
it to the Century Group. So named because it met at the Century Club, 
the group was an offshoot of the Committee to Defend America by Aid
ing the Allies. Drawing on its impressive array of legal talent, the group 
prepared and presented to FDR a legal brief indicating how he could get 
around the Neutrality Acts by justifying the destroyer-bases deal as a 
defense measure.

As the legal technicalities were being ironed out, Lippmann moved to 
get a stamp of approval from someone of uncontested authority and 
prestige. One name immediately came to mind: General John Pershing, 
the hero of World War I. Lippmann, joined by Ernest Lindley of News
week, paid a call on the general, then in his eightieth year, and told him 
that Britain’s very survival hinged on his endorsement of the destroyer- 
bases exchange. Pershing, moved by the plea, agreed to do his bit, and 
delivered a moving speech hailing the deal. “ Today may be the last 
time when by measures short of war we can still prevent war,’’ he 
declared. The pro-intervention press hailed the address as a profound 
statement of American responsibility and political maturity. Lippmann 
particularly liked the speech. He had helped write it.

Pershing’s speech made a great impact on public opinion and dis
tressed the anti-interventionists. The St. Louis Post-Dispatch, having 
heard that Lippmann was the author, tracked him down at his summer 
home in Maine and demanded to know if the rumor was true. When he 
admitted it was, the reporter threatened to start a congressional inves
tigation of what he called the “ plot to get America into the war’’ and 
Lippmann’s part as a “warmonger. ’ ’ A bit shaken, Lippmann got on the 
phone to Joseph Pulitzer, his summer neighbor on Mount Desert Island, 
and told the paper’s owner to rein in his staff. Although the paper 
denounced the destroyer-bases deal editorially, it never launched the 
threatened investigation.

Even with Pershing’s blessing the deal threatened to become a politi
cal football, especially since 1940 was an election year. Lippmann had 
urged William Allen White to use his influence on Wendell Willkie — 
FDR’s opponent in the forthcoming presidential election — to keep the 
issue out of the campaign. But the isolationists soon got wind of the 
scheme. Arthur Krock devoted a column to the “plot” in hopes of get
ting Willkie to disavow it. Willkie held firm and refused to raise the 
issue, but the isolationists were furious.

FDR, at last feeling that the ground was safely prepared, announced 
at the end of the summer that he was giving Britain fifty overage
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destroyers in return for long-term leases on British bases in the Western 
Hemisphere. While the deal may well have saved Britain from capitula
tion, it clearly stretched the congressional ban on arms sales. This time 
Lippmann was not upset by such use of presidential power, and dis
missed thé isolationists’ objections as petty legalism. “ Wherever de
mocracy has been overthrown from within or conquered from without, 
the disaster has been preceded by a period of indecision, weakness, con
fusion,’’ he retorted. “Control of the seas by the free nations must not 
be yielded up if freedom itself is to survive.’’14 In the crunch he was 
willing to give the President full powers — as he had been in 1933. 
This was a crunch.

The isolationists, though weakened by public anxiety over the fall of 
France and the raging Battle of Britain, were still a powerful force 
whose ranks stretched across the political board, including such diverse 
types as pro-Nazis like Father Coughlin and Gerald L. K. Smith; de
featists like Charles and Anne Morrow Lindbergh, who argued that fas
cism was the “ wave of the future’’; old-style progressives like Senators 
Burton Wheeler and Gerald Nye, who saw the war as another chapter in 
the bloody volume of European rivalry; socialists like Norman Thomas; 
antiwar liberals like Robert Hutchins, Charles and Mary Beard, and 
Chester Bowles; and the Roosevelt-hating Hearst papers and the Chi
cago Tribune. Linking most of these disparate types was the America 
First Committee, formed in the autumn of 1940.

The America Firsters, mostly Republicans, were dismayed by Will- 
kie’s capture of the GOP nomination. A utilities executive who had 
made a fortune on Wall Street, Willkie still kept his Hoosier accent and 
rumpled suits — “just a simple barefoot boy from Wall Street,’’ in 
Harold Ickes’s acid phrase. Lippmann liked the combination and 
thought Willkie would do just fine. He enthusiastically offered his ser
vices as unofficial adviser, and spent a good part of July and early 
August on the phone with the GOP candidate.

Starting out in high gear, Willkie’s campaign quickly lost speed. He 
waffled on the issues and seemed loath to offend the isolationists and 
party conservatives. “The momentum behind you has slowed down 
since you were nominated because you have not shown the road you in
tend to take, and your well-wishers have been moving in several direc
tions at once,’’ a distressed Lippmann wrote Willkie in late July. The 
campaign should not take an anti-New Deal tack, he warned. The 
country could not go back to the old system of untrammeled private en
terprise. Social gains would not be repudiated, total defense required 
government planning and regimentation, and even if Hitler were de
feated, “ economic life cannot for years to come be left to the free play 
of economic forces; it will have to be directed to national ends.’’

In warning Willkie against friends with a “ 1936 mentality’’ who
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yearned for the old pre-New Deal days, Lippmann urged him to “ ap
pear as the organizer of security and not as the champion of laissez- 
faire.” Roosevelt’s great strength was his popularity among the poor. 
For this reason, “bitter anti-New Dealism will help him, and you will 
be maneuvered into the position of a supposed reactionary. Your oppor
tunity,” Lippmann elaborated,

arises out of the fact that people feel insecure and want the assurance of a 
strong, competent man. Roosevelt is not a strong, competent man, and that is 
where you can beat him if you take “the hard line” and summon the people 
rather than vaguely trying to please them all.

You have nothing to lose, in my opinion, by being the Churchill rather than 
the Chamberlain of the crisis, and by charging Roosevelt with being the Dala
dier, the weak man who means well feebly and timidly. You must not let him 
be the Churchill, for he is not a Churchill. But he will try to seem like one, and 
if you do not seize the initiative, he may succeed.

The advice was not bad, and Lippmann was right in pointing out how 
FDR’s caution had left the nation rudderless in the face of the fascist 
challenge. A week later Lippmann publicly chided FDR for his timidity 
and lack of leadership. “There is bewilderment; the people would like a 
President who is resolute and imperturbable,”  he charged.

There is suspicion and division; the people would like a President who is boldly 
magnanimous and chivalrous. There is vast disorder in human affairs and there 
are tremendous tasks to be done; the people would like a President who will or
ganize their energies and thereby give them that courage and confidence that 
can be reached these days only as men, ceasing to brood and worry impotently, 
are put to work doing efficiently some hard job they believe is necessary. . . . 
For when the leaders are frightened, soft, untruthful, so meanly ambitious that 
they stoop to conquer, there is no vision and the people perish.15

Even by trying to play Churchill, Willkie was no serious match for 
FDR, and as his campaign foundered he became desperate. In October 
he began flirting with isolationism and attacked the President as a war
monger. The campaign turned bitter, forcing FDR into extravagant de
nials that he would ever send “ American boys” off to foreign wars. 
Lippmann began to lose faith in his candidate. “ As for Willkie, I feel 
very badly indeed,” he wrote Time-Life publisher Henry Luce in late 
September. “ I hoped and believed he would be the man this country 
needs, but I think he set his campaign on a fundamentally wrong line 
back in July and has lost ground since.” 16 Urging Willkie not to divide 
the country on the war issue, Lippmann pulled away from his embrace.

By election day he was sitting squarely on the fence. Disgusted by 
Willkie’s flirtation with the isolationists and the Old Guard, but unable 
to support FDR, he could not bring himself to make a choice. When



Alexander Woollcott asked him how he planned to vote, he took the oc
casion to elevate his equivocation to a political principle. “ Columnists 
who undertake to interpret events should not regard themselves as public 
personages with a constituency to which they are responsible,’’ he ex
plained.

It seems to me that once the columnist thinks of himself as a public some
body over and above the intrinsic value and integrity of what is published under 
his name, he ceases to think as clearly and as disinterestedly as his readers have 
a right to expect him to think. Like a politician, he acquires a public character, 
which he comes to admire and to worry about preserving and improving; his 
personal life, his self-esteem, his allegiances, his interests and ambitions be
come indistinguishable from his judgment of events.

In thirty years of journalism I think I have learned to know the pitfalls of the 
profession and, leaving aside the gross forms of corruption, such as profiting by 
inside knowledge and currying favor with those who have favor to give, and 
following the fashions, the most insidious of all the temptations is to think of 
oneself as engaged in a public career on the stage of the world rather than as an 
observant writer of newspaper articles about some of the things that are happen
ing in the world.

So I take the view that I write of matters about which I think I have some
thing to say, but that as a person I am nobody of any public importance, that I 
am not an adviser-at-large to mankind or even to those who read occasionally 
or often what I write. This is the code which I follow. I learned it from Frank 
Cobb, who practiced it, and adjured me again and again during the long year 
when he was dying that more newspapermen had been ruined by self-impor
tance than by liquor. You will remember that he had had opportunity to observe 
the effects of both kinds of intoxication.

The nomination of Willkie had meant that foreign policy could be kept 
out of the campaign. This being the case, Lippmann concluded, “ I 
decided that if Willkie stood fast on his commitments and convictions, 
the best thing I could do in this campaign was to stand aside, and to 
keep reminding people that they were going to have to live after No
vember fifth with the consequences of the stupid things they do before 
November fifth. ”

This was a compelling explanation, if not altogether candid, since 
Lippmann had never shown such scruples before about backing a can
didate. This time he simply did not feel strongly one way or the other. 
But he did owe his readers an explanation, and a few days later he in
corporated his letter to Woollcott into his column, adding a notable 
caveat. “The individual writer is not a public personage, or at least 
ought not to be,” he wrote, “ nor is he a public institution, nor is he the 
repository of ‘influence’ and ‘leadership’; he is a reporter and commen
tator who lays before his readers his findings on the subjects he has
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studied and leaves it at that. He cannot cover the universe, and if he 
begins to imagine that he is called to such a universal mission, he will 
soon . . .  be saying less and less about more and more until at last he is 
saying nothing about everything.’' 17

Even had Lippmann taken sides, it would hardly have made any dif
ference. FDR buried Willkie by a five-million-vote margin and by 449 
to 82 in the electoral college. Lippmann sent FDR a telegram of con
gratulations, and in his column admonished the President not to be a 
party leader “along lines which divide the people,’’ but to devote him
self entirely to the “ defense of the peace and the security of the na
tion’’ — in other words, to forget about extending New Deal reforms.18 
That was just what FDR intended, counting on rearmament orders to 
pull the nation out of the continuing depression.

The returns were barely in when Churchill presented FDR with an
other shopping list of ships, bombers and munitions. This time he 
wanted to charge it. Although the Neutrality Acts demanded cash pay
ment, Britain was running out of dollars. FDR responded at a press con
ference by outlining Britain’s plight and drawing a homely parable 
about a man lending his neighbor his garden hose to put out a fire. In a 
nationally broadcast “ fireside chat” at the end of December 1940 he 
said the United States must become the “great arsenal of democracy.” 
With FDR’s garden hose Lend-Lease was bom, transforming the United 
States from a friendly neutral to an active nonbelligerent.

Lippmann heartily approved. With aid to Britain, he wrote, “ this 
country passes from large promises carried out slyly and partially by 
clever devices to substantial deeds openly and honestly avowed.” Al
though he refrained from mentioning it, the Lend-Lease bill bore the 
outlines of a plan he had helped draft in the spring of 1940, at the 
request of Senator Claude Pepper of Florida, along with presidential ad
viser Benjamin Cohen and Texas publisher Charles Marsh.19

While Congress was debating the administration’s Lend-Lease bill, 
Lippmann took another swipe at the isolationists. They had “ forced the 
United States to make a separate peace and to withdraw from all further 
association with the other democracies to keep the world safe for de
mocracy,” and had brought on the depression by high tariffs and by 
demanding uncollectible reparations and debts. Even he was not without 
blame. “ We all adopted the isolationist view of disarmament and sep
arateness,”  he confessed.

Having disarmed ourselves and divided the old Allies from each other, we 
adopted the pious resolutions of the Kellogg Pact, and refused even to partici
pate in the organization of a world court. Then, having obstructed the recon
struction of the world, and having seen the ensuing anarchy produce the revolu
tionary imperialist dictatorships of Russia, Italy and Germany, we tried to
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protect the failure of isolation by the policy of insulation — by the neutrality 
acts which were to keep us safe by renouncing our rights.20

In denouncing a generation that had, in his words, been “ tried and 
found wanting, ’ ’ he repudiated the part he himself had played, and now 
eagerly backed Lend-Lease and the rejection of an outdated neutrality.

In a series of columns early in 1941 he urged FDR to show the people 
that America’s own security was bound up with Britain’s survival. 
Americans did not understand what was at stake, he charged, because 
Woodrow Wilson had never explained the real reasons why America 
had entered the First World War. “ He talked of American ideals to the 
exclusion of American interest and thus led the country to regard as a 
philanthropic crusade what was in fact a defensive intervention for the 
preservation of American security.’’21 Having himself been a Wilsonian 
idealist during the 1920s and 1930s, seeking peace in disarmament, col
lective security, and a “political equivalent of war,’’ Lippmann felt 
some blame for policies that, never having been fully tried, were now 
found wanting. Never again would he argue for disarmament, armed 
neutrality, “ aggressive pacifism,’’ or a “ political equivalent of war.’’ 
Henceforth he would urge military preparedness and a hardheaded con
centration on the “ national interest.’’

Once Congress approved Lend-Lease in March 1941, American neu
trality was barely a polite fiction. Over the next few months Roosevelt 
seized Axis shipping in American ports, took Greenland under protec
tion, and authorized American ships to convoy British cargoes in the 
war zone. As isolationists railed against FDR, Hitler pulled a stunning 
about-face. On June 22, 1941, he repudiated his nonaggression pact 
with the Soviet Union and invaded his former ally. Hitler’s Panzer 
divisions drove to the banks of the Don and the gates of Moscow. If 
Hitler could defeat Russia quickly, seize its resources, and turn its popu
lation into laborers for the Reich, Britain would face the full brunt of the 
Nazi war machine. Whether it could long survive was questionable.

As the Nazis unleashed unprecedented acts of barbarism upon the 
peoples under their occupation, it became clear that the ordered, rational 
world Lippmann had grown up in, the Enlightenment values of individ
ualism and respect for human dignity, could no longer be taken for 
granted. For the first time in his life he, like all Americans, was con
fronted with what he called “ ice-cold evil.’’ “The modern skeptical 
world has been taught for some 200 years a conception of human nature 
in which the reality of evil, so well known to the ages of faith, has been 
discounted, ’’ he wrote in the fall of 1941. “ Almost all of us grew up in 
an environment of such easy optimism that we can scarcely know what 
is meant, though our ancestors knew it well, by the satanic will. We 
shall have to recover this forgotten but essential truth — along with so
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many others that we lost when, thinking we were enlightened and ad
vanced, we were merely shallow and blind.” 22

Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union gave the Japanese a golden 
opportunity. With the Soviets preoccupied in Europe they could concen
trate on Southeast Asia — waiting for Germany to knock off Russia 
before claiming their share of the spoils. After the fall of France the mil
itary regime in Tokyo had signed the Tripartite Pact with Hitler and 
Mussolini and taken control of the northern part of French Indochina. 
Washington had retaliated by clamping an embargo on American ship
ments to Japan of aviation gasoline and scrap metal. Now, in the wake 
of Germany’s invasion of Russia, Japan took over the rest of Indochina. 
FDR responded by impounding Japanese funds in the United States, 
closing the Panama Canal to Japanese shipping, and forbidding the ex
port of vital raw materials.

Lippmann, who had earlier called for an accommodation with Japan 
at almost any price, now rejected his own reasoning. He supported the 
administration’s hard line toward Tokyo and argued that “ economic pa
ralysis”  was the best hope for checking Japanese imperialism.23 This 
put Washington on a collision course with Tokyo. Yet Lippmann re
mained strangely optimistic. He always assumed that a war with Japan 
would be fought entirely with ships and planes, not with American sol
diers. America’s strength lay “ on the seas and in the air and in the fac
tory — not on the battlefields of Europe or Asia, ’ ’ he wrote in Sep
tember 1941. While favoring a bigger navy and an extended draft, he 
maintained that a 900,000 man army was actually too big: “Our most 
effective part in this war is now, and for any predictable future, to help 
hold the seas and to be the arsenal of those fighting aggression.” 24 The 
House of Representatives, sharing his doubts that the United States need 
ever fight a land war, acted to extend the draft by only a one-vote 
margin.

The quarrel between the United States and Japan rested on one basic 
issue: Tokyo wanted control over China, Washington refused to accept 
that. During the summer and fall of 1941 the Japanese made a series of 
hesitant overtures to the United States, offering to withdraw from South
east Asia if allowed a free hand in China. The administration refused 
such a bargain. Lippmann, despite his own earlier insistence that the 
United States must not fight Japan over the territorial integrity of China, 
and in fact should withdraw even from the Philippines, now backed the 
administration’s confrontation diplomacy. Fear that Japan would seize 
mineral-rich Malaya and the Dutch East Indies persuaded him that its 
expansion had to be halted. Like Roosevelt and Hull, he assumed the 
Japanese would back down if the United States stood firm.

But the militarists in Tokyo, rankling from decades of insults and acts 
of racial prejudice — exemplified by the Oriental Exclusion Acts for-



bidding Japanese immigration into the United States — were intent on 
gaining an empire equal to those of the European powers. The United 
States stood in the way of that ambition. Determined to expel the Euro
peans from their Asian colonies, to dominate a hapless China, and to 
achieve a “ co-prosperity sphere” stretching across the western Pacific, 
the Japanese decided that their best hope was to immobilize American 
power until they could consolidate their hold on Southeast Asia.

In late November 1941, when Roosevelt flatly turned down their offer 
of a modus vivendi based on their suzerainty over China, they put their 
war plans into operation. On December 4 Lippmann, having picked up 
signals from the War Department, which suspected a possible attack on 
the Philippines, declared that the United States was “really on the verge 
of actual, all-out war.” 25 Three days later the Japanese navy, in a 
brilliantly executed surprise move, struck not at Manila but at Hawaii, 
decimating the unprepared American fleet. Roosevelt, citing the “date 
which will live in infamy,” called for a declaration of war. On December 
11 Germany honored its pact with Japan and declared war on the United 
States.

Suddenly the great debate about isolation was over.
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Panic and Bungling

I cannot pretend to write dispassionately about General 
de Gaulle.

— “Today and Tomorrow,” April 21, i960

W i t h  the nation at war the old arguments over intervention became 
irrelevant. Isolationists were now apostles of total victory. War 
orders flowed into long-silent factories, the jobless went back to work, 

and the pessimistic drift of the thirties gave way to a national enthusi
asm and sense of purpose.

In early February 1942 Lippmann went to the West Coast to talk to 
military officials. The shock of Pearl Harbor had given Californians a 
bad case of jitters. Fantastic rumors of a possible Japanese invasion 
mingled with a long-held racial prejudice against Orientals to trigger a 
near-hysteria. Governor Culbert Olson and Attorney General Earl War
ren worked with local officials to invoke laws to dismiss Japanese- 
Americans (both first-generation Issei and second-generation Nisei) 
from civil service jobs, revoke their licenses to practice law and medi
cine, and in some towns even forbid them to do business. Fanned by the 
Hearst press, white Californians refused to employ “ the Japs,” to serve 
them at restaurants or gas stations, or to sell them food. Some tried to 
justify these acts by charging that Japanese-Americans represented a 
dangerous “ fifth column.” No similar charges were made, however, 
against German- or Italian-Americans on the East Coast. Nor was there 
any panic in Hawaii, far more vulnerable and with a far greater propor
tion of Japanese-Americans. “ A Jap’s a Jap,” said General John De- 
Witt, army commander for the area. “ It makes no difference whether 
he’s an American or not.” A surprising number of eminent people 
seemed to agree.

In the wake of the anti-Japanese hysteria that swept California, Assis
tant Secretary of War John J. McCIoy, operating under authority of his 
boss, Henry Stimson, approved a draconian plan to evacuate all



Japanese-Americans from the West Coast and relocate them in remote 
“ resettlement camps” (later dubbed “concentration camps” by FDR 
himself) under army guard. U.S. Attorney General Francis Biddle ex
pressed qualms about the plan. While the President was deciding, Lipp- 
mann went to San Francisco for a look. After a briefing by General 
DeWitt, he emerged persuaded that the whole Pacific Coast was, as he 
informed his readers, in “ imminent danger of a combined attack from 
within and from without.” The enemy could inflict “ irreparable dam
age” through an attack supported by “organized sabotage.” The army 
and navy were operating with “one hand tied down in Washington.”

Declaring that the entire coast must be considered a combat zone 
under special rules, Lippmann suggested that, as on the deck of a war
ship, “ everyone should be compelled to prove that he has a good reason 
for being there.”  Those who had no such reason could legitimately be 
removed, since “ nobody’s constitutional rights include the right to do 
business on a battlefield.” By a deft bit of sophistry Lippmann per
suaded himself there would be no assault on civil liberties, since “ under 
this system all persons are, in principle, treated alike.” 1 He neglected 
to point out that the only citizens who had to justify their presence on 
the West Coast “battlefield” were those of Japanese ancestry. In other 
words he accepted, although refraining from expressing it outright, the 
argument that all Americans of Japanese ancestry were potential fifth 
columnists and should be treated as a class apart from other citizens. It 
was a rationale the Nazis could have used about the Jews.

This argument, coming from such a prestigious and normally calm 
observer, gave powerful impetus to the demand for relocation, and may 
even have intensified the panic. Thomas C. Clark, enemy alien control 
administrator, accused Lippmann of making hysterical statements. Attor
ney General Biddle, chastising Lippmann for not consulting him first 
about the situation, showed him a telegram from a southern California 
newspaper editor stating: “ Alien Japanese situation deteriorating rap
idly. Lippmann’s column and new newspaper attacks have started local 
citizens organizing some kind of irresponsible drive.” Lippmann was 
unmoved. The administration had only itself to blame for the hysteria, 
he told Biddle.2

Biddle’s efforts to calm the situation had little effect. On February 
19, 1942, Roosevelt authorized the War Department to set up military 
zones on the West Coast and remove any person it chose. Secretary of 
War Henry Stimson, who had said that “ their racial characteristics are 
such that we cannot understand or even trust even the citizen Japanese,” 
carried out the order through McCloy, Interior Under Secretary Abe 
Fortas, and the War Relocation Authority director, Milton Eisenhower. 
The army gave people of Japanese descent forty-eight hours to dispose 
of their homes and businesses (snatched up by speculators for a fraction
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of their worth), herded them into trucks, and shipped them to federal 
“relocation centers” in remote areas of the West. Some 120,000 peo
ple, the majority of them American citizens, were confined to barracks 
surrounded by barbed-wire fences with searchlights mounted on watch- 
towers. Although they were never physically harmed, their only crime, 
like that of the Jews in the Nazi concentration camps, was their race.

Virtually no one protested. Senator Robert Taft was the only person 
to speak out in Congress against the action. The Supreme Court — with 
Roberts, Murphy and Jackson dissenting — declared that California was 
threatened with invasion, that military authority took precedence over 
civil rights, and that no racial prejudice was involved. Congress passed 
a resolution supporting this decision. Most liberal newspapers remained 
silent in the face of what the American Civil Liberties Union called the 
“worst single violation of civil rights of American citizens in our his
tory.” Those who later regretted the action blamed it on fear, although 
this defense was ruled out by those who judged the Nazis at Nuremberg.

Some, like Earl Warren, who became chief justice of the U.S. Su
preme Court, came to deplore the part they had played. Lippmann never 
recanted. After the evacuation began he blamed the government for fail
ing to make the people “feel secure,” and complained that the problem 
should have been treated as one of military security and not of citizen
ship. “The legal fiction, which in a matter of this sort is profoundly im
portant,” he wrote lamely at the time, “ could have been preserved that 
we were evacuating individuals and not members of a racial group.” 
The argument was specious, but it showed — as did his reaction to the 
free-speech cases of Rosetta Schwimmer in the late 1920s and John 
Strachey in the 1930s — that public order and national unity were more 
important to him during times of crisis than civil liberties.

At the time he justified the expulsion on grounds of military security. 
Later he found a different rationalization. In the early 1970s, when Earl 
Warren publicly recanted, a frail and failing Lippmann kept returning to 
the issue in conversation. “ You know, I still think it was the right thing 
to do at the time, ” he told his friend Gilbert Harrison, editor of the New 
Republic. “ Not for security reasons, mind you, but because it was nec
essary to protect the Japanese-Americans from the hysterical mobs on 
the West Coast.” 3 Although he would not admit he had been wrong, 
neither could he put the issue out of his mind.

While the Japanese attack brought America into the war, Europe 
remained the primary theater of operations and the focus of Lippmann’s 
attention. The secret briefings he received at the White House, as part of 
a small group of privileged journalists, were supplemented by his con
tacts at>State and War, and his friends at the key embassies. His special 
ties to the British embassy were loosened, however, when Lord Lothian 
died of uremic poisoning — a death hastened by his refusal, as a devout
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Christian Scientist, to see a doctor. Lothian’s replacement, Lord Hali
fax, a Tory imperialist and prewar appeaser, made it clear, to the de
spair of many American liberals, that his government had no intention 
of setting free the colonies after the war. Lippmann, no admirer of the 
new ambassador, complained to Keynes of the “ complete intellectual 
vacuum” at the British embassy. From listening to Halifax many Amer
icans were beginning to believe, he noted, that while the war in Europe 
was one of liberation, “ the war in Asia is for the defense of archaic 
privilege. ” 4

The British government, not wanting to alienate Lippmann, invited 
him to London in August 1942. He seized the opportunity to see Britain 
at war, and was accompanied by Helen, who was now director of the 
Nurse’s Aide in America. They started off uneventfully from Washing
ton, but their military plane got lost over Greenland, had to stop several 
times for fuel, and did not arrive in London until three days later. Some
what the worse for wear, they checked into Claridge’s.

Unpacking quickly, Lippmann hurried over to see his old friend 
Keynes. He found the Treasury’s chief adviser and his ballerina wife 
living in the kitchen of their home, since bombs had made most of the 
other rooms uninhabitable. Keynes, oblivious to the discomfort, was in 
a state of intellectual excitement over a plan he had evolved at the 
Treasury for a postwar economic “ Clearing Union.” “This is the finest 
piece of work I ’ve ever done in my life,” he told Lippmann, explaining 
that through a system of loans and grants it would be possible to avoid 
the chaos that followed the first war and restore the devastated regions 
to prosperity. Most officials scoffed at Keynes’s thirty-billion-dollar fig
ure as a grossly inflated estimate of Europe’s postwar needs, but it 
turned out to be very close to the target.

While in London Lippmann conferred with Churchill and General 
Dwight Eisenhower, then planning the invasion of North Africa. And in 
a dramatic encounter at Grosvenor House he at last met the man about 
whom he had heard such conflicting and dramatic reports: General 
Charles de Gaulle. Until June 18, 1940, when the general issued his 
appel aux Français over the BBC and called on Frenchmen to resist the 
Nazis and the Vichy collaborationists, few outside of France had ever 
heard of De Gaulle. Within the French military he was known as a trou
blemaker. This was in part because of a book he had written in 1934 
criticizing the French defense system, based on fortifications and infan
try, as inadequate for modem warfare. Instead, he proposed swiftly 
mobile armored units. The French army scoffed, but the Wehrmacht lis
tened, and in 1940 the Germans used De Gaulle’s techniques to roll 
across France ’s ‘ ‘impregnable ’ ’ defenses.

Virtually the only French unit to perform well against the Panzer 
brigades was the one commanded by De Gaulle, whom Premier Paul
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Reynaud had raised to the temporary rank of brigadier general in May, 
after the Germans broke through the French defenses at Sedan. On June 
5 Reynaud appointed De Gaulle as his military adviser. By this time the 
French army was on the verge of total defeat. Reynaud and De Gaulle 
wanted to carry on the resistance from Britain and from France’s empire 
in Africa. They found little response in a ruling class saturated with 
defeatism and convinced that a dose of Teutonic discipline would be a 
healthy antidote to the “democratic excesses” of the Third Republic.

With the collapse of France, General Philippe Pétain, the World War I 
hero of Verdun, took over the government, formed a cabinet of collabo
rationists and Nazi sympathizers, and surrendered to the Germans. 
Hitler marched triumphantly into Paris and occupied most of France, ex
cept for the southern and southeastern parts. Pétain and his ministers re
treated to the resort city of Vichy, where they set up a puppet regime 
that ruled over unoccupied France and the French empire at Hitler’s suf
ferance.

De Gaulle, like Reynaud, refused to cooperate with Pétain’s regime. 
Instead, he flew to London, and there issued his call for French resis
tance. Vichy declared him a traitor and Marcel Peyrouton, a Vichy of
ficial later tapped by the Americans to be governor-general of Algeria, 
signed a warrant ordering his death. De Gaulle’s defection and call for 
French resistance confronted the British and the Americans with a prob
lem. Should they recognize the self-declared rebel, who commanded not 
a single military unit? Or should they ignore De Gaulle and work with 
Vichy, in hope of persuading Pétain to keep the French fleet and 
France’s colonies out of German hands? Churchill leaned toward De 
Gaulle and offered the general a base of operations in Britain. Roosevelt 
chose to work with Vichy. His political doubts about De Gaulle were 
reinforced by a profound personal antagonism. FDR thought De Gaulle 
willful and egotistical, which he was. But Roosevelt failed to under
stand, as Lippmann later pointed out, that De Gaulle had to be stubborn 
in defense of French interests in order to refute Vichy’s charges that he 
was a tool of the British and the Americans.

From the beginning Lippmann had defended De Gaulle’s resistance 
movement. Events had shown, he wrote in December 1940, “ how 
thoroughly right were the Frenchmen who wished to retire to northern 
Africa and continue the war, how grossly mistaken were those French
men who brought about the capitulation of France.” Even earlier, in 
September 1940, he had praised De Gaulle’s resistance movement and 
condemned those Frenchmen who had made “ the terrible mistake of 
thinking that they could ingratiate themselves with the victors by render
ing themselves completely helpless.” 5

For the Roosevelt administration, intent on maintaining good relations 
with Vichy, De Gaulle was a nuisance and was treated with a disdain
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bordering on contempt. Lippmann was so distressed by this treatment of 
the Free French that in January 1942 he complained to Norman Davis, 
FDR’s roving ambassador, that there was “ no reason in the world” why 
the Gaullists should be dealt with “ so rudely and inhumanely.” The 
matter was so serious, he added, that unless something was done 
quickly to improve relations with the Free French in Washington and De 
Gaulle in London, he would raise the question publicly. Nothing was 
done. In July 1942, shortly before leaving for London, Lippmann took 
his case to the public. In a sharply worded column he called on Wash
ington to recognize De Gaulle’s organization as a “necessary and criti
cal move in the development of a Western front in Europe” and as a 
way to assure French support when the Allies landed. A few months 
later he went even further by arguing for the creation in North Africa of 
a provisional French government “ under the leadership of that man of 
proven faith. General Charles de Gaulle.” 6

By the time he got to London in August 1942, Lippmann was already 
halfway into De Gaulle’s camp. The forty-nine-year-old general, alerted 
to Lippmann’s sympathetic position by his Washington emissary, René 
Pleven, and well aware of his importance, greeted the columnist as a 
distinguished guest. For more than an hour the general treated Lipp
mann to a dazzling monologue, displaying the breadth of historical 
knowledge and gift for language that were to impress so many who 
heard him in the years that followed. Lippmann emerged from the expe
rience deeply impressed, convinced that France had found a spokesman 
worthy of its nobler qualities.

On his return to the United States, Lippmann became a leading 
spokesman of the Gaullist cause. As featured speaker at the Foch me
morial dinner of the French-American Club of New York in October 
1942, he described De Gaulle and his French National Committee as the 
“true leaders of the French nation,” and said that the general himself 
was “ as much the acknowledged leader of the French war of indepen
dence as General George Washington was the acknowledged leader of 
the American.” The administration would be “ guilty of an inconceiv
able folly if we failed to use the military genius of this extraordinary 
man,” he declared. If American officials found De Gaulle intractable, 
that was because “ some of the people he has had to deal with have been 
difficult for him to get on with, difficult chiefly, I suggest, not because 
they had bad will, but because they have lacked the historical imagina
tion to appreciate his position.”

He is an officer in the French army. He is charged by his enemies with treason. 
In his own eyes, and in the eyes of the bravest and the truest of the French, he 
is charged with the exalted mission of restoring the liberty, the greatness and 
the honor of France.
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. . .  He cannot fulfill his mission if he does not insist at all times upon being 
treated as the representative of a great power with the most scrupulous and, if 
you like, tiresome, respect for all the rights and interests of France. Can we not 
understand that in this way only, by being wholly and completely French in the 
face of all his allies, can he carry the complete conviction of his good faith to 
the people of France?7

The grateful Gaullists were so pleased by Lippmann’s speech that they 
printed thousands of copies of it as propaganda leaflets.

Word quickly got back to De Gaulle of this remarkable tribute from 
his influential American admirer. Soon a cable arrived at Lippmann’s 
home from the general’s headquarters: “ In explaining the reality of 
French resistance and in stressing its unity, you have rendered a service 
to France that she will never forget.’’ Nor did De Gaulle forget. When 
he became premier of France after the liberation he elevated Lippmann 
to the rank of commander of the Legion of Honor. During his brief term 
as leader of liberated France, through the dozen years of his self-imposed 
exile, and after his triumphant return to power in 1958, De Gaulle 
rewarded such loyalty. Lippmann was one of the few journalists to 
whom he regularly granted interviews, and one of the handful invited to 
the sanctuary of his home.

Impressed from the beginning, Lippmann found in De Gaulle what he 
had always sought in a leader: a man of action who was also an intellec
tual, a political strategist with a sense of history and a vision of the fu
ture, one who refused to bow to adversity, a man who incarnated the 
qualities of his people. “ Having been one of his American admirers 
since June of 1940, when he raised his flag in Britain and summoned the 
French to go on with the war, I cannot pretend to write dispassionately 
about General de Gaulle,” Lippmann wrote in i960 in a salute to the 
general.8 This tribute was strikingly similar to one he had made a 
quarter-century earlier, when he had said: “ In regard to Theodore Roo
sevelt, it would be absurd for me to pretend that I can write objec
tively.” Toward both these overpowering figures Lippmann felt an ad
miration close to hero worship. Although he could be critical of 
their actions, he could never quite emerge from the long shadows they 
cast, or feel that other men fully met their measure.

To illustrate how he felt about De Gaulle, Lippmann in conversation 
told a story about a dinner party after the liberation of North Africa at 
which the general was seated next to Robert Murphy — the American 
emissary to Vichy and later Eisenhower’s political adviser. Murphy 
started to lecture De Gaulle about the political sentiments of the French.

“You’re not right about that,” De Gaulle said. “The French don’t feel that 
way at all. They don’t think that.”
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“But mon général. I ’ve spent three years in France,’’ Murphy replied. “I’ve 
been there as consul, consul-general, and counsellor of embassy.’’

“That may be true,’’ De Gaulle responded. “But I’ve been in France for a 
thousand years.’’

“That’s the kind of man De Gaulle is,’’ Lippmann said admiringly. 
“ There is conceit in a sense, but also a feeling that he incarnates some 
of France. Men like that have always fascinated me.’’ Theodore Roose
velt had that quality about America; Nehru, about India. “ It’s as if the 
country is inside of them, and not they as someone operating within the 
country.’’9

While De Gaulle may have been the voice of French patriotism, the 
Vichy regime controlled France’s armed forces. In the hope of avoiding 
a battle on the North African beaches, the Allies searched for a military 
figure whom French soldiers would obey. Their gaze settled, not on De 
Gaulle, but on General Henri Giraud, a World War I hero living in 
retirement in unoccupied France. Although Giraud had no popular fol
lowing, and no place in the French military hierarchy, Robert Murphy 
promised Eisenhower that Giraud could neutralize the French army and 
assure easy success for the Allied invasion of North Africa.

Allied troops hit the beaches of Algeria and Morocco on November 8, 
1942, and, to their astonishment, were met with sporadic fierce resis
tance by the French forces, who refused to accept Giraud’s authority. 
Murphy now told Eisenhower that he would have to strike a deal with a 
higher military figure. Admiral Jean Darlan. This arrangement may have 
been practical, and may have saved some lives, but to many liberals it 
seemed a betrayal of everything the Allies were supposed to be fighting 
for. Darlan was not only a treacherous opportunist who had sold out 
first the Third Republic, then Vichy, but a Nazi sympathizer and a 
vicious anti-Semite linked to the most reactionary elements of the Vichy 
regime. The public outcry was so great that Chief of Staff George 
Marshall had to urge American journalists not to criticize the affair.10

Lippmann, while accepting the military necessity for the deal, bitterly 
objected to the fact that Murphy gave Darlan political authority over 
North Africa and thus, in effect, endorsed him as the symbol of French 
legitimacy. On November 17, six days after Eisenhower took Murphy’s 
advice and switched from Giraud to Darlan, Lippmann wrote a long 
memo to Secretary Hull and General Marshall. He urged that they not 
allow Darlan to perpetuate the Vichy regime (which the Germans had 
eliminated on November 11 when they overran “ unoccupied France’’) 
in North Africa, and that they “dispel any idea that we shall recognize 
and uphold quisling governments.’’ Darlan, he pointed out, had joined 
the Allies only to maintain Vichy’s authority in France’s overseas terri
tories, as well as to save his own neck. Had Darlan remained in metro-
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politan France he would have been executed as a traitor by the French 
resistance forces after the war.

Instead of setting up Darlan with political power over North Africa, 
American policy should be to “ force out of him all the favors he is 
capable of doing for us,“ and liquidate any political authority he might 
claim. “ He is in our power and we must firmly insist on not letting him 
put us in his power,“  Lippmann maintained. “ We are dealing with a 
man who betrayed the Allies in 1940, and then betrayed the French 
Republic, and has now betrayed the Germans.“ In dealing with such a 
man the essential point was to “ keep him within your power until you 
are able to liquidate his power to blackmail or to betray you.“ The 
worst part of all, Lippmann continued, in an obvious gibe against Mur
phy, was the “ miscalculation in the political preparations.“ Because of 
bad advice Eisenhower had put his faith in Giraud, a man who had no 
authority over the French troops, and then had hastily had to improvise 
the deal with Darlan. “On the critical points of resistance and collabo
ration in North Africa, General de Gaulle’s intelligence service was 
more accurate than our own, and it will be a grievous error to continue 
to ignore it,” he added pointedly.

Two days later he made the charge public by repeating most of it in 
his column. While admitting the military usefulness of the Darlan ar
rangement, he urged the administration to set up a provisional govern
ment in North Africa drawn from the various resistance groups. The 
greatest obstacle to the union of such groups, he charged, was “ an 
unreasoning prejudice against General de Gaulle on the part of certain of 
our officials” — an obvious reference to Roosevelt and to Hull himself. 
‘ ‘This prejudice must be wiped off the slate and the old resentments and 
suspicions forgotten. For while General de Gaulle has made mistakes, 
as indeed who has not, he is one of the historic figures of our generation 
whom it is as stupid as it is mean not to welcome to our cause. ” n

Hull, whose vanity was matched by a ferocious temper, was irritated 
when he read Lippmann’s memo and outraged by the column. In a 
coldly formal “dear sir” letter, he berated Lippmann for having the gall 
to “ attack” what Hull called the “ record of the American govern
ment.” Lippmann, who did not consider the rotating officials of the 
State Department to be synonymous with the American government, 
was unperturbed by Hull ’s response and followed up his column with an 
even more pointed assault on Hull’s minions for their “propaganda 
campaign” against those who dared criticize their North Africa policy.

He particularly singled out Robert Murphy. Declaring that the time 
had come to “carry the case to the public judgment,” Lippmann blamed 
the entire muddle, including the Giraud fiasco, on the bad advice 
Murphy had given Eisenhower. “ It has seemed to me astonishing that 
so much reliance has been placed on his judgment,” Lippmann wrote of
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Murphy’s key role in the North African imbroglio. “ For he is a most 
agreeable and ingratiating man whose warm heart causes him to form 
passionate personal and partisan attachments rather than cool and de
tached judgments.”  As illustration Lippmann cited how Murphy, who 
was counselor at the American embassy in Paris during the fateful 
spring of 1940, had sided with the pro-appeasement Daladier rather than 
his antifascist successor, Paul Reynaud. When the Germans entered 
Paris, Murphy followed the regime to Vichy, where he became a 
staunch advocate of Pétain. “ Knowing that he lacked detachment, and 
how readily he took his political color from those he associated with, it 
was hard to feel confidence in his ability to guide Africa,” Lippmann 
observed. American policy was “ in the hands of naive and gullible 
men.” 12

To the great relief of FDR, Darlan was assassinated in December 
1942, and Giraud brought back as head of the French political authority 
in North Africa. Fearing that De Gaulle would soon push the hapless 
Giraud aside — which is precisely what happened — Murphy secretly 
promised Giraud that Washington would never allow any “outside ele
ments” into the North African forces (an obvious allusion to De Gaulle 
and his British sponsors) without his permission. Lippmann, furious 
when he heard of the deal, denounced it in his column. De Gaulle never 
forgot how FDR and Murphy had treated him. Later he dealt with the 
diplomat by describing him as one “ able and determined, conditioned 
by years in good society so that he seemed to think that ‘France’ meant 
people whom he met at dinner. ’ ’

The Roosevelt administration’s desperate efforts to prevent De Gaulle 
from gaining control of French forces in Algeria inspired Lippmann to 
an outspoken defense of the man he called the “greatest living soldier of 
France” and “ acknowledged leader” of most Frenchmen. The adminis
tration’s prejudice was “ rapidly making this man, already the symbol of 
French national resistance, the symbol also of French, and not only of 
French but of European, independence,” he warned in words that would 
take on even sharper meaning two decades later.

. . . Let us not overlook now, before it is too late and the matter is irreparable, 
that we are pursuing a policy which will estrange the French nation from the 
British and ourselves. Let us not imagine that the rest of Europe, which has 
always looked at France, is not watching earnestly how we treat France. Let us 
not imagine that Europe can be resettled and restored without the full partici
pation of France and without the influence which France alone can exert.

If, therefore, we pursue a policy which estranges her and divides her, there 
will be no great friendly power in the whole of Europe from the Atlantic Ocean 
to the frontier of Soviet Russia. But there will be a focus of disorder and of an
tagonism which bodes only ill for our dearest hopes.13
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Roosevelt’s pettiness toward De Gaulle was just a trifle in the great 
struggle for Europe. But it indicated, in its small way, the problems that 
were later to erupt as a result of the failure of the Allies to enunciate 
fully, or even to understand realistically, the nature of their war aims.

Now that the tide was turning against the aggressors, it was no longer 
possible to delay decisions about building the postwar world. The ad
ministration seemed to assume a resuscitated League of Nations that 
would punish aggressors and assure eternal peace through majority vot
ing. Uppmann was not so sure.
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Realpolitik

We must not write into the constitution of the world 
society a license to universal intervention. For if we 
license it, we shall invite it. If we invite it, we shall 
get it.

—  U.S. War Aims, 1944

Th i s  was to be, most people assumed, the second chance to make 
the world safe for democracy. Wilson’s vision of an international 
community resting on collective security and a League of Nations to 

punish transgressors had become the dictum of the day. Wendell Will- 
kie, on his return from a tour of Russia and China in late 1942, found a 
“reservoir of good will” that could, as he described it in One World, 
“unify the peoples of the earth in the human quest for freedom and jus
tice.” Americans responded to this inspiring vision by buying a million 
copies of his book — making it a phenomenon in publishing history, if 
not in political thought. Sumner Welles, Hull’s deputy and FDR’s trig
ger man at the State Department, declared that the principles of the 
Atlantic Charter ‘ ‘must be guaranteed to the world as a whole — in all 
the oceans and all the continents.” By whom and how he did not say. 
Many believed, as Henry Luce explained, that the United States would 
“ assume the leadership of the world” and inaugurate what he modestly 
labeled “ the American Century.” No less expansively, and even more 
vaguely, Vice-President Henry Wallace foresaw a “people’s revolu
tion” culminating in the “century of the common man.” 1

Lippmann, having shed his clinging Wilsonianism after Ethiopia and 
Munich, did not share the idealists’ faith that the great powers would 
submit to the wishes of a numerical majority. Distressed by one-world 
euphoria and by FDR’s refusal to draw the outlines of a settlement 
before the end of the war, he decided to write a small book. Cutting 
back his column from three days a week to two, and working at a 
furious pace, he put together his thoughts on what the postwar policy of
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the United States should be. In April 1943, barely four months after he 
had first discussed the idea with his editor, the first bound volumes of 
U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield o f the Republic began rolling off the press.

The prosaic title concealed some explosive ideas. Repudiating much 
of what he had earlier believed, Lippmann proposed a very un-Wil- 
sonian view of the world. His conclusions, he confessed, had come 
“slowly over thirty years, and as a result of many false starts, mistaken 
judgments and serious disappointments. They represent what I now 
think I have learned, not at all what I always knew.” Having completed 
the book, he wrote, in a rare admission, “ I am much better aware than I 
was before writing it how wide has been the gap between my own in
sight and my own hindsight.”

Deliberately rejecting the idealists' belief in world law and interna
tional parliaments, Lippmann grounded his policy in national interest 
and alliances. “ If there is to be peace in our time,” he maintained, “ it 
will have to be peace among sovereign national states.” That being the 
case, nations must seek security by forming combinations with other 
states. The failure of the Europeans to unite against Hitler had nearly led 
to Nazi domination of the entire continent. The lesson was clear: the 
wartime Allies — America, Britain, Russia — must remain united after 
the defeat of Germany and Japan. “ The failure to form an alliance of 
the victors will mean the formation of alliances between the vanquished 
and some of the victors.” This had happened after 1919; it could hap
pen again. Only through alliance could the great powers assure their se
curity. Britain and America must remain linked by the Atlantic connec
tion, while Russia must be brought into what he called the “ nuclear 
alliance.”

Without a common enemy the Russian-American alliance would in
evitably be subject to strain. How could Russia be prevented from ex
panding its power westward in a way that would threaten the security of 
the Atlantic community? The answer, he maintained, lay in a political 
accord between Russia and the West that did not require an American 
military intervention to sustain it. Lippmann’s analysis rested, not on 
goodwill or sentimentality, but on self-interest: both Russian and West
ern security needs would have to be taken into account. It was “ incon
ceivable”  that the Red Army would ever again tolerate anti-Russian 
regimes on the Soviet border. This meant that the West must not try to 
rebuild the prewar cordon sanitaire of anti-Soviet states in Eastern 
Europe. There simply was no way to carry out such a policy. Eastern 
Europe would have to be neutral. A viable settlement depended on 
“whether the border states will adopt a policy of neutralization, and 
whether Russia will respect and support it.”

The message of U.S. Foreign Policy was phrased in a language that 
everyone could understand. The prose was simple, the analogies reveal-
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ing, the argument direct. The book came out at a time when Americans 
were looking for a guidepost. The isolationist era was over. The path 
ahead was uncharted and murky. The thesis that peace rested on great- 
power cooperation, not on world parliaments and pacts to outlaw war, 
was straightforward. Lippmann’s appeal for a policy of “ realism” rest
ing on a hard calculation of the “national interest” and not on an “ ab
stract theory of our rights and duties” seemed direct and practical. And 
his dictum that a workable foreign policy ‘ ‘consists in bringing into bal
ance, with a comfortable surplus of power in reserve, the nation’s com
mitments and the nation’s power”  became a classic definition. The 
argument seemed irrefutable, although it failed to explain whether, if 
the two factors were out of balance, power should be increased to match 
the commitments, or commitments reduced to match available power. In 
essence it seemed to mean simply: don’t bite off more than you can 
chew. Its corollary seemed equally simple: don’t chew more than you 
can swallow.

An instant success, U.S. Foreign Policy quickly climbed to the top of 
best-seller lists and sold nearly half a million copies. The Reader’s 
Digest printed a condensation and told its readers that “no more impor
tant book has been written for Americans in a generation.” The Ladies’ 
Home Journal worked a wondrous transformation by reducing the book 
to seven pages of cartoon strips. The U.S. armed forces distributed a 
twenty-five-cent paperback edition to the troops. The book appeared 
around the world in a dozen languages. Lippmann’s formula of great- 
power cooperation seemed a realistic alternative both to bankrupt isola
tionism and to wishful universalism.

Not everyone was pleased. State Department official Breckenridge 
Long sent his boss, Cordell Hull, a thirty-page memo challenging Lipp
mann’s argument. Senator Robert Taft told the American Bar Associa
tion that “ if world federalism was impractical, a postwar military alli
ance as advocated by Walter Lippmann and others was frightening.” 
Any Anglo-American accord to police the world would create a “ pro
fession of militarists” and induce the United States to “occupy all the 
strategic points in the world and try to maintain a force so preponderant 
that none shall dare attack us. . . . Potential power over other nations, 
however benevolent its purpose,” Taft warned, “ leads inevitably to 
imperialism.” 2

Lippmann was not oblivious to that danger, but opposed Taft’s appeal 
for a withdrawal to Fortress America. He also resisted Jacques Mari- 
tain’s preference for the “heroic ideal” of world federalism. “ Security 
against great aggression, and not the promotion of civilization, is the 
function of the great power alliance,” Lippmann told the exiled French 
philosopher. “ Such an alliance would be not only intolerable, but . . .
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altogether unworkable if the allied great powers took upon themselves 
more than the specific and limited fonction . . .  of providing security 
against world conquerors.” Only a diplomacy of self-interest would 
provide insurance against the “ insidious temptation of imperialism,” he 
insisted, white more transcendent goals would lead to a “ new version of 
Kipling and the white man’s burden.”

While the Wilsonians wanted a new league based on collective secu
rity, Lippmann feared, as he wrote professor Quincy Wright, that any 
organization committed to suppress aggression, “ directed against every
body in general and nobody in particular, would quickly develop a pro 
and anti-Russian alignment,” since the first area of contention would be 
the states along Russia’s frontiers. “The great object of international or
ganization in the next generation is to hold together the alliance and to 
hold it together at almost any cost,” he underlined. “ I want to find 
ways of binding together the Allies which are sure to bind them, and I 
do not believe they will be successfully bound together by any general 
covenant.” His position, reiterated in scores of T&T columns, was clas
sic: security is based on power, not on abstract principles. Alliances and 
spheres of influence, not majority votes in an international assembly, 
would govern nations’ behavior.

This notion seemed unduly cynical to those brought up on Wilsonian 
idealism and a conviction that only Europeans had colonies, client 
states, and spheres of influence. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., grand
son of the man who had led the fight against the league, spoke for many 
in proclaiming that America must lead the world because it alone har
bored no imperial ambitions. Lippmann felt obliged to give the senator 
an elementary lesson in international politics. “ You say that Britain has 
a very practical national aim, which is to maintain the Empire, but that 
we have no such practical aim,”  he wrote Lodge. “ In fact, in this re
spect we have exactly the same definite practical aim as Britain: we too 
intend to maintain our pre-war position — in Alaska, Hawaii, the Phil
ippines, in the Caribbean, and in South America. The British aim to 
hold what she had is so obviously our own aim too that it is universally 
taken for granted and outside the bounds of discussion.”

While most critics saw U.S. Foreign Policy as an attack on One 
Worldism, the book was also a warning against missionary interven
tionism to set the world right. “ I am more and more convinced that it is 
just as important to define the limit beyond which we will not intervene 
as it is to convince our people that we cannot find security in an isola
tionist party,” Lippmann wrote Hugh Wilson, former ambassador to 
Germany, then on duty with the Office of Strategic Services. The “pri
mary aim” of American responsibility was the basin of the Atlantic on 
both sides, and the Pacific islands — in other words, the Atlantic com-
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munity plus a “ blue-water” strategy of naval bases and roaming fleets. 
Outside these regions there should be no permanent military or political 
commitments.3

U.S. Foreign Policy posited two main conditions for the postwar 
world: great-power cooperation in a “ nuclear” alliance, and neutrality 
for Eastern Europe between the Soviet Union and the West. Little no
ticed at the time was Lippmann’s introduction of the still-embryonic 
concept of “national security.” For him it meant simply the protection 
of the United States and the preservation of its democratic institutions. 
Later, in the hands of James Forrestal and his successors at the Pentagon 
and the State Department, it was to become the basis for a doctrine of 
globalism that Lippmann spent the last years of his life decrying.

By the time U.S. Foreign Policy appeared in the spring of 1943, 
serious tension had developed between Russia on the one hand, and 
Britain and America on the other. The Allies were at odds over the con
tinued delay of the promised second front — which left the Soviets car
rying the brunt of the land war against Germany. They also disagreed 
over the question of cooperation with the Vichyites in North Africa, 
over FDR’s insistence on including China among the Big Four, and 
above all over the future of Germany and Eastern Europe. The second- 
front problem was settled at Tehran in November 1943 when FDR 
promised that the cross-Channel invasion would take place no later than 
the spring of 1944. The Vichy problem was resolved when De Gaulle 
outflanked the hapless Giraud and assumed full control over France’s 
armed forces.

The problem of Eastern Europe, however, moved to center stage. At 
Tehran Stalin had made it clear that he intended to incorporate the Baltic 
states into the Soviet Union and ensure that Poland would never again 
fall into anti-Soviet hands. He wanted, in other words, a Russian sphere 
of influence. The Americans professed to be shocked by such a cynical 
notion, conveniently ignoring their own privileged zone in Latin 
America and the Pacific. But to Lippmann it seemed clear that the So
viets could not be denied dominant influence in an area they deemed 
vital to their security. The United States might be very powerful, but it 
simply could not set up governments everywhere in the world corre
sponding to its notions of propriety.

“ We must not make the error of thinking that the alternative to ‘isola
tion’ is universal ‘intervention,’ ”  he wrote shortly after FDR’s return 
from Tehran. “A diplomacy which pretended that we were interested in 
every disputed region everywhere would easily disrupt the alliance.” In 
answer to those who saw the proposed United Nations as an instrument 
for containing Russia, he insisted that peace had to rest on great-power 
cooperation and respect for spheres of influence. It was “not only un
avoidable but eminently proper that each great power does have a sphere
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in which its influence and responsibility are primary.” To deny that re
ality would be simply to indulge in “ the pretense, wholly illusory and 
dangerously confusing, that every state has an identical influence, inter
est, power and responsibility everywhere.” 4 Events were pushing Lipp- 
mann beyond the thesis of U.S. Foreign Policy, where he had argued 
that Eastern Europe should be neutralized. Now he realized that, like it 
or not, the region would fall under control of the dominant power — and 
that meant the Soviet Union.

To spur American thinking about the postwar settlement, he decided 
he must write a sequel to his earlier book. U.S. War Aims, as he called 
the new book, came off the presses in the summer of 1944, as British 
and American armies were at last on the beaches of France, and the 
Western assault on the Reich had begun. In U.S. War Aims he now ac
cepted a Soviet sphere in Eastern Europe — thus reversing the neutral
ity he had urged in U.S. Foreign Policy — and proposed a series of 
orbits to prevent Japan and Germany from instigating a new war: an 
Atlantic orbit, a Soviet orbit, and an eventual Chinese orbit. Together, 
the great powers could keep the peace; divided, they would be drawn 
into a third world war. Downgrading ideology, Lippmann maintained 
that although America and Russia could not have harmonious relations 
so long as they remained pledged to different value systems, they could 
at least achieve a modus vivendi based on compromise.

Again he stressed that peace lay in great-power cooperation, not in 
resolutions from international assemblies. “ We cannot repeat the error 
of counting upon a world organization to establish peace,” he warned. 
“The responsibility for order rests upon the victorious governments. 
They cannot delegate this responsibility to a world society which does 
not yet exist or has just barely been organized. ” Peace could be guarded 
only by those with the power to maintain it. Wilson had got his priori
ties backward. Dismembering existing states to promote self-determina
tion had led to anarchy and war. The idea that nations should be forbid
den to protect their interests and preserve their integrity was a prejudice 
“ formed in the Age of Innocence, in the century of American isola
tion. * ’ Now he saw self-determination as a reactionary doctrine that de
nied the ideal that diverse peoples could live together in equality, and 
that * ‘can be and has been used to promote the dismemberment of prac
tically every organized state.” The United States could no longer take 
its safety and its internal order for granted, he underlined. “ We have 
come to the end of our effortless security and of our limitless oppor
tunities. ”

Having backed and filled on Wilsonianism for a quarter century — 
rejecting it after Versailles, embracing it in favor of disarmament during 
the 1920s and most of the 1930s — Lippmann at last found a policy that 
fit his goals. Instead of responding to events with no guiding principle
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other than a pragmatic sense of what seemed feasible in each situation, 
he now had worked out a consistent diplomacy based on military power, 
alliances, spheres of influence, and a “ cold calculation” of national in
terests. Combining Admiral Mahan’s views of sea power with Nicholas 
Spykman’s geopolitics and Clausewitz’s conception of war as the mili
tary conduct of diplomacy, he became the apostle of a hardheaded 
realpolitik.

Now rejecting Wilsonian universalism as delusory and dangerous, 
he eschewed the globalism central to it. The virtue of spheres of influ
ence was that they would give the great powers a sense of security and 
prevent a scramble for control of fringe areas. The danger of the univer
salism preached by the One Worlders was that it invited intervention in 
the name of self-determination. The results of such meddling, however 
well-intentioned, could be disastrous. “The constitution of the world so
ciety should not be based on the assumption that everything is every
body’s business,” he counseled. “ We must not write into the constitu
tion of the world society a license to universal intervention. For if we 
license it, we shall invite it. If we invite it, we shall get it.”

Few listened to the warning. U.S. War Aims appeared at a time when 
Americans wanted to believe that power politics would be no more and 
that an Assembly of Man would keep the peace. They did not at all like 
the idea of spheres of influence. Henry Luce, who had greatly admired 
Lippmann’s earlier book, thought he might serialize U.S. War Aims in 
Life. When Luce read the pages describing the Soviet Union as a totali
tarian state, he decided against the idea. “ It’s too anti-Russian,” he told 
Lippmann. At the time Luce, like many conservatives, was in a Mother 
Russia euphoria stage. He had put a flattering portrait of Stalin on the 
cover of Time, and run a special issue of Life extolling the Russians as 
“one hell of a people” who “ look like Americans, dress like Ameri
cans, and think like Americans.”  In the same moonstruck vein his 
writers described the Gestapo-like NKVD as “ a national police similar 
to the FBI,” whose job was “ tracking down traitors.” 5 A few years 
later he was calling for a holy war on atheistic communism.

The public responded tepidly to U.S. War Aims. Although it appeared 
briefly on the best-seller lists and was condensed in the Reader’s Digest, 
it was far less successful than U.S. Foreign Policy. Most preferred the 
inspirational internationalism of Sumner Welles, whose Time for Deci
sion heralded a new League of Nations to keep the peace. Critics named 
Welles’s one of the ten outstanding books of the year, while ignoring 
Lippmann’s. In the prevailing enthusiasm for a revived Wilsonianism, 
Lippmann’s plea for alliances and spheres of influence seemed 
dangerously out-of-date.

“I can’t help feeling that Welles’ book did enormous damage in 
diverting the American people from an understanding of the historic
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realities,” he complained to a colleague. “ It was, in a sense, bad luck 
that I published a book at the same moment, for that stopped me from 
saying what I thought of Welles’ book, and I might have accomplished 
more by a running criticism of him than I did by my own book.” The 
public was being encouraged to have expectations that could never be 
satisfied, thus making a realistic policy more difficult to achieve. The 
struggle within the government “ to shape the Wilsonian ideology into 
something that fits the realities” could be won, he said, “ if the public, 
and particularly the idealistic public, were not so stubbornly naive.” 6 

Idealists found their hopes at last turned into reality in September 
1944 when the Big Three foreign ministers, joined by China as an hon
orary member, met at Dumbarton Oaks in Washington to draft a blue
print for the United Nations. They soon reached agreement on the struc
ture of the organization — a general assembly, an economic and social 
council, and a security council with five permanent members — but 
bogged down over voting procedure. The Russians, fearing they would 
be outvoted, wanted a veto in the Security Council — as did the Ameri
cans. But they also wanted sixteen votes — one for each constituent So
viet republic — in the General Assembly. This, they calculated, would 
help offset the U.S.-controlled Latin American bloc and the British 
Commonwealth. London and Washington were adamantly opposed. 
Lippmann, who had broken short his summer sojourn in Maine to ob
serve the conference, scored the British and the Americans for making 
an issue out of voting procedure. None of the great powers would sub
mit to a majority vote if it felt a vital issue were at stake. If the great 
powers could not agree among themselves, then no organization could 
preserve the peace: “ Any attempt to enforce peace against one of them 
would simply be a polite introduction to another world war. ’ ’7 

When Grenville Clark, an ardent world federalist, told him that Dum
barton Oaks showed that the world was now ready for the “more perfect 
union” the Americans had achieved in 1789, Lippmann demurred. “We 
must not substitute for the world as it is an imaginary world such as 
eighteenth century America,” he replied. “ We must begin with this 
world, making as just an estimate as we can of the actual and potential 
connections and conflicts among nations, and then seek the principles of 
order which apply to it. ’ ’ There had been no voting accord at Dumbar
ton Oaks, he explained, because the British and the Americans failed to 
grasp that “ pacification must precede the establishment of a reign of 
law .”  The quarrel with the Russians over voting stemmed from the 
“ false major premise that the Dumbarton Oaks organization can and 
should be a universal society to pacify the world. The truth is that only 
in a reasonably pacified world can there be a universal society.” 8 

Despite Lippmann’s misgivings, the principle of an international or
ganization to keep the peace had become so sacrosanct that it was not
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even an issue in the 1944 presidential election campaign. The Republi
can candidate, Governor Thomas E. Dewey of New York, like his 
foreign-policy adviser, John Foster Dulles, was an ardent interna
tionalist. Although Lippmann had no enthusiasm for Dewey, he was 
reluctant to support a weak and exhausted FDR for a fourth term.9 Like 
all who had seen the shocking deterioration in the President’s health, he 
was particularly concerned over the choice of vice-president.

Incumbent Henry Wallace had many admirers, but not among party 
conservatives, who considered him a maverick and a radical. Even some 
of his admirers wondered whether he was the right man to take over in 
case, as seemed quite possible, FDR died in office. Lippmann was 
among the doubters. To nominate a man “ who divides the people so 
deeply and sharply would produce a profound, perhaps an unreasonable, 
sense of anxiety, and a loss of confidence in the conduct of govern
ment,’’ Lippmann wrote on the eve of the convention vote. For all 
Wallace’s abilities and integrity it was clear that his “ goodness is un
worldly, that his heart is so detached from the realities that he has never 
learned to measure, as a statesman must, the relation of good and of evil 
in current affairs.’’

Lippmann never had any trouble separating his personal affection for 
a man from the man’s qualifications for public office. He was quite 
ready to admit that sometimes the better man was the lesser can
didate — and to act accordingly. He had known Wallace for years and 
was good friends with his sister Mary, the wife of the Swiss ambas
sador, Charles Bruggemann. But he had doubts about Wallace’s mental 
stability, and shortly before the convention told FDR’s right-hand man, 
Harry Hopkins, that Wallace had to go. FDR was too weak and too 
preoccupied to make a fight over the issue, and the party regulars 
needed no convincing. When organized labor vetoed the most likely 
candidate, Senator James Byrnes of South Carolina, the party turned to 
the little-known former haberdasher from Missouri, Senator Harry 
Truman.

Although Lippmann yearned to vote Republican, Dewey gave him 
little reason to do so. A few weeks before the election he was, as in 
1940, squarely astride the fence. The owners of the Herald Tribune 
thought such neutrality bad for business. One afternoon the demure but 
iron-willed Helen Reid came into his office and said, “ Walter, I don’t 
know exactly how you feel, but I do hope you will take a stand in this 
election.’’ “ Well,’’ he replied, discomforted at being backed into a cor
ner, “ if I do it will probably be against you.’’ “That will be quite all 
right,’’ she sighed with mixed disappointment and relief, “just so long 
as you take a stand.’’10

Finally, just two weeks before the election he did — against Dewey. 
The reason was not merely Dewey’s intellectual flabbiness, but his in-
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jection of the touchy Polish issue into the campaign by his pledge to 
help the exiled anticommunist Poles gain power in Warsaw. On the sur
face this seemed little more than a bid for the Polish-American vote. But 
at that moment delicate negotiations were taking place between the Rus
sians and the centrist Polish leader, Stanislaus Mikolajczyk. Elements in 
the State Department were pushing the claims of an avowedly anti- 
Soviet right-wing faction, thus imperiling Mikolajczyk’s efforts to work 
out a compromise and raising Soviet suspicions. In Dewey’s bid to the 
right-wing Poles, Lippmann saw something more sinister than mere 
campaign hyperbole. “The implied pledge of American support is tre
mendous backing to those reactionary Poles in refusing to accept the 
compromise which the moderate and democratic prime minister has 
been negotiating,” he wrote in his column. Such a pledge seemed to 
him deliberately “pin-pointed at the current negotiations by someone 
who does not want a compromise to succeed.” 11 

John Foster Dulles, Dewey’s likely choice for secretary of state, 
felt — with some reason — that the accusation was directed against 
him. Defending the pledge to the rightist Poles, he proceeded to give 
Lippmann one of his famous lectures on morality. “The basic issue be
tween you and the governor,” he wrote Lippmann, “ is that you do not 
believe that the United States should have any policies at all except in 
relation to areas where we can make those policies good through mate
rial force. The governor, on the other hand, believes in moral force.”  

Lippmann did not appreciate being lectured on morality, least of all 
by one who had been, to put it gently, insensitive to Nazism throughout 
the thirties, and who, even after the fall of France, favored the ap
peasement of Hitler. Rejecting Dulles’s explanation, Lippmann sug
gested it would not be profitable “ to argue about who is more aware of 
the moral issues involved in this war, for that would involve examina
tion of the record, whereas I for one prefer to let bygones be bygones. ” 
Four months later, when it became clear that the chance for a true coali
tion government in Poland had been lost, Lippmann argued that the 
Republicans were much to blame. During the election campaign, he 
charged, ‘ ‘votes were sought by statements which encouraged the irrec
oncilable Poles in London to think that they could afford to reject the 
compromise which Mikolajczyk was offered.” 12

As it turned out, Dewey’s milking of the Polish issue did him little 
good among the voters. His campaign was so listless that even the New 
York Times, which had come out against FDR in 1940, now supported 
the President, albeit with “deep reluctance and strong misgivings.” 
That, too, was the best Lippmann could muster. As much as he favored 
a change, he felt he had no choice but to go along with Roosevelt. “ I 
cannot feel that Governor Dewey can be trusted with responsibility in 
foreign affairs,”  he told his readers. “ He has so much to learn, and
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ing this momentous year seems to me too great. ” 13

The voters thought so too. They reelected FDR by a 3.5-million-vote 
margin and sent the isolationists back to their law offices, including 
such prominent America Firsters as Hamilton Fish and Gerald P. Nye. 
A new crop of internationalists entered the Senate, led by Wayne Morse 
of Oregon and J. William Fulbright of Arkansas.

Lippmann was not even around for the tally. On November 1, a few 
days before the election, he had put on the uniform of a war corre
spondent and sailed for England on the converted Queen Mary, along 
with fourteen thousand GIs. After meeting with Churchill and Anthony 
Eden, he boarded an air force plane, flew across northern France at tree- 
top level to avoid enemy fire, and spent several days at the front with 
the American First and Ninth armies.

In Paris Lippmann dined with De Gaulle and his family. The general 
had made a triumphant entry into the city in August, although Washing
ton grudgingly withheld official recognition of his authority until Octo
ber. The general complained to his guest that the recently reopened 
American embassy had been staffed with the same people who had fol
lowed Pétain to Vichy in 1940, career diplomats who had no sympathy 
with the Gaullist movement or its efforts to purge France of defeatism 
and collaboration. Lippmann listened sympathetically, and when he got 
back to Washington wrote a sharp column declaring it to be a “capital 
error not to staff the embassy with men who have no prejudices from the 
bad past,”  and against whom Frenchmen held no prejudices. It was a 
good try, but had little effect.14

Washington’s quarrel with De Gaulle was matched, on a lesser level, 
by a dispute with Britain over spheres of influence. Just a month earlier, 
in October 1944, Churchill had gone to Moscow and worked out a deal 
with Stalin to divvy up Eastern Europe. Russia could control Rumania 
and Bulgaria, Britain would get Greece, and the two would divide 
Hungary and Yugoslavia fifty-fifty. It was a quixotic arrangement, and 
did not even mention Poland, in which both sides had claims. But it was 
Churchill’s attempt to gain what he could while his cards were still 
strong.

One Worlders — both idealists and those who thought the United 
States should run the postwar world — were indignant. They charged 
that the concept of spheres of influence was a betrayal of what America 
had presumably fought for. Lippmann, fearing that such an attitude 
would spoil postwar cooperation among the Allies, wrote an angry col
umn in December 1944 deriding those who seemed to believe that 
American servicemen had died “to have a plebiscite in eastern Galicia 
or to return Hong Kong to Chiang Kai-shek. . . .  I have seen men 
brought in from the battlefield who were dying and men who were muti-
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lated,”  he wrote in a slashing attack on those who moaned that the war 
had been in vain because the Russians demanded a friendly regime in 
Poland and the British the same thing in Greece. “ I must say that it is 
hard to bear talk here at home which presumes to measure the meaning 
of their deeds and the value of their sacrifice by whether some commen
tator . . . thinks that the solution proposed conforms with some abstract 
principle from the Atlantic Charter.” The country would revert to 
isolationism, he charged, if America’s true interests were obscured by a 
“collection of generalized rules” about how nations ought to behave.15

If the public was confused, it had reason to be. Roosevelt, who 
resisted outlining any settlement until after the war, had his vision: a re
vived League of Nations that the United States, by virtue of its prepon
derant economic and military power, would dominate. Others had dif
ferent ideas. Churchill was determined to retain the empire, restore the 
monarchies of Italy, Greece and Belgium, and maintain a sphere of in
fluence in southern and eastern Europe, particularly Poland. Stalin 
sought, at the minimum, dominance over Poland, and reparations to 
rebuild the devastated Soviet economy and ensure that Germany would 
never again be able to invade Russia.

Lippmann, despite his admiration for Churchill as a wartime leader, 
thought the prime minister’s plan for a pro-British government in War
saw entirely fanciful. An independent Poland could survive “only if it is 
allied with Russia,” he wrote as early as January 1944. If the Poles an
nexed territory that was German, they would need outside help to hold 
on to that territory. Only Russia could provide that. Therefore, he un
derlined, Poland had to come to terms with Russia, “ to terms which 
make Russia the principal guarantor of the western boundary.” Stalin 
knew this, the Germans knew it, and so did the moderate Poles. But 
right-wing Poles, encouraged by sympathizers in London and Washing
ton, thought the Russians could be excluded. To Lippmann this was a 
fantasy. There could be “ no future for a Poland governed, or even in
fluenced, by those Poles who, even before they are liberated from the 
Nazis, conceive themselves as the spearpoint of a hostile coalition 
against the Soviet Union.” 16

These conflicting views over the future of Eastern Europe could not 
much longer remain unresolved. In February 1945, with the defeat of 
Nazi Germany now imminent, the Big Three met at Yalta on the Black 
Sea to iron out their differences. Stalin promised that he would declare 
war on Japan within three months after the end of the war in Europe. He 
accepted the American plan for a great-power veto in the UN Security 
Council, in return for the admission of two or three constituent Soviet 
republics, and agreed to Churchill’s request for a French zone of oc
cupation in Germany.

On the critical issue of Poland, the Russians stood fast, demanding
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return of the areas seized from them at Brest Litovsk in 1918. The Poles 
would be compensated by German territory in the west. While insisting 
that the future government in Warsaw must be friendly to Moscow, 
Stalin agreed that the pro-Soviet provisional government would be 
“ reorganized”  to include some of the Poles from London and the un
derground movement, and that “ free and unfettered” elections would 
be held. At Roosevelt’s request he signed a vaguely worded “ Declara
tion on Liberated Europe,” which seemed designed mostly to satisfy 
public opinion in the United States.

Congress and the press were virtually unanimous in hailing Yalta as a 
great triumph of diplomacy. Russian manpower would be enlisted 
against Japan, Germany would be divided into occupation zones and its 
war potential forever destroyed, an acceptable compromise had been 
reached on Poland and Eastern Europe. “There has been no more im
pressive international conference in our time, none in which great power 
was so clearly hardened to the vital, rather than the secondary, interests 
of nations,” Lippmann wrote in expressing the consensus. Even John 
Foster Dulles saluted Yalta as opening a “new era” in which the United 
States “ abandoned a form of aloofness which it has been practicing for 
many years and the Soviet Union permitted joint action on matters that 
it had the power to settle for itself.”

Although the accords soon broke down under the weight of mutual 
suspicion and distrust, they certified that the political equation in Europe 
had been forever changed. The British and the Americans could not 
compel the Russians to withdraw. In fact, they wanted them to keep ad
vancing west against Hitler’s armies. The Americans were not yet will
ing to accept spheres of influence, or “containment,” as it was later to 
be called. “What we were faced with at Yalta was how to make good 
our principles in territories that Stalin held,” Lippmann later wrote. 
“ Stalin had the power to act: we had only the power to argue.” The 
Yalta accords recognized a fa it accompli: “ the West paid the political 
price for having failed to deter Hitler in the 1930s, for having failed to 
unite and to rearm against him. ” 17 

Although Roosevelt had negotiated tenaciously at Yalta, the confer
ence and the long voyage home depleted his waning strength. Reports 
from Warm Springs, Georgia, where he had gone for a rest, were alarm
ing. Fearing that the President might not live much longer, Lippmann, 
as a final gesture to the man toward whom he had had such conflicting 
feelings, decided to write a tribute to FDR — in effect an obituary — 
while the President was still able to read it. “ His estimate of the vital 
interests of the United States has been accurate and far-sighted,” he 
wrote. “He has served these interests with audacity and patience, 
shrewdly and with calculation, and he has led this country out of the 
greatest peril in which it has ever been to the highest point of security.
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influence, and respect which it has ever attained.” 18 The column ap
peared on April 7, 1945. Five days later Roosevelt was dead of a cere
bral hemorrhage.

Lippmann had, as he later said, an ‘‘in-and-out feeling” about Roose
velt and the New Deal: hailing the early initiatives to stem the panic, de
testing the administrative legerdemain that culminated in the Court
packing plan, and admiring the compensated economy. He was not 
close to FDR, and although he often saw the President at White House 
briefings, was never invited there socially. During the war he changed 
his mind about FDR’s qualities as President. The war changed Roose
velt just as it changed Lippmann. It brought out a new vigor and sense 
of direction in both men. As it allowed FDR to turn away from a 
stymied New Deal and a depression that would not go away, so it 
provided Lippmann with an escape from the sterile negativism of his 
anti-New Deal diatribes and allowed him to concentrate on the great 
issues of war and peace. If it took the war to make Roosevelt a truly 
great President, so the same war, and the cold war that followed, made 
Lippmann the nation’s preeminent analyst of foreign affairs.

At Yalta FDR thought he had laid the groundwork for a durable 
peace. Stalin had agreed to enter the war against Japan, to allow free 
elections in Eastern Europe, and to accept the American formula for a 
United Nations resting on a great-power veto and spheres of influence. 
The United States would stand as mediator between the rival imperial
isms of Britain and Russia. With its overwhelming economic strength, 
its predominance in Latin America, its undisputed naval power in the 
Pacific, its incomparable industrial and military machine, its control 
over the world’s raw materials, the United States would have nothing to 
fear from a devastated and war-impoverished Russia. This great scheme 
would all be codified in May, Roosevelt thought, in San Francisco with 
the creation of the United Nations.

That, too, like the final victory over the aggressors, FDR did not live 
to see. And within a year his plan for great-power unity, the founda
tion on which everything else rested, would founder on the shoals of fear, 
distrust, and rival ambitions.



►« 33
Drifting toward Catastrophe

. . . I say the devil with all catastrophic, apocalyptic 
visions o f inexorable, inevitable doom.

—  To Dorothy Thompson, July 22, 1946

Ha r r y  T r u m a n  had just moved into the White House when dele
gates and journalists from all over the world began descending on 

San Francisco for the official inauguration of the United Nations. Ed
ward R. Stettinius, a white-haired, toothy businessman with an affable 
manner and a nodding acquaintance with foreign policy, headed the 
American delegation. Tapped by FDR a few months earlier to take over 
the State Department from the ailing Cordell Hull, the new secretary 
had strong concerns, though not necessarily about diplomacy. When Lipp- 
mann came by on a visit, Stettinius earnestly sought his advice on the 
new color scheme of his office. He himself had been chosen, like his 
decor, not to offend anyone. So had the American delegation to the con
ference, which included, in addition to the Democratic faithful, such 
Republican stalwarts as Arthur Vandenberg, Harold Stassen and Nelson 
Rockefeller. The group symbolized the triumph of bipartisanship and a 
determination that the Senate fight over the league would not be re
peated.

Among the Republican converts to internationalism, none was more 
important or more carefully cultivated than Vandenberg. Lippmann was 
one of the chief cultivators. As the Senate’s leading foreign-policy 
spokesman on the Republican side, and as a long-standing isolationist, 
Vandenberg was in a position to sabotage the administration’s plans for 
the United Nations. The best hope lay in winning him over rather than 
fighting him. Some men would be susceptible to argument. Vandenberg 
was more easily moved by flattery. A man of inexhaustible vanity and 
consuming ambition, he responded only to the kind of logic that flat
tered both. Lippmann supplied it. Playing on the senator’s ill-concealed 
desire to run for President in 1948, Lippmann — together with his
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younger colleague James Reston of the New York Times — persuaded 
Vandenberg that isolationism was hopelessly old-hat. No man aspiring 
to be President of the United States, they told him, could turn his back 
on the nation’s vast international responsibilities. It would take a man of 
great vision to lead the nation, and particularly the Republican party, 
away from the isolationist delusions of the past. Who was better en
dowed to play that critical role than the senator from Michigan?

Vandenberg agreed. The way now paved, Lippmann and Reston put 
together a speech, which Vandenberg read on the floor of the Senate in 
January 1945. The time had come for a change of policy, he declared; 
world peace demanded that “ the basic idea of Dumbarton Oaks suc
ceed.” His colleagues were flabbergasted; this was a complete about- 
face. But the applause of the Senate internationalists was nothing com
pared to the hosannas from the press. Reston led the way with a big ar
ticle in the Times hailing the speech as “wise” and “ statesmanlike.” 
Lippmann echoed his approval. A few hours later, with congratulatory 
telegrams already rolling in, Vandenberg went to a diplomatic reception 
at the Mayflower Hotel and strutted around, as Lippmann later recalled, 
“just like a pouter pigeon all blown up with delight at his new role in 
the world.” Lippmann, adept at buttering up those who needed to be 
buttered, had from many years of observing politicians learned how to 
deal with such a “ vain and pompous and really quite insincere man.”

Vandenberg’s sincerity was soon tested. Lippmann had persuaded the 
senator to put in his speech a statement urging greater understanding of 
Russia’s security interests in Eastern Europe and suggesting that a So
viet sphere of influence in the area was “ perfectly understandable.” 
Vandenberg had seen, Lippmann wrote in his congratulatory column the 
next day, “that what our allies are seeking is first of all security against 
the revival of German militarism and aggression . . . that the Soviet 
Union insists upon governments on her western borders which will be 
unequivocally her allies. . . . ” This was a striking statement at a time 
when the composition of the new Polish government was fast becoming 
a source of contention between Russia and the West.1

But if Vandenberg had in fact seen the need for such understanding, 
his vision soon clouded over. His Polish-American constituents around 
Detroit were not at all happy at what he had glimpsed, nor was the pow
erful anti-Soviet faction in the State Department. The combination 
quickly sent Vandenberg into retreat. At San Francisco he fell under the 
influence of Averell Harriman, who was on leave from his post as 
American ambassador to Russia to serve as policy adviser at the confer
ence. Harriman took a hard line toward the Soviets, suggesting that 
American economic power be used to force them into line in Eastern 
Europe, and declaring that Moscow would understand only a policy of 
force. “ Our objectives and the Kremlin’s objectives,” Harriman told a
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group of journalists, “are irreconcilable.” Uppmann, who had gone to 
San Francisco to cover the conference, was so shocked by what seemed 
a deliberate effort to magnify differences with the Russians that he 
stalked out of the room, joined by newscaster Raymond Gram Swing.2

Retiring' to the corridors, Lippmann conferred with Vandenberg and 
John Foster Dulles, who had found a place for himself as adviser to the 
Republican delegates. They were solidly in Harriman ’s camp, and their 
comments made it clear to Lippmann that hard-liners in the State De
partment were pressing the gullible and inexperienced Stettinius toward 
a showdown with the Soviets. If they succeeded, he feared, the peace 
would be lost and the effectiveness of the fledgling United Nations de
stroyed. Deciding that he had no alternative but to take his case to the 
public, Lippmann returned to his room at the Palace Hotel and wrote an 
angry column denouncing those “ who, to say it flatly, are thinking of 
the international organization as a means of policing the Soviet Union. ” 
Such an effort would undermine the UN. “ We cannot police the Soviet 
Union and we must not flirt with the idea of attempting it,” he warned. 
If the Soviets suspected American motives, they had some reason: “ At 
the bottom of all Soviet policy, of all Soviet suspicion, there is the de
termination to counteract the powerful interests in the Western world 
which, though they do not avow it openly, have this purpose in 
mind.” 3

At San Francisco the United States had balked at seating the Polish 
delegation on grounds that the communist government in Warsaw had 
not been democratically elected. However, it then insisted on granting 
admission to Argentina, despite Soviet objections that the Perön regime 
had been sympathetic to the Nazis. The Russians protested, but the 
Americans had the votes. It was a brutally effective display of power. 
The United States was using the conference to embarrass and humiliate 
the Russians, playing a “ straight power game” in Latin America “ as 
amoral as Russia’s game in eastern Europe,” according to Time 
magazine.4

For Lippmann the lesson was ominous. “ I saw Stettinius and Nelson 
Rockefeller marshal the twenty Latin American republics in one solid 
bloc and steamroll that through the United Nations,” he recalled. “ I 
remember . . . feeling this was an ominous thing for the future; if we 
were going to use that kind of a majority to dominate things, we were 
going to run into iron resistance to anything else from the Russians.” 
The Soviets depended on the Security Council veto, he pointed out, 
because the United States controlled a majority in the General As
sembly. “ They had a good case on Argentina and we wouldn’t listen to 
it.” From the conference Lippmann warned that the American “ steam
roller” tactics would make the great powers “ more than ever deter-
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mined to keep the things that really matter most to them away from the 
organization. ’ ’5

While those seeking a showdown with the Soviets were in the ascen
dancy, some officials still favored FDR’s policy of cooperation. One 
was Secretary'of War Henry Stimson; another was James F. Byrnes, the 
affable South Carolinian — former senator, Supreme Court justice, and 
wartime economic tsar — who had just been named by Truman to re
place the hapless Stettinius at the State Department. The fight over pro
cedural issues had “only provided ammunition for those people who 
want to bring about suspicion and distrust,’’ Byrnes had written Lipp- 
mann in response to his columns. “ If we expect them to fulfill prom
ises, we must scrupulously fulfill our pledges as well.’’

Uppmann, delighted to find such a sympathetic listener, wrote the 
secretary-designate from San Francisco. “ I have been more disturbed 
about the conduct of our policy than I have thought it expedient during a 
great conference of this sort to say in print,’’ he revealed. The line 
drawn between the Soviets and the Americans was ‘ ‘not inherent in the 
nature of things,’’ but rather due to “ inexperience and emotional insta
bility in our own delegation. ’’ Although there was a “far deeper conflict 
of interest’’ between the British and the Soviets than between the Amer
icans and the Soviets, “we have allowed ourselves to be placed in the 
position where, instead of being the moderating power which holds the 
balance, we have become the chief protagonists of the anti-Soviet posi
tion.’’ None of this would have happened if Roosevelt were still alive, 
he lamented, and it was bound to lead to trouble extending far beyond 
the Polish issue * ‘if we do not recover our own sense of national interest 
about this fundamental relationship.’’6

By the “ national interest’’ in this “ fundamental relationship’’ Lipp- 
mann meant what he had outlined in his two wartime foreign-policy 
books: that the alliance between Russia and the West had to be kept in
tact; that the Soviets considered Eastern Europe no less their sphere of 
influence than the Americans did the Caribbean; and that if the allies fell 
to squabbling among themselves they would soon start wooing the Ger
mans in a deadly race for military advantage.

Lippmann put the blame not only on the ‘ ‘inexperience and emotional 
instability’’ within the American delegation, but on the machinations of 
the British. Despite his admiration for Churchill, he saw a heavy British 
hand in the State Department’s growing pressure for a hard line toward 
the Soviets, and in the dispute over Eastern Europe. Moscow’s insis
tence on a “ friendly” Poland clashed with the British and American 
desire for a “democratic” Poland. The vague formula worked out at 
Yalta had not clarified that conflict but only postponed it. The British, 
seeking to reclaim their sphere of influence in Eastern Europe, were
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demanding that the noncommunist Poles be given a greater voice in the 
government. Stalin, feeling that Churchill was reneging on the Yalta ac
cords, countered by suggesting that Greek communists be included in 
the monarchist regime the British had installed in Athens.

The dispute, Lippmann told historian Hans Kohn, was a “ British- 
Russian conflict in which London overruled the British ambassador in 
Moscow and asked for an interpretation of the Crimean agreement 
which made the problem insoluble.”  The United States could not hope 
to reach a satisfactory understanding with the British and French em
pires, he added, “ if we continue to give the impression that from Malta 
to Singapore and Hong Kong our partnership with the British means un
derwriting their actions.” Churchill’s insistence on supporting “ ultra
conservative forces” in southern Europe and the Arab world would, 
Lippmann told professor Ross Hoffman, ultimately play into Russia’s 
hands. “I do not believe that the pre-war rightist elements can continue 
to govern in Europe. I do not think it is ideology, but realism, to argue 
that the support of governments somewhat left of center has the greatest 
promise of accomplishing the end which you set. Moreover, I raise the 
question whether a direct challenge to the Soviet power, such as Chur
chill has made and has tried to persuade us to underwrite, is not inex
pedient.” 7

Lippmann saw British foreign policy as colonial, imperialistic, and 
hostile to any form of radicalism. As early as December 1944 he had 
criticized Churchill for trying to set up a monarchist government in 
Greece that excluded the communist-led guerrilla forces. Since the guer
rillas had carried the brunt of the resistance against the Germans, he 
argued, they should be treated as “one of the legitimate pillars of the 
provisional state.” Churchill, however, favored the monarchists and 
even the collaborators. Now, six months later, it was clear that the Brit
ish were trying to use American power to regain their prewar influence 
in Eastern Europe and the Middle East. Going along with Britain’s am
bitions would “make the Big Five an unworkable thing,”  Lippmann 
told his fellow columnist George Fielding Eliot. Rather than allowing it
self to be used as an instrument of Whitehall, the United States should 
be a “ mediator” among Britain, Russia and China — a role natural to it 
since there were “ no direct conflicts of vital interests” between the 
United States and the other major powers.8

Sympathetic to Lippmann’s argument, Byrnes had the idea that he 
would try to bring the columnist into the government. In August 1945 
he called up Lippmann, who was then vacationing in Maine, and asked 
him if he would like to run the information and propaganda activities 
that had just been transferred from the Office of War Information to the 
State Department. Some jobs might have tempted him: secretary of 
state, or perhaps ambassador to France. But not this one. He demurely
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declined, but Byrnes insisted that he think it over. Lippmann decided 
that he would drive over and talk about it with his neighbor Harry 
Hopkins.

FDR’s indispensable troubleshooter and confidant, wisecracking, 
cynical and totally unpretentious, Hopkins had started out as a social 
worker in the New York slums and had become the second most impor
tant man in the White House, smoothing relations with Congress, untan
gling bureaucratic snags, and winning over foreign leaders with a com
bination of empathy and charm. Even Stalin thought he had “ soul.” 
Driven into retirement by the cancer that would soon take his life, he 
had gone to Moscow earlier that summer, at Truman’s request, to mol
lify Stalin after the mishaps at San Francisco.

Although Hopkins and Lippmann had argued often about the New 
Deal, they retained their friendship, and since the death of FDR had 
drawn together under the force of shared anxieties about the mounting 
hostility between Washington and Moscow. During that summer of 
1945 on Mount Desert Island the two men often went on picnics 
together with their wives and spent afternoons sunbathing on the rocky 
coast. “ When Hopkins was there, decisions went well and toward good 
results,” Lippmann later wrote. “When he was absent, things went all 
to pieces.” Hopkins had the gift of “cutting aside the details and com
ing to the crux of the matter, of finding swiftly the real issue which had 
to be decided, the sticking point at which pride, vested interest, ti
midity, confusion, were causing trouble. He would bring it nakedly into 
the open, ruthlessly, almost cynically, with no palaver, often with delib
erate tactlessness meant to shock men into seeing the reality. These are 
not the qualities which make a conventionally successful politician. But 
in the grim business of war, among men who carry the tremendous bur
den of decision, they were just the qualities which the times called 
for. ” 9

Hopkins agreed that Lippmann ought to turn down Byrnes’s offer, but 
suggested he do it by setting down conditions impossible for Byrnes to 
grant — like making the job a cabinet post. Lippmann decided to take a 
more direct approach, and wrote Byrnes a long letter declining the offer. 
The whole idea was based on the “ misconception” that public relations 
was a ‘ ‘kind of advertising which can be farmed out to specialists in the 
art of managing public opinion,” he said, when it was really “ insepara
ble from leadership, and no qualified public official needs the interven
tion of a public relations expert between himself and the people.” 
Byrnes was reluctant to let Lippmann get off so easily, and sent an air 
force plane to bring him back to Washington for a talk. Lippmann went, 
but resisted the secretary ’s blandishments, and it was the last time any
one offered him a government job.

Lippmann never did accommodate himself to a government pro-



paganda agency. He did not like the idea of a Voice of America as a 
State Department organ “ heard round the world singing songs, cracking 
jokes, entertaining the kiddies.” If there had to be such an organization 
it should confine itself to broadcasting the news, not a government line. 
“This country,”  he observed with an idealism shared by few officials, 
“being a truly free country, does not have any such thing as an official 
ideology, an official doctrine and an official set of opinions.” 10

After his talk with Byrnes, Lippmann returned to Maine, making a 
brief stop in Pawling, New York, to pick out a companion he and Helen 
had chosen for their prizewinning dog, Courage. They had become pas
sionately addicted to poodles. Lippmann even wrote a preface for a 
book called How to Train Your Dog because the author had trained his 
poodle. The puppy they chose was dubbed Brioche by Alexander 
Woollcott, and when Courage died four years later they replaced him 
with Panache. Only poodle lovers could fully understand their devotion 
to these animals, but devotion it was. Every day in Washington they 
took the dogs for long walks, often along the canal towpath in George
town. They fussed over them as though they were delicate and rather 
temperamental children, as in fact for them the dogs were.

In mid-September they closed up the camp at Southwest Harbor and 
moved back to Washington. Since the fall of 1938, when they returned 
from their honeymoon summer in Europe, they had rented an old and 
not particularly comfortable brick house in Georgetown. Its distin
guishing characteristics were an iron scrollwork balcony in New Orleans 
style and an annex where Alexander Graham Bell had experimented 
with his telephone. Aside from character, the Bell house had a convent 
and an institute for the deaf as neighbors — no mean advantage for a 
man who craved silence. But the rooms were small and the basement 
leaked. Wanting something more comfortable, Helen found what she 
was looking for in a sprawling Tudor house on Woodley Road, just 
across from the Washington Cathedral. The house, which came to them 
through their friend the bishop, Angus Dun, had once served as deanery 
for the cathedral. They agreed to give the cathedral first right to rebuy it 
when they moved out — a right it ultimately exercised twenty-one years 
later. With its sunken living room, spacious library, and secluded third 
floor, where Lippmann installed his office and assistants, the deanery 
was ideal.

By the time the Lippmanns had returned to Washington, the optimism 
of the spring had given way to open distrust. The unleashing of atomic 
bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki — an event unreported by Lipp
mann because he was on vacation — had forced the surrender of Japan 
in August. But the end of the war merely brought to the surface mount
ing differences between Russia and the West. At the Potsdam confer
ence in July Truman had made only a very guarded reference to Stalin
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about the atomic bomb. The decision to withhold this information did 
not augur well for postwar cooperation.11

With the atomic bomb came a euphoria of power, a belief that the 
United States stood supreme in the world, that perhaps it need not have 
accepted the compromises with Russia that it had sought only a few 
months earlier at Yalta, that the exhilarating vision of an American Cen
tury might now be turned into reality. Lippmann felt qualms about the 
new muscle-flexing mood he sensed in Washington, qualms he ex
pressed in the form of a warning. “ An awareness that the great power 
we now possess is newly acquired is the best antidote we can carry 
about with us against our moral and political immaturity,”  he wrote in 
response to the grandiose ambitions that loomed so temptingly.

There is no more difficult art than to exercise great power well; all the serious 
military, diplomatic, and economic decisions we have now to take will depend 
on how correctly we measure our power, how truly we see its possibilities 
within its limitations. That is what Germany and Japan, which also rose sud
denly, did not do; those two mighty empires are in ruins because their leaders 
and their people misjudged their newly acquired power, and so misused 
it. . . .

Nothing is easier, too, than to dissipate influence by exerting it for trivial or 
private ends, or to forget that power is not given once and forever but that it 
has to be replenished continually by the effort which created it in the first place. 
The wisdom which may make great powers beneficent can be found only with 
humility, and also the good manners and courtesy of the soul which alone can 
make great power acceptable to others.

Great as it is, American power is limited. Within its limits, it will be greater 
or less depending on the ends for which it is used.12

This was not the advice that American policymakers wanted to hear. 
To their mind a proper world was one open to American economic and 
political influence. They did not like what was happening in Eastern 
Europe. Whereas Stalin looked on a communist government in Warsaw 
as a guarantee of Soviet security, American officials saw it as a betrayal 
of the Yalta accords. Washington insisted on free elections in Eastern 
Europe as a test of Soviet intentions. But from Moscow’s point of view, 
as Lippmann wrote that fall, “our interest in free elections appears as a 
British-American protection and encouragement of those East European 
and Balkan factions which are hostile to the Soviet Union.” The Rus
sians had reason to question, he noted, “ whether our political interest in 
that orbit is what it professes to be, or is the cover for an intervention 
designed to push them back to where they were in 1939.”

At that time the Soviets had not yet imposed communist regimes 
throughout Eastern Europe. Elections in Hungary and Czechoslovakia 
had produced noncommunist governments, while those in Bulgaria had



4 2 6  PART t w o :  i 93  i - 1 9 7 4

satisfied Western observers by their relative fairness. Nonetheless, the 
Truman administration took an increasingly hard line — abruptly cut
ting off Lend-Lease, paring down the German reparation figures sug
gested at Yalta, and most important, ignoring Moscow’s request for a 
reconstruction loan to rebuild Russia’s shattered economy. The United 
States and the Soviet Union were moving from suspicion toward open 
hostility. “ How far this is Russia’s fault, Britain’s fault or our own, no 
honest man can say,”  Lippmann wrote in November 1945. “ What mat
ters is that the thing is happening, that we are all being sucked into the 
conflict, and that we are not now using a fraction of our power and in
fluence to avert it.” The country, he added darkly, was “drifting toward 
a catastrophe.” 13

To avert that catastrophe Byrnes decided to make a direct overture to 
Stalin. In December 1945 the secretary flew to Moscow, where he of
fered to recognize the Rumanian and Bulgarian regimes if the Russians 
would go along with a German peace treaty and a general agreement on 
Eastern Europe. Stalin seemed amenable, and a triumphant Byrnes re
turned to declare, in a nationwide radio broadcast, that the Moscow 
meeting had produced a “better understanding” between Russia and the 
West. Lippmann hailed the Moscow accords as a realistic basis for an 
all-German peace treaty.

But hardly had Byrnes returned when he fell under attack from a 
disparate collection of One Worlders, right-wingers, and the anti-Soviet 
faction within the State Department. Sumner Welles charged that 
spheres of influence, like undemocratic governments in Eastern Europe, 
were immoral; Vandenberg described the conciliatory language of the 
accords as reminiscent of “Chamberlain and his umbrella ap
peasement,”  and Truman’s garrulous adviser Admiral William Leahy 
called the Moscow communiqué “an appeasement document which 
gives to the Soviets everything they want and preserves to America 
nothing. ’ ’

Lippmann rushed to Byrnes’s aid. Spheres of influence were a fact 
of life, he explained. The United States had one of its own — not only 
in Latin America, where undemocratic regimes thrived, but also in 
Japan, where it had locked out the Soviets. Anyone believing it immoral 
for the Soviets to have a sphere of influence would have to be willing to 
liquidate America’s own, he explained: “ otherwise he is following a 
double standard of morality — nationalist, or, if you like, imperialist, 
where we have power, and universalist where the Russians have it,” 
But Lippmann’s argument made no dent on the hard-liners. They were 
furious at Byrnes, Lippmann later recalled, for having “ very nearly 
pulled off an agreement” in Moscow which they, and particularly the 
British, “didn’t like at all.” 14 Byrnes, feeling isolated within the gov-



ernment and without Truman’s support, retreated from his conciliatory 
approach.

By early 1946 battle lines had hardened. The Russians, who had oc
cupied Iran jointly with the British during the war, refused to withdraw 
until the British gave them a share of their Persian oil monopoly. Lon
don balked. Stalin then declared that uneven economic development in 
the West could cause “violent disturbances’’ and the splitting of the 
capitalist world into “two hostile camps and war between them.’’ In 
preparation the Soviets would speed up industrialization and collectivi
zation. The speech startled, and even frightened, many. Justice William 
O. Douglas pronounced it to be the “declaration of World War III.’’ 
Lippmann, too, thought it belligerent. Since there was no ground for 
supposing that the Soviet Union lacked the means or the will to pursue 
“military superiority,’’ he told his readers, the West would have to 
undertake a “new mighty upsurge of national economy to balance it and 
withstand it. ’ ’

Business Week, not normally known for its radicalism, thought that 
Lippmann had “ gone berserk and virtually declared war on Russia.’’ 
The Kremlin thought so, too. Pravda denounced Lippmann as a no
torious “ representative of imperialist ideology’’ whose call for an 
American show of strength surpassed “ all records of hypocrisy and 
cynicism.” But the Soviet party daily had never been one of Lipp
mann’s admirers. Two years earlier, on the publication of U S. War 
Aims, it had colorfully described him as an “ ink-stained hyena” for 
having suggested that Russia’s sphere of influence be confined to East
ern Europe.15

Although he preached negotiation, Lippmann was becoming increas
ingly susceptible to the argument that the Soviets were intent on military 
expansion. The Dardanelles crisis reinforced that view. The Soviets — 
citing an agreement reached at Yalta and Potsdam — put pressure on 
Turkey for a naval base in the Dardanelles and joint control over the 
straits. In late February 1946 Lippmann talked the matter over with 
Navy Secretary Fbrrestal, with whom he had grown quite friendly, and 
together they decided that the United States should make a show of 
force in the Mediterranean to indicate its interest in Turkey. Forrestal 
came up with the idea of sending the battleship Missouri to return the 
body of the Turkish ambassador, who had just died in Washington. 
Lippmann hailed the plan in his column and, in a touch of hyperbole, 
denounced Soviet pressure on the Turks as a “ blatantly crude plan to 
settle the Mediterranean problem by taking possession of the Mediter
ranean.” 16

Lippmann had no quarrel with the buildup and exercise of American 
power — only with its indiscriminate dispersal. An unrestricted “ get-
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tough” policy would, he warned, “ commit and entangle us in China, in 
southern Asia, the Middle East, the Balkans, involve us with all manner 
of reactionary and obsolete forces, and deprive us of any constructive 
initiative of our own.” The real problem was not merely the expansion 
of Russian power, but the weakness of Britain, Western Europe and 
China. His implication was that the United States — without directly 
engaging itself against the Soviet Union — should try to correct that 
weakness. Even hard-liners could not object to the military buildup he 
suggested. “ I read your piece of this morning with great interest, and, I 
suppose because it accords so closely with my own views, I approve,” 
Forrestal wrote him. “ I hope you will continue to pursue this line of 
thought — regardless of whether it is translated into policy in near-term 
action.” 17

Whether Stalin had been speaking defensively or belligerently, he got 
what he never intended: a very rough Western response in kind. It was 
not long in coming. And it came from America’s favorite Englishman, 
Winston Churchill. Only a month after Stalin’s speech, Churchill came 
to the small college town of Fulton, Missouri, and gave one of his most 
celebrated orations. The old warrior might have lost office, but not his 
rhetorical gift. He realized that Britain, weakened by the war, could 
exert real influence only through America. Agitated at Russian obduracy 
in Eastern Europe, and unhappy in his forced retirement by the British 
voters, Churchill took the opportunity to make a ringing peroration. 
“From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has 
descended across the Continent,” he proclaimed. The Russians posed a 
“growing challenge and peril to Christian civilization.” Although they 
did not want to fight, they sought the fruits of war. They could be held 
in check only by a “ fraternal association of English-speaking peoples,” 
fortified by the American nuclear arsenal, which “ God has willed.” 
President Truman beamed from the rostrum, seeming by his presence to 
endorse Churchill’s call to arms. The speech created such a furor that 
Truman was forced to claim he had not read it beforehand. Yet for all 
its melodramatic phrasing, it expressed a view widely held in his ad
ministration.

The night of the speech Helen and Walter happened to be dining at 
the Georgetown home of Dean Acheson, then under secretary of state. 
Fulton naturally dominated the conversation. Acheson, articulate and 
aggressive as always, hailed Churchill’s prescription and said it was 
high time to stand up to the Russians. Australian Minister Richard Casey 
and the State Department’s specialist on the Soviets, Charles Bohlen, 
agreed. Henry Wallace, however, now secretary of commerce, dis
sented sharply. Churchill’s call for an Anglo-American atomic 
bludgeon, he charged, would intensify Russian fears of encirclement, 
stimulate an arms race, and lead to war. The argument raged most of the
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evening. Lippmann occasionally nodded in Wallace’s direction, but 
took no stance.

After reading the complete speech in the papers the next morning, 
Lippmann decided that Wallace was probably right. It was a clear repu
diation of Byrnes’s attempt to work out a deal with the Russians. Chur
chill was trying to enlist American power to shore up Britain’s shrinking 
sphere of influence in Eastern Europe and the Middle East. A warning 
was in order. “ The line of British imperial interest and the line of 
American vital interest are not to be regarded as identical,” Lippmann 
told his readers in the column he wrote that morning. They could be
come so only if Soviet actions made cooperation with Moscow impos
sible.18

Lippmann had no quarrel with Western unity and rearmament. The 
United States, he wrote in the wake of Churchill’s speech, should make 
loans to Britain and France, enact universal military training, rebuild the 
Mediterranean and European fleets, and launch an economic develop
ment project for the Middle East. “ But if we do any of these necessary, 
desirable, and inherently constructive things inside an alliance which is 
avowedly anti-Soviet,”  he warned, “ they will surely accentuate the an
tagonism of Moscow far more than they reinforce our own influence for 
a peaceable settlement.” In private he was a good deal harsher. “ I 
deplored Churchill’s speech,”  he wrote a colleague in Richmond, “be
cause he presented this necessary and desirable objective in the one way 
most calculated to make it dangerous and impossible to achieve — 
namely as a combination against the Soviet Union, and . . . accom
panied by a direct incitement to a preventive war within the next five 
years.” The Fulton oration was, he maintained, an “ almost catastrophic 
blunder. ’ ’19

Lippmann’s attack on Churchill’s speech so offended a conservative 
Arizona publisher that he threatened to stop carrying the T&T column. 
Even some of Lippmann’s friends had trouble going along with his 
reasoning. “ I think the fundamental trouble with our postwar foreign 
policy,” he wrote his friend Alma Morgan after a heated argument, “ is 
that we have got so fascinated by Russia that we are always dealing with 
Russian issues and neglecting our own much more important issues. We 
have spent all our energy on the Polish boundary and the Bulgarian elec
tions, etc, etc, at the expense of the revival of France, Italy and western 
Europe in general. The greatest victory the Russians have won over us 
is that we always discuss their concerns and never our own.” 20

Stalin’s response to Fulton was sharp and predictable: he rejected the 
terms of a proposed one-billion-dollar American loan, refused partici
pation in the International Monetary Fund, and put the squeeze on East
ern Europe. Byrnes, now listing toward the hard-liners, took the Iranian 
complaint to the United Nations — even though the Soviets had quietly
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agreed to withdraw their troops. This was purely a grandstand move. At 
a Washington dinner party Lippmann got into a heated discussion with 
Charles Bohlen, maintaining that such a belligerent policy would de
stroy the effectiveness of the UN and perhaps even lead to war. Bohlen 
defended his boss, and as the conversation grew heated, Helen — who 
had been a nurse’s aide in the first war and director of the program in 
the second — interjected: “ Well, Chip, all I can say is that in your war 
I won’t be a nurse’s aide!’’21

Two weeks after the Fulton speech the Lippmanns took off for 
Europe, stopping in Paris, Berlin, Munich, Vienna and Prague, and 
Nuremberg for the Nazi war criminal trials.22 After a round of meetings 
with Italian officials in Rome, including Communist chief Palmiero 
Togliatti, they arrived in Florence for a long-delayed reunion with Ber
nard Berenson. Despite the entreaties of his friends, the art historian, 
then eighty-one, had remained in Italy throughout the war. Lippmann, 
having failed to persuade Berenson to return to the United States in 
1940, interceded with the State Department to gain special status for 
him from the Italian government as a protected alien. Though vulnerable 
as a Jew and an outspoken antifascist, Berenson had been left alone by 
the Italian authorities.

But when the Germans took over Italy following the Allied landings, 
his days seemed numbered. All Jews were being deported to the death 
camps. One morning Berenson received a phone call from the local 
police office. “ Dottore, ’’ the commissioner said, “ the Germans want to 
come to your villa, but we are not sure exactly where it is. Could you 
give us instructions for their visit tomorrow morning?’’ This was the 
signal to get out fast. Gathering as many of his favorite books and draw
ings as he could, Berenson got into his ancient Lancia and had his 
chauffeur drive him across the valley to the villa of his friend the 
Marchese Serlupi, the ambassador of San Marino to the Holy See. 
There, under papal protection only a few hundred yards from the Ger
man lines, and with artillery shells whizzing overhead, “ Barone Bernar
dino,’’ to use his transparent cover name, sat out the remaining months 
of war in the basement, writing his memoirs and having Nicky read to 
him tales from the Decameron — an appropriate choice, since Boccac
cio’s work had been set in the adjacent villa.23

After their reunion with Berenson and Nicky Mariano, the Lippmanns 
went on to Paris. France was in turmoil. General de Gaulle had abruptly 
resigned as president in January 1946 because of leftist opposition to his 
economic program. The French Communist party, traditionally obedient 
to Moscow, controlled the trade unions and could paralyze the country 
at will. During his twelve days in the French capital Lippmann met with 
virtually every important political official, including Communists
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Maurice Thorez and Jacques Duclos, and capped his visit with a pil
grimage to De Gaulle, then in retreat at his country home in Lorraine.

Lippmann returned to Washington on April 30, deeply unsettled by 
his five-week trip. What he had seen in Germany, had been told by 
American and British officials, and had learned in Paris convinced him 
that the British — pulling the Americans in tow — were intent on a 
showdown with the Russians. Having divided Prussia between them, 
London and Moscow were vying for control of all Germany. Lipp
mann's articles were harsh and accusatory, blaming the British as much 
as the Russians for the breakdown of the wartime alliance and the 
danger of a new war.

The British, he charged, were secretly keeping intact Wehrmacht 
units and treating Nazi officers with “ enough chivalry to justify them in 
feeling that their careers as professional soldiers were not necessarily 
and finally terminated.’’ To make matters worse, he added, the Ameri
cans did not even know what was going on. Having given the British 
the richest part of the occupation zone, including the industrial Ruhr, 
half of Prussia, and the port of Hamburg, the State Department was 
mindlessly following the Foreign Office. Instead of pushing for a federal 
system of strong states with limited central government, the Americans 
were going along with a British plan for a powerful centralized Ger
many — this time to be enlisted as a bulwark against the Russians.24

Lippmann’s three-part series on Germany created a sensation, and 
was reprinted in every important paper in the United States and Western 
Europe. The British reaction was particularly intense. Lord Vansittart 
angrily accused him in the Herald Tribune of trying to “push Mr. 
Byrnes back into the policy of appeasement.’’25 If that had been Lipp
mann’s intention, it would not have been easy. Byrnes, feeling increas
ingly isolated within the administration, had by this time largely adopted 
the hard line pressed on him by Acheson, Forrestal and Harriman. The 
image of an expansionist, aggressive Russia was fast becoming the new 
orthodoxy.

As rivalry mounted between Russia and the West, Germany’s poten
tial power became increasingly alluring. In July 1946 Vyacheslav Molo
tov, in a transparent bid for the allegiance of German nationalists, de
clared that Russia would not stand in the way of the “ rightful 
aspirations’’ of the German people, and denounced the Western plan for 
German disarmament and for international control of the Ruhr. Lipp
mann reacted harshly to Molotov’s bait. The Soviets, he charged, were 
trying to freeze the West out of Germany, forge a Russo-German alli
ance, and “ get hold of Germany before anyone else.’’ But he also sug
gested that the Russians had reason for their fears; they had seen 
“plenty of signs, not all of them products of their suspicions,’’ that the



British and Americans were “ toying with the idea of controlling Ger
many to use her against R ussia/’26

Lippmann was as troubled by the obdurate British-American line as 
by Molotov’s speech. “ I am oppressed with the feeling that our peace
makers are lost in the details and don’t have any general conception of 
what Europe is and is becoming,’’ he wrote Raymond Gram Swing 
from Maine in August. Although the Italian peace treaty was an “ absur
dity” because of the unrealistic frontiers drawn with Austria and Yugo
slavia, the “ real conundrum is why the Soviets impose such harsh terms 
on the satellites in their orbit. That is not consistent with the thesis that 
they want a belt of free states between them and Germany. I can take it 
to mean only a confirmation of the theory that the Russians have de
cided they can’t rely on the security belt and that they have jumped over 
it with the object of making an agreement with Germany. We all shrink 
from that theory. ’ ’27

Suddenly the prospect of war seemed real. Lippmann’s fellow colum
nist Dorothy Thompson sent him a gloom-filled letter from her farm in 
Vermont, predicting that the Russians would woo the Germans with a 
second Anschluss, giving them not only Austria but parts of Czechoslo
vakia as well. They would then integrate Russian raw materials with 
German industry in a vast economic cartel. “ I do not think any of this 
can be stopped except by another war, and I do not think that we will 
wage that war until we are in a dubious position to win it,” she con
cluded grimly. “ Spengler will be proved to have been right, a genera
tion ago, in predicting the Decline of the West.”

Lippmann was in no mood for such pessimism. The Russians were 
indeed being difficult, but they had much to fear from a revived and 
hostile Germany. The United States was ignoring Moscow’s legitimate 
security anxieties, and the Soviets now seemed to feel they could be 
secure only by dominating Eastern Europe. Yet Lippmann, putting his 
faith in history and geography rather than in ideology and “national 
character,”  remained hopeful. “As for the future from now on — given 
all our mistakes and failures — I say: the devil with all catastrophic, 
apocalyptic visions of inexorable, inevitable doom, ’ ’ he wrote Thomp
son. “We may be able to avert it. Trying to avert it is the good fight — 
even if we lose it. At least for you and me, we enlisted too long ago to 
begin wringing our hands now.” 28

Lippmann may have been ready for the “ good fight.” But the tide 
was fast shifting against those who thought it possible to work out a set
tlement with Moscow.
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►< 34
Swimming up Niagara

It is rather lonely here. I feel a little bit like somebody 
trying to swim up Niagara Falls.

—  To Raymond Gram Swing, November 13, 1947

T h e  new mood of suspicion had been evident for some time, but it 
had never been laid down in systematic form. That gap was filled 
in February 1946 when George Kennan sent an eight-thousand-word 

message from the Moscow embassy to his superiors in the State Depart
ment. That “ long telegram,” as it came to be known, summed up ev
erything the administration had already decided about the Soviets.

Russian leaders took a “neurotic view” of the world, Kennan de
clared, because communist ideology, not security interests, governed 
their policy. “ Committed fanatically to the belief that with the United 
States there can be no permanent modus vivendi,” they were deter
mined that the “ internal harmony of our society be disrupted, our tradi
tional way of life be destroyed, the international authority of our state be 
broken.” Obviously there was no point in trying to reach a political set
tlement with such a state, as those like Lippmann had urged. “ Lipp
mann’s appeal for closer ‘diplomatic contact,4 ” Kennan told James 
Forrestal, “reflects a serious misunderstanding of Soviet realities.” 1 

Kennan ’s agitated telegram created a sensation in Washington and 
neatly buttressed — with its emphasis on communist ideology and So
viet fanaticism — the administration’s new line. Lippmann had trouble 
with that line. Although he certainly harbored no illusions about Soviet 
beneficence, neither did he think the Russians were devils incarnate. He 
was more concerned with spheres of influence than with ideology, with 
self-enforcing agreements than with vague declarations of policy. He 
believed that the Russians had real anxieties about their security, partic
ularly with regard to Germany, and that American policy was intensify
ing those anxieties.

When the Truman administration in the summer of 1946 proposed a
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plan for the international control of atomic energy, he tried to explain 
why the plan harbored a fatal flaw. Under its provisions the United 
States would release technical information about atomic energy only 
when an international control and inspection system suiting its taste had 
been erected. The Soviets would not be allowed to conduct atomic re
search nor to veto inspections on their territory. The whole veto 
issue — on which the so-called Baruch Plan rested — was overblown 
and irrelevant, Lippmann charged. Clearly no nation would use its veto 
unless it was willing to risk the suspicion that it was preparing for war. 
If the Russians felt their vital interests were involved they would chal
lenge the accord, veto or not. So would the United States. The 
administration’s plan, Lippmann told one of its drafters, “has not only 
aroused the Russians, more than is necessary, but . . . has hardened 
American opinion behind ideas that really, at bottom, make no sense.’’2 
The hope for international control over the atom was stillborn.

The mutual suspicion that blocked joint control of the atom also in
fected policy toward Germany. Molotov’s July speech dangling the 
“ lost territories’’ in return for a Berlin-Moscow alliance had triggered a 
panic in Washington. Fearing another Rapallo accord of the kind that 
had brought outcast Germany and Russia together in 1922, the adminis
tration moved to counter the Russian bid in kind. In September 1946 
Byrnes went to Stuttgart and lured the Germans by promising to end 
production restrictions and restore the Ruhr and the Rhine to a central 
government. He also suggested that the new boundaries in the east need 
not be looked upon as permanent. Lippmann, who favored a federal sys
tem in Germany based on strong states and a weak central government, 
unleashed a double salvo against Byrnes’s offer. By suggesting the re
turn of the “ lost territories’’ Byrnes was promising something only the 
Russians had the power to deliver, he pointed out, and by pressing for a 
strong central government was unwittingly making it easier for Moscow 
to strike a deal with Berlin.3

At the very moment that Byrnes was making his pitch to the Ger
mans, the former vice-president and current secretary of commerce, 
Henry Wallace, was delivering a startling address in Madison Square 
Garden that undercut the administration’s entire get-tough policy. Tru
man, who had perfunctorily given his okay to the speech, was embar
rassed by Wallace’s accusation that the United States was as much to 
blame as the Russians for the growing confrontation. Byrnes was so 
angry that he threatened to resign unless Wallace were fired. Truman 
gave Wallace his walking papers. Lippmann saw the episode as an ex
ample of the administration’s ineptitude. It showed that Truman had 
no control over American policy, and that Byrnes, who was spending 
most of his time flitting from one international conference to another, 
did not either. While the decision to resist Soviet expansion was un-
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avoidable and right, he wrote, its implementation was “ superficial and 
improvised.”

Nor was Lippmann any easier on Wallace. The trouble with the com
merce secretary, he continued, was that he was essentially a pacifist 
who thought'that Stalin could be won over by reducing American mili
tary power. Lippmann had little patience with pacifists. The true policy, 
he elaborated, was to “confront power with power at a selected point 
where a decision is in a military sense possible, and then to use the deli
cate and unstable equilibrium as an opportunity to be seized for con
structive and magnanimous negotiation.” Several months later, after 
Wallace had become the hero of the far Left, Lippmann was even 
tougher, describing him as a “ good and faithful” public servant who 
lacked both the “ intellectual resources to decide the issues and the emo
tional steadfastness and stability to endure responsibility. ” A mystic and 
an idealist, Wallace, he charged, had fled from the “ laborious give and 
take of politics and administration to the comforting applause of co
teries, to the development of a cult, and to making himself a sacrificial 
offering for the sins of the world.” 4

While Wallace occupied, temporarily at least, the pacifist fringe of 
the Truman administration, the war hawks were well represented by 
James Fonestal. The former Dillon, Read partner who became secretary 
of the navy in 1944 moved into the powerful post of secretary of de
fense in September 1947 when the armed services were unified. To that 
position he brought the same qualities that had made him rich on Wall 
Street: aggressiveness, authoritarianism, a work compulsion, a convic
tion of the moral purity of whatever cause he embraced, and an un
quenchable thirst for power. As his responsibilities grew, so did the 
fears and self-doubts that drove him to paranoia. In March 1949, on the 
verge of a nervous breakdown, he resigned his office, and two months 
later, telling his friends that the Russians were coming to get him, 
jumped to his death from his hospital window.

An early exponent of a global reach for America’s military power, 
Fonestal never doubted that the Soviets were intent on conquering the 
world. Lippmann, though unpersuaded, nonetheless admired Forrestal for 
his energy and drive — and he had, as noted earlier, conspired with the 
navy secretary in March 1946 to send an American battleship to Turkey 
as a warning signal to the Russians. Lippmann was on good terms with 
Forrestal, and had no hesitation in doing a little prodding where he 
thought it might be effective.5

One occasion for such prodding occurred in November 1946 when 
Stalin offered to cut back Soviet ground forces if the United States 
would scrap the atomic bomb. Lippmann, though he wanted an accord 
with the Soviets, saw no reason to give up the American atomic monop
oly. As soon as word of the Soviet offer came over his private ticker, he
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got on the phone to Forrestal. Declaring that the proposal was “one of 
the most astute and formidable things we’ve had to deal with yet,” he 
warned that the administration must not ‘ ‘go off half-cocked and not see 
the real trap in it. ’’ The trap, he explained, was that the Russians could 
remobilize quickly if tensions flared and the deal broke down. “ But if 
you reduce our kind of weapon, which is a complicated thing and takes 
years to build, you really have disarmed us. What you get is an offer to 
demobilize in return for an offer to disarm.”

“That’s correct,” replied Forrestal, who had not yet seen the Soviet 
offer.

“ If you first of all eliminate our strongest weapons entirely, and then 
at the same time reduce the weapons which we have — installations and 
the process of producing them — they could remobilize in a few weeks, 
and it would take us years to recreate it,” Lippmann elaborated. Should 
the West agree to the Russian offer, “ the balance of power would be 
decisively in their favor in the coming settlement. That’s why we cannot 
dare get into that trap.”

He had no trouble persuading Forrestal, although some of his journal
istic colleagues saw the offer differently. “I ’ve already got Raymond 
Swing and all kinds of people over here, and I ’ve got to spend the day 
keeping them from jumping at it,”  Lippmann said. Arms reduction, 
however admirable in principle, should be only part of a general settle
ment. Refining the argument, he told his readers that morning that “ too 
much is at stake to justify us in being mealy-mouthed for fear of seem
ing not to be on the side of the angels, and therefore opposed to imme
diate disarmament.” The United States should hold on to the bomb as 
the “ one most dependable guaranty that atomic weapons will not be 
used against us.” 6

Burned by his own experience during the 1920s and 1930s, Lippmann 
could never again see disarmament as a way of preventing war. When 
the U.S. government a few years later came up with a disarmament plan 
that would supposedly make war “ inherently impossible,” Lippmann 
found it absurd. ‘ To supervise and control these infinitely complicated 
agreements we have been proposing that all the powers agree to con
struct a little tin god, to be known as the Authority, with a capital A, ’ ’ 
he wrote in one of his most sarcastic moods. “ And what is the little tin 
god to do if it finds a violation of the agreement? The little tin god is to 
report to the Security Council, to the General Assembly, and to all 
states — all of them ‘inherently’ incapable of waging war — to permit 
appropriate action to be taken.” With unconcealed contempt for such 
visions of internationalism — indeed, for schemes that, if put to the 
test, the U.S. government itself would never accept — he argued that 
the true goal was to make profitable victory in war improbable, and 
thereby inhibit the will to start a war.7 As he often pointed out, it was
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the nuclear balance of terror, not the UN or any disarmament schemes, 
that kept America and Russia from war.

The difference between Lippmann and the administration was not 
over preparedness; he believed in military strength and judicious dis
plays of power, as he showed in the Dardanelles incident. Rather, it was 
in the nature of the Soviet threat and how to handle it. The administra
tion largely shared Kennan’s view of the Soviets as ideological fanatics. 
Lippmann, on the other hand, saw them as essentially defensive, fearful 
of a revived Germany, hanging on to Eastern Europe from a sense of in
security, and distrustful of Western efforts to snatch away their legiti
mate fruits of victory. Rather than assuaging Russian anxieties, the Brit
ish and Americans, he charged in a free-swinging article for the Atlantic 
in December 1946, had “furnished the Soviet Union with reasons, with 
pretexts, for an iron rule behind the iron curtain, and with ground for 
believing what Russians are conditioned to believe: that a coalition is 
being organized to destroy them. ” They had chosen to challenge the So
viets in the one area they considered vital to their security, had nar
rowed the issue to the “ very region where the conflict was sharpest and 
settlement the most difficult.” Everywhere else Britain and America 
were supreme. They had Japan, the Mediterranean, southern Asia, most 
of China and Germany, all of Africa, command of the seas and the air, 
the atomic bomb. “The one thing they did not have was ground armies 
to match the Red Army in the region which the Red Army had just 
conquered triumphantly, and at a terrible cost of blood and treasure. Yet 
that was the region where they elected to put to the test their relations 
with the Soviet Union and the whole great business of a world settle
ment. Was it not certain that here they must fail?” 8

Lippmann continued to believe a settlement was possible, with a few 
big ifs: if the West would show good faith, if it would accept that East
ern Europe unavoidably lay under Soviet influence, and if the Russians 
would not try to push their control beyond this area. The administration 
viewed the conflict in larger terms. The tightening Soviet grip on Poland 
and Rumania, the Kremlin’s new demands for ideological conformity at 
home and revolutionary fervor abroad, and the electoral successes of 
communists in France and Italy combined to reinforce fears that a 
worldwide communist offensive was under way. That fear was also fed 
by the belief that American prosperity hinged on unimpeded access to 
world markets, that communism as an ideology posed a threat to Ameri
can interests, that the entire colonial world was endangered by the com
munist virus. All this provided a rationale for the new doctrine taking 
shape in Washington.

Early in 1947 the British informed the United States that they could 
no longer afford the civil war in Greece. If the Americans wanted the 
Greek monarchy to put down the communist-led rebellion, they would



have to pay for it. The administration did not need to be prodded. 
Dramatically convening a joint session of Congress, Truman in March 
asked for an emergency four hundred million dollars to help the Greek 
government, and the Turkish one as well. And, in a statement little no
ticed at the time, but which would have sweeping repercussions, he 
declared that it must be the policy of the United States “ to support free 
peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or 
by outside pressures.”

Lippmann had no trouble with the aid bill. Although he thought the 
rightist Greek regime authoritarian, incompetent and unsavory, he did 
not believe it ought to be overthrown by force of arms. The United 
States should insist that it broaden its base by setting up a government 
of national union in which the insurgents could participate. But in the 
meantime the communists should be kept from taking over completely, 
and the Russians warned that any attempt by the Greek communists to 
seize power in Athens would bring “ military countermeasures” from 
the United States. The Turks, for their part, should be given an Ameri
can guarantee against Soviet pressure in the Dardanelles. And if that 
pressure intensified, he suggested, the straits should be closed so that 
Soviet ships could not enter the Mediterranean.9

Thus there was nothing “ soft,” as some critics later charged, in 
Lippmann’s approach to the Greek crisis. He was willing to use the 
navy for a show of force, issue an ultimatum to the Russians, and forc
ibly prevent a communist victory in the Greek civil war. What dis
tressed him was the sweeping rhetoric of the President ’s speech to Con
gress, which soon came to be known as the Truman Doctrine. It seemed 
to open the door to unlimited intervention. “ Instead of such a large 
promise followed by a lame anti-climax,” he wrote in his column the 
morning after Truman’s promise of American aid to “ free peoples every
where,”

it would be better, much less dangerous, and far more effective to announce, 
not a global policy but an American Middle Eastern policy. Instead of not nam
ing the Soviet Union, it would be better to address the Soviet Union directly, 
and to say that in view of the pressure on Greece and Turkey, we are reinforc
ing them; that our object is to stop the invasion of Greece by bands armed and 
trained in Yugoslavia, Bulgaria and Albania; to make sure that the settlement 
between the Soviet Union and Turkey is negotiated and is not imposed by 
force; that behind the protection of this temporary special guaranty, we are con
tributing economic and financial assistance in order to strengthen the national 
life of these two countries.

The advantage of adopting a precise Middle Eastern policy is that it can be 
controlled for the purpose of maintaining order. A vague global policy, which 
sounds like the tocsin of an ideological crusade, has no limits. It cannot be con-
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trolled. Its effects cannot be predicted. Everyone everywhere will read into it 
his own fears and hopes, and it could readily act as incitement and inducement 
to civil strife in countries where the national cooperation is delicate and pre
carious.10

There was a grave danger, Lippmann had warned even before Tru
man formally enunciated his doctrine, that the administration would dis
sipate American strength by trying to “ reinforce every theater, to fill 
every vacuum of power and restore at one and the same time the whole 
shattered economic life of Europe and Asia.” Why had Truman and 
Acheson presented a simple military aid bill as an “ ideological cru
sade” ? Because, he charged, they feared they could never sell it to 
Congress and the public on its own merits. Rather than being honest, 
they had engaged in a dangerous subterfuge.

To Lippmann it was not an ideological showdown, but a question of 
balance of power. As he supported the aid bill, so had he approved six 
months earlier Forrestal’s decision to set up American naval bases in the 
eastern Mediterranean. There was nothing wrong in confronting Russia 
directly with American power under American command, he main
tained. But it was dangerous to confront Russia with “ dispersed Ameri
can power in the service of a heterogeneous collection of unstable gov
ernments and of contending parties and factions which happen to be 
opposed to the Soviet Union.” 11 Intervention in the name of balance 
of power was justified and necessary; indiscriminate intervention in sup
port of far-flung and unstable client regimes was wasteful and danger
ous . This was an argument he would return to again in the 1950s and 1960s.

The administration was irritated with Lippmann’s criticisms, for un
like Henry Wallace he could not be dismissed as a sentimental leftist, 
or, like Senator Robert Taft, as an isolationist. With the Greek-Turkish 
aid bill languishing in congressional committee, battered from both left 
and right, Under Secretary of State Dean Acheson, who rightly looked 
on the measure as his progeny, was getting edgy. One April night at a 
Washington dinner party Acheson launched into an impassioned defense 
of the Truman Doctrine and, carried away by anger and the force of his 
conviction, accused Lippmann of that ultimate in lèse majesté, “ sabo
taging” American foreign policy. Slow to anger but fierce when 
aroused, Lippmann hit back. Words flew, fingers were jabbed into 
chests, faces grew red. Nervously Lippmann lit one cigarette after an
other. Helen hovered over Walter protectively, like a destroyer escort 
trying to ward off enemy attacks. The dinner guests looked on with 
delight at this battle of the titans — a far better show than genteel con
versation over brandy. Finally the match ended in a draw as the two dis
tinguished gentlemen stalked off in opposite directions. Lippmann later 
described it as a “ very unpleasant evening.” One unexpected benefit.
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however, was that it induced him to give up smoking. The next morning 
he woke with such a nicotine hangover that he vowed to give up the 
weed forever — which, with periodic lapses, he did. The morning after 
the bout Acheson phoned to apologize for losing his temper. But it 
would not be long before the two men squared off again.12

If the Truman Doctrine — its messianic rhetoric aside — was meant 
as a signal that Greece and Turkey were squarely within the American 
sphere of influence, it said nothing about a far graver problem: the Euro
pean economic crisis. By the winter of 1947 Europe, in the grip of the 
coldest weather in memory, was suffering a lack of food, fuel, raw ma
terials, and dollars. The Europeans, their old trade patterns disrupted 
and many of their former markets lost, were unable to pay for the im
ports they needed. The “dollar shortage” was imperiling European re
covery, drying up international trade, and raising the old specter of 
depression, never fully put to rest by war-induced prosperity. By early 
1947 it had become clear that something drastic would have to be done 
to shore up the European economy and provide a market for American 
agriculture and industry.

In February 1947, while taking the sun in Arizona with Helen, who 
was recuperating from an operation, Lippmann wrote several articles on 
Britain’s economic plight. The British were hopelessly overdrawn. 
Lacking the means to maintain a solvent empire, they had been “ driven 
to expedients, entangling alliances with native oligarchies, and to bring
ing about a transfusion of American power, based on our fear of Soviet 
Russia, our quest for oil, and an unconsidered, half-baked form of 
American imperialism.” And yet he shrank from suggesting that the 
entangling alliances should be scuttled. A “ forced and disorderly liqui
dation” of Britain’s imperial holdings might be damaging to Western 
stability, he warned.13

When he returned from Arizona Lippmann met with Acheson, Forres- 
tal and Assistant Secretary of State Will Clayton to discuss ways of 
staving off the “ forced liquidation” and of financing European recov
ery. They agreed that Britain was only part of the problem, that the Eu
ropean nations needed a massive transfusion of dollars, but that a tight- 
fisted Congress — taken over by the Republicans during the recent 
midterm elections — was likely to balk at “handouts.” In late March 
Lippmann kicked off the administration’s program by declaring in his 
column that the United States would have to make a ‘ ‘large capital con
tribution” to European recovery. And he suggested that the Soviets 
would be encouraged to allow Eastern Europe to participate in the pro
gram if the United States offered them a large reconstruction loan.

Two weeks later he followed up this suggestion with one of his most 
important columns. Entitling the piece “ Cassandra Speaking,”  a rubric 
he reserved for particularly solemn occasions, he told his readers that
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Europe was on the verge of collapse, and that however dramatic his 
words might seem, he was saying “ only what responsible men say 
when they do not have to keep up appearances in public.” The United 
States would have to launch political and economic measures “ on a 
scale which ho responsible statesman has yet ventured to hint at. ’ ’ He 
would now go beyond a hint: an American economic aid program equal 
to that of Lend-Lease, a European economic union stretching across the 
Continent.

This was exactly what State Department planners had in mind, but 
were reluctant to propose themselves. Coming from such an indepen
dent and authoritative figure as Lippmann, it had an electrifying effect. 
The unthinkable became respectable. The program Lippmann proposed 
would achieve what the planners had long sought: European recovery 
with the economic reconstruction of Germany as its linchpin. The Euro
pean fear of German resurgence could be mitigated by subsuming Ger
many, or at least the three-quarters of Germany under Western control, 
into an all-European union. State Department speech writer Joseph 
Jones used Lippmann’s article in drafting the pathbreaking address 
Acheson gave in Mississippi in early May 1947 on European re
covery.14

With the public alerted to what was to come, Lippmann moved to co
ordinate his program with the administration. At Forrestal’s suggestion 
he met with George Kennan, recently returned from the Moscow em
bassy to take charge of the State Department’s policy planning staff. 
Over a long lunch at the Army War College, where Kennan was on tem
porary assignment, the two men discussed the aid program. The prob
lem, they agreed, was a double one: how to sell such a costly program 
to a suspicious Congress, and how to organize it so that it did not seem 
either an American ploy to dominate Europe or a blatant anti-Soviet ma
neuver. These were difficult aims to reconcile. Congress was not going 
to pour money into Europe without imposing conditions, and was un
likely to approve any plan that put a Soviet hand in the American purse. 
Nor were the Europeans likely to welcome a program designed to fi
nance American exports and to prevent them from bringing their own 
economies under greater central direction.

As for the Soviets, Lippmann and Kennan agreed that they should be 
invited to participate, so long as conditions were favorable to a free- 
market Europe open to American trade and investment. With regard to 
Europe, Lippmann had a suggestion: instead of making loans to individ
ual countries, the United States should encourage the Europeans to draw 
up a plan of their own that would treat the continent as a single eco
nomic unit. This would remove the onus of American domination, while 
encouraging the Europeans to act together. Through economic union it 
might be possible to resolve the German dilemma and loosen Russia’s



hold on Eastern Europe. A week later Lippmann laid out to his readers 
the essence of what became the Marshall Plan. If the Europeans took the 
initiative by drawing up their own plan, he explained, “ our financial in
tervention in Europe would almost certainly be purged of the suggestion 
that we were treating Europe as a satellite continent in our contest with 
the Soviets, and even in Moscow our real intentions would surely be
come clearer. ”

There were real advantages to bringing the Soviets in — if they 
would accept American terms. While “from the point of view of the 
Senate and American opinion the idea is far more attractive if European 
union is treated more or less as an anti-Soviet bloc,” Lippmann wrote 
J. W. Fulbright, that would only intensify Russian resistance. “Unless 
we can push and buy the Russians out of Europe, there is no hope any
way, and I for one don’t think it impossible to push and buy them out,” 
he told the Arkansas senator. European union should be promoted as the 
prize that would follow the evacuation of Europe by the Russians. The 
only problem was to persuade Moscow that such an evacuation would 
not threaten its interests.15

Stalin was not persuaded. The American aid plan would work against 
the Soviets by integrating predominantly rural Eastern Europe into in
dustrialized Western Europe. The Soviets would lose both their cordon 
sanitaire and their privileged trading area. For Stalin the Marshall Plan 
was merely an attempt to achieve by economic means what Truman had 
failed to win at Potsdam and after: the reversal of the Yalta settlement. 
The Soviet dictator’s suspicions about the intent of the American offer 
were not entirely unfounded. Russia and the Eastern European states 
would, as George Kennan later explained, “either exclude themselves 
by unwillingness to accept the proposed conditions, or agree to abandon 
the exclusive orientation of their economies.” Another Soviet expert, 
Charles Bohlen, then serving as special assistant to the new secretary of 
state, General George Marshall, later confirmed that the plan was 
framed in such a way as to “ make it quite impossible for the Soviet 
Union to accept. ” 16

Lippmann, however, continued to believe that the lure of a big Amer
ican loan might induce the Russians to participate. The problem was to 
work out a European recovery formula that, “ though it could be made 
to work without eastern Europe and without Soviet collaboration, would 
work far better if eastern Europe participated and the Soviet Union 
approved.”  The basic principle of such a European plan, he explained, 
would be “ not to form a Western bloc which excluded eastern Europe 
and was defensively and offensively opposed to the Soviets — but to 
form the nucleus of a European union which is meant to include them, 
and offers them superior advantages if they collaborate than if they do 
not.”
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Although skeptical, the Russians did agree to talk — perhaps in 
hopes of getting a straight loan with no strings attached. At the end of 
June 1947 Molotov arrived in Paris for preliminary discussions with 
eighty advisers and a bevy of Eastern Europeans eager to sign on. The 
State Department was most unhappy. If the Soviets actually took part in 
the program. Congress would never provide the money. Soviet partici
pation, Forrestal said, would be a “ most disastrous thing.“ 17 He need 
not have worried. The Americans turned down flat the Soviet proposal 
that aid be furnished to nations individually. Molotov stalked out of the 
conference, dragging the reluctant Eastern Europeans with him. Given 
the choice between the questionable promise of American dollars and 
the reality of their hold over the satellites, the Russians chose the latter.

With a sigh of relief the administration then proceeded to sell the aid 
program as a bulwark against communism. The Russians in turn orga
nized a rival communist trading bloc in Eastern Europe, launched the 
Cominform (a resuscitated version of the old Comintern) to tighten So
viet direction over the world communist movement, and brought the sat
ellites — then threatened by the Titoist heresy — under more rigid con
trol. Rather than helping to reunite Europe, the Marshall Plan drove one 
more nail into the wall dividing it.

The administration, having given up hope of detaching Eastern 
Europe from Soviet control through economic pressure and blandish
ments, decided to pursue a different tack. The rationale for a new policy 
was laid out in the summer of 1947 in Foreign Affairs. There an author 
mysteriously identified as “X “ — soon revealed to be George Ken- 
nan — offered an explanation of Soviet conduct. The Kremlin’s diplo
macy, he declared in words familiar to those insiders who had seen the 
“ long telegram” more than a year earlier, was not governed by rational 
considerations of security, but by a messianic ideology and a paranoid 
sense of insecurity. The men in the Kremlin used “capitalist en
circlement” to justify their tyrannical rule to the oppressed Soviet 
masses, and in their incessant quest for world power would try to fill 
“every nook and cranny.” If the Russians seemed to soften, this was 
merely a tactic to lull the West; they would move inexorably toward 
their goal unless countered by “ unanswerable force.” Soviet expansion 
could best be ‘ ‘contained by the adroit and vigilant application of coun
terforce at a series of constantly shifting geographical and political 
points.” Eventually this would lead to “either the break-up or the grad
ual mellowing of Soviet power. ” 18

Lippmann was in Maine when Kennan’s article appeared, desultorily 
picking at one of the several books he never finished. This one, tenta
tively entitled Retrospect, was meant to be a backward glance at some 
of his earlier predictions and pronunciamentos. Kennan’s piece offered 
him the perfect opportunity to abandon it. Although Lippmann had been
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impressed by Kennan during their discussions about the Marshall Plan, 
he was not at all persuaded by the diplomat’s analysis of Soviet behav
ior. Kennan emphasized Marxist dogma at the expense of Russian his
tory — a history marked by invasions from the west, including the 
Allied interventions of 1919-1920. Lippmann, who always thought ge
ography and history more important than ideology, felt that Kennan ig
nored the degree to which the men in the Kremlin acted out of insecu
rity, fear, and their heritage as Russians. The desire to dominate Eastern 
Europe and win warm-water ports in the Mediterranean was, after all, 
no Stalinist invention. It had been pursued by the tsars for centuries.

The appearance of Kennan’s article in such an influential journal as 
Foreign Affairs was no accident. It was meant as a semiofficial adminis
tration pronouncement. Lippmann believed that the whole analysis was 
wrong in its conception and dangerous in its implications. It would have 
to be countered. Sitting in his little office in the pine woods at the edge 
of his Maine “camp,” Lippmann outlined a retort to Kennan that was 
ultimately to run for fourteen successive T&T columns, to be scruti
nized in every foreign office and chancery in the world, and to give a 
new name to the competition between America and Russia.

Addressing the “ X ” article, Lippmann proceeded to refute its as
sumptions point by point. First, Kennan’s emphasis on Marxist ideology 
was, he charged, a distortion of Soviet policy. Stalin was merely fol
lowing in the footsteps of Peter the Great and Ivan the Terrible. The 
Russians were in Eastern Europe, not because of the demands of a mes
sianic ideology, like Islam in the seventh century, but as a result of 
World War II. It was Hitler’s aggression, not Stalin’s, that had brought 
the Red Army to the Brandenburg Gate. Soviet troops remained there 
because of Russia’s deep-seated and historically conditioned fears for its 
security — fears that had a rational basis and could not be dealt with as 
paranoid delusions.

Second, Lippmann attacked Kennan’s prescription for dealing with 
Moscow: the “containment” doctrine. To confront the Soviets at 
“every point where they show signs of encroaching” was, Lippmann 
charged, a “ strategic monstrosity”  doomed to fail. It could be at
tempted only by “ recruiting, subsidizing and supporting a heteroge
neous array of satellites, clients, dependents and puppets.” Propping up 
anticommunist regimes around the periphery of the Soviet Union would 
require unending American intervention. Because many of these 
regimes were dictatorial, they would be prey to insurrection, which they 
would beseech the United States to quell in the name of anticom
munism. Confronted with such demands the United States would either 
have to “disown our puppets, which would be tantamount to ap
peasement and defeat and the loss of face,” or else support them “ at an



incalculable cost on an unintended, unforeseen and perhaps undesirable 
issue.”

The real quarrel between America and Russia, he insisted, was not in 
the remote Asian perimeters of the Soviet empire, but in the heart of 
Europe. Rathér than containment on the periphery, Lippmann urged a 
political settlement in Europe. If the Russians were in Eastern Europe 
because of fears about their security, the way to get them to leave was 
to allay those fears. The United States should propose a joint withdrawal 
of Soviet and American troops. Germany could be reunified under strict 
guarantees of demilitarization. Were the Soviets really intent on con
quest? The answer could not be found in more bickering over the mean
ing of Yalta. The “ acid test” would be for the West to offer realistic 
terms that would allow the Russians to withdraw from Eastern Europe.

“The history of diplomacy,” Lippmann reminded Kennan, the pro
fessional diplomat, “ is the history of relations among rival powers, 
which did not enjoy political intimacy, and did not respond to appeals to 
common purposes. Nevertheless, there have been settlements. Some of 
them did not last very long. Some of them did. For a diplomat to think 
that rival and unfriendly powers cannot be brought to a settlement is to 
forget what diplomacy is all about. There would be little for diplomats 
to do if the world consisted of partners, enjoying political intimacy, and 
responding to common appeals.” 19

The first of Lippmann’s articles appeared on September 2, 1947, and 
by the time the final one was printed a month later, they were a topic of 
discussion wherever people gathered to talk about international politics. 
A few months afterward they were published in book form, and the title 
he gave the book, The Cold War, became part of the world’s political 
vocabulary. Lippmann is usually given credit for the phrase, although 
he said he merely picked it up from one used in Europe during the late 
1930s to characterize Hitler’s war of nerves against the French, some
times described as la guerre blanche or la guerre froide. Herbert Bayard 
Swope, still doing public relations for Bernard Baruch, claimed that his 
client was the first to use the phrase.20

Interestingly, the father of the containment doctrine eventually came 
around to accepting Lippmann’s critique. Kennan, some years later, 
after he had left the State Department to become a historian at Prince
ton, said that the whole disagreement with Lippmann stemmed from a 
“ misunderstanding almost tragic in its dimensions.” He never meant 
that containment be taken primarily in a military sense, he claimed, and 
he regretted that it had been so understood. At the time, however, when 
he could have disavowed the military interpretation Lippmann and 
others had put on his containment article, he did not chose to do so.21 
Despite this episode Kennan and Lippmann remained on close terms,
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and after Kennan’s disenchanted departure from the government in 
1953, their views became virtually identical. In the late 1950s Kennan 
revived and expanded Lippmann’s troop withdrawal plan under his own 
label of “disengagement.”

The cold war articles were still coming off the press, raising hackles 
in the State Department, when the Lippmanns flew to Europe in mid- 
September on their annual tour. This time Lippmann wanted to test the 
political temperature behind the Iron Curtain. Their first stop was Po
land, where they talked to Communist party chief Wladyslaw Gomulka 
and visited the Nazi death camp at Auschwitz, where a million people, 
mostly Jews, had been exterminated. They then went on to Prague, 
where Foreign Trade Minister Hubert Ripka, a noncommunist member 
of the coalition government, complained bitterly that the Americans 
were actually forcing his country into the Soviet camp by refusing to 
send desperately needed food unless Czechoslovakia openly defied Rus
sia. Did not the Americans understand, Ripka asked dejectedly, that the 
Czechs could not do such a thing under the circumstances — that the 
price of their independence was a friendly attitude toward Moscow?

After a quick trip to Berlin for talks with General Lucius Clay, the 
American proconsul, they continued on to Paris. André Malraux and 
Gaston Pawlewski, De Gaulle’s lieutenants, asked Lippmann if he 
thought the general — who had resigned from office the previous year 
and was angling to return to power — could count on American support 
if he smashed the communist-led trade unions. Lippmann, who was not 
going to launch any trial balloons on that matter, suggested they ask the 
American ambassador. The mood in Paris was glum that autumn. Many 
told him that the communists would come to power through either the 
ballot box or a coup d ’etat in conjunction with general strikes. Colum
nist Raymond Aron said that war with Russia was inevitable.

But to Lippmann most of these warnings seemed hyperbolic. It was 
obvious that the Russians could never take over Western Europe except 
with the Red Army, and their army was checkmated by the threat of 
American retaliation and the American monopoly on the atomic bomb. 
If the communists ever tried to seize power from within, he said, there 
would be a right-wing coup led by De Gaulle in France and the fascists 
in Italy. His visit to London, where he spent the last ten days of October 
1947, reinforced that belief. After meeting with Prime Minister Clement 
Attlee, Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin, and the new U.S. ambassador, 
Lewis Douglas, he was convinced that the cold war had entered a more 
hopeful phase.

Lippmann came back to Washington in an optimistic mood, per
suaded that Western Europe had turned the comer toward recovery, that 
the satellites were restive, and that the Soviets were on the defensive. 
The communists had been ousted from the governments of France and
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Italy. De Gaulle’s new anticommunist party had won a stunning victory 
at the polls. The communists had failed in their efforts to carry through 
general strikes that fall. The western zones of Germany were on the way 
to becoming a separate state within an Atlantic bloc. The French had 
abandoned thèir attempt to play a neutral role between Russia and the 
West. And even Secretary Marshall reported that the advance of com
munism had been stemmed.

To Lippmann the lesson was obvious. The communists, he told his 
readers, were stalemated in Western Europe, where they could never 
win more than a third of the vote, and locked out of power. In Eastern 
Europe the Soviet position had so eroded that Moscow had had to 
launch violent purges to impose loyalty on the satellites, and to organize 
the Cominform to keep its empire from falling apart. “ My strongest im
pression,” he wrote, . . i s  that the Russians have lost the cold war 
and they know it.” This being the case, the West should be confident 
and magnanimous rather than frightened. The problem was not how to 
contain the Soviets, for they were already contained; rather, it was to 
“ push toward a settlement which permits the recovery of Europe and of 
the world, and to relax the tension, to subdue the anxiety, and to end the 
panic.” 22

Life pronounced Lippmann naive and devoted an entire page to an ed
itorial informing its readers that the Soviets were intent on bringing 
about “ chaos, the collapse of civilization, and the communization of the 
Eurasian continent.” Later Lippmann said he might have been a bit 
“reckless” in announcing that the Russians had lost the cold war. Peo
ple misunderstood the phrase; “ it was one of those foolish journalistic 
statements that had better been said more cautiously, but . . .  I think 
that it was true.” There was, he believed, no serious internal communist 
threat to Western Europe, and the major problem was the presence of 
Soviet troops in Eastern Europe. “My main preoccupation is to get 
them out of Europe and back into Russia,” Lippmann wrote Berenson 
in early December 1947. “ I don’t think any agreements are worth any
thing while they are there, and it is worth paying a very high price 
indeed to get them out, and to take big risks to push them out.” 23

But here he was swimming against the current. The administration 
was less interested in knitting Europe together, or even in getting the 
Red Army to withdraw, than in building a powerful military phalanx in 
the West. ‘ ‘Either the Marshall Plan . . . will liquidate the foreign pol
icy of the State Department, or the State Department’s policy will de
stroy the Marshall Plan,” Lippmann wrote Raymond Gram Swing 
shortly after his return from Europe. “The two are so irreconcilable, so 
incompatible, that at some point there will have to be a showdown or a 
resolution. Not only the Department as a whole, but the chief individ
uals in it, and this I am afraid includes George Marshall and runs down
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through [Robert] Lovett and Bohlen and Kennan and the smaller boys, 
is suffering from a real case of schizophrenia. When they state the reali
ties they come to one set of conclusions; when they consult their politi
cal ideas they come to an opposite set.” It was “ rather lonely” in 
Washington, he complained; “ I feel a little bit like somebody trying to 
swim up Niagara Falls.”

Lippmann and the administration could not agree because they started 
from different premises. He saw the Marshall Plan as the prelude to a 
reunited Europe purged of the cold war and of foreign occupation ar
mies. “The Marshall Plan cannot be made to work unless the cold war 
diminishes, unless reciprocal trade opens up large holes in the iron cur
tain, unless economic intercourse between East and West transcends the 
ideological and political conflict,”  he wrote.24 Although Truman and 
his advisers were not averse to opening “ large holes through the iron 
curtain,”  they never conceived of the Marshall Plan as a means of 
reuniting Europe. That might come later, but only after the Soviets were 
forced to withdraw under the pressure of the West’s overwhelming eco
nomic and military power. Strength came first; then, at some undefined 
and distant point, negotiation. And the key to such strength was 
Germany.

The controversy came to a head in late November 1947 when the Big 
Four foreign ministers met in London to discuss a German peace treaty. 
The Western powers had given up hope of a German settlement on any 
terms they could accept, and were proceeding with plans to set up an in
dependent West German state by fusing the Western occupation zones. 
The Russians, fearful that such a state would dwarf their predominantly 
agricultural section of Germany and shatter their lingering hopes for rep
arations, pressed for a unified Germany.

Shortly before the conference opened Lippmann urgently wrote John 
Foster Dulles, the Republican lawyer who served as one of the Ameri
can delegates, that the Germans must not be allowed to take advantage 
of the dispute between Russia and the West. Above all they must not 
regain full control of the industrial Ruhr, for they might then make a 
deal with Moscow at the expense of the West. Rather than turning over 
the Ruhr to the Germans, the Allies should, Lippmann suggested, es
tablish ‘ ‘some form of ownership designed to be both a form of compul
sion and a form of bait” to the Germans. Otherwise they would “ be 
inclined to turn their backs on us once we had made a peace and do all 
their dealings on the essential subjects with the Soviet Union.”

The conference soon bogged down in a spate of mutual recrimina
tions. The two sides sought incompatible objectives. The Russians 
wanted to treat Germany as a single economic unit so that they could tap 
the industrial power of the Ruhr for reparations. Britain, France and the 
United States were intent on building an independent West German state
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and linking it to Western Europe and to the United States. Yet Lipp- 
mann was convinced that creation of such a state would cement the 
division of Europe. “ We must not set up a German government in the 
two or three western zones, and . . .  we must not make a separate 
peace with it,'” he told Dulles.

Lippmann was not asking for a meeting of minds, but only a modus 
vivendi. “ A settlement with Russia does not depend on a change of 
heart in Moscow, upon an abandonment of Russian imperialism and a 
renunciation of the communist ideology,” he wrote in his column a few 
days after the collapse of the foreign ministers’ meeting. “ It depends 
upon the restoration of a balance of power. . . . What will matter in the 
end is not what the Politburo would like to do, but what in fact it knows 
it cannot do .” 25

His approach was simple: power would be balanced against power to 
achieve an acceptable accommodation. Ideology played no part in his 
calculus. The Russians, he told Professor Quincy Wright, “will expand 
the revolution if the balance of power is such that they can; if it is 
such that they cannot, they will make the best settlement they can obtain 
for Russia.” Yet he admitted that he would not discuss this openly in 
his column, for that would merely provoke an argument over Moscow’s 
real intentions, leading to “realms of metaphysics and dialectic where I 
don’t want to go.” It is unfortunate that he did not raise that issue 
publicly, for the question of Russia’s intentions lay at the heart of his 
dispute with the administration.

At the time Soviet intentions seemed, at least to Lippmann, limited 
enough: the security of the Soviet state, a buffer zone in Eastern 
Europe, prevention of a unified Germany under Western control. “ I do 
not take a catastrophic view of the proximate future,” Lippmann wrote 
Berenson at Christmas 1947. “There will be peace in Europe and 
among the great powers — at least no war and no social convulsions. 
But Asia and Africa will be turbulent for generations, and the feeling of 
serenity will not exist anywhere for many years to come. That’s my 
general expectation, and so I shall not be too much disappointed.” 26

It turned out not to be a bad prediction. Congress agreed with his as
sumption that there would be peace in Europe. The legislators languidly 
rambled through hearings on the Marshall Plan without appropriating a 
cent of the billions the administration had asked for. The cold war 
seemed to be dying down.

Then came the coup in Czechoslovakia.
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War Scare

The struggle is now a race for military advantage —  for 
strategical positions, for allies, and for the development 
of potential into actual military power.

—  “Today and Tomorrow,” March 15, 1948

A t the end of February 1948 the cold war entered a new phase. Fol- 
lowing a week of political crisis in Prague, during which commu

nists and anticommunists maneuvered for position, President Eduard 
Benes succumbed to Soviet pressure and named a Kremlin puppet as 
prime minister. Within hours Klement Gottwald moved to smother all 
opposition. Arrests, purges and executions rocked the capital. Foreign 
Minister Jan Masaryk, son of the nation’s founding president, fell to his 
death from his office window — probably assassinated. The only demo
cratic government in Eastern Europe was snuffed out. With it went the 
hopes of many that Soviet communism could be restrained by compro
mise and negotiation. The Prague coup, in Harry Truman’s words, 
“ sent a shock throughout the civilized world. ”

The Kremlin’s brutal action rang alarms in the West that bordered on 
panic. World War III seemed suddenly close at hand. When word of the 
coup came through, Lippmann was with Helen in California at the Ojai 
Valley ranch of Mima Porter. After conferring by telephone with his 
contacts in Washington, he accepted the administration’s interpretation 
of events. The Prague coup and the recent pressures on Finland, he told 
his readers, were clearly “ strategical actions planned by military men in 
anticipation of war.’’ A “ showdown’’ was at hand. The contest be
tween Russia and the West had turned into a “ race for military advan
tage — for strategical positions, for allies, and for the development of 
potential into actual military power.’’ Although the ultimate aim was a 
negotiated settlement, the United States must in the short run, he 
argued, go on a war footing with immediate mobilization, the draft,
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lend-lease, war powers over industry, and the declaration of a national 
emergency.1

During the same week in mid-March that he wrote these agitated col
umns, he drafted a long letter to his friend Admiral Forrest Sherman, 
commander of the U.S. Sixth Fleet in the Mediterranean. “We cannot 
any longer afford to wage a diplomatic and indirect military war against 
the Soviet empire all over Europe and Asia,”  he declared in emotion
laden words. Instead of dissipating its strength through global contain
ment, the United States should concentrate on a few critical areas: build
ing up Japan so that the Soviets would have to keep a big army in 
Siberia, dividing the Arab world in order to maintain Western influence, 
and preventing a unified China from which only the communists would 
benefit. If the Soviets reacted violently to the dramatic buildup in Amer
ican military strength, so be it. Even war was preferable to “ being 
paralyzed all over the world with no prospect of a decision and only the 
prospect of indefinite and unlimited entanglement.” Immediate mobili
zation was essential for two reasons: “ to negotiate, and if we cannot ne
gotiate, to compel the withdrawal of the Red Army to the frontiers of 
the Soviet Union.”

By the time his secretary had transcribed his draft letter from the dic
tating machine, Lippmann had cooled off. In the letter he actually sent 
Sherman he allowed that the Russians might have acted defensively. 
The Marshall Plan’s pull on the satellites, and the West’s decision to 
push for an independent West German state, could have led the Rus
sians to believe, he told the admiral, that “ time was no longer on their 
side.” One nonetheless had to assume that the Russians, “ though not 
necessarily intending to precipitate war,” would take actions they 
thought necessary “ at the risk of war now rather than some years 
hence.” 2

Returning to Washington at the end of March, he found the capital 
near hysteria. Pentagon chief James Forrestal — who had long been 
pushing for a huge increase in the military budget — suggested to Lipp
mann over lunch that the United States might have to launch a preven
tive war against the Soviet Union. Air Force Secretary Stuart Symington 
echoed his boss’s sentiments a few days later when he told Lippmann 
that unless the Russians agreed to pull out of Eastern Europe and open 
their bases to American inspection, the air force should knock out their 
key cities with atomic bombs. General Clay had sent an urgent message 
from Berlin of his “ feeling” that war might soon break out “with dra
matic suddenness.” His feeling soon passed, but the administration 
wasted no time in taking advantage of the war scare to persuade 
Congress to provide money for the Marshall Plan and rearmament. That 
the administration welcomed just such a crisis had been suggested by 
Lippmann himself only a few months earlier when he wrote of the “ no-



tion held by some in Washington that the only way to win the support of 
Congress for the Marshall Plan is to frighten it.” 3

Even the Prague coup, brutal though it was, hardly demonstrated that 
the Soviets were planning to march on Western Europe. In fact, the ad
ministration had months earlier written off Czechoslovakia as little more 
than a Soviet satellite. In November 1947 Marshall had told the cabinet 
that the Russians would probably soon have to consolidate their hold on 
Eastern Europe by clamping down on Czechoslovakia as a “purely 
defensive move. ’ ’ George Kennan, who was out of the country at the 
time the coup took place, cabled the State Department that the Russians 
seemed to be consolidating their defenses — not preparing for aggres
sion. Few listened. Later Kennan wrote that the Prague coup and the 
Soviet pressure on Berlin that soon followed were “defensive reac
tions” to the initial successes of the Marshall Plan and to the Western 
decision to press for an independent West German state.4

Although others in the government shared this view, the spring of 
1948 was not a propitious time to express it. The administration desper
ately needed a crisis to sell the Marshall Plan and the rearmament pro
gram the Pentagon had long been pushing. The Prague coup was a gift 
from Providence. In response to a grim nationwide radio address by 
Truman on March 17, Congress quickly came up with the long-stalled 
down payment on the Marshall Plan, restored the draft, and doubled the 
air-force budget.

Lippmann’s panic passed almost as fast as it had erupted. After a few 
weeks’ reflection he decided that the Russians were not looking for a 
fight after all. “ I take a reasonably optimistic view about the avoidance 
of war,” he wrote Berenson. Explaining that the Czech coup had origi
nally made him fear that the Soviets might march west within a year, 
“ the fact that they show no evidence of a military response to our huge 
military rearmament in this country is a pretty good sign, I think, that 
they do not intend to march.” Six months later Lippmann admitted to 
his readers that he had probably overreacted, and that the Prague coup 
was not a preparation for war but a response to the West’s plans for a 
new German state.5

The prospect of an independent West Germany containing most of the 
territory and population of the former Reich, along with the industrial 
Ruhr, was not a happy one for Moscow. But Washington was deter
mined, and it held the cards. In late March the United States and Brit
ain, soon reluctantly joined by France, announced they were fusing their 
occupation zones; in late June they made the break final by issuing a 
new currency in the Western zones, which they then extended to their 
zones of Berlin. Thus vanished the Soviets’ last hope for German repa
rations and international control of the Ruhr.

Despite Western fears of Soviet aggressiveness, Stalin was far too
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weak and cautious to prevent this ominous action by force. But there 
was one point where the West was vulnerable: Berlin. Within days he 
had shut down surface traffic into the former German capital. Truman 
responded by launching a round-the-clock airlift to supply food and fuel 
to the two million people in the Western zones of Berlin. He also made 
a different kind of gesture by dispatching American bombers equipped 
with atomic weapons to British bases. Stalin let the supply planes go 
through to Berlin, but the situation was volatile and tensions high.

Lippmann, though he opposed a West German state, supported the 
airlift on the grounds that the West should not be forced out of Berlin 
under duress. He pointed out, however, that the West had weakened its 
own case for joint control over Berlin by unilaterally ending such con
trol over the rest of Germany. The decision to push for an independent 
West German state — rather than an all-European union — had 
triggered the Berlin crisis, he argued, and undermined the legitimacy of 
the Western military presence in the former all-German capital. “ If 
Berlin ceases to be the capital of Germany, and if ‘Germany’ is western 
Germany . . . then we have no more reason to be there than we have to 
be in Dresden or Leipzig.’’

In September 1948 Lippmann sent a memo to John Foster Dulles — 
the likely secretary of state if the Republicans won the November elec
tions — urging a loose German confederation embracing all the occupa
tion zones.6 The Russians might have been amenable to such an ar
rangement. They seemed desperate to maintain four-power control over 
Germany, and had made various feelers for a compromise settlement. 
But Washington and London were determined to push for a West Ger
man state as the linchpin of an Atlantic economic and military commu
nity. Lippmann might as well have been baying at the moon.

The airlift was, to everyone’s surprise, an enormous success. It 
eliminated the need for a compromise with the Soviets on the German 
issue, and it enhanced the claims of the air force for a bigger chunk of 
the military budget. It also provided a healthy boost for Truman’s long- 
suffering electoral prospects. Facing reelection, Truman tried to deflect 
public dissatisfaction with his administration by blaming its troubles on 
the Soviets and the “ do-nothing’’ Eightieth Congress. Picking up sup
port where he could find it, he moved to solidify his links with orga
nized labor and the farmers. And in May 1948 he made a bold bid for 
the Jewish vote by recognizing the new nation of Israel.

Israel had barely been voted into existence by the United Nations 
when it was attacked on all sides by Arab armies. Lippmann, like many 
assimilated American Jews, had never been particularly enthusiastic 
about the creation of a Zionist state. He opposed the partition of Pales
tine and thought the only solution lay in an Arab-Je wish confederation. 
Considering it “ preposterous’’ that London and Washington could not
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impose peace on the area, he maintained that “ among the really difficult 
problems of the world,” the Arab-Israeli conflict was “one of the sim
plest and most manageable.” His sensible formula provided for a peace 
treaty between Israel and the British client-state of Trans-Jordan, to be 
followed by the creation of a Palestinian confederation under British and 
American protection. Such a solution would end the dispute between 
London and Washington over Zionism and the “ scandal of a British sat
ellite army” — Abdullah’s Arab League — defying a United Nations 
resolution. The United States, he told Lewis Douglas — then American 
ambassador to Britain — should uphold the UN plan for Jewish-Arab 
confederation by refusing to grant American or World Bank loans to 
Israel or Jordan alone, but only to an economic union of the two.7

Lippmann had his eye on the long haul, Truman on the 1948 elec
tions. The forthcoming elections offered a god-sent opportunity, as far 
as Lippmann was concerned, to get rid of a public embarrassment. From 
the beginning Lippmann had considered Truman unfit for the high office 
he held. “ How are the affairs of the country to be conducted by a Presi
dent who not only has lost the support of his party, but is not in com
mand of his own administration . . .  is not performing and gives no ev
idence of ability to perform, the functions of commander in chief?” he 
had asked two years earlier, in the fall of 1946, when the Republicans 
swept the midterm elections and won control of Congress. The best 
thing Truman could do for his country, he had suggested at that time, 
was to resign and turn the White House over to the Speaker of the 
House of Representatives. He even persuaded freshman senator J. W. 
Fulbright to back this quixotic proposal. “ It is a poor conception of the 
public service which makes it a moral duty for a man to cling to an of
fice, or to be a prisoner in it, if he cannot exercise its functions,” Lipp
mann explained in his column. “ The right to resign is one of the 
cherished privileges of a free man; the willingness to resign, when prin
ciple and the public interest are served, is always present in the public- 
spirited and the self-respecting. They look upon resigning, not as cow
ardice and quitting and a personal disaster, but as the ultimate guaranty 
of their useful influence and of their personal dignity. ” Truman declined 
the advice.

To Lippmann’s mind Truman was an insecure man given to hasty 
decisions and false bravado to cover his anxieties. “ I never thought that 
his way of shooting from the hip was the way the Presidency should be 
conducted,” he later said on television. He was particularly critical of 
the decision to use the atomic bomb against Japan. Although he had not 
written about the devastation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki — being on 
one of his periodic sabbaticals at the time — he later said that “one of 
the things I look back on with the greatest regret, as an American, is 
that we were the ones that first dropped atomic bombs.” And, although
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he himself had supported the doctrine of unconditional surrender during 
the war, he held Truman accountable for refusing to discuss a negotiated 
surrender with the Japanese before unleashing the atomic bomb.8

By the spring of 1948 Lippmann would have preferred almost anyone 
to Truman. The field was uninspiring: a coy Eisenhower, an inflexible 
Taft, a grinning Stassen, a smug Dewey, and a pompous Vandenberg. 
More from desperation than enthusiasm he settled on Vandenberg as the 
least of the evils. Swallowing all his scruples about a man he considered 
a vain and vacuous windbag, he described the Michigan Republican to 
his readers as the one man “on whom the active candidates could most 
readily come together.” Capable or not, Vandenberg was feasible. And 
in any case, the country was unlikely to be saddled with him for more 
than four years.

All that spring Lippmann whispered encouragement and advice in 
Vandenberg’s ear. But the Republican pros had other ideas. They pre
ferred Thomas E. Dewey, the “crime-busting” governor of New York. 
Lippmann was able to live with the choice, though, as he wrote Lewis 
Douglas before the convention, he would have preferred Dewey as vice- 
president on the grounds that Vandenberg was a “ little better sea
soned.” In any case, he added, Vandenberg’s health was bad, and 
Dewey would probably succeed him at the end of the first term, and 
perhaps before that. The country had been “wanting to have a conserva
tive administration since 1944,” and would have “ something like a ner
vous breakdown if it is frustrated much longer.” 9

The possibility that Truman might win never crossed his mind — nor 
that of most Democrats. The practical question, Lippmann wrote of the 
Republicans in June, was “ not whether they win but how they win.” 
Truman, he charged in a typical comment, “does not know how to be 
President . . . does not know how to conduct foreign relations or how 
to be Commander-in-Chief. ’ ’ He was a ‘ ‘weak President and at heart a 
jingo.” 10 Once again Lippmann worked behind the scenes for his can
didate. Together with McGeorge Bundy, then serving as a Dewey aide, 
he drafted a foreign-policy speech for the governor and offered advice. 
Bundy was at that time on close terms with Lippmann and working with 
him to update The Good Society. Although the project never came off, it 
helped set the stage for a very different collaboration between the two 
men a dozen years later during the Kennedy and Johnson adminis
trations.

While Lippmann, along with almost everyone else, thought Dewey an 
easy victor, he was troubled by the fact that if the Democrats won con
trol of the Senate, Vandenberg would lose his place as head of the 
Foreign Relations Committee. This would bring about a “ nasty mess” 
in the conduct of diplomacy and pose “endless complications” in Sen
ate confirmation of State Department officials, he wrote his friend David
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Wainhouse. One way around this, he had suggested in his column a few 
days earlier, would be for a few Democratic internationalists like J. W. 
Fulbright to sit on the sidelines during the vote to organize the Senate so 
that the Republicans could gain the committee chairmanships “ in the 
public interest.” But the suggestion had barely appeared in print when 
he realized, as he confessed to Wainhouse, that this was “ not the way 
to get things done in this age. ” 11 

As the campaign entered its final days an overconfident Dewey lost 
his early lead. To inject some life into his faltering campaign he re
verted to some easy demagoguery by accusing the Democrats of “ sell
ing out” at Yalta and of harboring nameless “ traitors”  in the State 
Department. Lippmann, angered by these devious charges, knew where 
to assign the blame. It was, he wrote John Foster Dulles, Dewey’s 
foreign-policy adviser, a “ perversion of the historical truth” to hold 
Roosevelt and the Democrats solely responsible for what had been nego
tiated at Tehran and Yalta. Churchill’s responsibility was at least as 
great, he pointed out, and on the Polish issue the prime minister “ was 
prepared sooner and earlier to concede the Russian demand for a revi
sion of the frontiers than was Roosevelt.” Dewey, he advised, should 
run against Truman, not against the ghost of FDR. If the governor 
wanted to rake up the past, the Democrats could reply that the relative 
military weakness of the United States, and its dependence on the Red 
Army, stemmed from an unpreparedness during the early war years for 
which the Republicans were largely responsible. “ Putting the matter on 
the lowest ground,” he counseled, “ there is no important body of votes 
to be gotten, I think, by the attempt to prove that Dewey would have 
been a better war President than Roosevelt. It is much easier for him to 
prove that he will be a better peace President than Truman, and if he 
sticks to that issue, I am confident he will win without involving himself 
in controversies that must disturb and may alienate many who are deter
mined to support him. ” 12 

The Republican strategy backfired. Truman, who had set up a per
nicious federal “ loyalty” program to deflect Republican accusations, 
took the offensive. Refusing to let the GOP monopolize the anticom
munist issue, he seized it himself. Henry Wallace, who was running for 
President on a left-wing Progressive party ticket, provided the perfect 
foil. By denouncing Wallace, Truman could demonstrate his anticom
munist credentials. This was not hard, particularly after the Czech coup, 
which shattered any chance Wallace had of cutting heavily into Tru
man’s constituency. He siphoned off a million votes, mostly in New 
York, but probably did Truman more good than harm by providing him 
with an anticommunist plank. Truman made the most of it. Fighting off 
not only the Wallaceites on the left, but the Dixiecrat, anti-civil rights 
party on the right, he attacked the “ do-nothing” Republican-controlled
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Eightieth Congress, outlined a “ Fair Deal” social welfare program, and 
scored the most stunning upset in American political history.

An astonished Lippmann, like most commentators and pollsters, had 
failed to do his homework. Preoccupied by foreign policy, he neglected 
to notice that the public’s real concerns were jobs, farm price supports, 
health and housing, and, in the case of blacks, civil rights. Recovering 
from the shock, Lippmann explained that the election was not so much a 
vote for Truman as “ another Roosevelt mandate. ” Disappointed at what 
the electorate had wrought, he and Helen left the next day on a long- 
scheduled trip to Europe.13

Truman stayed on, savoring his victory and the embarrassment of his 
critics. Few journalists nettled the President so much as Lippmann. The 
two men rarely met, since Truman never invited Lippmann to the White 
House, and their correspondence was limited to a few formal notes. 
Some months after the election, however, Truman — who was notori
ous for his barnyard language and his inability to suffer his critics (or 
even critics of his daughter’s vocal talents) silently — dashed off an 
angry three-page letter to Lippmann. Walking into a staff meeting early 
in June 1949, he handed the letter to Charles Ross, his press secretary, 
with what Ross described as a “ twinkle in his eye.” Ross read aloud to 
the staff Truman’s complaint that Lippmann, in a recent column about 
the administration’s foreign policy, was all wrong — just as wrong as 
he had been when he had predicted Dewey’s victory and then had to 
slink off to Europe. He should have stayed there, Truman said, adding 
that while he understood the columnist worked in an ivory tower, a 
latrine would be a better place for him. Ross continued for a few more 
sentences in the same vein, as the assembled staff members chortled 
appreciatively. When he finished, Truman, apparently still twinkling, 
took back the letter and revealed he wasn’t really planning to send it. 
Then he tore it up.14

Truman flattered himself if he thought his bête noire left town be
cause of the election outcome. The Lippmanns always planned their 
trips months in advance, down to the last interview and luncheon en
gagement. This one was part of a now-ritualistic pattem: first to Madrid 
for an interview with Franco, sightseeing with local nobility, and a mid
night dinner in their honor given by the foreign minister; then to Rome 
for an audience with the pope and meetings with the usual government 
officials; and then by train to Florence for what Berenson described as a 
“too, too flying visit”  to I Tatti. “ Just about thirty years ago that we 
first met,” the octogenarian connoisseur recorded in the diaries he kept 
so scrupulously until his death a decade later,

both bitter over the way things were preparing to go over the peace treaty with 
Germany. Since then he has been here a number of times, and more than once



we fell out, once over Mussolini, another time over Chamberlain, against both 
of whom he thought I was too violent. Now I could quarrel with him over his 
taking far too favorable a view of the near future of Poland, and being far too 
disposed to agree with France over the settlement of Central Europe. I am no 
longer as combative as I used to be; besides I feel too strong a current of affec
tion between him and me to waste time, the few hours together, over discus
sions that can only end in assertions.15

Continuing on to Geneva the Lippmanns stopped off to see Gunnar 
Myrdal. The Swedish economist, then attached to the United Nations, 
told them that the Americans had themselves to blame for what had hap
pened in Eastern Europe, since Truman’s refusal to offer economic as
sistance had strengthened the communists’ hand in Prague and Buda
pest, and set the stage for the coups and purges that followed. The last 
straw for the Russians was the West’s decision to push for an indepen
dent West German state.

When he got to Paris on November 17 Lippmann heard a litany of 
complaints from French officials, culminating in a diatribe by De Gaulle 
at his office on the rue Solférino. The general, waiting patiently for the 
political crisis that would one day bring him back to power, was suspi
cious of everyone: of the Russians, who wanted a centralized Germany 
with which they could form an alliance; of the Americans, for being in
different to France’s sensitivities over Germany; of the British, for hav
ing “ robbed” France of its rightful control over the Ruhr. Lippmann, 
ever enthralled by the general, if not always in agreement, wrote in his 
notes that he found De Gaulle somewhat aged and “ not inclined to in
dulge in heroics, mellow, sad, and oppressed with the general weakness 
of the French position.”

The French were particularly upset by Britain’s determination to re
store the Ruhr to German control. They saw it as an effort to woo the 
Germans at France’s expense, and to ensure West Germany’s partici
pation in the projected Atlantic security pact. A minipact, known as the 
Brussels Treaty, had been formed in March 1948 by Britain, France, 
Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg. Washington and London 
now wanted to expand it by bringing in the United States and eventually 
West Germany, and give it a new title: the North Atlantic Treaty Orga
nization. Senator Vandenberg, primed by Acheson with drafts of flat
tery that would have made ordinary men reel in embarrassment, had 
greased the way by gaining advance Senate approval for American par
ticipation. The Vandenberg Resolution, as he modestly called it, had 
put NATO on the drawing boards.

Lippmann wanted it removed. On his return to Washington shortly 
before Christmas 1948 he ripped into the proposed treaty and those 
“ zealous cold warriors” who thought that every country not occupied
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by the Red Army should be “ drafted” into a Western coalition. If the 
Soviets had any serious thoughts of marching west, they would be held 
in check, not by a motley collection of “weak and dubious allies,”  he 
told his readers, but by the threat of American atomic retaliation. “The 
thing has got considerably confused and distorted by the military people 
who want to establish bases all over the place,” he wrote Sumner 
Welles. They were disrupting Scandinavian regional unity, flirting with 
fascist Spain, even talking of a guarantee to Greece, Turkey and Iran. 
“ But the most serious complication is the fact, which will of course be 
denied vehemently, that eventually the North Atlantic Pact is to include 
western Germany rearmed.” Here was the crux of the issue, and one 
that the administration, for obvious reasons, wanted to sidestep.

Unlike the State Department and Pentagon planners, Lippmann saw 
no need for a military alliance with Western Europe. “ I am convinced 
that the question of war or peace hangs upon the Soviet willingness to 
engage in a general war, and not on the strength of the local defenses in 
any particular part of the world,” he wrote Russell Leffingwell. “ For 
that reason I have never believed in the policy of containment as 
preached by the State Department and as practiced here and there, but 
not everywhere. Above all, I do not believe in the possibility of creating 
an army in western Europe capable of fighting the Red Army on equal 
terms, and I feel sure that the attempt to create it will not only exhaust 
western Europe and strain us, but probably would throw western Europe 
into political convulsions.”

Lippmann’s caveats made little impact on the administration. When 
the NATO pact was signed in Washington on April 4, 1949, it included 
not only the United States, Canada, and the Brussels pact countries, but 
also Denmark, Iceland, Italy, Norway and Portugal. Lippmann’s idea of 
a “ little NATO” confined to the Atlantic area became a lost cause in 
1952 when Greece and Turkey were allowed to join. “ An alliance is 
like a chain,”  he wrote in arguing against NATO’s expansion. “ It is not 
made stronger by adding weak links to it. A great power like the United 
States gains no advantage and it loses prestige by offering, indeed ped
dling, its alliances to all and sundry. An alliance should be hard diplo
matic currency, valuable and hard to get, and not inflationary paper 
from the mimeograph machine in the State Department.” 16

Even as the NATO pact was being signed, some of the reasons for its 
existence began dissolving. Western Europe was recovering nicely, the 
French and Italian communists had suffered grave reversals at the polls, 
the Russians were lifting the Berlin blockade after having failed to win 
any concessions from the West, and Moscow was calling for a German 
peace treaty based on neutralization and withdrawal of foreign armies.

The Russian offer changed the whole equation, Lippmann thought, by 
offering a chance for a negotiated settlement. But the State Department,
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which was intent on bringing West Germany into an Atlantic coalition, 
even at the cost of a divided Europe, would have to be prodded. In an 
effort to get the administration to think seriously about the Russian 
offer, Lippmann put together a six-page single-spaced memo on the 
German problem for John Foster Dulles to take to the Paris foreign min
isters ’ meeting in May 1949. In the memo Lippmann urged the demili
tarization and neutralization of Germany, along with a withdrawal of all 
foreign troops. This plan, he argued, would keep German nationalists in 
check and remove the need for NATO.17

The administration was not interested. It dismissed the Soviet pro
posal as merely a device to block the formation of NATO. This was 
indeed true. But the more important question was whether NATO was 
in fact necessary — particularly since it prevented the Soviet with
drawal from central Europe that was presumably a major objective of 
American diplomacy. When the treaty came up for debate in the Senate 
it ran into flak on both the Left and the Right. Some critics charged that 
it would provoke the Russians and drag the United States against its will 
into a European war, others that it would stimulate an arms race and 
give the President authoritarian powers untenable in a democracy. Sena
tor Robert Taft, unofficial voice of the Republicans, led the attack, 
warning that the bill gave the President vast powers to send American 
troops to Europe without congressional approval. The administration in
sisted it had no such intention, nor should NATO be considered the 
precursor of a big arms bill.

Lippmann, although he often disagreed with the Ohio Republican, 
telephoned to congratulate him, and the next day devoted his column to 
Taft’s criticisms. The senator, he wrote, was right in charging that the 
administration had secreted an arms bill in the treaty; his objections to 
the pact were not those of an “ irreconcilable isolationist or of an eccen
tric,’’ but those of a “ responsible American legislator.” Privately Lipp
mann told Vandenberg, who was steering the treaty through the Senate, 
that the only answer to Taft’s objections was to insert a proviso in the 
treaty that the United States had no obligation to furnish arms to its 
allies. But the administration, even though it insisted no arms aid was 
implied, vetoed the idea. In late July the NATO treaty sailed through 
the Senate by an 82 to 13 vote.18

On the very day that Truman signed it he presented Congress with a 
bill for 1.5 billion dollars for military aid for the nation’s new partners. 
To top it off he sought discretionary powers so sweeping that an as
tonished Vandenberg described the arms bill as ‘ ‘almost unbelievable in 
its grant of unlimited power to the Chief Executive,” one that would 
make him the “ number one war lord of the earth.” Lippmann en
couraged the senator to fight the bill in committee. “ I find it a shocking 
example of utter disregard for our constitutional traditions and for the
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very processes of law,” he wrote Vandenberg of the “war lord” provi
sions of the arms bill, adding that Truman’s power-grab called for a 
“ stern lecture from you on the need for a return to recognized standards 
of conduct in dealing with Congress and with the people.”

As Vandeliberg was giving his stem lecture, Lippmann told his 
readers that the discretionary powers embedded in the arms bill were 
nothing less than a “ general license to intervene and to commit the 
United States all over the globe, as, when, and how the President and 
his appointees decide secretly that they deem it desirable to inter
vene.” 19 The bill, even shorn of its discretionary authority, ran into 
opposition from cost-cutting congressmen. But the Kremlin came to the 
administration’s rescue. On September 23, 1949, Lippmann’s sixtieth 
birthday, Truman announced that the Soviets had detonated their first 
atomic device. In fear and trembling at the loss of America’s nuclear 
monopoly. Congress whooped through the arms bill. A few months 
later, in January 1950, Truman ordered development of the vastly more 
powerful hydrogen bomb, and the Pentagon polished up secret plans to 
build a German army as part of a European force.

Unlike the administration, Lippmann was more interested in getting 
the Russians out of central Europe than in creating a German army to 
contain them while they were there. He favored a neutralized, unified 
Germany because he feared that a rump German state would flirt with 
Moscow for recapture of the lost territories. He was convinced, as he 
told General Motors executive Charles Gary during the Senate’s NATO 
debate, that the Germans had “ always planned to exploit the conflict be
tween East and West in order to recover their position in Europe,” and 
would “ never align themselves honestly and reliably with one side or 
the other.” The Germans should be neutralized and threatened with 
“ immediate punishment” if they tried to form an alliance with the So
viets.20

But the administration did not want a unified Germany — if the price 
for such unification were neutrality. Instead, it would settle for the 
biggest and richest part of Germany and link it to an American-directed 
Atlantic “ community.” Each side would have “ its” Germany and 
“ its” Europe.
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Room at the Top

This country is going to go either to a frightful crisis at 
home, or a catastrophe abroad, or both unless some
where in the system of high command there are 
changes of men.

— To Daisy Harriman, January 8, 1951

W h i le  the Senate was debating the NATO arms bill in the summer 
of 1949, Lippmann retired to the Maine woods, where he wrote 
his column — keeping in touch with Washington by telephone — and 

drew up an outline for a three-volume book on foreign policy covering 
everything from Bunker Hill to the Marshall Plan. He felt he ought to 
do a major book on diplomacy, but as he confronted the prospect head- 
on, decided to postpone it a bit. He never got beyond the outline. Dur
ing his sojourn in Maine he got word that his mother had died during an 
emergency operation. Although he had had little love for Daisy, neither 
had he ever broken with her. They had lunched together occasionally 
when he was in New York, dutiful, self-conscious affairs that gave nei
ther of them pleasure, and maintained the semblance of familial affec
tion. He helped settle her considerable estate, of which he got a large 
share.

At the end of September Walter and Helen returned to Washington, 
driving their Studebaker sedan and sending the poodles and the luggage 
with a driver in another car. On their first night home, as always, they 
gave a small dinner so that friends could fill them in on events during 
their absence — John Miller of The Times of London, Marquis Childs, 
Joseph Harsch, James Reston were among the regulars usually tapped. 
Then they began preparing for another European excursion.

These annual, sometimes semiannual, pilgrimages had all the ca
sualness and spontaneity of a summit conference. When their detailed 
schedule had been fixed, it took an act of God to change it. Once, in
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1961, Nikita Khrushchev asked Lippmann if he could delay his sched
uled visit to Russia for a few days because of an unexpected political 
crisis. Lippmann said that would be quite impossible. The Soviet leader 
rearranged his plans. Another time Lippmann and Helen were due to 
leave France just as rebellious army units were preparing to parachute 
into Paris and overthrow General de Gaulle. They could have stayed on 
a few days to see what would happen. But their schedule called for them 
to leave, and leave they did as soon as the airport reopened.

They carried a red notebook wherever they went, in which Helen 
listed people to see and places to dine and sleep in every major city. In 
addition to the usual cabinet ministers and journalists, the book also 
listed lesser-known people to be consulted if a special need arose: an ex
pert on nuclear energy or the international oil cartel, someone with a 
line into the Foreign Office or the Finance Ministry.

Helen not only accompanied Lippmann on his trips abroad, but was 
his assistant, his interpreter, his private secretary, his guardian. She 
went along on his important interviews, translated where necessary, and 
took copious notes, which she transcribed as soon as they returned to 
their hotel. She arranged for the dinner parties, alerting friends like Ber
nard and Hope Carter of the Morgan Bank in Paris, or Fleur Cowles in 
London, so that they could invite friends and prominent persons for the 
Lippmanns to see. These parties were usually small and confined mostly 
to well-informed people who could fill Walter in on what was happening 
in each country.

Lippmann saw two kinds of people: those in power at the time, and 
thus essential to touch base with, and a more permanent group, whose 
membership changed as a result of death or promotion, of people in or 
on the fringe of public affairs. They could be journalists, like Janet 
Planner, Paris correspondent of the New Yorker, Le Monde ’s Hubert 
Beuve-Mery, and Geoffrey Crowther of the Economist, or political fig
ures currently out of power, such as Pierre Mendès-France or Anthony 
Eden.

The fall 1949 trip started out in the usual pattern: meetings in Paris 
with Jean Monnet, René Pleven, General de Gaulle, and the American 
ambassador, David Bruce; a quick trip to Germany to see Chancellor 
Konrad Adenauer and American proconsul John J. McCloy; a weekend 
in the Swiss Alps and some sightseeing in northern Italy; another flying 
visit to Berenson; and the customary round of politicians and journalists 
in Rome. At this point Helen and Walter would normally have returned 
home after a sojourn in London. But this trip was different; for the first 
time they were going east of Suez.

From Athens, where Lippmann saw the king, the prime minister, the 
military strong man (the “ usual people,”  as he noted in his engagement 
book), they pushed on to Istanbul and Ankara; Damascus, Beirut and



the ruins of Palmyra; a leap over Iran and Afghanistan to Karachi; and 
finally to Delhi for a four-week tour of India. Theirs was not a typical 
tourist’s trip, although they visited most of the obligatory sites, for they 
were treated as visiting dignitaries, feted with lunches, dinners, tours 
and an unending procession of Indian officials. Diligently they inspected 
unnumbered temples, witnessed curious rituals, and talked high politics 
with the Western-educated elite.

Eternal India, the country outside the drawing rooms and government 
offices, left Lippmann — as it did most travelers — quite baffled. “The 
Hindu world is more alien than any I have ever been in ,” he wrote 
Berenson. By comparison Islam was “familiar and intelligible.”  The 
real Hindu was “more remote from all that we know than any other 
semi-civilized person.” All in all, he recounted, “ Calcutta is the most 
repellent human spectacle I have ever seen. At least a hundred thousand 
people live on the sidewalks, corpses in the railroad station here and 
there, extreme luxury and the rest, and in the working class district an 
intolerable filth and depravity. On a Sunday morning in one district I 
saw thousands of excited people worshipping Kali and sacrificing black 
goats.”  While he liked the Moghul tombs, palaces and paintings, he 
would “have to be bom again to understand and like, however curious 
and interesting, the Hindu temples and Hindu sculpture.” Berenson 
agreed, replying that after studying Indian art he emerged “ with in
creasing loathing and terror, positive terror that such trains of thought 
and such feelings should exist.” 1

Lippmann had never been much interested in Asia, except as a geopo
litical abstraction, and his trip reinforced his conviction, as he told his 
readers, that the Asiatic world was “ outside the reach of the military 
power, the economic control, and the ideological influence of the West
ern world.” His two long talks with Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru 
had persuaded him that the Indians could not be enlisted as allies in the 
cold war with the Soviets. “ We have very little power in Asia and we 
must not think of ourselves as lords of creation who can fix the terms of 
the bargain on which relations are to be continued,” he wrote Russell 
Leffingwell. Lippmann was sure that Western concepts like democracy 
and Marxism had a different meaning for Asians. “ We must not imag
ine that the ‘police state’ as such, or ‘free institutions’ as such, mean 
there what they mean in the West, ’ ’ he wrote Berenson from the Queen 
Elizabeth on his return home in late December. “ I realized in Turkey 
what every day I spent in Syria, Pakistan, and India confirmed — that a 
totalitarian system is normal in Asia, that Western ideas are far more 
revolutionary than communism, and that it is only against Russian or 
Chinese imperialism that Asia is likely to resist.” 2 Lippmann’s calm 
approach to Asia’s convulsions and his belief that nationalism was a
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more potent ideology than communism or capitalism were not widely 
shared in the administration.

Helen and Walter returned to Washington on December 27, just in 
time to organize their New Year’s Eve party. Invitations to this ritualis
tic event — which brought together a carefully chosen collection of am
bassadors, senators, government officials, art connoisseurs, and journal
ists — signaled one’s place among the people who mattered. Among 
the regulars, in a list that changed somewhat from year to year, were 
Senator Fulbright, Washington Post publisher Philip Graham, lawyer 
Oscar Cox, French ambassador Henri Bonnet, curator John Walker, and 
art collector Duncan Phillips. The guests customarily gathered at nine in 
the Lippmanns’ elegant sunken living room, had drinks and supper, and 
at midnight, according to an inflexible rule, joined hands in a circle, 
sang “ Auld Lang Syne,” and kissed their neighbor. Not everyone was 
happy with his place in the circle. Philip Graham complained to his wife, 
Katharine, that at midnight he always seemed to be holding hands with a 
bowlegged Indian diplomat.

With the holidays out of the way, Lippmann resumed his habitual 
rounds, and on January 12, 1950, went with his friend Joseph C. Harsch 
of NBC News to a National Press Club luncheon to hear Dean Acheson 
deliver what everyone had been told would be an important address. 
They were not disappointed. Lippmann, of course, had known Acheson 
for years, and despite their differences over the Truman Doctrine, the 
two men had remained on good terms. Patrician, arrogant, unabashedly 
Anglophile and elitist, Acheson had succeeded General Marshall as sec
retary of state in January 1949. Lippmann welcomed the appointment, 
and on the night it was announced happened to run into Acheson at 
Union Station on his way to New York. He offered his congratulations, 
and Acheson urged him to come by the State Department for a chat. 
Lippmann phoned a few times to make an appointment, but Acheson 
was always busy. Finally he stopped phoning.

Acheson, like Truman, measured his friends by their loyalty. Lipp
mann, being a journalist, did not think that loyalty was part of his rela
tionship with public officials. He was bound to criticize Acheson, and 
their first clash came, surprisingly enough, over the China issue. Ache
son had hoped to get rid of the China incubus by cutting off American 
aid to the discredited and corrupt regime of Chiang Kai-shek and accept
ing the reality of Mao Tse-tung’s victory. But right-wing Republicans, 
backed by the China Lobby — a pro-Chiang pressure group operating 
on political payoffs — were trying to saddle the Democrats with respon
sibility for the “ loss” of China to the communists. To clear the record, 
and to gain public support for its effort to block Chiang’s siphon into the 
U.S. Treasury, the State Department in August 1949 released a thou-
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sand-page White Paper on American policy toward China. This volu
minous document asserted that the administration could not be held to 
blame for Chiang’s defeat, that the “ominous result of the civil war in 
China was beyond the control” of the American government.

The China Lobby and its key congressional supporters — Walter 
Judd, William Knowland, Joseph Martin and Kenneth Wherry — 
predictably cried “ whitewash,” while most liberals rallied to the 
administration. But at least one of Chiang’s critics thought that Ache- 
son’s explanation was not good enough. Lippmann, in three succes
sive columns, tore the White Paper to shreds. If Chiang was as inept 
and corrupt as the administration said, then why, he asked, had the 
United States poured three billion dollars into a lost cause? To try to 
justify American policy on the grounds that the civil war in China was 
beyond American control, was, he charged, “tantamount to saying that 
there was no such thing as a sound or an unsound, a right or a wrong, a 
wise or an unwise policy toward the Chinese civil war.”  Even though 
the outcome of the war was beyond American control, America’s own 
actions were not inevitable or outside its control. Why had the United 
States bet its whole position in China on a government it regarded as 
“hopelessly incompetent,” one that had made “anti-communism and 
anti-Americanism synonymous in China with its own incompetence, 
corruption and reaction?” The administration did not have to answer for 
the “ loss” of China, but rather for its own persistence in a policy that it 
now admitted had been doomed to failure from the start. Lippmann 
demanded a full-scale inquiry.3

His biting words were not inspired by any sympathy for the Kuo
mintang. He was perfectly willing to let Mao overrun Formosa, to 
which Chiang fled in December 1949 with his army and China’s gold 
bullion. But he recognized the dangerous ambiguity in Acheson’s self- 
defense. Instead of treating Mao as an independent nationalist, Acheson 
continued to stress Peking’s links with Moscow and imply that China 
was simply a Soviet satellite. This approach was motivated partly by a 
desire to appease the administration’s right-wing critics, and partly by 
the anticommunist zeal of such officials as Dean Rusk, assistant secre
tary of state for the Far East, who dismissed Mao’s China as merely a 
“colonial Russian government, a Slavic Manchukuo on a large scale.”

By the end of 1949, however, the administration — despite vicious 
attacks from the China Lobby and demands that Chiang be granted more 
weapons and money — seemed to be moving toward an accommodation 
to Mao’s victory. On January 5, 1950, Truman announced he would not 
“pursue a course which will lead to involvement in the civil conflict in 
China.”  And a week later Acheson went before the National Press 
Club — in the meeting that Lippmann attended — to put sharp limits 
on the containment doctrine in Asia. He declared that American aid
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should be extended only where it could be effective and where the gov
ernment had the support of the people — a clear slap at Chiang. He also 
announced a new strategic defense line in Asia extending through Japan 
and the Philippines — a line that seemed to exclude both Formosa and 
Korea. Acheson told the Chinese communists that Moscow, not Wash
ington, was the greatest threat to China's security, and that the United 
States would not try to prevent them from assuming China’s seat in the 
United Nations.

Lippmann left the Press Club luncheon heartened, and in his column 
hailed the speech as one of ‘ ‘great moment throughout Asia. ’ ’ Acheson 
had spoken with “ sagacity and deep penetration.’’ At last the adminis
tration seemed ready to break with Chiang. Yet despite the boldness of 
Acheson’s speech, there was no follow-up. The administration, under 
pressure from the China Lobby, was caught in a bind of its own mak
ing. It wanted to avoid further entanglement in Chiang’s hopeless for
tunes, yet was afraid to antagonize its right-wing critics by abandoning 
him. It wanted to take advantage of the potential rivalry between China 
and Russia, but feared that any overture to Mao would undermine the 
credibility of its anticommunist diplomacy in Europe. Treading water 
and declaring it was intent on “ halting the spread of communism in 
Asia,’’ it continued to aid Chiang and embroiled itself even further in 
Asia by sending money to France to suppress the communist-led in
dependence movement in Indochina. Within a month after Acheson’s 
hopeful speech Lippmann was so discouraged that he wrote Admiral 
Forrest Sherman that the administration had become “hopelessly com
mitted to . . . discredited or puppet regimes.’’4

Pulled toward a new China policy by the logic of events, the adminis
tration remained paralyzed by domestic opposition from the Right. Re
publicans, angered by the accommodating approach to Peking, de
manded that Acheson resign. These demands gained new fervor in 
January 1950 when former State Department official Alger Hiss, ac
cused of spying for the Russians, was convicted of perjury, and scientist 
Klaus Fuchs arrested for espionage, along with two American ac
complices. Acheson infuriated rightists when, after the verdict, he 
bravely declared: “ I do not intend to turn my back on Alger Hiss.’’ On 
February 9 Senator Joseph McCarthy launched an infamous career by 
charging that the State Department was riddled with communists. Sena
tor Taft, pleased with the public response to McCarthy’s allegations, 
denounced the supposedly “pro-communist group in the State Depart
ment who surrendered to every demand at Yalta and Potsdam and pro
moted at every opportunity the communist cause in China.’’ Senator 
Wherry, a zealot of the China Lobby, went a step further by declaring 
that Acheson himself was a “bad security risk’’ who “must go.’’5

These attacks were undermining Acheson’s authority and turning his



congressional appearances into Roman circuses. At the beginning Lipp- 
mann had defended Acheson, describing him in February 1950, after his 
first year in office, as one “extraordinarily well-equipped by experience 
and bent of mind to be a minister of foreign affairs. ” But by mid-March 
he was no longer so sure. Acheson, in an effort to mollify his critics, 
had tried to demonstrate that he was even more anticommunist than 
they. The result was to paralyze his own ambivalent efforts to extract 
the United States from China’s civil war. “ Although he has now talked 
himself into a position which makes Winston Churchill an appeaser and 
a misguided idealist by comparison, the secretary of state is treated on 
Capitol Hill with less courtesy and with smaller regard for the rules of 
evidence than if he were a convicted horse thief,” Lippmann wrote. 
There could be no effective foreign policy when the nation’s chief 
diplomatist “ feels he must distrust the instinct of the people instead of 
clarifying, guiding and rationalizing it.” 6

Even if Lippmann did not always respect the “ will of the people,” he 
heeded it. The “ acid test” of a foreign policy, he had written a half- 
dozen years earlier, was whether it united the American people. Ache- 
son’s very definitely did not. His failure to win public support for his 
policies had encouraged the Republicans to blame the administration for 
every postwar setback from the disappointments of Yalta to the “ loss” 
of China. The nation wondered what had happened to the bright promise 
of the American Century. Since few questioned the omnipotence of 
American power or the beneficence of American purpose, the only per
suasive explanation seemed to be betrayal from within.

The problem had begun even before Acheson became secretary. In 
the summer of 1948, while the nation was still suffering the shock 
waves of the Czech coup, former communist agents Elizabeth Bentley 
and Whittaker Chambers told a congressional committee that spies had 
infiltrated the State Department a decade earlier. To Lippmann’s as
tonishment, one of his former secretaries turned out to have been a 
friend of Bentley and to have filched a number of letters, none of which 
harbored any secrets, from his files.

The belief that the cold war reversals could be explained only by trai
tors and spies provided fertile ground for the Asia-firsters — confus
ingly labeled “ isolationists.” Right-wing attacks on the State Depart
ment made it clear that the “ postwar isolationist movement” was under 
way, Lippmann wrote Alan Kirk, U.S. ambassador to Moscow, that 
spring. While Senator McCarthy was preaching a “ military crusade 
against Russia,”  it was clear that “ the men behind McCarthy are Taft, 
Wherry and Bridges in the Senate and their counterparts in the House. ” 
The administration was to blame for most of its own woes, Lippmann 
complained. It had been going to Congress and the country for three 
years, telling them that the Truman Doctrine was containing communist

468 p a r t  t w o : 1931-1974



ROOM AT THE TOP 4 6 9

expansion. “Then the public realized that communism had not been 
contained in China and that it would not be contained easily in southeast 
Asia.” The public’s discontent stemmed from “ this defeat which the 
administration has not been able to explain as a defeat or to transcend by 
offering a clear policy as to what is to happen after the defeat,’’ he told 
Kirk. “ It has been the failure in Asia which has made possible the 
whole McCarthy business.’’7

Although the administration was a prisoner of the China Lobby, it 
had the means, Lippmann learned, to discredit its tormentors. Much of 
the group’s money came from the narcotics trade and from American 
aid that had been sent to Chiang and then secretly funneled back into the 
United States to finance the lobby’s public-relations campaigns and po
litical payoffs. In April 1950 Marquis Childs invited a number of Wash
ington’s leading journalists, including Lippmann, Edward R. Murrow, 
Charles Collingwood, Joseph C. Harsch and Elmer Davis, to his home 
to discuss how this information could be used to discredit the lobby. 
One nonjoumalist was also invited: Dean Acheson. They disclosed de
tails of the lobby’s secret operations and told Acheson that the facts 
were in the Treasury’s files. The administration had only to bring them 
into the open to be rid of its most unscrupulous enemy. Acheson lis
tened, but would not commit himself, and ultimately never used the in
formation. Perhaps he thought it would not work. Lippmann had an
other reason. “Too many people involved in the scandal were rather 
important Democrats,’’ he said privately.

The evening confirmed Lippmann’s conviction that Acheson, for all 
his intelligence and courage, had outlived his effectiveness as secretary 
of state. He had not leveled with the people and he had lost the con
fidence of Congress. Lippmann suggested in his column that Truman 
might be wise to think about a replacement.8 Like most of Lippmann’s 
advice to Truman, it was ignored. Unsurprisingly, Lippmann’s relations 
with Acheson quickly deteriorated. Acheson could not hear the colum
nist’s name without fuming, and in June Lippmann walked out of a Har
vard alumni meeting in Cambridge just as Acheson was about to deliver 
a speech. The two men disagreed, not only on how to handle the China 
Lobby, but on almost everything else: the vast rearmament program 
being orchestrated in the still-secret document known as NSC-68, the 
expansion and militarization of NATO, and the German question.

One thing on which they seemed to agree was that American troops 
would not be sent to fight in Asia, as Acheson had indicated in his 
January 1950 “ defense perimeter’’ speech. But as it turned out, the sec
retary had not really meant it. The test of his intentions came suddenly, 
on June 25, 1950, when North Korea’s army surged across the thirty- 
eighth parallel into South Korea. The administration was caught un
awares, but within hours Truman — acting on the assumption that the



Soviets had instigated the attack through their puppet regime — sent 
military aid to the South Koreans. He also did what the China Lobby 
had long demanded by ordering the Seventh Fleet to the Strait of For
mosa to prevent Mao's army from invading Chiang’s island stronghold.

At the same time Acheson, moving with equal dispatch on the diplo
matic front, called the United Nations Security Council into session and, 
in the absence of the Soviet delegation, pushed through a resolution 
branding North Korea the aggressor. The way was now open for the 
United States to intervene. A United Nations army would be created — 
composed almost entirely of U.S. and South Korean forces, with token 
participation by a few other nations. Two days after the invasion, on 
June 27, Truman instructed General Douglas Mac Arthur — American 
proconsul in Japan and commander of U.S. forces in the Pacific — to 
send American air and naval units into action. On the thirtieth, with the 
South Korean army in full retreat and the U.S.-supported government of 
Syngman Rhee on the verge of collapse, Truman took the final step by 
dispatching American ground troops.

If the administration had been caught off guard, so had Lippmann. 
On the evening of the invasion he and Helen, in Maine for the summer, 
were at a cocktail party at Sumner Welles’s. When one of the guests ex
citedly asked Lippmann what he thought about Korea, he waxed philo
sophical, citing the anomalies of that divided country and deploring the 
excesses of Rhee’s dictatorship. “ But what about the invasion?” the 
questioner persisted. Lippmann looked blank. As one who depended on 
newspapers, he rarely listened to radio or television. A bit embarrassed, 
he phoned his Washington assistant, Barbara Donald, and told her to 
monitor the news regularly for him.

The next morning he sat down to write his column. Obviously it 
would have to be about Korea. He was as perplexed as everyone else. 
Who was behind it? What did it mean? How should the United States 
respond? He got on the phone, called a battery of colleagues and of
ficials in Washington, and tried to shape a picture of what had hap
pened. Cautiously he approved Truman’s initial decision to send sup
plies to the South Koreans and seek UN approval. As the communist 
armies pushed south, he grew more alarmed. Two days later he de
scribed the attack as a “naked act of aggression,” and warned of inter
national anarchy “ if a wretched little satellite government in northern 
Korea can thumb its nose at the United Nations.” Reversing his earlier 
position, he approved the dispatch of the Seventh Fleet to the Formosa 
Strait.

But he was reluctant to go further, and proposed as a “cardinal rule” 
that so long as the Soviets did not commit their own forces to these 
“borderland struggles,” the United States should avoid engaging Amer
ican power in theaters “not of our own choosing and where no decision
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can ever be had.” 9 He was too late. On June 30 Truman, realizing that 
the South Koreans could not hold back the attack, ordered American 
troops into action. This momentous decision, which Truman himself 
later said was the “ most important in my time as President,” com
pletely changed the nature of the war. For the first time American sol
diers were locked in combat to prevent the extension of communism — 
and on a terrain never before deemed vital to America’s national in
terest.

The public seemed to approve Truman’s decision, and even Senator 
Taft said he would support the action. Truman was taking no chances. 
He circumvented the Constitution by using his powers as commander in 
chief rather than by seeking a war declaration from Congress. A barrier 
had been breached, but few seemed to realize its seriousness. “ I have 
been very deeply depressed by the Korean affair,” Lippmann wrote 
Joseph Alsop in mid-July about the way the whole episode had been 
handled. The National Security Council had not coordinated policy with 
State and the Pentagon. The blame lay with Truman and Acheson for 
“not having clarified the question of our obligation in Korea,” Lipp
mann charged. “They knew and accepted the theory that Korea had 
been written off, and therefore that we were not going to be prepared to 
fight there.” Now, having written off Korea, they had decided to fight 
for it after all. The right hand seemed not to know what the left hand 
was doing. “ I am rather gloomy about the quality of the men in charge 
of our destiny,” he complained.10

These men viewed the invasion of South Korea as a direct challenge 
to the United States. They did not seem to consider, as George Kennan 
later suggested, that it might have been prompted by the American 
decision to sign a peace treaty with Japan — a treaty the Soviets had not 
been allowed to join, and one that turned Japan into an advance base of 
American power. Nor did they consider, as others have suggested, that 
the Soviet-backed invasion might have been designed to challenge 
China rather than the United States. For them it was a test of American 
fortitude. To have backed away might have been, as Acheson later said, 
“highly destructive of the power and prestige of the United States.” 
They also saw it as a chance to disarm critics who had accused the ad
ministration of being “ soft on communism.”

Yet they had not thought through the full consequences of their ac
tion. The decision to commit a land army was, Lippmann wrote John 
Foster Dulles in July, a “ far deeper and far more momentous and much 
more irrevocable commitment” than the initial decision to impose sanc
tions and use air and naval power. Merely to push back the invaders 
without risking a Chinese intervention would be difficult enough. “ But 
we have no right to count on being allowed to conduct a counter-offen
sive up to the 38th parallel without the intervention of at least the



Chinese.” The troop commitment would be paid for dearly, he pre
dicted. “We have given hostages to fortune which we could have been 
much stronger without. ” 11

Dulles, interestingly, agreed. Then serving as a State Department ad
viser and as chief negotiator of the Japanese peace treaty, he had been in 
Tokyo and Seoul just a week before the invasion, and had told the South 
Korean parliament that if forced to defend their territorial integrity they 
would be “ not alone.” In a confidential letter to Lippmann, however, 
Dulles insisted that while he thought the United States should do 
“ something” about the invasion of South Korea, he did not define what 
that should be, and personally “ had doubts as to the wisdom of engag
ing our land forces on the continent of Asia as against an enemy that 
could be nourished from the vast resources of the USSR.” Dulles un
derlined that he had told Pentagon officials on his return to Washington 
that if a land venture seemed dangerous, the State Department “could 
get along with something less than that. ’ ’ He also revealed to Lippmann 
that as he left Tokyo, shortly after word of the invasion came through, 
General MacArthur had told him that “ anyone who engages the United 
States army on the mainland of Asia should have his reason exam
ined. ” 12

Once the administration made the decision to send in American 
troops, its political goals escalated. Initially its objective was to repel 
the invasion. By August it was to destroy the North Korean army, and 
by September to unify the country. On September 15 MacArthur landed 
his forces behind enemy lines at Inchon, and in a brilliant tactical ma
neuver turned the tide. Two weeks later his triumphant forces ap
proached the thirty-eighth parallel. The original mandate had been 
achieved. But now the administration sensed a chance to humble the So
viets, whom it believed responsible for the invasion, and to silence its 
Republican critics. Restoration of the status quo ante was no longer 
enough. Truman and Acheson went back to the UN and — by short- 
circuiting the Security Council and marshaling a majority in the veto- 
free General Assembly — won sanction to seek a “unified, independent 
and democratic government of Korea.” Containment had given way to 
“ liberation.” By the time Lippmann left for Europe in early October, 
the North Koreans were in full retreat and American troops were ap
proaching the Chinese border at the Yalu River.

The administration was euphoric, but the Chinese were growing anx
ious. Even before Truman gave MacArthur the green light to cross the 
thirty-eighth parallel, Chinese Foreign Minister Chou En-lai had told the 
Indian ambassador — with a request to pass it on — that Peking would 
have to protect itself if American troops followed the South Korean 
army across the parallel. Acheson, in a triumphant mood, dismissed the 
warning as the “ mere vaporings of a panicky Panikar.” MacArthur,
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who needed no encouragement, was told to push on. By the end of 
November his troops approached the Yalu and he announced he would 
“bring the boys home for Christmas.” Two days later, on November 
27, the Chinese, who had for weeks been sending token forces across 
the border as' a signal of their seriousness, moved across the Yalu in 
mass, trapping and destroying great numbers of American and UN 
forces. It was now, said an astonished Mac Arthur, “ an entirely new 
war.”

The day after the Chinese intervened, Lippmann returned to New 
York on the Liberté. He had not written a word about Korea since early 
October. Now it seemed there was virtually nothing else to write about. 
The administration, like Mac Arthur’s army, was in full retreat. A badly 
shaken Acheson assured the Chinese they had nothing to fear from the 
United States. In response Chinese forces continued to push back the 
American and UN armies to the thirty-eighth parallel, inflicting heavy 
casualties along the way. MacArthur sought, and was denied, permis
sion to bomb Chinese bases in Manchuria. The administration did not 
want an even wider war on its hands. Once again pressed by critics on 
the Right, Truman hinted at a press conference in late November that he 
might use atomic bombs to stop the Chinese. The suggestion brought 
Prime Minister Clement Attlee on a flying visit to Washington for an ex
planation and a disclaimer.

Through his contacts at the New York Times Lippmann learned that 
Acheson had told Attlee that the United States had no intention of fight
ing China on the Asian mainland, and that the secretary thought it “ bet
ter to be driven out of Korea altogether than to get ourselves involved in 
negotiations with the Chinese communists, whom we couldn’t expect to 
be reasonable or dependable.” Acheson told the prime minister that 
Peking was “obviously entirely under the control of Moscow,” and that 
if the United States recognized them, brought them into the UN and got 
out of Formosa, they would demand a voice in the future of Japan and 
of Indochina. The Japanese would then likely switch sides. Thus, ac
cording to the Times's confidential report, Acheson suggested that the 
United States fight in Korea as long as possible, then get out and “ make 
the government of China by the communists as difficult as possible,” 
perhaps by an air and naval blockade.13

A week later, on December 12, 1950, Lippmann received a memo 
from James Reston to the Times ’s editorial board revealing that the In
dian ambassador had just passed on to Acheson a peace proposal from 
Peking offering a cease-fire in exchange for negotiations on Formosa. 
Reston, serving as the intermediary, presented the proposal to Acheson 
on December 11. The secretary’s answer, he noted, was more interest
ing than the message itself. Acheson “ astonished m e,” Reston re
ported, by saying the peace offer was merely a maneuver instigated by



the Russians to prevent completion of the NATO military command and 
prevent the rearmament of Germany. Brushing aside the peace offer, 
Acheson maintained that Germany was the heart of the struggle, not 
Korea. Moscow was trying to divert the United States from its European 
plans by its “ bold measures” in Asia. Even though the British and the 
Indians were “ dancing on the fringes of appeasement,” the administra
tion would not be diverted from its objectives in Europe. The only 
danger, Acheson warned, was that his domestic critics might “ sabo
tage” his policy.14

Lippmann had no qualms about trying to sabotage that policy because 
he considered much of it mistaken, and even disastrous. Laying down 
the gauntlet, he called for Acheson’s resignation. The administration’s 
actions, he charged, had led to “ disaster abroad and to disunity at 
home.” Acheson could not repair his fundamental mistake: “ his refusal 
to debate the great issues, and if his real views could not command gen
eral support in Congress, his failure to resign.” 15

While Acheson was used to attacks from Neanderthals and Mc- 
Carthyites, a demand for resignation from one of his peers took on the 
air of a betrayal. Lippmann and Acheson inhabited the same social 
world, met at the same Georgetown dinner parties, belonged to the same 
clubs. Years earlier Lippmann had nominated Acheson for the Century. 
Each in his way incarnated the values and authority of the eastern liberal 
Establishment. Such an attack was a bold, and even brave, move on 
Lippmann’s part in a town where personal loyalty often took precedence 
over public responsibility, let alone the demands of conscience.

Acheson’s friends rallied to his defense, accusing Lippmann of hav
ing gone too far. Lippmann felt obliged to explain why he felt “ very 
strongly indeed” that Acheson should have resigned long ago. “ No 
man ought to be secretary of state who does not have the confidence of 
the substantial majority of Congress,” he wrote Daisy Harriman, a 
Washington hostess well connected to the upper echelons of the Demo
cratic party, and at one time FDR’s ambassador to Norway. Whether 
Congress lacked confidence in him for good reasons or bad was “quite 
irrelevant,” for it was “ impossible to conduct foreign affairs, and espe
cially to conduct wars, without popular confidence in the men who con
duct them.” A situation such as the administration faced would have 
been “ absolutely unthinkable” in any parliamentary government. The 
foreign minister would have either got a vote of confidence or resigned. 
Simply staying in office with the majority against him was “ not admira
ble” and made the effective conduct of government “ virtually impos
sible.”  This was particularly true “ in a situation like the present, where 
the head of the government is at once incompetent and irremovable,” he 
underlined. Nor was the prognosis hopeful. “ In my view this country is 
going to go either to a frightful crisis at home, or a catastrophe abroad,
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or both,” he predicted, “ unless somewhere in the system of high com
mand there are changes of men.”

The problem with hitting Acheson was that the criticism would seem 
to lend aid to the McCarthyites. “ Throughout this whole wretched busi
ness all my personal inclinations were and still are in his favor,”  Lipp- 
mann told Learned Hand. “ In my job I have found myself faced with 
this: that it was very difficult and probably impossible to criticize his ad
ministration of the State Department without giving aid and comfort to 
his low-down enemies. ” Yet how could a man “ who does not have the 
substantial confidence of the country”  hope to perform effectively as 
secretary of state?16

Lippmann’s quarrel with Acheson went far beyond the problem of 
bad relations with Congress and the press. The decision to send Ameri
can troops above the thirty-eighth parallel and to unify Korea by force 
had plunged the United States into a disastrous war with China. Had the 
administration not been so desperate to placate its right-wing critics, it 
might never have made such a foolish gamble. Now it had become even 
more a prisoner of its critics, as Mac Arthur and his right-wing sup
porters in Congress pressed for authority to bomb China. Truman and 
Acheson wavered, not wanting to expand the war, yet dreading the ac
cusations of “ appeasement” from the far Right. Finally Mac Arthur 
grew so reckless in his challenge to presidential authority that in April 
1951 Truman fired him for insubordination — thereby unleashing a 
furor that for a time shook the presidency itself. Truman and Acheson, 
Lippmann charged, “ intending to make a limited action in support of a 
general principle, lost control of the situation and were sucked into a big 
war that they did not know how to manage and do not know how to 
conclude.” 17

While Mac Arthur had clearly overstepped his authority, it was Ache
son, Lippmann reminded his readers, who was responsible for advising 
the President as to China’s intentions, who urged that Mac Arthur be 
allowed to cross the thirty-eighth parallel and drive to the Yalu, who 
pushed through a UN resolution to unify Korea, who ridiculed the warn
ings of the Indians. Now that the scheme had backfired, he and Truman 
wanted to shunt off all the blame onto MacArthur. But the administra
tion had brought its troubles on itself. Lacking confidence, it was “ al
most prostrate with its inferiority complex in the presence of generals, 
aware of its mediocrity and inexperience and its political vulnerability.” 
Above all, it was saddled with a secretary of state who had lost all cred
ibility and popular support. “ Some day, when he retires,” Lippmann 
wrote acidly, “ I hope that Mr. Acheson will write a book explaining 
how he persuaded himself to believe that a government could be con
ducted without the support of the people.” 18

Although Lippmann thought the administration had had to make some
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response to the North Korean invasion, he had drawn the line at the use 
of troops. If this meant a communist takeover of Korea, so be it. That 
was preferable to distracting the United States from the far more impor
tant confrontation in Europe. “ I was in favor from the very first minutes 
of sea and air intervention against the North Korean aggression,” he 
later wrote Senator Millard Tydings, . . but I have always been 
unhappy about the unannounced decision, which followed a few days 
later, to fight a land war in Korea. Yet I do not doubt that had we 
refused to commit an army, but had merely used sea and air power, the 
North Koreans would have conquered the whole of Korea.” The crucial 
question was the defense of Japan, and that would not have been im
periled even had the communists won. Acheson seemed to admit this 
when he later defended his action, not as a response to a threat against 
Japan, but on the nebulous ground of prestige, “the shadow cast by 
power.” Even had it been right to put in an American army, Lippmann 
continued, it was a “ supreme tragedy” to have crossed the thirty-eighth 
parallel and tried to occupy Korea to the Yalu — thereby bringing 
China into the war and causing seventy-five thousand American casual
ties. “The decision in September 1950 to press the United Nations to 
authorize the crossing of the thirty-eighth parallel was one of the great
est mistakes in our history,” he said.19

A mistake, no doubt. But if the attempt to unify Korea stemmed from 
the premature smell of victory, the original decision to intervene rested 
on other grounds. It was based, not on a concern for Japan’s security, 
but on what the administration saw as a threat to its plans for Europe. 
Those plans included the creation of a West German state, which had al
ready been brought into being over Russian protests, and its incorpo
ration into an American-run alliance. Although the administration ini
tially denied it, by the late summer of 1950 Washington was moving to 
build a German army and bring it into NATO. A police force, yes, a 
German army, no, an agitated Lippmann wrote Dorothy Thompson that 
September. American policy should be devoted to “ unification, elec
tions and neutralization. ” The Germans had to be given a “ sense of his
torical mission . . . some place in the world which befits their dignity 
and which is not necessarily to be interpreted by the Russians as Ger
many becoming the spearhead of the West. ” That place, he thought, lay 
as the centerpiece of a larger Europe.

While it may have been an attractive idea to him, the prospect of a 
reunified Germany as a great power “ around which the smaller neutral 
states . . . and eventually the east Europeans could attach themselves” 
did not appeal to the Russians. It became even less appealing when 
Acheson in mid-September 1950 finally confirmed what many had long 
suspected by calling for a ten-division German army. During the Oc- 
tober-November swing that had taken him to London, Stockholm, Oslo,
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Copenhagen, Germany, Switzerland and Paris, Lippmann had tested 
European reactions to the plan. From his talks with German leaders, 
including Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, Socialist leader Kurt Schuma
cher, Berlin Mayor Ernst Reuter, and Adenauer’s chief military adviser, 
he came away convinced, as he wrote in his private notes, that “ nothing 
could be plainer or clearer than that the German army is thinking of a 
war of revenge and not of the defense of Europe at the Elbe river. ’ ’20

The articles he wrote on his return were only slightly more diplo
matic. The idea that the Germans would dedicate themselves to the 
defense of the West was an “ illusion”  entertained only in Washington 
and London, he charged. His great fear was that a rearmed Germany 
would lock the Red Army in central Europe and eventually trigger a war 
between America and Russia. “ I have a fierce conviction that unless 
that [Soviet] withdrawal takes place within a comparatively few years, 
war is certain and unavoidable,” he wrote James Bryant Conant, then 
president of Harvard and later U.S. high commissioner to Germany. As 
an alternative he urged that Russia and the West thin out their forces 
over a five-year period, during which an all-German government would 
be formed.21 The administration was not interested.

The die was cast in Europe: Germany would be rearmed and brought 
into NATO. There would be no mutual withdrawal. Neither side trusted 
the other enough. Each preferred a divided Germany, and a divided 
Europe, to a united Germany that might join the other camp. Meanwhile 
the war in Korea had settled into a long and inconclusive stalemate 
along the thirty-eighth parallel. The status quo ante had been restored 
with one difference: the United States, by patrolling the Formosa Strait 
on Chiang’s behalf, had become a participant in China’s civil war.

It was a good time for Lippmann to take his long-planned and long- 
postponed leave of absence. Since the summer of 1938 he had been 
fiddling with a book on how men could govern themselves by humane 
principles in an era of totalitarian politics and rapid technological 
change. Envisaging it as his great work on political philosophy, he ten
tatively entitled it “ The Image of Man.” Fearing he might never finish 
the work unless he could devote full attention to it over a sustained 
period, he decided to take a six-month leave of absence from the 
column.

Before taking his sabbatical he wrote a three-part series, again 
urging a territorial settlement with the Soviets. The men in the Kremlin, 
he argued, had from the first days of the revolution been guided not by 
Marxist rhetoric but by military realities. The Soviets might have dashed 
Western hopes at Yalta and Potsdam for democratic governments in the 
areas they controlled, but they had always stuck to their word on territo
rial issues.

The real problem was the presence of the Red Army in central
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Europe, he insisted. If that army were removed, “ there would be no 
more Russian problem today than there had been for a century.” Thus 
the important thing was to negotiate a military withdrawal. “When I 
speak of a settlement with the Soviet Union I do not mean a marriage,” 
he underlined. “ I mean a divorce. I mean the fixing of boundaries be
tween their world and ours — the frontiers to be defined by armaments 
. . .  an agreement to reduce the propaganda of war from, let us say, 
volcanic hatred to icy dislike.” 22

There was nothing novel in this prescription. But the call for a settle
ment, like his warnings against German rearmament, was out of key 
with administration policy. The announcement that he was taking an ex
tended leave of absence, with no date mentioned for his return, 
prompted speculation as to whether his departure was fully voluntary. 
Le Monde wondered if Lippmann had been “entirely master of his own 
decision,” and suggested that “even if the pressure of the ‘war party’ 
has not governed Walter Lippmann’s decision, it is evident that the 
freedom of his analysis, especially during the past six years, the quiet 
harshness of his criticisms of adventuristic policies — in short his na
ture as a free man — were bound to attract hostility. ” Lippmann was so 
embarrassed by the suggestion that he had been forcefully shut off that 
he asked editor Beuve-Mery to print an apology.23

The contretemps was soon forgotten, but it revealed how much Lipp
mann, in the eyes of many Europeans, was viewed as the leading critic 
of America’s cold war militancy. The fact that he spoke the language of 
realpolitik — military strength, spheres of influence, an Atlantic al
liance — made it difficult to dismiss his attacks on a diplomacy that had 
seemingly lost all sight of rational objectives in an obsessive search for 
an ever-elusive feeling of “ security.”



►- 37
Overtaken by Events

He was a realist and adjusted to the realities of the situ
ation, whatever it happened to be.

— James M. Cain on Lippmann

Th e  second week of June 1951 Walter and Helen closed up the 
house on Woodley Road, packed his notes, a pile of books, and the 
poodles, and drove off to Maine. After more than twenty years of writ

ing his column he was, he told his readers, going to “ come up on deck 
for a breath of fresh air and look at the horizon.” He would leave 
unanswered the question of whether, “ the times being so critical, it is 
right to turn away even for a few months from the news of the day to be 
certain of the perennial issues of the human condition.” 1 Deciding that 
the news could wait, he and Helen stayed in Maine all summer, and in 
September left their unheated camp and rented a house in the Berkshires 
through the fall. He did not pick up his column again until December
I7‘ . .As his sabbatical approached its end, Lippmann had made consider
able progress on his book, although he would not finish it for another 
three years, but was dispirited at the thought of resuming the column. 
Although he had done well financially at the Tribune — averaging be
tween sixty and seventy thousand dollars a year in flat fee and syndica
tion profits — he wanted more time to think and to do longer projects. 
He had reached the age, he wrote the paper’s business manager, when it 
seemed “foolish to accept the continued strain of being a regular col
umnist.” He wanted to set aside the three-day-a-week column and be a 
“special writer,”  to “get away from the feeling of being a kind of 
one-man editorial page which is expected to comment on whatever hap
pens to be the biggest news . . .  to feel that I did not have to say 
something with unending regularity . . .  to stop feeling that 1 must 
write, say about Iran if the prime minister has a fit, when I may be 
working on some articles about American education. To do that we
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must do away with Today and Tomorrow’ as Conan Doyle did with 
Sherlock Holmes.” 2 Conan Doyle had somewhat better luck. Lippmann 
went back to the column in mid-December 1951 with the intention of 
writing only a few months longer on a regular basis. He continued for 
another sixteen years, although in 1955 he managed to cut back to twice 
a week.

By the time he resumed the column in December 1951 there was a 
good deal to sink his teeth into — particularly the flesh of an adminis
tration that was treading water and waiting for the merciful expiration of 
its term. Paralyzed by McCarthyism, Truman could not end the Korean 
War by negotiation on any terms the Republicans would accept. Ache- 
son was under daily assault in Congress and the press, his policies 
stymied, his integrity impugned, even his patriotism questioned. The 
nation, resentful over the unpopular war in Korea and seeking an outlet 
for its frustration in a search for “ communists” in high places, seemed 
in the grip of hysteria.

The country was ready for a change. So was Lippmann. He had been 
taking potshots at Truman ever since 1946, and by 1952 had become so 
disgruntled that he blamed Truman’s reelection for everything that had 
gone wrong since — from McCarthyism to the rearmament of Germany 
and the Korean War.3 As the 1952 elections approached — with a stale
mate along the thirty-eighth parallel in Korea and the European allies 
blocking Washington’s plans to bring a rearmed Germany into a pro
jected European army — Lippmann would have embraced almost any 
Republican internationalist. This left out Senator Robert Taft, champion 
of the party’s Old Guard, but very much included the nation’s favorite 
war hero. General Dwight Eisenhower.

Then in Europe as NATO commander, after a brief stint as president 
of Columbia University, Eisenhower was everyone’s candidate for Pres
ident, even though no one could be sure what he stood for. He had spent 
his entire adult life in uniform and had never professed allegiance to any 
party. No matter. The very fact that he was outside the political arena 
added to his appeal. The country was ready for a soft-spoken, straight
forward, good-natured hero, and Ike filled the bill. If for any reason the 
Republicans would not have him, the Democrats were eager to hand 
him their battered crown.

Lippmann had first met Eisenhower early in the war when Lord Hali
fax invited him to the British embassy to meet “ a young army officer 
whom you will hear a lot about.” After the war Eisenhower, then Pen
tagon chief of staff, used to ask Lippmann to his office every month or 
two to talk about public issues. Ike clearly had his sights on the White 
House. “ I wasn’t impressed with any of the things he had to say,” 
Lippmann later recalled, after he had grown sour on Eisenhower, “ and 
his political simplicity was simply astounding.” Once Ike had told
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Lippmann that all politics was corrupt, and that if he ever went into 
public life he would remain above partisanship. “ You don’t suppose a 
man could ever be nominated by both parties, do you?” Ike asked.

Four years earlier, when the Republicans had first tried to draft Ike 
for the 1948 nomination, Lippmann was hardly an enthusiast. “ I should 
look upon Eisenhower’s acceptance of this draft and his possible elec
tion as a very dangerous thing,” he had written Lewis Douglas in 1948. 
Eisenhower was simply “ not personally qualified” to be President. 
“ The public legend about him is justified on his human qualities, but it 
takes no account of his intellectual equipment and his real experience. I 
have never seen anything like i t ,” Lippmann mused. “ He is not a real 
figure in our public life, but a kind of dream boy embodying all the un
satisfied wishes of all the people who are discontented with things as 
they are. ” 4

But passing time — and particularly four more years of Truman — 
had given Ike a rosier glow. By 1952 Lippmann was ready for even an 
untested “ dream boy.” Enlisting Eisenhower to head a presidential 
ticket “ can lead to almost certain victory by healing and uniting the na
tion,” Lippmann told his readers in January 1952. Unlike Taft’s and the 
isolationists’, Ike’s mission in politics was to “ reunite the American 
people, to heal their divisions, to assuage the bitterness of regions, of 
interests, of classes and of sects.” A man so respected by both parties, 
Lippmann explained, “offers us — for the first time in our genera
tion — the prospect of a united nation. ” s

Lippmann was mostly worried about beating Taft, favorite of the 
Republican isolationists. To block the Ohioan Lippmann worked behind 
the scenes with Ike’s promoters, particularly Senator Leverett Salton- 
stall. Ike should stay at NATO headquarters in Europe until nominated, 
Lippmann told the Massachusetts Republican, since an orthodox cam
paign for the nomination would work against him. “ He hasn’t got the 
political know-how to do it very well, in my view,”  he counseled. “ All 
his inexperience will, I think, be exposed to the country, and the Ameri
can people, we must not forget, can turn quickly against their heroes,” 
Instead, Lippmann favored a “ very aloof campaign” on Ike’s part, so 
that, as he told Herbert Bayard Swope, Ike would not get “ entangled in 
the little issues that are quite hot and full of politics.” 6

Lippmann went off to Europe for six weeks at the end of April, where 
he saw Eisenhower in Paris and gave a series of lectures at Oxford and 
Cambridge, later published as a small book entitled Isolation and Alli
ances. By the time he got back at the end of May, Eisenhower, Lipp
mann’s caveats notwithstanding, had given up his post at NATO and 
had plunged into the fight with Taft for convention delegates. Greatly 
pleased by Ike’s strong showing in the primaries, Lippmann was not at 
all troubled by his refusal to take a stand on issues. “The people, who



482 PART t w o :  1931-1974

in the end alone can elect him, will understand perfectly well why he 
has not had time to study all these questions,” he explained to his 
readers. In fact, he thought it an advantage to have a man “ not snarled 
up with all the issues that are dividing and embittering our people . . . 
he can come to the old controversies freshly and freely himself.” Lipp- 
mann found it “ deeply reassuring” that the general had left himself 
“entirely uncommitted for the great issues of war and peace which lie 
ahead of us.” Normally a refusal to debate the issues was not a quality 
he admired. Apparently this was different.

While Ike was preparing his assault on the convention, Adlai Steven
son, governor of Illinois, was being pushed and cajoled into accepting 
the Democratic nomination. Stevenson claimed he did not want it — or 
at least not yet, not if he had to face the unassailable Eisenhower. But 
the party bosses told him it was now or never. In late March Stevenson, 
accompanied by George Ball, his former law partner, dropped by 
Woodley Road for dinner, advice, and, they hoped, Lippmann’s 
blessing. “ I don’t want to run for President now,” he told Lippmann. 
“ I ’d rather be governor of Illinois. There’s no man around who can beat 
Eisenhower, and what’s more, I don’t see any good reason why anyone 
should want to .” 7 Lippmann agreed that the governor had a point — 
which was not exactly what Stevenson wanted to hear.

Not until July did Stevenson make it official by becoming a can
didate. Blushing and protesting feebly he accepted the Democratic 
nomination. A few weeks earlier Eisenhower, with a ruthlessness that 
belied his baby-face countenance, had outmaneuvered Taft in a battle 
over disputed delegates and seized the nomination. Lippmann was de
lighted by both conventions, and celebrated the nominations of Steven
son and Eisenhower as a “ triumphant vindication of the American sys
tem.” He liked Stevenson, and in the abstract thought him the better 
man. But Eisenhower, he was convinced, was what the country needed 
at the moment. Only a military hero like Ike could negotiate an end to 
the Korean War without being accused of “ treason,” he wrote. Only a 
Republican President could tame the blood-crazed McCarthyite wing of 
the party. If the Republicans lost their bid for the White House for the 
sixth time in a row the party would fall into the hands of its ‘ ‘most irrec
oncilable and ruthless factions.” 8

Yet as the campaign wore on, as Ike stumbled over his syntax and 
skirted the issues, Lippmann grew distressed by what he admitted was 
the “ disappointing quality and the embarrassing features” of the gen
eral’s performance. He was particularly bothered by Ike’s handling of 
the Nixon affair. The general’s “ crusade” had been somewhat tarnished 
when his running mate, Senator Richard Nixon — a McCarthyite who 
had won notoriety during the Alger Hiss case — was revealed to be the 
beneficiary of a businessman’s slush fund. Ike wanted to drop Nixon



from the ticket, but was persuaded to let him make his defense on 
television.

On the night of Nixon’s performance, John Miller of The Times of 
London and his wife, Madeleine, were having dinner with the Lipp- 
manns. They watched in silence as Nixon labored to exonerate himself 
with weepy references to his dog Checkers and his wife’s “ respectable 
Republican cloth coat.”  When it was over Lippmann, who was not 
given to hyperbole, turned to the others and said: “ That must be the 
most demeaning experience my country has ever had to bear.’’ In the 
column he wrote the next morning he described the speech as a “dis
turbing experience’’ that was, “ with all the magnification of modem 
electronics, simply mob law.’’9

But Ike stuck with Nixon, and Lippmann stuck with Ike. As election 
day approached he seemed to be endorsing a principle rather than a can
didate. Although he had suggested that Stevenson “ may not only be 
speaking in the accents of greatness, but that he may perhaps embody 
some of the qualities of a great American leader,’’ he feared that if the 
Republicans lost they would become “ wholly and irreconcilably Old 
Guard’’ and paralyze his program. Despite the “disappointment’’ of 
Ike’s campaign and the “ immense attractiveness’’ of Stevenson’s prom
ise as a leader, he believed that the “ shocks and strains of the struggle 
will be less destructive, will probably be surmounted more successfully 
and sooner, if the Republicans are at the center of the struggle and have 
to bear the primary responsibilities.”  Helen, strong-minded and con
trary as always, was not persuaded. She voted for Stevenson and con
tributed to his campaign.10

Ike won by a landslide margin of six million votes and 442 of the 531 
seats in the electoral college. Offering Stevenson what must have been 
cold comfort, Lippmann told him he had “won everything that a good 
man could want except only the election, ’ ’ and to think of his losing 
campaign as the “ big beginning.” This was the wrong year for a man 
like Stevenson. Americans needed a consolidator, not a sophisticate. 
For Lippmann the finest man was not always the best man for the job. It 
had become imperative, as he later wrote, that the nation “collect itself, 
that it restore its confidence in itself, that it find a way to quiet its frayed 
nerves, to allay its suspicions, and that it regain its composure and its 
equanimity.” 11

Ike turned out to be a better tranquilizer than Lippmann would have 
liked. Barely four months after the inauguration he complained that 
Eisenhower was plagued by “ weakness and indecision.” Ike’s view of 
his exalted office was ‘ ‘rather like that of a constitutional monarch who 
reigns but does not govern.” To Berenson, Lippmann was even franker. 
“ Last autumn I wrote that he did not understand the office of President 
and was imagining himself to be a constitutional monarch in the British,
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or perhaps more accurately in the Scandinavian style,”  he wrote the art 
historian. “ But now I think he is a monarch — in the Merovingian 
style.” 12

The one thing Lippmann was sure Ike would do was muzzle Mc
Carthy. He was wrong. The senator continued on his headline-hunting 
way, making the same fanciful charges against his fellow Republicans 
that he had made against the Democrats. Ike stood by silently, hoping 
McCarthy would somehow go away. He did not. The senator was par
ticularly fond of attacking the State Department and had focused on 
some foreign service officers who had had the temerity to point out sev
eral years earlier that Chiang Kai-shek was probably doomed. The fact 
that they were right made them even more suspect. McCarthy was out 
for their scalps. Normally the secretary of state would have been ex
pected to defend his staff — as Acheson had done. But Dulles was 
afraid of McCarthy, and — despite his many inspiring lectures on mo
rality — thought silence the better part of valor. He let McCarthy pick 
off and destroy the careers of such distinguished diplomats as John 
Carter Vincent, John Service and John Paton Davies. Their only crime 
was that they had been right about Chiang.

Lippmann was never intimidated by McCarthy, and was a persistent 
critic of what he described as the senator’s “cold, calculated, sustained 
and ruthless effort to make himself feared. ” In McCarthyism Lippmann 
saw the “ seeds of totalitarianism,” and scored the administration for 
refusing to confront an “ambitious and ruthless demagogue.” McCarthy 
represented everything Lippmann detested and feared: the rabble-rouser 
who could touch primitive emotions and destroy those “mystic chords 
of memory, which make it possible for men to be free, and to differ, 
and yet to be one people.” Families, communities, even nations, he 
wrote shortly after McCarthy first began capturing headlines, “rest 
finally not on law and not on force, but on a certain indispensable faith 
and confidence, mixed with some affection and much charity, each per
son for his fellow man. Without that a free society will disintegrate into 
a mere horde of frightened, angry, suspicious and suspected separate 
egos, and the last defenses will have fallen against the rise and the 
invasion of the barbarians and the tyrants they bring with them.” 
McCarthy had destroyed that faith and confidence. When Senator Mar
garet Chase Smith in June 1950 drew up a “declaration of conscience” 
deploring McCarthy’s methods, she went to Lippmann and got his 
blessing. It had little effect, however, on the Senate Republicans, for 
only six others were willing to sign her indictment.13

Though repelled by McCarthyism and sympathetic to the victims of 
the witch-hunt, Lippmann nonetheless wrote relatively little about the 
issue. This was due partly to his preoccupation with foreign affairs, 
partly to his insensitivity to some of the civil liberties abuses of the gov-
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emment’s own “ loyalty” program. That program, launched by Truman 
in 1947 to defuse Republican attacks, permitted discharge of govern
ment employees if “ reasonable grounds” of their disloyalty could be 
shown. In 1951 Truman had broadened the program to permit dismissal 
if a government board found “ reasonable doubt”  of an employee’s 
“ loyalty.” This, of course, put the burden on the employee, who was 
forced to prove his “ loyalty,” rather than on the government to demon
strate his “ disloyalty.” Eisenhower made dismissal even easier by es
tablishing a category of vaguely defined “ security risks” — an action 
that further opened the federal bureaucracy to witch-hunts. Lippmann, 
surprisingly, considered this action an improvement. No longer would it 
be necessary, he explained, to “ destroy a man by branding him disloyal 
when, in fact, he may be an undesirable public employee because at 
worst he has kept bad company or is a foolish fellow.” 14

The Oppenheimer incident was a case in point. J. Robert Op
penheimer, former director of the Los Alamos laboratory that developed 
the atomic bomb, was accused of being a “ security risk”  and denied 
access to classified government information. A three-man government 
board exonerated the scientist of “disloyalty,”  but refused to restore his 
clearance on the vague grounds that his friends and behavior were ques
tionable. Although sympathetic to Oppenheimer, Lippmann nonetheless 
agreed that the government had no obligation to maintain his security 
clearance. What offended him about the case was the “ stupidity” of the 
administrative procedure, which had subjected the scientist to a quasi 
trial, and the fact that the government had made a security case from 
what should have been an administrative decision.

Oppenheimer, Lippmann told George Kennan, had not handled his 
own case well. He should not have put himself in the position “ where 
he appears to be fighting to be retained as a high-level adviser . . . as if 
he hoped to compel the President to continue using him in a top job .” 
While the security hearing was a “ monstrous use of the machinery for 
detecting subversion,” he told publisher Gardner Cowles, the real prob
lem was how to get rid of advisers who were no longer useful. “ I would 
not challenge the right of the administration not to employ any one of 
those three men,”  he told Cowles in referring to the parallel cases of 
Wolf Ladejinsky and John Paton Davies, “ and if I were in their place, I 
think I would not employ as a high adviser in policy matters Op
penheimer.” But since none of the three had been deemed disloyal, it 
was a “horrible proceeding to torture them in public in order to arrive at 
the conclusion that you don’t wish to employ them any longer.” 15 This 
seemed a reasonable position, but it ignored the fact — so critical to 
civil libertarians — that these men were being punished not for their ac
tions but for their opinions. Lippmann was not particularly sensitive to 
this aspect of the problem.



The protracted national hysteria over “ traitors” in the government 
did not occupy a great deal of Lippmann’s attention. He did not write at 
all about the Dennis case, a landmark decision by Judge Learned Hand 
in 1950 affirming the conviction of eleven people for membership in the 
Communist party — a decision that was, in effect, overturned several 
years later by the Supreme Court when it ruled unconstitutional the 
“ guilt by membership” provisions of the Smith Act. He wrote very 
little about the Alger Hiss case, except to say that it was a “pity” that 
Dean Acheson — who publicly defended Hiss’s character — had to say 
anything about it.16

Nor, surprisingly, did he devote so much as a single column to the es
pionage trial of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg. Even many who believed 
that the Rosenbergs were guilty, as charged, of having passed atomic 
secrets to the Russians during World War II felt that the death sentence 
was excessive and vindictive. Not since Sacco and Vanzetti had a case 
aroused such political agitation. The trial judge, Irving Kaufman, was 
accused of imposing the death penalty, rather than a prison term as other 
atomic spies had received, because he, like the defendants, was a Jew, 
and wanted to demonstrate his “ patriotism.” All during the long 
months of appeals, culminating in Eisenhower’s refusal to grant clem
ency and the ultimate execution of the Rosenbergs in June 1953, Lipp- 
mann retained his silence. Perhaps he was indifferent, perhaps preoc
cupied by other issues, perhaps reluctant to confront the Jewish aspect 
of the case. Whatever the reason, his silence was notable.

While penetrating in his critique of certain American policies — the 
Baruch Plan, containment, German rearmament, support for Chiang — 
he was always so within the self-imposed limitations of political “ real
ism.”  That is, his framework for judging a policy was whether it 
worked, whether it was in the “ national interest,”  whether it had public 
support. These were important criteria, but when put to the test they 
often seemed lacking. Was a policy worth trying even if it might not 
work? Who decides what the national interest is in any given situation? 
May not a policy be “right” even if the public does not initially support 
it?

Having only a guidepost of national interest, lacking a philo
sophical approach or ideological commitment, reluctant to accept the 
part that economic demands or imperial ambitions might play in ex
plaining American foreign policy, Lippmann was unable to take a con
sistent approach to the issues he wrote about. He dealt with each situa
tion on an ad hoc basis. This gave a seesaw quality to some of his 
arguments — as, for example, in the Dardanelles and Czech crises. Al
though he often criticized the administration, every administration, his 
criticism focused on tactics rather than goals. Indeed, he often seemed 
to share the goals. “The real problem of our foreign policy is not in its
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objectives,”  he could write in 1952. “ On them there is fairly general 
agreement.”  Rather, the problem was the “ control and administration 
of the policy.” A critique so narrowly focused was not likely to threaten 
the prevalent assumptions.

To a surprising degree Lippmann went along with those assumptions. 
He believed that America’s cold war policies were essentially defensive, 
that it had acquired its informal empire by “ accident,” and that the 
problem was primarily one of execution rather than conception. He criti
cized the policymakers, but rarely what lay behind their policies. Thus 
when he returned from India in late 1949 he could write that Asians 
need not choose sides in the cold war because they could remain shel
tered by the world power balance and the “ tacit protection of a friendly 
state which dominates the highways of the globe in order to protect the 
peace of the world. ” 17 Not for another fifteen years would he question 
whether that dominant state really had such “friendly” motives.

Lippmann participated in the world as an “ insider,” to use his own 
favorite word. Though he could be mercilessly harsh on those who did 
not pass muster, such as Truman and Acheson, he felt an insider’s re
sponsibility for making the system work. He was never alienated and 
was in no sense a radical. He operated entirely within the system. 
When, for example, he was appointed by a newsmen’s committee to 
head the investigation of the murder of George Polk, an American jour
nalist killed in Greece in 1948 during the civil war, he did not seriously 
question the State Department’s contention that communist guerrillas 
were responsible — even though he privately recognized that discrep
ancies in the evidence pointed damningly toward the Greek government 
and the CIA.18

Lippmann would never have gone along with a State Department 
cover-up, but neither could he believe that the honorable men he knew 
would be capable of such an infamous action. When communists in 
1952 accused the United States of secretly engaging in germ warfare in 
Korea, Lippmann insisted that such allegations could not be true be
cause the “two highest responsible men in the United States govern
ment — who would have to give the orders to conduct germ warfare — 
have said on their word of honor that there is no truth of any kind in the 
charges. Both of these men happen to be old personal friends, and I 
believe them. If I had not believed them, I don’t know just what I would 
have done. But I would not be writing this article.” 19 Later, under the 
impact of Vietnam and Watergate, that trust was shaken.

Lippmann has been rightly hailed for his independence and dissent 
from prevailing orthodoxies during the early years of the cold war. 
While most of the country, including the foreign-policy establishment, 
was behaving as though the Red Army was about to gobble up all of 
Europe, along with half of Asia and Africa, and the Cominform was



going to wend its insidious way into the minds and hearts of innocent 
American children, Lippmann preached restraint and a calculated as
sessment of the national interest. He warned against a containment pol
icy that would spread American power thin, against using the atomic 
bomb as a political weapon, against dividing Europe by bringing west
ern Germany into an anti-Soviet coalition, against fighting land wars in 
Asia, against being sanctimonious about spheres of influence, against 
supporting reactionary and colonial regimes in the name of anticom
munism, against confusing the messianic ideology of communism with 
the essentially conservative foreign policy of the Soviet state. Judged by 
what others were writing and saying at the time, Lippmann was a model 
of restraint and mature analysis.

During this period he stressed the need for Americans to remember 
that the Soviets, too, had security interests; that within their lifetimes 
the Russians had suffered two German invasions and an American-aided 
intervention to end their revolution; that the United States also claimed a 
sphere of influence — one that embraced Western Europe, most of non
communist Asia, and the entire Western Hemisphere; that the best way 
to deal with communism in Europe was to negotiate the withdrawal of 
the Red Army through a settlement of the German problem; that West
ern Europe was far more threatened by economic want and social unrest 
than by Soviet soldiers; that the containment doctrine could not preserve 
discredited client regimes from their own citizens; and that the greatest 
danger in Africa and Asia was not Soviet expansion, or even subver
sion, but a too-hasty collapse of the former colonial empires.

Yet if this was his general approach, it was also marked by contra
dictions. Although he argued that nationalism was far more powerful 
than ideology in the emerging nations, and that global containment of 
communism would lead to unending wars of intervention in support of 
weak client regimes, he nonetheless supported such American interven
tion where Western control was challenged by indigenous communists. 
Thus, he favored aid to the Greek monarchy, air and naval intervention 
in Korea (though not troops), and even support for the French in In
dochina.

The communist attack on South Korea threw him off balance. Though 
he had insisted that the United States must not become involved in 
propping up reactionary Asian dictatorships, once the North Koreans in
vaded, he saw the issue in balance-of-power terms. That completely un
dercut his strictures about the danger of emphasizing ideology. In April 
1950, just two months before the outbreak of the Korean War, he had 
warned that the United States should not finance France’s war against 
the communist-led independence movement in Indochina. Yet by Jan
uary 1952, with Washington footing most of France’s military bills, he
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concluded that it would be a “ catastrophe of enormous proportions . . . 
if Southeast Asia were to fall within the communist orbit.’’ Now he 
decreed — without offering any compelling explanation — that the In
dochina conflict had been “ transformed from a French colonial war, 
which it was'at the outset, into one of the several wars for the contain
ment of communism.” 20 He still urged a truce, but one that would keep 
Indochina out of what he now called the “communist orbit.”

Thus, even though he continued to criticize the containment doctrine, 
and to repeat some of his earlier arguments about the danger of alliances 
with reactionaries and colonial puppets, he ended up by accepting the 
logic of containment in cases where the balance of power seemed to be 
involved. His pleas for coming to terms with a revolutionary world fell 
by the wayside where communists seemed likely to take control. Given 
the choice between aiding a reactionary regime and letting it be “ lost” 
to communism, he preferred to aid it. Whenever containment was put to 
the test as a policy choice rather than as an abstract doctrine, he went 
along with it. His only important qualification was that American troops 
not be sent to fight proxy wars, as in Korea. The battalions of what he 
once extravagantly called “Western Christendom” should not be com
mitted until the Soviets sent in their own.

Even within Europe his argument was not consistent. Whereas until 
1950 he stressed economic recovery and the neutralization of Germany, 
after Korea he began concentrating on Soviet military strength and the 
need to preserve the cohesion of the West. When Stalin in March 1952 
stunned the West by offering to withdraw from eastern Germany and 
allow the Germans to reunite in neutrality if the allies would withdraw 
from western Germany, Lippmann went along with the administration’s 
brusque rejection of the offer. Warning that an all-German election 
might bring about the downfall of the Adenauer government, he main
tained that American and British forces could not be withdrawn from 
Europe “ in the presence of a reunited, a rearmed, Germany bound by 
no European system of law or treaty, and under Russian patronage.” 21 
Thus, by 1952 he had accepted the logic of a divided Germany and a 
divided Europe in the absence of an all-European system that the Rus
sians, and probably the Americans, would have found unacceptable.

During this period Lippmann often seemed to be less a seer than a 
man overtaken by events he could not fully grasp or put into place. His 
analysis was trenchant, his elucidation of the issues unfailingly sharp, 
but at times he seemed no less confused than the next man about what it 
all meant. His celebrated definition of a viable foreign policy as one that 
brought commitments and available power into balance was not of much 
help in deciding what those commitments should be. Nor was he aware 
until the mid-1960s of how important a role economic considerations



and great-power temptations to hegemony played in American cold war 
diplomacy. The Vietnam War led him, like many other Americans, to 
question what he had so long taken for granted.

While he sharply challenged the globalists during the first five years 
of the cold war, after 1950 and until 1965 he essentially accepted the 
consensus, even while criticizing some of the ways it was implemented. 
Like the American policymakers to whom he spoke, he was concerned 
with global containment, even though he shunned the word, and tended 
to view the world in terms of a Soviet-American confrontation that he 
himself realized often distorted reality. The pragmatism that allowed 
him to approach each event with an open mind sometimes prevented 
him from perceiving a wider pattern. “ He was a realist, and adjusted to 
the realities of the situation, whatever it happened to be ,’’ James M. 
Cain once said of him. “ But the adjustments, always, were on marginal 
matters, not involving inner convictions.’’22

Those inner convictions — a belief in the dignity of man, in the es
sential contrariness of human nature, in the need to strive for the best 
despite the odds, in the promise of American democracy — were the 
mark of a humanist, a skeptic, and a man of enormous integrity. But 
Lippmann responded to events like a pragmatist; he did not form pat
terns like a philosopher. He was more like William James than he 
imagined, and less like Santayana than he preferred to believe. He could 
analyze situations with finesse and give off brilliant flashes of illumina
tion. Yet when he tried to use these powers to mold a coherent philoso
phy, he stumbled — as became apparent when the book on political 
theory he had labored over for so many years was at last published.
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A  Private Philosophy

Let us once and for all face the limitations of democ
racy.

— “Political Notes,” December 1911

No more than the kings before them should the people 
be hedged with divinity.

— The Public Philosophy, 1955

T h e  book Lippmann finished at Southwest Harbor in the late sum
mer of 1954 had been started casually in Europe sixteen years ear
lier during his honeymoon with Helen. It began as a series of random 

thoughts scribbled on a hotel balcony overlooking the bay of Naples, 
under the cypresses at Berenson’s villa, in a rented apartment on the lie 
St. Louis. His notes reflected the pessimism of a time when the democ
racies seemed paralyzed by indecision and defeatism, and when totali
tarian movements had captured the allegiance of what he called the 
“deracinated masses. . . .  A civilization must have a religion, . . . 
Communism and Nazism are religions of proletarianized masses,” he 
wrote in his notebook, “ Laws which lead to monopoly and proletar- 
ianism destroy law and are a method of civilized suicide.” Using the 
working title of “ Man’s Image of Man,”  he had, drawing a theme from 
the book, told a group of Catholic theologians in 1941 that the people 
were doomed to be unsatisfied because they had lost sight of a higher 
moral order, and had “ accepted the secular image of man.” 1

For a time Lippmann was strongly drawn to Catholic theology, find
ing in its hierarchy and sense of order an antidote to a secularism that, 
in the guise of Nazism and communism, seemed impervious to moral 
restraints. Any serious thoughts he might have had about joining the 
Church, however, were squelched by Helen, who harbored and often 
expressed the anticlericalism of a lapsed Catholic. The appeal of Cathol
icism for Lippmann was not its ritual, its sacraments, and its promises
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of redemption, but rather the sense it conveyed of communion in a 
moral order above the whims of transient majorities and the dictates of 
tyrants.

Lippmann had laid aside the book in 1942 partly because of the pres
sures of the war, and partly because he had trouble formulating the 
argument. In The Good Society he had blamed the mass totalitarian 
movements on economic planning. Now, having freed himself from that 
misunderstanding of the problem, he believed that the “ sickness of the 
Western liberal democracies” was imposed, not from without, “ not 
from the machinations of our enemies and from the adversities of the 
human condition, but from within ourselves.” 2

After his six-month sabbatical in 1951 he continued to work on the 
book in Maine during the summers, and finally completed it on August 
11, 1954, just six weeks short of his sixty-fifth birthday. He decided to 
call it Essays in the Public Philosophy — the use of the word essays 
giving evidence of a certain tentativeness. By the “public philosophy,” 
he wrote Berenson a few days after finishing his labors, he meant the 
“ natural law on which Western institutions were originally founded.” 
Although a good part of the book dealt with the “ sudden and steep 
decline of the Western society immediately upon the achievement of 
universal suffrage and the democratic control of war and peace,” it was 
not all so gloomy. “ You won’t suspect me of having become some kind 
of authoritarian crank,” he assured his friend.3

The disclaimer was well taken, for The Public Philosophy showed 
Lippmann in his most antimajoritarian mood. “ Where mass opinion 
dominates the government, there is a morbid derangement of the true 
functions of power. ’ * The democracies had suffered paralysis and given 
way to authoritarianism because the people had imposed a veto “ upon 
the judgments of the informed and responsible officials.” As the people 
became sovereign, their governments lost authority and were unable to 
preserve the peace and uphold standards of “civility.”  The problem, in 
short, was that the people had “ acquired power they are incapable of 
exercising, and the governments they elect have lost powers which they 
must recover if they are to govern.”

His remedy was twofold: a return to a stronger executive, and a limi
tation on sovereignty along the lines of “ natural law.” A strong execu
tive would break the stranglehold of special-interest groups upon legisla
tures; respect for natural law would restore the “civility”  and individual 
liberties violated by the “Jacobin” heresy that man was bound by no 
higher restraints than his own ego. The “ decline of the West” could be 
countered by adherence to that “doctrine of natural law which held that 
there was law ‘above the ruler and the sovëreign people . . . above the 
whole community of mortals.’ ”

Lippmann’s argument was, as always, elegantly phrased, but even the
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finely wrought ardor of his prose could not conceal a disturbing vague
ness. McGeorge Bundy, then a dean at Harvard, had seen the manuscript 
and had urged Lippmann’s editor, Edward Weeks, that it not be pub
lished until Lippmann had weeded out the theological connotations of 
“ natural law '”  Otherwise, Bundy warned, “ it will be said that Lipp
mann has no logic for argument, that like Royce in the story told by 
Holmes, he has taken refuge in the bosom of God.” 4 In early Sep
tember 1954, when Weeks came to Southwest Harbor to go over the 
final draft, he found Lippmann tense and distraught. He had never 
labored so long on, or felt so anxious about, anything else he had writ
ten. Weeks told him about Bundy’s comments, but Lippmann felt that 
he had done all he could. The book would have to stand or M l on its 
merits.

In mid-September he and Helen closed up the house at Southwest 
Harbor, sent the poodles and books off with a driver, and flew back to 
Washington just in time to prepare for his sixty-fifth birthday party on 
the twenty-third. A week later they set off for Rome on the first leg of a 
two-month excursion that kept them in Europe until the end of Novem
ber. The first few weeks after their return were filled with send-off par
ties for Charles and Mary Bruggemann, who were retiring to Swit
zerland after his many years in Washington as ambassador, and the 
usual holiday activities. Then, on the day after their traditional New 
Year’s Eve party, Walter received the first bound copy of The Public 
Philosophy.

He felt a mingled excitement and apprehension. His gloomy outlook 
on the “ sickness”  of liberal democracy, he feared, would not appeal to 
many readers, nor would his prescription of a “ public philosophy” 
based on natural law. These apprehensions were soon confirmed. By the 
end of January, a few weeks before the official publication date, reac
tions started to come in, based on excerpts that had appeared in the 
Atlantict and the bound copies that had gone out to reviewers. The 
responses were not what he had hoped.

A great deal was riding on this book — more than he had been 
willing to admit fully to himself. The lukewarm early reception by his 
friends, combined with his physical and emotional fatigue, over
whelmed him. On February 6, 1955, he called his old friend Carl 
Binger, who had moved his psychiatric practice from New York to 
Cambridge, and complained of insomnia and jitteriness. Two days later, 
on the verge of a nervous collapse, he flew to Boston with Helen. 
Binger took one look at him and put him into Massachusetts General 
Hospital. Helen — who had a revulsion to being around the sick or the 
dying — went off to visit Mima Porter in California. Walter stayed in 
the hospital for nearly three weeks, slowly recovering his strength. By 
the end of the month he felt well enough to leave. Helen flew back to



pick him up on his release from the hospital, and together they returned 
to Washington. They stayed there only one night, to have dinner with 
journalist Joseph C. Harsch and his wife. The next morning they took a 
plane to California, where they spent the next five weeks in seclusion at 
Mima Porter’s ranch in the Ojai Valley.

Harsch was among the few people who knew of Walter’s collapse, 
and while he was in the hospital had tried to cheer him up with a long 
letter blaming his depression on postpartum blues. “ You have distilled 
into that book so much of the substance of all of your mature thinking, 
it represents so completely all that you have fought and struggled 
through over many years, it so completely expresses your highest men
tal achievements, that you cannot now imagine ever writing another 
book of equal importance. This is your most perfect child and the culmi
nation and the climax of your creative thinking. Who wouldn’t have 
some nervous disorders at such a moment!’’ Harsch urged him not to 
consider the columns in any way less important than the books. “ Your 
books represent only the process of perfection of the tools you need for 
the columns, and . . . you are now in the position of a man who is for 
the first time fully and finally prepared to do his best work.’’5

Bucked up by such support from his friends, and restored to his usual 
stoic equilibrium by a few weeks of rest, Lippmann faced the reviews of 
The Public Philosophy as they began appearing in late February. They 
were a mixed lot. Comments ranged from respectful to disappointed. 
The old argument about the “ tyranny of the masses’’ and the call for a 
stronger executive struck some as a misunderstanding of the problem, 
others as an assault on democratic government itself. Lippmann’s evo
cation of an undefined “higher law,’’ with its theological connotations, 
actively irritated many.

The New Republic's reviewer saw Lippmann’s book as the work of a 
“ badly frightened man’’ with a “bias against democracy’’; the Saturday 
Review thought the work “eloquent but unconvincing. ’’ Archibald Mac- 
Leish was so distressed that he wrote a six-thousand-word essay accus
ing Lippmann of having led a “ retreat from the idea of freedom. ’’ Even 
theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, usually prone to a dim view of democ
racy, found little to praise once he had tipped his hat to Lippmann’s 
“ profundity. ’’ Perhaps the hardest comment to take came from the Na
tion ’s critic, who wrote that though it would “ stir more thought than 
most books ten times its size,’’ The Public Philosophy was “ not the 
great book of distilled wisdom on the ultimate problems of political or
ganization and human destiny for which we have been waiting. ’ ’6

Not all the reviews were harsh. Erwin Canham found it a “magnifi
cently lucid appeal for a return to the spiritually scientific principles’’ of 
the Founding Fathers. Berenson, who took an even dimmer view of par
liaments than did Lippmann, wrote that there was “ no remedy for the
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situation where we are, and getting worse, unless we return to a gradu
ated, pyramidal, i.e. hierarchical and even oligarchical society.” To 
please Lippmann he sent along a favorable review of the book from an 
Italian newspaper, to which he added: “ I recall William James oc
casionally pulling press cuttings about himself out of his pocket, and 
shyly showing them to me, saying, ‘Naturally I don’t care a bit, but you 
know my wife enjoys them.’ ” Even with mixed reviews the book had 
an excellent sale of twenty-eight thousand copies in its original hard
bound edition, briefly hit the best-seller list, and was widely translated 
abroad.7

No words of praise, however, gave Lippmann so much pleasure as a 
handwritten note from Paris in a scrawl almost as illegible as his own. 
General de Gaulle, still in exile but only two years from his triumphant 
return to power, had read Le Crépuscule des démocraties, as it was 
gloomily called in French, and found it expressed exactly what he had 
always thought himself. The book, he wrote Lippmann, was a treasure 
house of “ ideas, rare perceptions and wisdom.” Elaborating on a favor
ite theme, the general complained that democracy had become confused 
with parliamentarianism, with the “usurpation of popular sovereignty 
by professional politicians” who had “ neither the authority nor the con
fidence to deal with problems.” 8 Lippmann’s plea for a stronger execu
tive liberated from the quibbling of paralyzed legislatures could hardly 
have fallen on more receptive ears.

But the idea that parliaments had usurped their role and that the exec
utive branch had become too weak to make unpopular decisions did not 
sit well with Learned Hand. The jurist, then in his eighty-fourth year, 
expressed his doubts that democratic government would function better 
with a stronger executive, or that the “ decline of the West” was due to 
irresponsible popular majorities. The organized horrors of the twentieth 
century — two world wars, Nazism, Stalinism, the death camps, Hiro
shima — could hardly be blamed on public opinion. Natural law 
seemed to him a poor refuge.

Hand’s critique prompted Lippmann to a spirited reply. “Am I wrong 
in thinking that the wars of this century are the first great wars waged by 
governments elected by a general suffrage, and that there is a causal 
connection between this and the ruinous and inconclusive character of 
these wars?”  Yet in attempting to explain what he meant by “ natural 
law” and its relation to the “public philosophy,” he ended up being no 
less vague than he had been in his book. “What I call the public philos
ophy are the assumptions which have to be accepted in order to live in 
the historical, and conceivably unique and passing, political order to 
which we belong.”  Few would quarrel with such a definition, but even 
fewer would call it a philosophy.

With regard to his recent breakdown, Lippmann told Hand that it had
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been brought on from “ trying to swim so long against the currents of 
public opinion with which my job is concerned. . . . Sometimes,” he 
added, “ I wish I had a profession, like law or medicine or chemistry, 
which has a recognizable subject matter and methods — perhaps that is 
what sent me off looking for a public philosophy.” 9

There was something disingenuous about Lippmann’s reference to the 
currents of public opinion. Although he frequently had swum against 
them, and certainly was not afraid to challenge prevailing orthodoxies 
where he felt they were wrong or harmful, he had a remarkable facility 
for not straying too far from the main thrust of public opinion. When the 
dominant mood was progressivist, he was a Progressive; when it was for 
intervention, he was a Wilsonian idealist; when it was disillusioned, he 
was the skeptic of Public Opinion and A Preface to Morals; when it was 
for social change, he embraced FDR’s experiments. Only in 1937, with 
the anti-New Deal diatribe of The Good Society, and during the early 
years of the cold war was he seriously out of step. Yet those aberrations 
did not last long. Even though he liked to think that he followed the 
tune of a different drummer, he was surprisingly in step most of the 
time.

Years later, when asked if he had even been tempted to choose a dif
ferent profession, he said that he might have enjoyed being a mathema
tician — if he had had the talent. “ I would have liked that kind of life. 
The precision, the elegance — there’s something about it that attracts 
me aesthetically.” 10 From an aesthetic point of view he might have en
joyed a career in which there was little human contrariness to contend 
with. That was the monkish side of his character. But emotionally he 
would have been uneasy. Mathematicians are rarely on a first-name 
basis with presidents, prime ministers and ambassadors; rarely are they 
met at airports by cabinet officials and their visits to foreign countries 
treated as events of state. Lippmann loved being a public figure, and 
when he mused about the joys of a professional life confined to the labo
ratory or the studio, he sounded about as convincing as a politician 
yearning to be relieved of the cares of office, or an actor pining for ano
nymity.

While the critical reception to The Public Philosophy disappointed 
him, he had long ago learned resiliency. The key to his emotional 
strength was that he did not look too deeply into himself, did not brood 
about rejection or failure. Lippmann was a complicated man, but not an 
enigmatic one. He was a skeptic who yearned for an overvaulting sense 
of order he feared did not exist — the weakness that marred The Public 
Philosophy. He was a realist who never quite suppressed his youthful 
romanticism and idealism — qualities that saved him from negativism 
and cynicism in his old age. He was a man who valued the good life, 
who did not compromise with what he believed, and was sure of his
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place in the world. Berenson, who shared certain traits with Lipp- 
mann — his discarded Judaism, his fascination with politics and access 
to the mighty — wrote a telling description in his diary during Lipp- 
mann’s visit to I Tatti in the spring of 1953:

I study Lippmann’s face and head. Rather German type, scarcely anything Jew
ish. When he listens his eyes take on a curious look as of a perfectly smooth 
deep lake. Features of hard wood. The face is of a laborer, and thinker and 
worrier. Dresses neatly and in good taste. Talks with a somewhat raucous 
voice. Scarcely any gestures. Smiles convincingly and genially. Can be good 
company, joking, but never ausgelassen. Gives clear answers to questions, and 
his estimates of people are decisive, never leaving you in doubt as to what he 
thinks of them. Vast acquaintance with dramatis personae of American politics, 
and sincerely tries to be fair in discussing them within the issues in which they 
are involved.11

Lippmann was at ease in his world, just as Berenson was in his own.

Five weeks of sun in southern California had restored Lippmann to 
health. In early 1955 he and Helen returned to Washington, where he 
resumed the column — which he now cut back to twice a week. Early 
in June they left for Maine. These summer retreats meant something 
very special to him. Maine was not merely a place to get away from the 
semitropical summer heat of Washington, but a refuge whose cool 
beauty and rocky austerity refreshed his spirit. Unlike many, Lippmann 
was not primarily drawn to Maine by the sea. Although he liked to look 
at the water, he did not enjoy being out in an open boat; even occasional 
picnics to the coastal islands were an ordeal. He would sit gripping the 
gunwales until his knuckles turned white, grimly awaiting the moment 
when the picnic party would land on solid ground.12

The Lippmanns’ main house and the four cabins at Indian Head, two 
for guests, were set back from the beach looking west across Blue Hill 
Bay. In his private rough-planked cabin under the pines Walter did his 
morning writing, his solitude zealously protected by Helen. The routine 
was simple and unvaried: writing in the morning; tennis, golf or croquet 
in the afternoon — the Lippmanns were ferociously competitive — and 
a quiet evening with friends around the fireplace with occasional games 
of canasta or dominoes. When there were no guests Helen and Walter 
would take long hikes through Acadia National Park or on trails 
through the woods. “ Walter,” she once shouted at him as they were 
clambering over some slippery rocks, “ look, don’t think!”

Lippmann was easy, considerate, and tolerant with his friends. He 
would respond interestedly to anyone who knew what he was talking 
about. But he had trouble abiding ignorance or hypocrisy. Once on en
tering the Metropolitan Club he was hailed by Lewis Strauss,
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Eisenhower’s secretary of commerce, who said how much he admired 
his columns. Lippmann, who had publicly criticized Strauss, turned to 
him incredulously and said, “ You couldn’t possibly mean a word of 
what you’re saying, and you know you don’t mean it .’’ Pomposity and 
pretentiousness would bring a faraway, glazed look to his eye and a 
retreat into silence. Those who knew him well saw a different Lippmann 
from the austere analyst known to the public. At his ease he could be 
quite witty, and even a bit malicious, in his sardonic way.

Once during an interview, when asked what he had been reading, he 
mentioned a philosophical book that had not yet been translated into En
glish. He thought a moment and then said: “ Give it an English title; it 
sounds too pretentious to say I was reading it in French. ’’ Another time, 
when a reader chided him for showing disrespect for historian Charles 
Beard by not referring to the academician as ‘ ‘Dr., ’ ’ Lippmann replied 
that at Harvard, where he had gone to college, “ it was considered 
vulgar to refer to anyone, from the president of the university down, as 
Doctor or Professor. ’ ’ All freshmen were warned at once to refer to the 
president as Mr. Eliot, and their professors similarly. “This may have 
been a Harvard affectation,’’ he admitted, “but it used to be said that 
the title of doctor applied to anyone but a doctor of medicine was undig
nified, and that the use of such titles as doctor and professor had been 
spoiled by fencing teachers and chiropodists . . .  I myself have thirteen 
degrees of doctor and I am uncomfortable when I am referred to as 
‘doctor’ and I always avoid it. ” 13 A man, he thought, should command 
respect for his work, not his titles.

Helen always kept an eye on him in large gatherings, and whenever 
he seemed bored she would whisk the offending person away and bring 
on someone else more likely to please. Science, religion and art fas
cinated him as intellectual problems, but he was never comfortable with 
the abstract or the literary. He read some of the modem poets, like T. S. 
Eliot, more because he thought he should than from enthusiasm. He had 
little taste for music, and approvingly quoted Santayana’s description of 
a concert as “ a drowsy revery interrupted by nervous thrills.” He 
showed no great interest in art or the work of the artists with whom he 
came into contact over the years. During his Village days he had known 
a great many, including Edward Steichen, Andrew Dasberg, Maurice 
Steme (Mabel Dodge’s second husband), and Marsden Hartley. In the 
1930s, when the destitute Hartley sought his help, he put the artist in 
touch with his friend Samuel Lewisohn, the millionaire art collector and 
patron. But it never occurred to him to buy one of Hartley’s paintings 
himself. For him “ art”  was something confined to afternoons at the 
Louvre, the Uffizi or the Metropolitan. Kenneth Clark, who entertained 
Lippmann frequently at his London home, recalled that he never once
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looked with particular interest at any of the remarkable pictures the 
Clarks owned.14

Although he could be immensely considerate to friends who were sick 
or in need, he. was also, like Helen, a person accustomed to having what 
he wanted. He was helpless around the house, and took enormous pride 
in his single culinary accomplishment: the ability to make a pot of 
strong coffee. For most of his life he had never lived with fewer than 
two maids. Children, like most bad conversationalists, bored him, al
though he enjoyed the company of engaging young people. Susceptible 
to first impressions, he would form a strong judgment about someone 
based on a single conversation, and then later reverse himself. Also, 
being one who idealized people, he would turn coldly against them if 
they disillusioned him. Unlike Helen, he did not have a vile temper, but 
he was a man of powerful passions, and he kept them under control at 
great effort. He was also a person who cared greatly about winning and 
was not, some of his tennis partners believed, above a little cheating. 
Once when he was playing doubles with Rudolph Rand against John J. 
McCloy and Cass Canfield and the game was at match point with the 
McCloy-Canfield team ahead, Lippmann missed a shot that landed a 
foot within bounds. “ Out,” he called, without a moment’s hesitation. 
His partner looked at him in amazement, then nodded his head and said, 
“ Walter, I admire your spirit, but I don’t think we can get by with 
that.” “Oh, all right,” Lippmann said with a shrug. “ In .”

While Maine was a welcome respite, he was always glad to get back 
into harness again: to writing the column, to lunches at the Metropolitan 
Club, to the round of cocktail parties and dinners where he could 
discuss high politics with public persons. By now his work habits had 
become etched in stone. Usually up by seven, he would peruse the 
morning papers — the New York Times and the Herald Tribune, the 
Washington Post — in his bedroom, and then join Helen for breakfast. 
By nine on the days he wrote his column, he was at his desk upstairs, 
scribbling away on a yellow note pad. Usually he was finished by 
eleven — never later than twelve — and would read the copy into a 
Dictaphone, punctuation marks and all. This was a system he began in 
the mid-1950s and stuck to because it gave him a sense of how the col
umn sounded. While he was dressing for lunch — mostly he worked in 
a dressing gown or an old sweater and slacks — a secretary would type 
up the column in three copies. He would go over one of these copies, 
make a minor change or two, and then drive off to lunch with some dis
tinguished personage while the column was being phoned or teletyped 
into the Trib's New York office.

The talented and hardworking women who were his assistants — 
Frances van Schaik until 1948, Barbara Donald until 1959, and Eliza-



beth Farmer until his retirement in 1967 — were not secretaries (others 
did the typing and the chores), but people who assembled the informa
tion he needed to write his column. They went to briefings and press 
conferences, interviewed middle-level officials and congressmen, 
clipped scores of newspapers and magazines, examined new books and 
marked passages for Lippmann’s attention, did research at the Library 
of Congress, and, when necessary, corrected his errors. He worked 
them hard, just as he worked hard himself. He insisted that every fact be 
documented, and always went directly to the source — for example, to 
the complete text of treaties and reports — rather than relying on news
paper accounts. These women served as his professional staff, just as 
Charlotte Wallace, who had worked for Helen when she directed the 
Nurse’s Aide program during the war, ran the household, serving as 
both their social secretary and their interlocutor.

Lippmann’s social life was no less regular than his work habits. After 
lunch he would return home for a nap and some afternoon reading, often 
a history book or a biography, and then take a brisk walk with Helen 
and the poodles. Sometimes they would go to a movie or a play in the 
afternoon; he was particularly fond of mysteries. At least four nights a 
week they went out to dinner or had guests in. Among his friends Lipp- 
mann could be charming, relaxed and an eager listener. Strangers were 
usually impressed by his lack of pretentiousness and his tendency to lis
ten rather than to pontificate. Increasingly, as he grew older, he let 
others take the initiative and felt less of a need to dazzle. Sometimes he 
would be withdrawn. What those who did not know him might interpret 
as self-importance more often was a sign of his shyness and fear of 
rejection.

Helen not only protected him from disturbance during his working 
hours, served as his interpreter on trips, and organized his social life, 
but made sure he received his proper due. If chatting friends might in
terrupt his line of thought, she would interject, “ Hush, Walter is talk
ing.” Once when they were playing tennis with Katharine and Philip 
Graham and some boys were shouting nearby, she stopped the game and 
went over to them: “ Children, be quiet, Mr. Lippmann is serving.” 
When Lippmann served, the world was supposed to sit still and watch. 
She also made sure that the spotlight never wandered. When they were 
dining in Paris with French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman and a 
waiter interrupted something Lippmann was saying, Helen inter
jected— lest someone change the subject— “ Comme vous disiez, 
Walter . . . ”

She was a dedicated Cerberus, and devoted to him. Yet she was also 
an extremely difficult woman, with an ugly temper that flared into sud
den rages that left him hurt and shaken. Her rages would pass as quickly 
as they came on, but his hurt would remain. Sometimes he would sulk
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for days, long after she had forgotten what she had railed at him about. 
She was as baffled by his hypersensitivity as he was by her anger, but 
he was devoted to her, and he never lost the sense of wonder and grati
tude that he had been able to remake his life by marrying her. They 
were rarely separated, and thus rarely wrote each other, although one 
letter remains from the fall of 1944 when he went on a wartime trip to 
England without her. “ Dearest Creature,” he wrote her on the eve of 
his departure by troopship from New York:

The only good thing about being separated from you at any time is that I 
can write you a love letter again, and you know now that I can best say 
what I most mean in writing, and that in talk I become tongue-tied when I 
feel deeply. I love you with all my heart, completely and absolutely, and I 
did not even imagine until I knew you what perfect and sure love could 
be, and for me the reality of living with you is better than any dream.

I know how preoccupied and self-centered I am so much of the time, 
and that I think you have understood — and if not, you must understand 
that this is the price we have paid for the war, and yet without you, the 
burden would have been unbearable, and I should have been infinitely 
worse than I am. Because of you we shall together yet — and soon I 
think — be able to live as we have hoped. I shall often think while I am 
traveling of all the things — accompanied by immeasurable poodles — 
that we want to do.

I shall miss you and shall be counting the days till we are together 
again, darling Helen,

Your,
Walter15

Whatever disappointment he may have felt over the reception to The 
Public Philosophy was mitigated by the emotional strength he had 
gained when he married Helen. Although he went off in search of natu
ral law and transcendent values, he never again preached stoic detach
ment and “disinterestedness” as he had during his life with Faye. 
Helen, difficult and demanding though she was, had indeed — as he 
told her that spring night at the Rainbow Room in 1937 — opened the 
door to his cage.



- 39 ►
W aiting for an Innovator

In all men who lead multitudes o f human beings there 
is a bit o f magic.

—  To Arthur Vandenberg, Jr., November 1951

The country is waiting for another innovator.

—  Article in Life, June 20, i960

nce Ike ended the Korean War and finally stood up to McCarthy,
Lippmann felt he had pretty much exhausted his abilities. The 

“mess in Washington,” he wrote in June 1954, was “ as great and in 
some ways a more dangerous mess”  than it had been under Truman. 
The problem, he explained, using the argument that had dominated The 
Public Philosophy, was that Eisenhower had not restored the executive 
power that had become enfeebled under Truman. Despite his belligerent 
style, Truman had caved in before his critics. The “catastrophic errors” 
of his administration — leaving South Korea out of the American de
fense perimeter, authorizing Mac Arthur to march to the Yalu, giving 
Chiang Kai-shek a veto over America’s China policy, and rearm
ing Germany before working out a peace treaty — were all due to its 
weakness.1

Later Lippmann said privately that he had originally supported Ei
senhower with “ no particular illusion about his calibre or personal abili
ties or quality, but on the rather justifiably cynical or Machiavellian 
ground that only the nomination of a war hero would deflect Mc- 
Carthyism” and end the Korean War — although this, of course, is not 
what he told his public. Neither Truman nor Stevenson could have ac
cepted the compromise peace that Ike did without being accused of 
treason by the Republicans, he pointed out. In retrospect, however, he 
thought that Eisenhower’s was “ one of the most falsely inflated reputa
tions in my experience. The adoration of the American people for Ei
senhower I do not share. In the first place, I do not think he is a likable
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man, because I think he is totally without generosity or loyalty to his 
friends. He showed that conspicuously in his treatment of General Mar
shall. He is, moreover, a man who has an embarrassing admiration for 
rich people, and has been willing to accept favors from the rich which 
no other man', not a sacrosanct war hero, would have dared as President 
to accept.” 2

While Ike puttered on the golf course with captains of industry, 
Dulles shuttled between airports rounding up “ free world”  allies and 
darkly threatening “massive retaliation” against foes and “ agonizing 
reappraisals” of uncooperative friends. Dulles, a deeply religious man, 
was particularly eager to punish evildoers. In 1954 he urged Ike to drop 
a few atomic bombs on the Vietnamese forces that had surrounded the 
French military garrison at Dien Bien Phu, and to rattle the bomb at 
Peking for shelling two Chiang-held islands off the China coast. When 
Dulles patted himself on the back in Life for having “ walked to the 
brink” of nuclear war in his tireless search for peace, Lippmann thought 
it a bit much. A foreign minister, he reminded Dulles, was “one who 
uses words precisely which mean genuinely what they say,” while a 
diplomat who peddled propaganda was “ like a doctor who sells patent 
medicine. ’ ’3

Dulles never complained about the lecture, but neither did he change 
his ways. He “ peddled propaganda,”  in Lippmann’s phrase, largely 
because it was the only currency he had. Though he fervently de
nounced Truman’s “cowardly” doctrine of containment (in contrast to 
his manly policy of “ liberation” ), he pursued it in practice. By “ libera
tion” he did not mean freeing the satellites from Russian rule (as the 
Hungarians learned to their sorrow in 1956); he meant clucking his 
tongue at Soviet perfidy. When he denounced the neutrality of nations 
like India as being “ immoral,” he merely meant it might become con
tagious. One had to get used to Dulles’s language. On the critical is
sues — rearming Germany, creating a European army, sticking with 
Chiang, supporting the French in Indochina — he was virtually indistin
guishable from Dean Acheson. What he most cared about was main
taining good relations with Congress. He would not be pilloried as Ache- 
son had been. Where this meant throwing foreign service officers to 
McCarthy’s wolves, his celebrated sense of morality made the neces
sary adjustments.

With his lawyer’s mania for contracts, Dulles was especially fond of 
treaties. Not to be outdone by Acheson, who had fabricated NATO, he 
put together a curious entity he called the Southeast Asia Treaty Organi
zation. Hastily assembled in the wake of France’s collapse in Indochina 
and the partition of Vietnam at the 1954 Geneva conference, SEATO 
was remarkable on many counts, perhaps above all for containing only a 
single Southeast Asian nation, Thailand. The other members were white
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Europeans, except for Pakistan and the Philippines, which had been in
duced to join by the prospect of U.S. Treasury handouts. Lippmann ran 
into Dulles at a Washington dinner party shortly after the secretary re
turned from a treaty-signing ceremony in Manila.

“ Foster,” he asked, “what do you think you’re going to accomplish 
with that thing? You’ve got mostly Europeans, plus Pakistan, which is 
nowhere near Southeast Asia. ’ ’

“ Look, Walter,” Dulles said, blinking hard behind his thick glasses, 
“ I ’ve got to get some real fighting men into the south of Asia. The only 
Asians who can really fight are the Pakistanis. That’s why we need them 
in the alliance. We could never get along without the Gurkas.”

“ But Foster,” Lippmann reminded him, “ the Gurkas aren’t Paki
stanis, they’re Indians.”

“Well,” responded Dulles, unperturbed by such nit-picking and irri
tated at the Indians for refusing to join his alliance, “ they may not be 
Pakistanis, but they’re Moslems.”

“No, I ’m afraid they’re not Moslems, either, they’re Hindus.”
“No matter,” Dulles replied, and proceeded to lecture Lippmann for 

half an hour on how SEATO would plug the dike against communism in 
Asia.4

Though Lippmann occasionally gave lip service to such shibboleths 
as holding back communism in Asia, it was not a subject he thought 
worth much attention. As far as he was concerned, Asian communism 
had nothing to do with the Soviet variety, presented no particular threat 
to the United States, and was far less powerful a political force than na
tionalism. Often, with no success, he tried to point out to Dulles and his 
successors that even if nationalism sometimes flowed in the vessel of 
communism, it was nationalism that would always triumph. This did not 
fit into Washington’s view of a world divided between “us” and 
“ them,” and certainly not into Dulles’s.5

Lippmann was no less critical of American policy toward Europe. He 
had been against the expansion of NATO to include nations on Russia’s 
frontier — on grounds that it would provoke the Kremlin and seal the 
division of the Continent. He had opposed the rearmament of Germany, 
and Washington’s plan for the so-called European Defense Community 
designed to create an all-European army. Even though the French had 
originally proposed such an army — in an effort to prevent the United 
States from restoring the Wehrmacht — they had no serious intention of 
joining. Ever since the plan was first proposed by Acheson, Lippmann 
had been warning that it was “ absurd” to expect the French to “merge 
their own sovereign independence in a superstate . . . certain to be 
dominated by Germany.” 6 

Everyone in Paris — from De Gaulle to Mendès-France and Jean 
Monnet — had told him that EDC would never clear the French parlia-
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ment. But Dulles stuck to it with the tenacity of a true believer. 
“My own view is that Foster Dulles’s real feeling about EDC is that of 
a man who has sat down on flypaper and can’t think what to do next,’’ 
Lippmann wrote Dorothy Thompson in January 1954. “Don’t you agree 
that the Euröpean army, far from being a means of uniting and recon
ciling the French and Germans, is the principal obstacle to any prog
ress toward reconciliation?’’

The French seemed to think so, and in 1954 voted down the pact. 
Dulles agonized but did not reappraise. Declaring that Paris had un
leashed a “ crisis of almost terrifying proportions, ’’ he nonetheless went 
along with Anthony Eden’s plan to build a nonintegrated European army 
with British units to dilute the Germans. Dulles got his German army, 
but the price, as Lippmann pointed out, was the sealing of Germany’s 
partition — a partition that had become a “ vested interest not only of 
all the great powers of the East and the West, but also in high degree of 
the two Germanys themselves.’’7

Confronted in Western Europe by the thing they feared most — a 
re-created German army in alliance with the United States — the Rus
sians battened down the hatches in Eastern Europe and looked abroad 
for ways of making the Western powers uncomfortable. They en
couraged the Egyptian leader, Gamal Abdel Nasser, in his aggression 
against Israel, provided him with arms, and — when Dulles tried to hu
miliate Nasser by withdrawing promised American aid for the Aswan 
Dam hydroelectric project — stepped in with the money Egypt needed. 
Dulles, angry at Nasser for refusing to join the so-called Baghdad 
Pact — which Dulles had organized to prop up the monarchies of Iraq 
and Iran — hoped that the withdrawal of American aid would topple 
Nasser. Instead, it goaded the Egyptian leader into a brilliant retaliation: 
Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal Company, owned by a British- 
French consortium, and placed it under Egyptian sovereignty.

The British and the French were enraged. Although Nasser was tech
nically within his rights, this seemed a calculated blow at their national 
prestige. Nothing could have demonstrated more dramatically to what 
depths these once-great imperial powers had sunk. Dulles, under pres
sure from Eisenhower to seek a peaceful solution to the problem, rushed 
in with a curious legal concoction he called the “users’ plan,’’ under 
which ships using the canal would provide their own pilots and pay the 
tolls not to Egypt but to the users’ association. Nasser rejected this fan
ciful scheme and contemptuously suggested that the British apply it to 
foreign ships using the port of London.

With the collapse of Dulles’s plan, the British and the French decided 
to take matters into their own hands. They would put Nasser “ in his 
place,” and they were convinced that the United States, however much 
it might publicly deplore military action, would go along with them.
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Coordinating their plans with the Israelis, who believed that Nasser was 
planning to attack them, the British and French plotted to seize the 
canal. The Israelis invaded the Sinai on October 29, 1956, and an 
Anglo-French force landed at Suez two days later.

Conservatives applauded, liberals deplored. Lippmann, for his part, 
thought it perfectly understandable. Far more concerned with British 
and French political sensibilities than with Egyptian pride, he refused to 
condemn the attack. Nasser, he explained in his first column after the 
invasion, was a “ typical aggressor-dictator,” and the assault on Suez 
was provoked by the Egyptian’s “ grandiose plans to become master of 
the Arab world.” Even though “ we may wish that they had not 
started,” he wrote as the British and French converged on the canal 
from one side and the Israelis from the other, “we cannot now wish that 
they should fail.” 8

Some did wish it, however. Dulles was irritated at London and Paris 
for not consulting him in advance, and feared he had gone too far in 
implying that he would wink at military action. Eisenhower, determined 
not to tarnish his peacemaker image on the eve of the 1956 presidential 
elections, was livid. How dare the British and the French act on their 
own? He would teach them the limits of interdependence. Just as the 
allies were on the point of seizing the canal, Eisenhower ordered them 
to withdraw. And to make sure the order was carried out, he struck 
them at their most vulnerable point: their economic dependence on U.S. 
financial support.

Stunned by the American reaction, the British hesitated between 
a desire to retain their last shred of imperial pride and their fear that 
the United States would withdraw support for the faltering pound ster
ling and plunge their economy into chaos. They gave in. The French, 
abandoned by London, could not go on alone. The Israelis now had no 
alternative but to stop on the threshold of victory. Dulles, in a supreme 
irony, had saved the man he most detested, Nasser, and in doing so had 
destroyed the political life of Anthony Eden, the prime minister of 
America’s closest ally. Eden, his health broken and his reputation in a 
shambles, resigned a few weeks later and was replaced by Harold Mac
millan.

Macmillan took an apocalyptic view of the Suez affair. John Miller, 
then in London, lunched with him a few days after the debacle. Al
though he had been warned how gloomy the future prime minister was, 
Miller wrote Lippmann of their encounter, “even then I was not pre
pared for quite such a Joe Alsopian performance. He waved his hand 
vaguely out of the window toward St. James’s Park and said: ‘It’s been 
a pretty good civilization, ours; it’s a pity it’s all over. You realize that 
by the end of 1957 Western civilization as we know it will have fin-
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ished. I suppose that after some centuries of bolshevization another one 
will emerge. I wonder what it will be like.’ ”

Western civilization somehow staggered on, but Suez left indelible 
marks. It destroyed Dulles’s credibility with America’s allies, made 
clear that Britain and France had only as much diplomatic independence 
as Washington would allow, and provided a “ spectacular demon
stration,” as Lippmann wrote, that there were no longer any great pow
ers in Europe. A Continent divided at the Iron Curtain and split into 
weak and dependent states was “ unable, either by diplomacy or by 
force, to affirm its vital interest in the outer world.” 9 From this lesson 
the allies drew opposite conclusions. The British, trying to play Greece 
to America’s Rome, as Macmillan once revealingly phrased it, huddled 
closer to Washington and surrendered their lingering great-power ambi
tions. The French, battered but unrecalcitrant, moved to develop their 
own atomic bomb as the first step toward full diplomatic independence.

That same month of October 1956, as the Suez affair was coming to 
a head, the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe was rocked by a very dif
ferent kind of satellite revolt. Hungarian nationalists, taking their cue 
from Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin’s crimes, and from the efforts 
of the Poles to win greater autonomy from Moscow, overthrew their So
viet puppet regime. The world watched apprehensively, wondering how 
much heresy the Russians would tolerate. The danger was, Lippmann 
wrote during the first few days of the revolt, that Hungarians might 
make greater demands than the Poles had won or than the Russians 
would tolerate. “ In the interest of peace and freedom,” he counseled, 
“ . . .w e  must hope that for a time . . . the uprising in the satellite 
orbit will be stabilized at Titoism. ” If allowed to get out of hand the in
surrection could “ lead to bloody deeds in which we should be called 
upon to intervene, our honor being involved, though we could not inter
vene, knowing that the risks were incalculable.” 10 His words had 
barely appeared in print when the new Hungarian government withdrew 
from the Soviet bloc and called on the West for help. This went far 
beyond the Polish compromise. Russian tanks rumbled into Budapest 
and crushed the rebellion.

The risks of an American intervention would have been, as Lippmann 
had said, intolerable. Neither side wanted a war. Put to the test, each 
would respect the other’s sphere of influence in Europe. “ Liberation” 
quietly disappeared from Dulles’s vocabulary. The administration, 
though it had been embarrassed by the events in Hungary and had 
handled the Suez affair ineptly, nonetheless benefited from them politi
cally. Nothing so rallies the people around an incumbent President as a 
foreign-policy crisis. With the presidential election coming hot on the 
heels of the Russian invasion of Budapest and the Anglo-French retreat



from Suez, Ike seemed a shoo-in. He no doubt would have been any
way. Adlai Stevenson, making a second bid for the White House, 
seemed to have lost much of his old fervor and originality* though not 
his wit. Even he did not seem to think he had a real chance at the office. 
But Lippmann, by now convinced that four years of Ike was quite 
enough, thought that Stevenson might be ready to take over. He had 
spent the previous Thanksgiving at the governor’s farm in northern Illi
nois and had come away, he reported to Berenson, “ quite happy about 
him and quite reassured about his reputed indecision’’; the indecision, 
he explained, being “ simply the result of his having an open mind, his 
unwillingness to make snap judgments, and his capacity, which is rare 
in public men, for deliberating. When he has reached a conclusion, he is 
quite firm and decisive.’’

As the election approached, Lippmann offered behind-the-scenes ad
vice to George Ball, a key Stevenson adviser, suggesting that the “ right 
line” would be to concentrate on Dulles rather than Ike, to stress that 
the President had had to rescue the nation “by emergency decisions 
from the dilemmas and dead ends into which it has been sucked” by 
Dulles’s brinkmanship. Stevenson, he counseled, should take the ad
ministration to task for “our militarized diplomacy,” Japan’s drift to
ward neutralism, the “ alienation” of India, and Soviet “political pene
tration” of the Middle East.

Stepping down into the arena, Lippmann denounced the administra
tion’s policies as “hand-me-downs from Roosevelt, Truman, and the 
Stalinist phase of the cold war,” and praised Stevenson as the spokes
man for a “ new generation.”  By the late summer of 1956 he officially 
advised his readers that “ a voter who has been for Eisenhower can turn 
to Stevenson without feeling he has turned his back upon himself and 
made his own past look foolish.” 11 A switch, in other words, was now 
respectable. Still, he shied away from actually switching himself. De
spite his kind words for Stevenson, he refrained from formally endors
ing the Democrat, and again sat on the fence. The conclusion, in any 
case, was foregone. Ike rolled up another triumph, yielding only seven 
states to the Democrats, all in the Deep South. Equally striking, the 
Republicans had held on to the White House while losing Congress, the 
first time in a century this had happened.

Though Lippmann was not sure that Stevenson was the right man for 
the presidency, he respected his integrity, warmed to his urbane wit, 
and thought he exemplified some of the best aspects of American politi
cal life. When Stevenson died of a heart attack in London in July 1965 
while on a diplomatic mission, Lippmann wrote a poignant tribute. 
Stevenson’s enemies were not men whom he had injured, for he had in
jured no one, Lippmann said. “ His enemies were men who recognized 
that he did not share and was a living reproach to the new imperiousness
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of our power and wealth, that he was a deeply established American 
who had no part in the arrogance of the newly rich and the newly pow
erful and the newly arrived. His presence made them uncomfortable, 
even abashed, all the more because he was so witty when they were so 
hot, so elegant when they were making a spectacle of themselves.” 12

With the election safely traversed, politics was back to normal, which 
meant more fist-shaking at the Chinese and more squabbles over Ger
many. The Soviets, who had tried without success to block a West Ger
man army, were now convinced — with some reason — that the 
Americans would turn over nuclear weapons to the Germans. To allay 
these anxieties and to ease political tensions in central Europe, George 
Kennan — now a historian at Princeton — in the fall of 1957 gave a 
series of lectures over the British Broadcasting Corporation network. In 
these widely publicized and much-discussed talks he urged that the 
United States and the Soviet Union jointly withdraw their armies from 
central Europe and ban nuclear weapons from the area. This 
“disengagement” plan, which recalled Lippmann’s own proposals of a 
decade earlier, was designed to assuage Russian fears of a nuclear
armed Germany with claims on the “ lost territories,” and offer the sat
ellites hope for greater freedom from Moscow.

Enthusiastically received by many in Western Europe and the United 
States, the plan was pointedly ignored by the U.S. government. To 
Kennan’s surprise even Lippmann did not support it. Lippmann be
lieved, as he had told the former diplomat four years earlier, that Russia 
and the West could not withdraw their occupation forces from Germany 
until they had worked out a territorial settlement in central Europe. “We 
cannot,”  he elaborated, “ leave the delimitation of the Eastern frontier 
to a bilateral agreement between a united Germany and the Soviet 
Union.” Although Lippmann had long argued that European peace 
required the reunification of the two Germanys, he was now not so sure. 
A swing through Europe in the spring of 1958 that took him to Stock
holm, Warsaw and Vienna confirmed his suspicion that Europeans on 
both sides of the Iron Curtain looked with apprehension on the prospect 
of a united Germany. The best hope, he wrote on his return, lay in 
“ thinning out” foreign military forces in central Europe.13

A trip the following spring fortified his belief that now that there were 
two German states, ‘ ‘every responsible European statesman realizes that 
they cannot be united within any foreseeable future,” as he told his 
readers. The partition of Germany was “ regarded on both sides as not 
intolerable, and on the whole, preferable to reunification” under any 
conditions theoretically possible. By saying publicly what everyone had 
long known but dared not openly admit, Lippmann had cleared the air. 
His articles, Kennan later said, “ tore to pieces” the assumptions on 
which his own BBC lectures had been based.14



Kennan and Lippmann had long differed on how to deal with the Rus
sians. Early in 1953 Kennan had written Lippmann that he had been 
“skeptical” about the decision to recognize the Soviet government in 
1933, and had thought it wrong in 1945 to allow Russia and its satellites 
to enter thé United Nations. He would not have been opposed in princi
ple, he told Lippmann, to a “ vigorous campaign of political warfare” 
against the Soviet Union. This struck Lippmann as a curious position for 
a diplomat to take. “ In general I do not like the idea of recognition to 
carry with it implications beyond the pragmatic rule that the government 
governs the area under a certain jurisdiction,” he replied to Kennan. 
“The other view, which attaches implications of morality and political 
approval to the act of recognition, is inexpedient and unworkable.” Was 
this not, he asked, a “ throw-back to the kind of moralistic, legalistic 
thinking” Kennan himself had criticized?15 In proposing his 1957 
disengagement plan Kennan had moved much closer to Lippmann’s line 
of thinking. But by that time such a mutual withdrawal no longer seemed 
feasible.

Not long after Kennan unveiled his plan, the ebullient new Soviet am
bassador to Washington, Mikhail Menshikov, invited Walter and Helen 
to dinner at the embassy. Between the caviar and the chicken Kiev the 
ambassador turned to his guest and said: “ You have been to other so
cialist countries — to Poland, to Czechoslovakia, to Yugoslavia — but 
never to the Soviet Union. Why have you not honored us with a visit?” 
Rising to the bait, Lippmann replied that he had long wanted to go, but 
had never been asked. “ I am asking you,” his genial host replied. “ I 
would be happy to go if you can promise me one thing,” Lippmann 
said: “ an interview with Chairman Khrushchev.” The ambassador as
sured him that nothing would be easier, and set a tentative date for the 
fall of 1958.

That summer in Maine Lippmann boned up on Russian history, and 
on his return to Washington in mid-September met a few more times 
with Menshikov and was briefed by Allen Dulles at the CIA. On Octo
ber 15 he and Helen flew to New York for lunch at the United Nations 
with Dag Hammarskjöld. The secretary-general, who had seen Khru
shchev several times, extended a bit of advice. “ Whatever you do, don’t 
let him think you agree with him — that bores him. He doesn’t want to 
be bored. You must challenge and rouse him .” 16 A few hours later, 
armed with phrase books and briefing notes, they set off for Moscow.

On arrival at the Soviet capital the next afternoon they were taken to a 
suite at the National Hotel that, they were assured, Lenin himself had 
occupied on his return from exile in 1917. Khrushchev was unable to set 
a definite appointment with them, and so for the next six days they met 
with commissars and cabinet officials, saw churches and museums, 
made the obligatory visit to a collective farm, attended a gala and to
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them inscrutable performance of King Lear, and took a brief trip to 
Leningrad. In the great fortress of the Kremlin Lippmann paid a visit to 
the grave of his old college friend John Reed, forever enshrined as a 
hero of the Russian revolution. Finally, on their seventh day in Mos
cow, they were told they could see Khrushchev the next morning.

Promptly at twenty minutes to eleven they were picked up at their 
hotel and taken in a large black Zis to the inner courts of the Kremlin 
palace. An officer led them to an anteroom next to the premier’s of
fice. No one was in sight: no guards, no people waiting, no secretaries 
carrying papers around, no newspapermen, none of the commotion 
usually prevalent in the waiting rooms of important officials. Entering 
Khrushchev’s office, they found him sitting at a small desk at the end of 
a long, rectangular room. The desk, reminiscent of Franklin Roose
velt’s, was covered with gadgets, including a large model airplane. 
Khrushchev greeted his guests cordially, offered them tea, made a few 
jokes, and then started to talk about Soviet-American sore spots, 
beginning with Germany. Only two other persons were present: an in
terpreter and an official from the foreign office. Khrushchev responded 
openly to questions. After the interview the Lippmanns hurried back to 
their hotel, where Helen transcribed her notes and wrote down every
thing she could remember about the conversation. These notes — four 
single-spaced typed pages — formed the basis of the four articles Lipp
mann wrote about the trip, articles that captured almost as much atten
tion as the “cold war’’ series a decade earlier.

The power of Russia and China, he wrote in summing up his impres
sions, lay “not in their clandestine activity but in the force of their ex
ample” upon the developing states of Africa, Asia and Latin America. 
The West could counter that example only by demonstrating that it was 
possible to raise backward societies without sacrificing democracy. The 
Russians were convinced they could win that contest, but that the 
United States would resort to war to prevent them. “They cannot be
lieve that we really think they will commit military aggression when 
they themselves are so sure that they must avoid a war,” he explained. 
“ So when we talk about defensive armaments they think we are deceiv
ing them, that our military policy is to surround them in preparation for 
an attack on them in order to halt their revolutionary rise to world lead
ership.” Widely reprinted in newspapers around the world, scrutinized 
in embassies and foreign offices everywhere, Lippmann’s articles won 
him his first Pulitzer Prize: a special citation under the newly created 
category of “editorial comment.” A few months later the articles were 
published as a small book, The Communist World and Ours.17

The death of John Foster Dulles in May 1959 and Khrushchev’s visit 
to the United States in the fall of that year seemed to put relations be
tween Washington and Moscow on a calmer plane. The Soviet pre-
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mier’s barnstorming September tour, culminating in a meeting with 
Eisenhower at Camp David, an appearance before the National Press 
Club, and an address at the United Nations — which Lippmann at
tended as a guest of the Soviet delegation, with a seat next to Marshal 
Zhukov — coincided with the more personal festivities surrounding 
Lippmann’s seventieth birthday.

To celebrate this milestone Helen had arranged an enormous party 
and invited friends from New York, Boston and Maine. On September 
22, 1959, the day before the event, Washington Post publisher Philip 
Graham inaugurated the celebration by presenting Walter with a Renault 
sedan. In the afternoon Carl and Chloe Binger arrived from Boston, and 
Frederick and Edith King from New York. The three couples went to 
lunch at the baronial home of Duncan and Maijorie Phillips, and then 
were taken on a guided tour of the family collection in the Phillips 
Gallery. That night at a gala black-tie dinner at Woodley Road, Carl 
Binger, sometime poet and Walter’s oldest friend, composed a verse, 
the guests gave speeches and drank toasts, and everyone told Walter he 
looked twenty years younger than his age, which was in fact true.

The next afternoon the Lippmanns held a mammoth cocktail party 
that went beyond even their usual efforts. Their spring and fall parties 
marked the opening and closing of Washington’s social season and had 
the quality of command performances. Invitations were coveted as 
prizes and treated as rewards. Cabinet officials mingled with diplomats, 
congressmen and journalists, with an occasional stage celebrity or liter
ary personality thrown in for spice. One young man, attending a Lipp
mann party for the first time and not realizing quite what he was in for, 
stopped at the gate before a phalanx of policemen and said, “Why all 
the protection? Who’s in there?” “ Mister,” the policeman said, “ev
erybody’s in there.” Almost everybody was: some five hundred guests 
mingling in the large sunken living room and spilling over into the gar
den, with Helen, the renowned hostess, somehow remembering their 
names and introducing strangers to one another.

James Reston and Marquis Childs capped the birthday festivities by 
presenting Lippmann with a 238-page volume entitled Walter Lippmann 
and His Times, & festschrift of a dozen essays celebrating his career. Al
though each contributor seemed to take him to task, however gently, for 
one shortcoming or another, and Arthur Krock achieved the not incon
siderable feat of writing an entire essay on journalism without once 
mentioning Lippmann’s name, the general tone was most respectful. 
James Reston summed it up when he wrote of Lippmann: “ The point is 
not that he was never wrong or that he did not change his ideas and even 
on occasion contradict his theories, but that he provoked thought, en
couraged debate, forced definition, and often revision of policies, and 
nourished the national dialogue on great subjects for over half a century.



. . .  He has given my generation of newspapermen a wider vision of 
our duty.” 18

On his birthday, September 23, Lippmann was guest of honor at a 
luncheon meeting of the National Press Club. The room was jammed 
with even more people than had come to hear Khrushchev the previous 
week. They were honoring, not only a venerable colleague whose career 
stretched back to days before many of them were bom, but a man still 
able to surprise others and renew himself. “ In his late sixties that vet
eran of the Mabel Dodge Evenings has abandoned the conservative 
viewpoint of his middle years, during which time it was said he wrote 
like a revolving door,” one chronicler wrote of him that year. “ With re
newed sharpness and liberalism, Lippmann has returned to the spirit of 
Mabel Dodge’s days.” 19 The tiredness and paralysis of the Eisenhower 
administration seemed to have revitalized him; he drew energy from its 
very lassitude.

It seemed fitting that Lippmann should be feted that afternoon, not by 
scholars or statesmen, but by his fellow journalists. Despite the books 
that had taken him on excursions into philosophy and morals, he was 
primarily a journalist. He had chosen a life of criticism and comment 
rather than of personal power and the lasting recognition of office. If 
there were times when he had wondered about the wisdom of his 
choice, he had long since put those doubts behind him. He stood at the 
pinnacle of his profession. While aware of his exalted position, he did 
not pull rank among his colleagues, or cut himself off from younger 
men who might have something to teach him. Among journalists he had 
a reputation for gentleness and modesty, as well as integrity. If he kept 
his emotional distance from people, he could also be a concerned and 
caring friend in time of trouble. He was, as Richard Rovere wrote, 
“ more gracious and courteous, quicker and more willing to praise 
young writers than any other American of his generation, with the possi
ble exception of H. L. Mencken.” When he read an article he liked, he 
wrote the author a fan letter, even though he might never have heard of 
him. As Philip Geyelin, who later became director of the Washington 
Post's editorial page, said: “ He treated much younger colleagues as — 
colleagues. And he regularly paid us the ultimate compliment. He 
asked us what was going on and what we thought. ’ ’20

As he rose to the applause of his colleagues that afternoon at the Na
tional Press Club, Lippmann spoke as a man who had something special 
to say about the work to which he had dedicated his life.

Because we are newspapermen in the American liberal tradition, the way we 
interpret the news is not by fitting the facts to a dogma. It is by proposing 
theories or hypotheses, which are then tested by trial and error. We put forward 
the most plausible interpretation we can think of, the most plausible picture into
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which the raw news fits, and then we wait to see whether the later news fits into 
the interpretation. We do well if, with only a minor change of the interpreta
tion, the later news fits into it. If the later events do not fit, if the later news 
knocks down the earlier story, there are two things to be done. One is to scrap 
the theory and the interpretation, which is what liberal, honest men do. The 
other is to distort or suppress the unmanageable piece of news.

Last summer, while walking in the woods and on the mountains near where I 
live, I found myself daydreaming about how I would answer, about how I 
would explain and justify the business of being opinionated and of airing 
opinions regularly several times a week.

“Is it not absurd,“ I heard critics saying, “that anyone should think he 
knows enough to write so much about so many things? You write about foreign 
policy. Do you see the cables which pour into the State Department every day 
from all parts of the world? Do you attend the staff meetings of the Secretary of 
State and his advisers? Are you a member of the National Security Council? 
And what about all those other countries which you write about? Do you have 
the run of 10 Downing Street, and how do you listen in on the deliberations of 
the Presidium in the Kremlin? Why don’t you admit that you are an outsider 
and that you are, therefore, by definition, an ignoramus?

“How, then, do you presume to interpret, much less criticize and to disagree 
with, the policy of your own government or any other government?

“And, in internal affairs, are you really much better qualified to pontificate? 
No doubt there are fewer secrets here, and almost all politicians can be talked 
to. They can be asked the most embarrassing questions. And they will answer 
with varying degrees of candor and of guile. But, if there are not so many 
secrets, you must admit that there are many mysteries. The greatest of all the 
mysteries is what the voters think, feel, and want today, what they will think 
and feel and want on election day, and what they can be induced to think and 
feel and want by argument, by exhortation, by threats and promises, and by the 
arts of manipulation and leadership.”

Yet, formidable as it is, in my daydream I have no trouble getting the better 
of this criticism. “And you, my dear fellow,” I tell the critic, “you be careful. 
If you go on, you will be showing how ridiculous it is that we live in a republic 
under a democratic system and that anyone should be allowed to vote. You will 
be denouncing the principle of democracy itself, which asserts that the out
siders shall be sovereign over the insiders. For you will be showing that the 
people, since they are ignoramuses, because they are outsiders, are therefore 
incapable of governing themselves.

“What is more, you will be proving that not even the insiders are qualified to 
govern them intelligently. For there are very few men — perhaps forty at a 
maximum — who read, or at least are eligible to read, all the cables that pour 
into the State Department. And then, when you think about it, how many sena
tors, representatives, governors, and mayors — all of whom have very strong



opinions about who should conduct our affairs — ever read these cables which 
you are talking about?

“Do you realize that, about most of the affairs of the world, we are all out
siders and ignoramuses, even the insiders who are at the seat of the govern
ment? The Secretary of State is allowed to read every American document he is 
interested in. But how many of them does he read? Even if he reads the Ameri
can documents, he cannot read the British and the Canadian, the French and the 
German, the Chinese and the Russian. Yet he has to make decisions in which 
the stakes may well be peace or war. And about these decisions, the Congress, 
which reads very few documents, has to make decisions too.”

Thus, in my daydream, I reduce the needier to a condition of sufficient hu
mility about the universal ignorance of mankind. Then I tum upon him and 
with suitable eloquence declaim an apology for the existence of the Washington 
correspondent.

“If the country is to be governed with the consent of the governed, then the 
governed must arrive at opinions about what their governors want them to con
sent to. How do they do this?

“They do it by hearing on the radio and reading in the newspapers what the 
corps of correspondents tell them is going on in Washington, and in the country 
at large, and in the world. Here, we correspondents perform an essential ser
vice. In some field of interest, we make it our business to find out what is going 
on under the surface and beyond the horizon, to infer, to deduce, to imagine, 
and to guess what is going on inside, what this meant yesterday, and what it 
could mean tomorrow.

“In this we do what every sovereign citizen is supposed to do but has not the 
time or the interest to do for himself. This is our job. It is no mean calling. We 
have a right to be proud of it and to be glad that it is our work. ” 21

As he finished, his colleagues rose in unison to give a standing ova
tion to the man whom John Reed a half-century earlier had called “our 
all-unchallenged Chief. ’ ’

His birthday festivities behind him, Lippmann began preparing for the 
trip that would take him to Egypt, Iran and India. He did his homework 
diligently, read the reports marked by his assistant, talked with various 
ambassadors and government officials, and received the usual CIA 
briefing. On October 29, 1959, he and Helen flew to Paris and then on 
to Rome. This time they did not make the side trip to Florence. Beren
son, frail, but faithfully keeping his diaries until the end, had died at I 
Tatti three weeks earlier at the age of ninety-four. Even in ill health he 
never lost his zest for life. “ I would willingly stand at street comers, hat 
in hand, asking passers-by to drop their unused minutes into it,” he had 
told Kenneth Clark not long before he died.22
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After a few days in Rome with BB’s old friend Umberto Morra, and 
BB’s devoted companion, Nicky Mariano, the Lippmanns flew to Cairo 
for a round of interviews with Egyptian officials, a whirlwind two-day 
tour to Luxor and Aswan, and a long interview with Nasser at his home. 
The Egyptian leader, like his inner circle, was “ attractive, intelligent, 
and genuinely concerned with the destiny of his country,” Lippmann re
ported to his readers — a sharp contrast to his assessment during the 
Suez imbroglio three years earlier of Nasser as a “ typical aggressor- 
dictator.” While noting that Nasser and his entourage might resort “un
hesitatingly and ruthlessly to the slogans and the ideologies and the war 
cries” to quiet the populace, he thought their hearts were devoted to 
raising Egypt from its poverty.23

After a week in Egypt they pressed on to India, which they had last 
seen ten years earlier. Confining their trip to Bombay and Delhi, they 
spent a good deal of time with Prime Minister Nehru, who persuaded 
Lippmann that the West should help develop India as a model for the 
Third World. In Iran, where they stopped off for five days en route back 
to Europe, they visited the Shah — who six years earlier had been tem
porarily chased from his throne by nationalists and then restored through 
a CIA-engineered coup d ’etat. The Shah’s opulent surroundings, atten
tive manners, and warnings of Soviet machinations against the “ free 
world” did not impress Lippmann. He came away convinced that it was 
foolish for the United States to build up Iran as a military barrier against 
the Soviets. “The notion that the way to make Iran secure is to build a 
Maginot Line to hold back a Russian invasion until we can arrive to 
defend Iranian territory, is obsolete and, it is in fact, nonsense,” he 
wrote on his return. Iran, like India, should be neutral. The Shah, 
whose access to the U.S. Treasury hinged on the assumption that his 
personal survival was vital to American interests, was most displeased 
by Lippmann’s remarks, and later complained that they were inspired by 
“unfriendly elements”  in the State Department.24

On his return to Washington early in December 1959, Lippmann fell 
easily into the old rhythm: writing the column twice a week, doing an 
occasional article, toying with some book ideas. He still wondered if it 
might not be a good idea to break away from the “ tyranny” of the col
umn, but of course never did anything about it. Then quite unexpectedly 
he was presented with a tantalizing offer. Late in March i960 Fred 
Friendly, a gregarious and persuasive producer for CBS News, cornered 
Lippmann and asked if he would like to appear on television. “I 
wouldn’t , ” Lippmann replied. He had an intellectual’s contempt for 
commercial television, combined with an old newspaperman’s suspicion 
of the medium. Rarely did he turn on his own set, except for an oc
casional political event, such as the conventions. Insofar as he had ever 
deigned to take notice of the medium, his comments had not been flat-
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tering. “ While television is supposed to be ‘free,’ it has in fact become 
the creature, the servant, and indeed the prostitute of merchandising,” 
he had written only a few months earlier in the wake of the TV quiz- 
show scandals. Television’s major influence had been to “poison the in
nocent by the exhibition of violence, degeneracy and crime, and second 
to debase the public taste.” The only hope for redeeming the medium, 
he suggested years before public television became a reality, was to set 
up a noncommercial government-supported network.25

Turning Lippmann’s argument against him, Friendly countered by 
pointing out that the only way to improve television was for people like 
Lippmann to help develop its potential. After a long lunch with Friendly 
and CBS newscaster Howard K. Smith, Lippmann said he would think 
about it. Friendly pressed relentlessly, and finally Lippmann agreed to 
tape a one-hour interview, with the stipulation that if he was not pleased 
with the results, the show would never be broadcast. He also wanted to 
forbid commercials, but finally agreed that the few carefully chosen 
sponsors — no dog food, deodorants or soap — would not be allowed 
to break into the program. CBS sent him a check for two thousand 
dollars to seal the deal, taped the show on July 7, i960, and ran it over 
the network on August 11.

CBS expected a few kind words from critics for being highbrow and 
“ responsible.”  Instead it got a hit. Public response far exceeded any
thing the network had anticipated. The program was front-page news. 
Critics declared that television had come of age. “To have the sage of 
Washington up close and ad-libbing,” commented the Saturday Review, 
“ revealed not only his urbanity, which was to be expected, but yielded 
a bonus in the impression of kindliness and personal warmth never ap
parent in the intense concentration of his logical, impersonal prose.” As 
the congratulatory mail poured in, CBS sent Lippmann another check 
for three thousand dollars and offered him a five-year contract. Pleased 
by his new popularity Lippmann agreed, but used his Washington law
yer, Oscar Cox, to drive a better bargain: fifteen thousand dollars a year 
for one program each year, and ten thousand dollars for each additional 
one. Altogether CBS ran six more interviews, on the average of one a 
year, showing the final one on February 22, 1965. When the interviews 
were later published in book form, Lippmann’s only comment on read
ing the text was: “ My God, what syntax!” Most viewers thought it ele
gant, including the Peabody Awards committee, which gave him a 
special citation in 1962.26

The interviews focused on the affairs of the day, but also at times on 
issues that transcended the news. In the first interview, taped in July 
i960, not long after Eisenhower’s inept handling of the U-2 spy plane 
incident and the abortion of the scheduled Paris summit meeting with 
Khrushchev, Lippmann was asked what qualities he thought a leader
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ought to have. Having reflected and written often on this question, he 
gave a thoughtful reply. A leader should have the “ ability to see what 
matters in the excitement of daily events . . . to be able to see through 
the latest headline to what is permanent and enduring.” Churchill had 
this “ second sight,” as he called it; so did De Gaulle and Theodore 
Roosevelt. “ The ability to see which way the thing is going is the basis 
of great leadership. The President cannot, himself, act on everything. 
He has to decide. So his mind must be judicial. The function of the 
President is to hear the arguments of the contending factions and make a 
decision. And that requires not only decisiveness, as everybody says, 
but the ability to be judicial about it.”

A second quality of leadership was to be articulate. Here Lippmann 
had a very special idea of how a President should make his views 
known, and what kind of audience he should try to reach. “ He must be 
able to talk in a language which is not the lowest common denominator 
. . .  but the best. What you must lead in a country are the best of the 
country, and they will carry it on down. There’s no use of the President 
trying to talk down to a fellow who can just about read and write. Let 
somebody else do that. He must talk to the people who teach the man to 
read and write. And for that he requires — well, as I said, articu
lateness.”  Further, he added, the President must have sympathy, the 
“ ability to feel for people in trouble,” wherever they might be.27

“There are many things which people cannot understand until they 
have lived with them for a while,” Lippmann had written three decades 
earlier in one of his many reflections on the art of statesmanship.

Often, therefore, the great statesman is bound to act boldly in advance of his 
constituents. When he does this he stakes his judgment against what the people 
will in the end And to be good against what the people happen ardently to 
desire.

This capacity to act upon the hidden realities of a situation in spite of appear
ances is the essence of statesmanship. It consists in giving the people not what 
they want but what they will learn to want. It requires the courage which is 
possible only in a mind that is detached from the agitations of the moment. It 
requires the insight which comes only from an objective and discerning knowl
edge of the facts, and a high and imperturbable disinterestedness.

These were, he realized, rare qualities, and it had been a long time 
since any American President had embodied them. But Lippmann did 
have a current figure very much in mind as he reflected on the qualities 
of leadership. General de Gaulle had returned to power just two years 
earlier, in June 1958, during a political crisis triggered by the insurrec
tion against French rule in Algeria. When the civilian government in 
Paris collapsed and the army threatened to take over, De Gaulle stepped 
in and assumed power. Although some considered the general’s action
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akin to a coup d ’etat, Lippmann argued that De Gaulle had actually re
stored constitutional government after it became “ plain as the nose on 
one’s face that the Paris government was impotent to govern. ’’ To those 
who charged that De Gaulle might pave the way for fascism, Lippmann 
responded that this was inconceivable. “ He has always been a man of 
extraordinary historical insight and imagination. . . . There is in De 
Gaulle no trace of the modern vulgar dictator.’’28

In De Gaulle Lippmann found the quality of leadership to which the 
French had responded in 1958, just as they had in 1940: a man who 
“ touches the chords of memory which bind a nation together.’’ Nations 
desperately needed such continuity in times of crisis. “ The conscious
ness of a great past is indispensable,’’ Lippmann had written on the eve 
of the war in 1940. “ Without it, with no sense that there is an historic 
destiny in which Americans participate . . . this nation will never co
here.’’ De Gaulle unquestionably had that sense of historic destiny. 
During the general’s state visit to Washington in April i960 Lippmann 
published the most glowing tribute he had ever written for any public 
figure. “ The secret is that he is more than a great man,’’ but truly a 
“ genius,” he wrote of De Gaulle. He was gifted with the “ capacity 
to see beneath the surface of events, to see through the obvious and con
ventional and stereotyped appearance of events to the significant re
alities, to the obscured facts and forces which will prevail.” It was a 
“ second sight into the nature of history,” bringing with it “ the gift of 
prophesying what is going to happen because the seeing eye is already 
there.”

Lippmann was one of the first Americans to recognize De Gaulle’s 
special genius, among the most persistent in trying to make his coun
trymen realize that De Gaulle spoke for the interests of a revitalized 
France and a restored Europe, among the few who defended the general 
at a time when the White House considered him an enemy. More than 
any other journalist, Lippmann saw, and made others see, the historical 
greatness of Charles de Gaulle. “ I find that almost three weeks after the 
fall of France,” he wrote in his i960 tribute, “ I had learned enough to 
be able to write that ‘in the misfortune of France it should be our fierce 
pride to be the last to forget the greatness of France. We must wish to 
be the first to remember . . . that France is indispensable, as indispens
able to the maturity of Western civilization as Hellas was to its birth — 
and as imperishable.’ I learned to say that only from General de 
Gaulle.” 29

The leadership Lippmann found in De Gaulle, along with Churchill 
and Theodore Roosevelt, and to a lesser extent in Wilson and even at 
times in FDR, had an almost mystical quality. “ In all men who lead 
multitudes of human beings there is a bit of magic,”  he had written the 
younger Arthur Vandenberg on his father’s death in 1951. “When it is
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working, then their other powers — such as the ability to see through an 
argument to the crucial issue, and to know at all times not only what 
they themselves are thinking, but what others are feeling, and the gift of 
judging what is and what is not feasible, and what has priority, and the 
gift of eloquence — all these become incandescent with an effective 
energy that in themselves they would not possess.”

As the i960 elections approached, Lippmann was looking for a 
leader. Eisenhower had done his work in binding the nation’s wounds, 
and he had lingered on too long. It was time for the nation to emerge 
from the “complacency and the indifference of the Fifties,” toward a 
wider vision. “ As the private purposes are overcome by the impact and 
pressure of our public needs, the way will be opened to a wider exami
nation of our moral condition,” Lippmann wrote in the spring of i960. 
“The country is waiting for another innovator.” 30 

One was standing in the wings.



►- 40
At the New Frontier

I have been involved in all kinds of things connected 
with the formation of the new administration.

—  To Allan Nevins, December 9 , i960

IIPPMANN was waiting for another innovator, not for Ike’s heir appar- 
-J ent to seize the throne. Four years earlier he had dismissed Richard 

Nixon as a “ ruthless partisan . . . who divides and embitters the peo
ple.’’1 His opinion about the vice-president had not changed. Among 
the Republicans, Lippmann favored his summer neighbor in Maine, 
Nelson Rockefeller. The plutocrat governor of New York was shrewd, 
aggressive, internationalist and a friend of organized labor. Lippmann 
thought he would make a fine choice. But the Republican bosses consid
ered Rockefeller too liberal and handed the nomination to Nixon.

This drove Lippmann back into the Democratic fold, where John F. 
Kennedy, the forty-two-year-old senator from Massachusetts, was push
ing hard and spending freely in a no-holds-barred battle against his two 
main rivals, Lyndon Johnson and Hubert Humphrey. Lippmann had 
known Kennedy ever since the senator’s childhood days in Washington 
in the 1930s. Some of his doubts about Joseph Kennedy — with whom 
he had fallen out over the appeasement issue — had carried over to the 
son. John Kennedy had tried to woo Lippmann, but the columnist re
mained evasive and skeptical. “ I had grave reservations about him, both 
because of my knowledge of his father, and because of his own record 
in the McCarthy affair,” Lippmann later said, referring to the fact that 
Kennedy had never denounced McCarthy, and that his brother Robert 
had served as assistant minority counsel on McCarthy’s committee. “ I 
couldn’t possibly describe myself as an early or enthusiastic Kennedy 
man.”

Lippmann thought Kennedy talented, but a bit ruthless and too much 
in a hurry. He hoped that Kennedy would settle for the vice-presidential 
slot under Stevenson or Humphrey before making the race on his own.



This, he believed, would lessen qualms about Kennedy’s Catholicism. 
But Kennedy had no intention of waiting. “ I must tell you,” Lippmann 
wrote him in January i960, “ that I do not look forward with any 
pleasure to the contest between Humphrey and you. You both will be 
saying and'doing things that as President you would wish you hadn’t 
had to say and do.” Disturbed by Kennedy’s lavish spending in the 
primaries, Lippmann told him that the primary system put an “exces
sive premium on the arts of demagogy” and gave unfair advantage to 
the candidate with “ the most money and the general ability to manipu
late blocs and organizations.” 2

Kennedy demonstrated the truth of the observation by demolishing 
Humphrey in a series of wild-spending primary battles. When Adlai 
Stevenson then decided he would not make an open bid for the nomina
tion, Lippmann began coming to terms with the inevitable. In a televi
sion interview he taped a few days before Kennedy captured the Demo
cratic nomination, Lippmann declared that the country needed a “ new 
crop of young men under good leadership.” Kennedy seized on these 
words as a personal endorsement and used them in his campaign. By 
mid-July Lippmann was telling his readers that Kennedy had “outgrown 
many of the mistakes and vacillations of his youth,” and that his posi
tion was essentially the same as Stevenson’s. He had proved himself to 
be an “ unusually effective organizer and a natural leader of men. ” Ken
nedy’s deft handling of the religious issue particularly impressed him. In 
a confrontation with Protestant ministers worried about his spiritual 
allegiances, Kennedy had insisted that his faith as a Catholic would not 
influence his decisions as an elected public official. Lippmann hailed his 
response as that of a “brave and truthful man. ” 3

By October Lippmann’s conversion was complete. It was “ truly im
pressive,” he told his readers, “ to see the precision of Mr. Kennedy’s 
mind, his immense command of the facts, his instinct for the crucial 
point, his singular lack of demagoguery and sloganeering . . .  his 
coolness and courage.”  Adding eulogy to applause, he found in the 
youthful senator the “ recognizable marks of the man who, besides 
being highly trained, is a natural leader, organizer and ruler of men.” 
For Lippmann there was no higher compliment. His endorsement 
strongly influenced other journalists. But Arthur Krock, for one, was 
not impressed. “ I may be getting old and I may be getting senile,” he 
reportedly fumed in response to one of Lippmann’s columns on Ken
nedy, “ but at least I don’t fall in love with young boys like Walter 
Lippmann.” 4

Lippmann’s accolades notwithstanding, Kennedy barely squeezed 
through to victory in November, racking up a margin of only 114,000 
votes out of 68,000,000 cast. But it was enough. By the time Walter 
and Helen returned in late November from a twelve-day tour of Brazil,
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Kennedy was beginning to assemble a team. Lippmann was pleased that 
he leaned heavily on Cambridge academics — particularly such activist 
scholars as McGeorge Bundy, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and John Ken
neth Galbraith. During the two months between the election and the in
auguration a good number of politicians came to Woodley Road for tea 
and a chat. Among them was the President-elect.

Shortly before lunch on December 6 Lippmann got a call from Ken
nedy asking if he could drop by later in the afternoon. Within an hour a 
horde of Secret Service agents descended upon the house. They checked 
the entrances, grilled the servants and secretaries, and detained a man 
working in the garden. Kennedy arrived at four. Lippmann greeted him 
at the door and led him into the book-lined study off the living room. 
After a few moments of small talk Kennedy got down to business. He 
was having a problem deciding on a secretary of state. Although partial 
to J. W. Fulbright, he had run into flak from blacks and liberals, who 
considered the Arkansas senator a racist because of his opposition to 
civil rights legislation. Lippmann, as an old friend of Fulbright, re
minded Kennedy that the senator really had no choice but to vote with 
the segregationists if he wanted to be reelected. “ I know that,” Ken
nedy said, “but the Africans and our own blacks will raise a terrible 
howl if I appoint him, even though he’s probably the best man for the 
job. ” Just then the telephone rang. Helen answered and, though the call
er did not identify himself, recognized Robert Kennedy’s voice. After 
taking the call the President-elect returned to the study and said: “ I 
don’t think we’re going to be able to go with Fulbright. There’s too 
much opposition at home and abroad on the segregation issue.”

They began discussing alternatives. Stevenson’s name immediately 
came up, but Kennedy was negative. He resented Stevenson’s wishy- 
washy role at the convention, where he had refused either to support 
Kennedy or to come out openly against him. At one point Stevenson’s 
support could have been crucial, but the governor, hoping for a last- 
minute draft, had sat on the sidelines. Kennedy never forgot or forgave. 
But Stevenson still had the affection of the party’s liberals, and Lipp
mann suggested that he be given a consolation prize — such as the am
bassadorship to the United Nations. Kennedy agreed. Then Kennedy 
raised the name of Dean Rusk, whom he had never met, but whom 
Acheson and Robert Lovett were pushing. Lippmann had long known 
Rusk — then head of the Rockefeller Foundation and former assistant 
secretary of state for Asian affairs under Acheson — and considered 
him an unimaginative bureaucrat. “ Rusk is a profound conformist,”  he 
told Kennedy. “ He has a conventional mind and would never deviate 
from what he considered the official line. You’re hardly likely to get 
from him the kind of original advice a President needs.”

“ Well,” Kennedy replied, “ if I can’t take Fulbright, and I won’t



take Stevenson, and Robert Lovett doesn’t want it, and you think I 
shouldn’t take Rusk, who’s left?”

“ How about McGeorge Bundy?” Lippmann shot back.
“ I hadn’t thought of that,” a surprised Kennedy replied. “ He’s rather 

young, isn’t he?”
“ Yes,” Lippmann retorted, “but you’re a very young President.”
Lippmann never assumed that wisdom and age went hand in hand. He 

responded to people in terms of their intelligence, not their gray hairs, 
and he had had a high opinion of Bundy ever since they had tried to col
laborate on rewriting The Good Society a dozen years earlier. When 
Harvard was looking for a new president to replace the retiring James 
Bryant Conant, Lippmann had suggested Bundy, then dean of arts and 
sciences.

Kennedy said he would think about Bundy, and left Woodley Road 
still undecided. Recounting the conversation a few days later to Allan 
Ne vins, Lippmann seemed to waver. “ For myself, I think Fulbright 
would do well enough under Kennedy’s leadership, but I advocated his 
appointing Bundy and taking a chance on the fact that he was so young 
and not well known,” he explained. “ Now I am beginning to hope it 
will be Fulbright.” But Kennedy, under pressure from civil rights ad
viser Harris Wofford and others, rejected Fulbright and settled on Rusk. 
Bundy got the influential post of special assistant for national security 
affairs.5

Two days after Kennedy’s visit Adlai Stevenson came by Woodley 
Road. He was in an agitated state. Kennedy had told him he could not 
be secretary of state but could have the United Nations post. Stevenson 
was bitter, and thought that because of his service to the party he should 
be rewarded with the top foreign-affairs job. Lippmann spent the morn
ing trying to persuade him how important it was to the nation that he go 
to the UN. With some reluctance Stevenson finally agreed to take the 
job.

Lippmann became one of the shining ornaments of the Kennedy ad
ministration. Courted and feted by the New Frontiersmen, invited to 
their parties, solicited for his advice, brought into their deliberative 
councils, he enjoyed a participation and an influence he had not known 
since his World War I days with Newton Baker and Colonel House. He 
valued that closeness, and in choosing the capable Elizabeth Farmer as 
his new assistant was influenced by the fact that she had worked in the 
Kennedy campaign and had close personal ties with highly placed peo
ple in the new administration. Lippmann would have been courted even 
without her, but he seemed to feel the need of her special connections.

Three days before the inauguration Kennedy’s chief aide and speech 
writer, Theodore Sorensen, came to Woodley Road to show Lippmann 
the draft of the inaugural address. Lippmann thought most of it admira-
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ble, but suggested that the reference to the Soviet Union as the 
“enemy” be changed to “ adversary.” Kennedy readily accepted the 
change, and “ adversary” it was from that time on. In his column Lipp- 
mann hailed the address as a “ remarkably successful piece of self- 
expression” 'that “exemplified the qualities which the world has come 
to expect of the President.” 6 A few years later he would deplore the 
speech — with its exhortation to ask 4 ‘what you can do for your 
country” — as jingoist rhetoric.

With some reason the new team at the White House viewed Lipp- 
mann as one of their prime assets. Arthur Schlesinger, an old friend of 
Lippmann who had joined Kennedy’s staff, served as go-between for 
the columnist and the President. One of his first suggestions was that 
Kennedy name Lippmann ambassador to France. This was a clever 
choice since Lippmann was not only greatly admired in Paris, but en
joyed close relations with President de Gaulle. The main argument 
against it, Schlesinger admitted in his memo to the President, was that 
Lippmann might be more useful to the administration as a friendly col
umnist than as ambassador. Kennedy thought so too, and never offered 
Lippmann the job. Nor did anyone think he would accept it, although 
years later he admitted privately that had anyone asked him, that was 
the one government post he would have enjoyed holding.7

Lippmann shared the exhilaration that many others felt when the Ken
nedy team — so eager, bright, and full of ideas — assumed power. A 
long era of somnolence seemed over. Slogans about “getting the 
country moving again” became more than empty phrases. A new en
ergy and optimism filled the air. Before the elections Lippmann had 
seen the country in a negative mood, gripped by a 4 ‘failure of the capac
ity to believe . . . that anything really matters very much and that any
thing is really better than anything else.” But when he was asked about 
the nation’s moral climate in April 1961, he was far more optimistic. 
“This is a most Presidential country,” he told an interviewer. “The 
tone and example set by the President have a tremendous effect on the 
quality of life in America. The President is like the conductor of a big 
symphony orchestra — and a new conductor can often get different 
results with the same score and the same musicians. Right now there is 
a curious exhilaration here in Washington. There is a new generation in 
charge, with a new style and a new seriousness. And people are begin
ning to feel that we can do things about problems after all — that every
thing is possible.”

Even during that period of relative euphoria Lippmann did not sus
pend all critical judgment. He questioned whether Kennedy, for all his 
energy and optimism, would be able to get his ideas through to the 
public and to understand its inarticulate needs. While noting that Ken
nedy was more politically educated and disciplined than either of the
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two Roosevelts, he wondered if the President had FDR’s “vital gift of 
knowing what the masses felt.’’8 The apparent lack of this quality, so 
critical to great leadership, was to trouble him increasingly in the 
months that followed.

Lippmann’s close relations with the New Frontier gave him an inside 
track on its policies and made him a valuable interpreter to those on the 
outside. The Russians were quite aware of this, and in order to prepare 
the ground for the Kennedy-Khrushchev summit meeting, scheduled for 
Vienna in June 1961, decided to invite Lippmann back to the Soviet 
Union for an interview with the chairman. Ambassador Menshikov 
promised a long and uninterrupted session with Khrushchev, and set the 
date for early April.

Over the next few weeks Lippmann met several times with Menshi
kov, conferred with Charles Bohlen and other State Department officials 
about the American position on Germany and Laos, and was briefed by 
the CIA. On March 20 he lunched at the White House with Kennedy 
and Arthur Schlesinger, once again going over the issues. A week later 
he and Helen boarded the plane for Rome, en route to Moscow. No 
sooner had they taken their seats in the first-class section than the purser 
handed them a note from the Soviet ambassador. Crisis in the Kremlin: 
Khrushchev was at the Black Sea and wanted to postpone his meeting 
for a week. “ Impossible,” Lippmann scrawled on the note he sent back 
to Menshikov. Their European plans were set. He would either come to 
Russia on April 10 as scheduled, or not at all. When they arrived in 
Rome the following morning Chairman Khrushchev sent word that he 
would receive them as scheduled.

After a private audience with Pope John XXIII and a quick trip to 
Paris, they set off for Moscow, where they were greeted by U.S. Am
bassador Llewellyn Thompson and taken to Spasso House, the Ameri
can embassy, for a working dinner with the French, British and Swedish 
ambassadors. The following morning they flew to the Crimea, where 
they were met at the airport by the governor of the province and taken 
off on a tour of farms and factories, punctuated by innumerable meals 
and vodka toasts. Although scheduled to attend the ballet and another 
dinner, they rebelliously retired to their rooms and refused to budge. 
Recuperating on tea and toast, they went to bed early, and the next 
morning were driven to Khrushchev’s villa at Sochi.

After passing through an iron gate they left the limousine and began 
walking down a long path toward the villa. Far at the other end they saw 
a small portly figure slowly approaching. The sleeves of his topcoat 
hung to his fingertips and he waddled a bit as he walked. Smiling 
broadly, Khrushchev gave them each a bear hug, proudly showed them 
around his villa, sat them down to an enormous lunch, and plied them



AT THE N EW  FRONTIER 5 2 7

with an unending flow of wine and vodka. Then they moved into his of
fice to talk, with Walter asking the questions and Helen furiously taking 
notes. About an hour into the interview Khrushchev realized that Helen 
was not relying on the interpreter. At his prodding she confessed she 
had been studying Russian all winter and spring.

After two hours of questions and answers, mostly on Berlin, they 
joined the premier for a tour of the grounds, including the gadget- 
adorned swimming pool with its retractable glass doors — clearly a source 
of great pride. Then he led them over to the badminton court. “Now 
we play,”  he announced. They had expected the portly Khrushchev 
to be a pushover. Instead, he was agile and swift — and no less 
fiercely competitive than the Lippmanns themselves. Having trounced 
the guests, Khrushchev patted them on their backs, led them to the patio 
for refreshments and two more hours of conversation about the state of 
the world, and then declared it was time for another meal. Although he 
was supposed to be on a diet, the premier confided, he would stretch 
the rules since his doctor was away for the day.

Again they entered the dining hall, its table spread with caviar, 
steaming plates of meat and fowl, and bottles of vodka. Deputy Pre
mier Anastas Mikoyan joined them for dinner, and with customary Ar
menian exuberance led a dizzying round of toasts. He scolded the 
Lippmanns for not downing their vodka after each toast, but Khru
shchev took pity on them and provided a bowl into which they surrepti
tiously emptied their glasses as fast as the indefatigable Mikoyan could 
fill them. Finally, exhausted and a little drunk, the Lippmanns begged to 
be allowed to go to bed. Khrushchev gave them each a suffocating hug 
and let them return to their hotel in nearby Garga.

Before going to bed Helen wrote up her notes, lest she forget some
thing, and the next morning they flew back to Moscow. Lippmann filled 
in Ambassador Thompson on the substance of the talks, and the follow
ing day they took off for London. During a brief stop in Amsterdam 
they heard that the Soviets had just launched the first man into space. 
Khrushchev had not dropped even a hint that such a plan was in the 
works. On the long flight back to London Lippmann took out his yellow 
note pad and wrote the first of his three articles on the Khrushchev inter
view. These articles made headlines around the world and appeared in 
some 450 papers — more than double the number that usually carried 
his column. They won him his second Pulitzer Prize, this time for “ dis
tinguished reporting of international affairs,” and were published in 
book form under the title The Coming Tests with Russia.

What made Lippmann’s articles required reading in foreign ministries 
was Khrushchev’s frankness on the Berlin issue. There must be, he told 
Lippmann, an all-German peace treaty and a new status for Berlin
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before “ Hitler’s generals with their twelve NATO divisions” got atomic 
weapons from the United States. Without a peace treaty recognizing the 
new frontiers in Eastern Europe, the Soviet leader warned, Bonn would 
drag America into a war for recovery of the lost territories. Khrushchev 
was resolved to seek a solution to the German question, Lippmann con
cluded, even though he “ dreaded the tension” and hoped for an accom
modation. Despite the “ relentless determination” of the Soviets to pro
mote revolution in the Third World, they were definitely “ not 
contemplating war”  and were “genuinely concerned to prevent any 
crisis.” 9

On April 19, after finishing his three Russia articles and completing a 
social round that included a lunch at Windsor Castle, as well as the 
usual parties arranged by Pamela Berry and Fleur Cowles Meyer, 
Walter and Helen flew from London to Paris. The American papers 
were filled with accounts of the fiasco at the Bay of Pigs, which had 
taken place only two days earlier. But an even greater drama awaited 
the Lippmanns in the French capital. The long and agonizing colonial 
war in Algeria had finally spread to metropolitan France. General de 
Gaulle’s offer to negotiate a settlement with the Algerian rebels had 
triggered an insurrection by the die-hard French colonialists and some 
army commanders. Rumors of a military coup d ’etat and even an in
vasion of Paris hung in the air.

On April 20 Lippmann spent an hour with De Gaulle at the Élysée 
Palace, and that evening dined with Foreign Minister Maurice Couve de 
Murville and his family. They seemed tense, but guardedly optimistic. 
On Saturday the twenty-second Louis Joxe, De Gaulle’s minister for 
Algerian affairs, cancelled his scheduled meeting with Lippmann be
cause of the emergency. On Sunday the twenty-third Walter and Helen 
returned from lunch in Senlis with Hope and “ Bunny” Carter to find 
the city in a state of siege. They went straight to the American embassy, 
where on television they watched De Gaulle plead with the French peo
ple to resist the paratroopers should there be an invasion. No one knew 
whether the army would remain loyal to the government or to the rebel
lious officers. Walter and Helen walked back to their suite at the 
Meurice through streets teeming with confused and frightened people. 
All night long their phone rang with reports that the paratroopers were 
about to land.

Their schedule, which as usual had been prepared months earlier, 
called for them to return to the United States the following day. They 
had no intention of changing it. When they awoke the airport was 
closed, but they were told it might open briefly in the afternoon. They 
packed their bags and hurried to Orly. In the middle of the afternoon 
their plane received clearance to take off. They left Paris just as De
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Gaulle, rallying loyal army units, managed to crush the incipient rebel
lion. Not until they arrived in New York that evening did they learn that 
a coup had been narrowly averted and De Gaulle had saved his Fifth 
Republic.

That third'week in April 1961 had been a dramatic one in Washington 
as well as in Paris. On the seventeenth a band of Cuban rebels, trained, 
equipped and transported by the United States, had landed at the Bay of 
Pigs in an attempt to overthrow the government of Fidel Castro. The 
collapse of their invasion attempt, followed by a hail of criticism 
from around the world, had left the Kennedy administration shaken. 
Lippmann, who arrived back in Washington just in time to watch the 
President go on television to explain the fiasco, had little sympathy for 
Kennedy’s embarrassment. In a stinging column he accused the “new 
hands,’’ by which he meant McGeorge Bundy, Dean Rusk and Walt 
Rostow, of not protecting the President from the bad advice of the “old 
hands,” meaning Allen Dulles and Richard Bissell of the CIA, Joint 
Chiefs of Staff Lyman Lemnitzer and Arleigh Burke, and State Depart
ment coordinator Adolf Berle. A mistake of such magnitude could be 
expunged “ only by the resignation of the key figures who had the 
primary responsibility,” Lippmann charged. Some of these “ old 
hands,”  such as Dulles and Bissell, were his friends. To call for their 
resignation was, he confessed, a “ painful business, even for a newspa
per writer.” Kennedy gave the “ old hands” a few months of grace for 
appearance’ sake, and then sent them into retirement.10

Unlike Kennedy and his entourage, Lippmann had no particular ani
mosity toward the Cuban revolution. He did not view it as a Soviet plot, 
or as any military danger to the United States. In the summer of 1959, 
after Castro had taken power from the Batista dictatorship and put 
through a sweeping agrarian reform program that expropriated many of 
the old landholders, Lippmann had reminded the Eisenhower adminis
tration that the principle of self-determination “carries with it insepara
bly the right of revolution.” Whether or not shareholders in U.S. cor
porations liked it, “ the old style of imperialism and overlordship is not 
only morally unacceptable but is practically impossible.” The Castro 
government, already under attack on Wall Street and in Congress, sent 
Lippmann a letter of appreciation for his attempt to explain the revolu
tion’s aims. As the pace of nationalization increased and conservatives 
demanded that the United States overthrow Castro, Lippmann warned 
that an American intervention would be “catastrophic” for relations 
with the underdeveloped countries, and urged “ magnanimity” toward 
the Cuban revolution.11

But his sense of magnanimity was relative to his reading of the bal
ance of power. As Castro — in response to American pressure cul-



minating in the revocation of Cuba’s sugar quota — turned toward the 
Soviets for support, Lippmann began having second thoughts about the 
virtues of the Cuban revolution. He went along with the administration’s 
argument that it would likely infect the rest of Latin America, and he 
even supported a United States embargo on trade with the island. The 
Russian connection swayed him, for he considered the Caribbean 
squarely within Washington’s sphere of influence. But he drew the line 
at an invasion, secretly plotted and financed by the CIA without the 
knowledge of the American people or their representatives. “ I consider 
it a duty of the press to expose that kind of thing to the light of day, ” he 
said on television a few weeks after the landing, “because I don’t think 
a democracy like this should have secret training camps and secret 
armies and secret navies in foreign countries, all in violation of its trea
ties and its own laws.’’

In that second TV interview, taped only a month after the Bay of 
Pigs, Lippmann responded to those who claimed that the United States 
would be guilty of “ appeasement” unless it sent in troops to rout com
munists in places like Cuba, Laos and Vietnam, or refused to negotiate 
over issues like Berlin. “ You can’t decide these questions of life and 
death for the world by epithets like appeasement,” he replied. And then 
he added more softly: “ I don’t agree with the people who think that we 
have to go out and shed a little blood to prove we’re virile men. This is 
too serious a business for that kind of thinking; and in regard to Cuba, 
my feeling was not only that, but also that it was illegal for us to do it, 
and we cannot go into the business of violating treaties. We’re not that 
kind of country. And then behind that all lies a very personal and human 
feeling — that I don’t think old men ought to promote wars for young 
men to fight. I don’t like warlike old men. I think it’s their business to 
try as best they can, by whatever wisdom they can find, to avert what 
would be an absolutely irreparable calamity for the world.”

During that interview Lippmann muted his criticism of Kennedy, 
blaming the Bay of Pigs on the President’s reluctance to overrule those, 
like the CIA planners and the chiefs of staff, who should have given 
him better advice. “ I think that he’s a man who can learn,” Lippmann 
said. What bothered him more than the Cuban debacle, which he 
thought a one-shot mistake not likely to be repeated, was Kennedy’s 
failure to mobilize public support for his legislative programs. All his 
life Lippmann had believed that great leaders must be great educators of 
their people. Although Kennedy, he had written, had “very great gifts 
of precise analysis and judgment . . .  all the makings of a great Presi
dent,”  to achieve real greatness he had to be “ not only executive, or
ganizer, politician and popular leader,” but also a “popular teacher.” 
Instead of inspiring the people to a sense of urgency and offering
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them direction, Kennedy was simply carrying on where Ike had left 
off. “It’s like the Eisenhower administration thirty years younger,” 
Lippmann complained, in what must have seemed the unkindest cut of 
all to muscle-flexing Kennedyites.12

Lippmann was not pulling out; but he was giving warning.



►- 41
M ythm aking

I am glad of [the Kennedy] legend, and I think that it 
contains that part of the truth which is most worth hav
ing.

—  In the Providence Evening Bulletin, 
November 2 2 , 1967

A l t h o u g h  Lippmann was growing a bit disillusioned, his relations 
. / V  with the White House remained cordial. He was in constant touch 
with Bundy and Schlesinger, and at the end of May lunched at the 
White House with the President to talk over Kennedy’s forthcoming trip 
to Europe for conferences with Khrushchev and De Gaulle. Lippmann’s 
advice was tactical and to the point. He told Kennedy that he could get 
along with De Gaulle so long as he treated France with respect, and 
with Khrushchev by being self-confident, and, above all, patient.

Only a few weeks earlier in his column Lippmann had warned Ken
nedy that he faced a series of “ inglorious and unpopular rearguard ac
tions. ” In confronting these tasks, Kennedy, he said, could find the an
swer to the question he had posed in his inaugural address. “ What we 
can do for our country,” Lippmann suggested, “ is first of all to give up 
being too proud to go through that truly agonizing reappraisal which is 
needed so that we can see the realities.”

That afternoon at the White House he told Kennedy he would have to 
make some hard compromises. In Europe he would probably have to ex
tend de facto recognition to East Germany in order to defuse the danger
ous Berlin issue. In Vietnam and Laos, where the United States was 
getting bogged down in a war against local insurgents, he would have to 
accept a general neutralization of Southeast Asia. Kennedy listened at
tentively, but spoke little and gave no hint of his own feelings. “ The 
President was a man who understood everything very quickly,” Lipp
mann later said, “ but he was never a man to commit himself. He never 
said, T agree.’ He always left an escape hatch.” 1 

Kennedy went to Vienna the first week in June, still smarting from
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his embarrassment at the Bay of Pigs and feeling defensive. Rather than 
negotiating slowly, as Lippmann had advised, he tried to rush through 
the agenda in two days. Khrushchev was in no mood to be pushed. 
While agreeing to a truce in Laos, the Soviet leader remained committed 
to what he called “ wars of national liberation” — that is, support for 
insurrectionary movements in developing countries — and to a new 
status for West Berlin. He had, he complained, waited long enough to 
resolve the German issue. If he did not get legal recognition of East 
Germany within six months, he would turn over the access routes into 
West Berlin to the East Germans.

Kennedy saw this as a test of will, and shortly after his return from 
Vienna announced a dramatic military buildup, including a fallout- 
shelter program. Tension mounted during the summer, until on August 
12, 1961, the Soviets sealed off East Berlin and a few days later built a 
wall separating the two parts of the city. This stanched the exodus of 
East German workers to the West, but intensified the political crisis. 
Khrushchev then broke the three-year moratorium on nuclear testing in 
the atmosphere, and Kennedy followed suit. In October the East Ger
mans began slowing Western traffic into West Berlin, while at the Wall, 
Soviet and American tanks maneuvered within a hundred yards of one 
another. War seemed very near.

Lippmann, in a search for a compromise, suggested that the United 
States negotiate a new accord with the Soviets to regulate the status of 
West Berlin. Max Ascoli, the hard-line editor of the political biweekly 
Reporter, retorted by accusing Lippmann of being a “ negotiation- 
monger.” 2 Few seemed interested in following Lippmann’s suggestion. 
Then, at the point where the two powers appeared to have locked them
selves into a showdown, Khrushchev suddenly withdrew his six-month 
deadline. Another Berlin crisis had been navigated, but nothing had 
been resolved. Tension remained high.

One lesson American strategists drew from the crisis was that the 
West had to speak in a single voice, both politically and militarily. This 
meant that the United States had to retain exclusive control over 
NATO’s nuclear forces. However reasonable this appeared from an 
American point of view, others were not entirely persuaded — par
ticularly General de Gaulle. Ever since returning to power in 1958 De 
Gaulle had insisted that the European allies — by which he meant 
France — should have a voice in American nuclear strategy. If Wash
ington would not share control of the deterrent with its allies, he said, 
France would have no alternative but to build its own nuclear defense 
force. Although Lippmann did not agree with De Gaulle’s conclusion, 
he sympathized with the reasoning, reminding his readers that this was 
“power politics as played by the masters of the game and we must not 
be Pharisaical about it .” 3



On his return from a month-long tour of Europe in May 1962, Lipp- 
mann went to the Pentagon to talk with Robert McNamara. The secre
tary of defense pulled out a sheaf of charts and figures designed to dem
onstrate that it would be disastrous for the United States to share control 
of the deterrent. There could be only one finger on the nuclear trigger, 
McNamara insisted. The argument seemed reasonable to Lippmann, and 
he agreed to promote the administration’s case. Two days later, on May 
25, he laid down the official line in an address to the American Law In
stitute. The United States, he declared, “ cannot and will not carry the 
enormous burden of the alliance, and face the catastrophic dangers of a 
thermonuclear war if, within the alliance, it has lost the initiative and 
the ultimate responsibilities on the issues of peace and war.” 4 The ad
ministration was pleased with its new spokesman, but De Gaulle pro
ceeded with his force de frappe.

The argument moved from the abstract to the urgent a few months 
later when rumors began circulating that the Russians were secretly 
building long-range-missile bases in Cuba. The White House assured 
Lippmann that these reports were untrue and were being spread by the 
Republicans merely to embarrass the administration before the upcom
ing midterm congressional elections. As it turned out, the Republicans 
were right. In October U-2 spy planes brought back photos confirming 
what the critics had charged: the Soviets were building launching plat
forms for missiles capable of hitting the United States. Kennedy secretly 
assembled a group of advisers to deal with the crisis.

The ExCom, as the group was known, met virtually around the clock, 
though its very existence was a closely guarded secret. Insiders, how
ever, sensed that something was amiss, particularly when such highly 
visible men as Dean Acheson, Robert McNamara, McGeorge Bundy 
and Robert Kennedy disappeared in the middle of a dinner party, or 
dropped out of sight completely. Lippmann, who religiously made the 
cocktail party circuit, had not seen a high administration official for 
days. “ You know,” he told Washington Post editor Alfred Friendly at a 
party one evening, “ something fishy is going on, and I think it has to do 
with Cuba. ” And if it was Cuba, that meant a major crisis. Friendly, his 
curiosity aroused, asked presidential press secretary Pierre Salinger if 
Lippmann’s suspicions were true. Salinger denied that anything unusual 
was going on, but Kennedy was furious when he heard that the secret 
was seeping out.5

By this time the ExCom — after furious debate that covered every 
option from diplomatic pressure to invasion — had arrived at a consen
sus. On October 22, 1962, Kennedy went on television to announce that 
the Russians were building missile bases in Cuba. He had ordered the 
United States Navy to blockade the island and to search all approaching 
ships, including Soviet naval vessels, for offensive weapons. The So-
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viets must dismantle the missile bases immediately, he declared. This 
was an ultimatum — the first direct confrontation between the su
perpowers since the cold war began. Nuclear war suddenly seemed not a 
remote horror but an imminent possibility. The moment of reckoning 
would most likely come when Soviet ships reached the five-hundred- 
mile barrier Kennedy had drawn around Cuba.

As the dread moment approached, Lippmann came up with a compro
mise. Nuclear powers must not present one another with ultimatums. 
Face-saving formulas had to be devised. The solution, he suggested, lay 
in a horse trade: exchange the Soviet missile base in Cuba for an equiva
lent American base elsewhere. Not the U.S. naval base on Cuban soil at 
Guantanamo, as Adlai Stevenson had reportedly suggested, and cer
tainly not West Berlin — but rather Turkey, “ the only place where 
there were strategic weapons right on the frontier of the Soviet Union.” 
This was a logical trade-off, since the American bases in Turkey had 
long been technologically obsolete. In fact, Kennedy had told the State 
Department months earlier to dismantle them, but Rusk had dallied 
because the Turks wanted to keep them.6

As soon as he finished his column suggesting the Cuba-Turkey trade, 
Lippmann drove over to the State Department to lunch with George 
Ball. He gave the under secretary advance warning of his plan. Ball did 
not try to dissuade him. The following day, October 25, Lippmann’s 
column appeared. Neither side made any official reaction to his sug
gested trade. Then, on the twenty-sixth, Khrushchev sent Kennedy two 
messages. The first was conciliatory and implied that the Soviets would 
dismantle their Cuban bases. The second, which came through a few 
hours later, was harsher and raised the question of a swap: the Cuban 
bases for the Turkish ones. Wherever the Russians got the idea, Lipp
mann’s suggestion buttressed their argument. Journalist John Scab, who 
had been enlisted by the Soviet embassy as an informal intermediary 
with the State Department, told the Russians: “ Everything Mr. Lipp
mann writes does not come from the White House.” 7

In addition to proposing the swap, Lippmann had raised the issue of 
Kennedy’s unusual negotiating tactics. Why, he asked in his column, 
had Kennedy not negotiated privately with the Russians before making 
his ultimatum public? Kennedy had seen Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei 
Gromyko on the eighteenth — three days after he had learned of the 
missile sites and four days before he went on television to announce the 
blockade. Why had he not confronted Gromyko with the evidence and 
given the Russians a chance to back down quietly? “This was to sus
pend diplomacy,” Lippmann charged. “ By confronting Mr. Gromyko 
privately, the President would have given Mr. Khrushchev what all wise 
statesmen give their adversaries — the chance to save face. ” The mood 
of the President’s advisers, particularly such men as Dean Acheson, had
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made Lippmann anxious. “ I have lived through two world wars, and in 
both of them, once we were engaged, we made the same tragic mistake. 
We suspended diplomacy when the guns began to shoot. In both wars as 
the result we achieved a great victory but we could not make peace. 
There is a mood in this country today which could easily cause us to 
make the same mistake again. We must in honor attempt to avoid it. ” 8

Kennedy was not at all pleased by Lippmann’s criticism or by his 
suggestion of a trade. Even though the Turkish missiles were obsolete, 
withdrawing them under pressure would set a bad precedent, Kennedy 
thought. And it might not go down well with the voters on the eve of 
the congressional midterm elections. Negotiations were at an impasse. 
Then, at the suggestion of his brother Robert, he decided to try a nego
tiating ploy. Ignoring Khrushchev’s bellicose second message, he agreed 
to accept the terms of the first message, which implied a Soviet with
drawal in return for an American promise not to invade Cuba. But he 
coupled the offer with an ultimatum: dismantle the Cuban bases or the 
United States would destroy them. To make the pill more palatable he 
agreed that he would later withdraw the American missiles from Tur
key — though he stressed that this would not be an official quid pro 
quo. In case Khrushchev should reject the deal, he secretly prepared for 
an air strike against Cuba for the thirtieth. “The smell of burning hung 
in the air,” as Khrushchev memorably said in his message to Kennedy. 
Then on the twenty-eighth the Russians suddenly pulled back, agreeing 
to withdraw the missiles if the United States promised not to invade 
Cuba.

Kennedy had his victory, and Lippmann, who had had such doubts 
about the President’s negotiating tactics, applauded it without reserve. Con
gratulating the President for having rejected the counsel of those who 
wanted a crusade rather than a settlement, he described Kennedy as hav
ing shown ‘ ‘not only the courage of a warrior, which is to take the risks 
that are necessaiy, but also the wisdom of the statesman, which is to use 
power with restraint. ”

On November 8, with the missile crisis safely surmounted, Lippmann 
went to the White House. There Kennedy showed him the secret mes
sages he had exchanged with Khrushchev. The President seemed eager 
to have him understand that the Russians wanted to carry out their part 
of the bargain, but were having trouble with the Cubans, who wanted to 
keep the missiles. Mikoyan was in Havana trying to get Castro to go 
along with the deal. Kennedy seemed hopeful that the narrow escape of 
the missile crisis might help bring about greater cooperation between 
Washington and Moscow — an impression that was fortified when 
Lippmann met with Bundy and the new Soviet ambassador, Anatoly 
Dobrynin. The probable aftermath of the Cuban crisis, Lippmann told
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his readers, would be a Soviet attempt to work out a temporary accom
modation with the West, beginning with a ban on nuclear testing.9

At their White House meeting Kennedy also impressed upon Lipp- 
mann the strategic lesson he had drawn from the missile crisis — that 
there must be absolute and undivided control over the West’s nuclear 
deterrent. This was why, Kennedy insisted, he could never accept De 
Gaulle’s demand for nuclear sharing. Drawing Lippmann into his con
fidence, Kennedy told him he could do his country a great service by 
helping the Europeans to realize the need for an American nuclear mo
nopoly. Persuaded by Kennedy’s reasoning, Lippmann agreed to talk 
about the nuclear issue later that month in Paris, where he was sched
uled to give a major speech. On November 9 Lippmann lunched with 
Bundy at the Metropolitan Club, to talk about the speech and go over 
the nuclear argument. The following week he left for London on the 
first leg of a month-long trip.

On November 29 in Paris Lippmann stood before a large and attentive 
group of journalists who had assembled to celebrate an anniversary of 
the founding of the European edition of the New York Herald Tribune. 
Discussing the missile crisis, Lippmann attributed Kennedy’s success to 
his “power to achieve a limited objective” and his “ wisdom to narrow 
his objective to what he had the power to achieve.” Here, in effect, was 
the classic example of Lippmann’s long-standing dictum about bringing 
power and commitments into line. The administration had not been able 
to consult the European allies during the missile crisis, he explained, 
because surprise and spot decisions were crucial. Had the Russians been 
alerted before the American naval quarantine was fully in effect, they 
might have seized the initiative. The American journalists seemed per
suaded, the Europeans not. Careful listeners might have noted that the 
explanation contradicted Lippmann’s earlier criticism that Kennedy had 
suspended diplomacy by imposing the blockade before trying to negoti
ate with the Russians.

The Cuban confrontation demonstrated, Lippmann argued in his role 
as spokesman for the administration’s nuclear strategy, that “ the com
mand of nuclear power to balance Soviet nuclear power cannot be di
vided or shared.” To illustrate the point he used one of his familiar car 
metaphors: while the passengers might help choose the destination, 
“once the road is chosen . . . there can be only one driver at the 
wheel.” European papers prominently featured Lippmann’s speech as 
an explanation of American strategy, but it did not assuage the anxieties 
many of them felt about the nuclear “ abdication” of Europe. Lipp
mann, for his part, had no qualms about the role he had played as the 
Kennedy administration’s messenger. “My speech was as conscious an 
attempt as I ’ve ever made in anything to explain the American official



view,” he later admitted privately. “ Although I agreed with it, I took 
care to see that I wasn’t off base, because it was a kind of official oc
casion where I couldn’t afford just to speak my own views.” Why he 
thought a journalist should allow himself to serve as a government emis
sary he did not explain.10

Although he had served as salesman for the administration’s nuclear 
strategy, Lippmann nonetheless sympathized with De Gaulle’s efforts to 
gain a greater voice for France within the alliance and more indepen
dence for Europe. Even when he disagreed with De Gaulle, he tried to 
understand the general’s reasoning, rather than merely to dismiss it as 
capricious or vindictive. When, for example. De Gaulle vetoed Britain’s 
bid for entry into the Common Market in January 1963 on the grounds 
that Britain was not yet ready to follow a “European” foreign policy, 
Lippmann — despite his own disapproval of the veto — was one of the 
few American commentators to take De Gaulle’s objections seriously. 
“We are not dealing with a wicked man who can or should be slapped 
down,”  he told the administration, but with a “ prophetic man who is 
acting as if the future . . . has already arrived.” The “ new reality” 
was that Western Europe had ‘ ‘outgrown the dependence upon America 
which began with the First World War” and would no longer accept 
American “ leadership and dominance” in European affairs. Both Lipp
mann and De Gaulle, as it turned out, were premature in their supposi
tion that Europe had outgrown its dependence on America.11

If during the eight years of Eisenhower Lippmann was never once in
vited to the White House, under Kennedy he seemed a regular fixture. 
He saw the President every few weeks, either at a private lunch, with 
Bundy or Schlesinger in attendance, or at a formal gala, where he was 
one of the stars invited to impress visiting heads of state. Even at these 
state occasions he and Kennedy invariably found a few moments for a 
private chat. Once when Arthur Schlesinger suggested that Kennedy in
vite Lippmann to some minor ceremonial event, the President replied, 
“ No, we’re doing so well with him, let’s not spoil it.”

Kennedy knew how to flatter journalists and use the press to his own 
advantage. Few Presidents had ever had a more adoring press corps. In 
Washington Kennedy particularly benefited from his close personal rela
tions with Philip Graham, publisher of the Post. Lippmann, too, was 
close to Graham, and had long had ties with the Post, first with Eugene 
Meyer, the financier who bought the paper in the 1930s, then with edi
torial-page director Herbert Elliston. Lippmann had long known 
Meyer’s strong-willed wife, Agnes, and his attractive daughter Kath
arine. Since the Meyers had no sons, Graham — who had married 
Katharine —inherited direction of the paper. A charming, energetic, 
troubled man, Philip Graham was determined to turn the Post into an in
ternational paper to rival the New York Times. As part of this effort he
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had tried to buy the Herald Tribune ’s news service, but had been turned 
down. Undeterred, Graham decided that he would start his own.

Lippmann played tennis regularly with Phil and Kay Graham, and 
frequently lunched with Phil at the Metropolitan Club. During one of 
these lunches', in late May 1962, they were talking shop, and Lippmann 
happened to mention that his current contract with the Herald Tribune 
was about to expire and that it was time to draw up a new one. Graham 
became excited. Here was a chance to strike at the Trib and to gain 
America’s star columnist for his own news service. In a wild burst of 
enthusiasm Graham proposed an extraordinary deal. If Lippmann would 
sign a ten-year contract with the Post, Graham would guarantee him a 
million dollars. He need write only two columns a week for eight 
months a year, plus sixteen articles a year for Newsweek — which 
Graham had recently bought and wanted to make into a real rival of 
Time. Under the proposed contract Lippmann would get a flat salary of 
seventy thousand dollars a year, plus 90 percent of syndication revenues 
(as against thirty-five thousand dollars and 50 percent from the Trib) for 
additional columns. The Post would also throw in a New York apart
ment, two secretaries, a research assistant, an AP news ticker, office 
expenses, a limousine to ferry Lippmann around New York, and all his 
travel costs. As a further sweetener for a man then seventy-three years 
old, Graham offered to continue paying Lippmann — even if he cut 
down the number of his columns or stopped writing altogether — fifty 
thousand dollars a year, plus another twenty thousand dollars for ex
penses, for ten years. And on his death the Post would pay his widow 
twenty-five thousand dollars a year for ten years.

This was too much to turn down. Lippmann had long been restless at 
the Trib. He had been with the paper ever since he launched his column 
in 1931 and vaguely felt it was not doing quite right by him. Under the 
Reids he had felt some sense of loyalty to the Trib, but they had sold the 
paper to John Hay Whitney in 1957. Lippmann had stayed on with the 
same contract, annually earning between sixty-five and seventy-five 
thousand dollars in combined salary and syndication fees — not bad, 
but considerably less than such columnists as Walter Winchell and 
David Lawrence were making. The Trib had made a lot of money from 
T&T over the past thirty-one years, Lippmann decided, and he owed the 
new owner nothing. He would accept Graham’s offer.

He instructed his New York lawyer, Norris Darrell — a Sullivan and 
Cromwell partner who was Learned Hand’s son-in-law — to draw up 
the contract. Graham was elated. Pleased with himself and gloating a 
bit, he insisted that he, rather than Lippmann, be the one to break the 
news to Jock Whitney. He would rub it in. Lippmann, who did not like 
to be the bearer of bad tidings, was delighted to be relieved of that task.

As pleased as he was to have Lippmann as the star of the Post ’s new
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syndicate, Graham was even happier to have snagged him for News
week. This was the lure, he believed, that could break Time's strangle
hold on the weekly newsmagazine market. He may have been right. The 
January 21, 1963, issue containing Lippmann’s inaugural column and 
featuring Kennedy on the cover outsold the January issues of 1962 on 
newsstands by 40 percent. From that point on Newsweek's circulation 
climbed steadily until it did rival that of Time.

When he first started writing for Newsweek Lippmann feared he 
would be too confined by the format of a full magazine page. He was 
not used to a rigidly fixed number of words. The T&T column, while 
usually about eight hundred words, sometimes ran a few hundred words 
shorter or longer. Midway through the first year he was still uneasy and 
asked the magazine’s editor, Osborne Elliott, if there was some way to 
do pieces shorter or longer than a page. “ I find that the articles which I 
have to pad out are verbose, and those which I have to cut are lifeless, ” 
he complained. “ I ’m so used to writing without worrying about the 
exact length that it cramps my style to be worrying about the target.” 12 
Eventually he got used to the format, although the Newsweek pieces 
tended to be mostly elaborations of his T&T columns.

The acquisition of Lippmann was a coup for Graham, but the expan
sion of his publishing empire made him even more manic-depressive. A 
man fascinated with power, Graham was emotionally fragile, given to 
bouts of drinking, sudden euphoria, and morbid depression. As his com
pany grew, so did his emotional strain. He was hospitalized several 
times, and in August 1963 shot himself.

By the time of Graham’s suicide some of the sheen had worn off the 
New Frontier. The great missile-crisis victory had paved the way for the 
nuclear test-ban treaty, which seemed a significant step forward in U.S.- 
Soviet relations. But the Berlin crisis lingered on, De Gaulle was be
coming increasingly obdurate, and over it all hung the troublesome 
specter of “ wars of national liberation” and the increasing turmoil in 
Vietnam. At home the picture was no more reassuring. On Capitol Hill 
a recalcitrant Congress was sabotaging Kennedy’s domestic program. 
Civil rights, federal aid to education, tax reform were all paralyzed by a 
coalition of Republicans and anti-administration southern Democrats.

Lippmann blamed much of the domestic impasse on Kennedy. 
Elected by a minuscule majority, the President had failed to convert the 
country by persuasion. Although personally popular, Kennedy had “ not 
yet won over the minds of the people,” Lippmann wrote, . .b e 
cause he has not yet conquered their hearts by opening his own.” Ken
nedy, he explained in his May 1963 television interview, “does not ever 
want to force measures, as some leaders do. He’s one of the boys.” 
Politically cautious to a fault, he could not push his programs through 
Congress or persuade the people of their importance. “One of his two
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or three serious weaknesses as a public leader,” Lippmann elaborated, 
“ is that he does not want to be unpopular anywhere — anywhere 
— with anyone; and I think that a public leader, at times, has to get 
into struggles where somebody gets a bloody nose, and Kennedy 
doesn’t want that ever. ” 13

Kennedy’s eye seemed to be fixed far away, halfway around the 
world in Indochina. He had narrowly avoided a full-scale war in Laos, 
and now was on the verge of making a massive American commitment 
to the Diem regime in Vietnam. Kennedy had been one of Ngo Dinh 
Diem’s supporters since the early 1950s when the Catholic mandarin 
was tapped by John Foster Dulles as the “ free world’s ” man in Viet
nam. Kennedy, a founding member of the pro-Diem “ American Friends 
of Vietnam,” had in 1956 declared as senator that Vietnam was the 
“keystone to the arch, the finger in the dike,” against the spread of 
communism. Should Vietnam fall to communism, he had warned, “our 
prestige in Asia will sink to a new low.” Thus did he link America’s 
prestige to Diem’s fate.

On entering the White House Kennedy moved to prop up Diem by 
dispatching a contingent of American “ special forces” to Vietnam. At 
the suggestion of his academic advisers he also instituted a “ strategic 
hamlet” program, which was supposed to make Vietnamese peasants 
secure from the rebels by herding them into fortified stockades. But the 
hamlet program, bitterly resented by the peasants, merely produced 
more recruits for the communist-led rebels. By 1963 Vietnam was in a 
state of chaos as the Buddhists rioted against the Catholic-dominated 
Diem regime. Kennedy stepped up American aid and sent fifteen 
thousand U.S. “ advisers” to Vietnam. By September even he began 
having doubts. “ In the final analysis it is their war,” Kennedy said in a 
television interview. “They are the ones who have to win it or lose it.” 
Yet he added significantly: “ I don’t agree with those who say we should 
withdraw. That would be a mistake. ” In other words, he did not want to 
turn it into an American war, but neither was he willing to let the com
munists win. Like his key advisers, he was obsessed with the need to 
prove that anti-Western “wars of national liberation” must not succeed.

Commenting on Kennedy’s statement in his column, Lippmann 
pointed out that the only way to cut off communist supply lines would 
be to bomb, perhaps even to occupy, North Vietnam — an action likely 
to bring China into the war. “The price of a military victory in the Viet
namese war is higher than American vital interests can justify,” he in
sisted. Assuming, like many people in the administration, that a com
munist victory in Vietnam would lead to Chinese domination of the 
area, he argued that the best way to keep Indochina out of Peking’s 
hands was to join with other countries in seeking, as General de Gaulle 
had urged, a “ reunited, independent and neutral Vietnam.” 14



Yet Lippmann, like Kennedy, was against withdrawal, or even dump
ing Diem in favor of a neutralist. “ While I have always thought it was a 
mistake to become engaged in Southeast Asia,” he wrote in September 
1963, “ while it is evident that we have made many mistakes in dealing 
with Diemf we must, I believe, stay with him and his family for the in
definite future.”  The United States should wait, he counseled, until the 
rift between North Vietnam and China became wider. “ If North Viet
nam ever becomes, like Yugoslavia, no longer the satellite and agent of 
a great communist power, there will be opened up possibilities of a 
negotiated settlement in Southeast Asia.” 15 But the administration was 
not interested in a negotiated settlement, and indeed feared that Diem 
and his family might work out a secret deal with the North. On Novem
ber i Ngo Dinh Diem was killed by his own generals — with a wink, if 
not open approval, from the U.S. embassy. The last symbol of political 
legitimacy in South Vietnam had been removed; the Americans would 
now take over.

Three weeks later, on November 22, Lippmann went, as usual, to the 
Metropolitan Club for lunch. As he and his colleague Marquis Childs 
were finishing their meal a waiter came over and told them that the Pres
ident had just been shot in Dallas. They rushed downstairs, where they 
ran into Alfred Friendly, and together the three men hurried over to the 
Washington Post. The scene was chaotic: television and radios blaring, 
men gesticulating and shouting, women sobbing. Distracted by the noise 
and confusion, Lippmann went into the street and hailed a taxi. As the 
cab was inching through traffic up Connecticut Avenue, he heard over 
the radio that Kennedy was dead.

On arriving at Woodley Road Lippmann raced inside, telling Helen 
and Elizabeth Farmer that they must be calm. They insisted that they 
were calm, but he was so agitated that he seemed not to hear them. For 
hours he paced through the halls, glancing disconsolately at the televi
sion set, and fearful that some even more terrible tragedy might befall 
the nation.

Lippmann wrote no eulogy for John Kennedy. Although he was in a 
state of shock for days, he never publicly revealed his anxiety. His first 
column after the assassination was not the usual hymn of praise to the 
fallen leader, but a plea for the nation to purge its “hatred and venom,” 
and to put its hopes in the “healing arts”  of Lyndon Johnson. Although 
he had never been a particular admirer of Johnson, had in fact consid
ered the Texan crude and rather ruthless, he was preoccupied by the 
need for calm and continuity.

During the terrible weeks that followed Kennedy’s murder, Lippmann 
did not dwell on the slain President’s virtues, but on the tasks that lay 
ahead. He felt that he must help combat the confusion and fear lest the
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nation succumb to anarchy and panic. When the Warren Commission 
later reported that Lee Harvey Oswald had acted alone in assassinating 
Kennedy, Lippmann supported its conclusions, stating there was “no 
ground on which any contemporary man, here or abroad, should ques
tion the verdict.” Later, as suspicion of a conspiracy mounted, he 
agreed that it might be wise to reopen the case, but questioned whether 
the doubts would be resolved, and maintained that “ we must expect to 
live for a long time with questions that will not be answered conclu
sively.” While he refrained from commenting publicly in the absence 
of persuasive new evidence, he privately voiced his suspicion that there 
might have been a conspiracy.16

Lippmann never shared the feeling of irredeemable loss so many felt 
on Kennedy’s death. Nor did he look back on Kennedy with sentimen
tality or nostalgia. “ I have always seen him with his warts as well as 
with his best qualities,” he said privately less than a year later. “ I have 
never been able to get over the fact that on the most critical moral issue 
which developed between the World War and his own accession to the 
Presidency — namely the struggle with McCarthyism — he avoided the 
issue, which is perhaps a gentle and charitable way of putting it.” But 
he admitted that Kennedy had shown “ great qualities”  during his last 
year, particularly when he called for a relaxation of tension with the 
Russians.

In a critical review of William Manchester’s mythologizing biography 
of Kennedy, he wrote that “ in prosaic fact” Kennedy’s conduct of 
foreign relations was “quite fumbling” until a few months before he 
died, and in domestic affairs his reputation rested “ not on his realistic 
accomplishments, for they were few and he was in deadlock with Con
gress, but on the right choices he made occasionally.” On balance the 
Kennedy administration was a “ very mixed collection of errors and 
false starts and brilliant illuminations of the future,” he wrote on the 
fourth anniversary of the assassination. Yet as the Kennedy legend 
grew, it affected Lippmann, just as it did a public that yearned for an 
unstained hero. A “ passionate multitude” all over the world believed 
Kennedy to have been the “herald of better things in dangerous and dif
ficult times.” This, Lippmann confessed, had given him a new respect 
for the mythmaking process. “ I am glad of that legend, and I think that 
it contains that part of the truth which is most worth having. This is the 
conviction, for which he set the example, that a new age has begun and 
that men can become the masters of their fate.” 17

In the Kennedy myth Lippmann glimpsed the means by which an
other leader could redeem the failings of Kennedy the President.



►- 42
“A Man for This Season”

President Johnson is by instinct, temperament, convic
tion and experience, a man for this season.

—  ‘Today and Tomorrow,” November 3, 1964

NO one during those weeks after the assassination read Lippmann’s 
plea for faith in the new President with greater attention than did 

Lyndon Johnson. Inheriting an office he had given up hope of ever hold
ing, surrounded by a staff that considered him a usurper, Johnson was 
grateful for Lippmann’s show of support.

On December 1, a few days after Kennedy had been buried and the 
foreign leaders had departed, Johnson telephoned Lippmann and asked 
if he could come over for a chat. Half an hour later, as darkness was 
settling over the city, a cortege of black limousines pulled into the 
driveway at Woodley Road. The President, flanked by his guards, rang 
the doorbell. “Only Helen, he and I were there,” Lippmann recalled. 
“ He was very affectionate to Helen, humble himself, much less boister
ous, much more likable than I ’d known him before, rather overwhelmed 
with the bigness of the thing that had happened to him. He wasn’t at all 
frightened. I got the impression that he wanted help very much. He lis
tened very carefully, which was not characteristic of Johnson. He 
seemed to have no strong opinions of his own. He was quite humble. ” 1 

If humility was not normally one of Johnson’s qualities, flattery was. 
Wooing the influential was part of his stock-in-trade. As Senate majority 
leader he had sent Lippmann notes that would have made him blush had 
he thought them sincere. It was Senator Fulbright who first brought the 
two men together in January 1957. The small dinner party at the Ful- 
brights’ home had not been an unalloyed success. Johnson hid his ner
vousness by being boastful, Lippmann withdrew before the overwhelm
ing spectacle of LBJ in action. Over the next few years they met several 
times, the most memorable for Lippmann being a chaotic lunch on Cap
itol Hill in February 1959 when Johnson abandoned his guests — Lipp-



mann, Fulbright, Eugene McCarthy, Frank Church and Gale McGee — 
for nonstop phone calls and consultations with his aides. Yet Lippmann, 
unlike most northern liberals, thought that Kennedy had made a good 
choice in selecting Johnson for vice-president. “ More than any other 
man in public life, more than any politician since the Civil War, he has 
on the race problem been the most effective mediator between the North 
and the South,’’ Lippmann wrote after the i960 Democratic conven
tion.2

For years Johnson had been trying to get Lippmann to visit him at his 
ranch near Austin. Lippmann had long been curious about Texas, and 
although he had known a good many Texas politicians in his time, had 
never seen them on their home ground. But it was not politicians he 
wanted to see so much as the cattle barons, the oil millionaires and the 
petrochemical magnates. Late in 1961 he asked George McGhee, a na
tive Texan who was a friend of Johnson and then an under secretary of 
state, to help him set up an itinerary. McGhee contacted the moguls, 
and Johnson set up a visit to the LBJ Ranch.

On February 14, 1962, Lippmann set off for a concentrated dose of 
Texas. Traveling without Helen, who had opted for the calmer pleasures 
of Mima Porter’s ranch in California, he flew first to Dallas. There he 
was met by department store owner Stanley Marcus, who took him 
home for a lavish dinner party. The next day he gave two speeches — 
one to businessmen at the Republic National Bank, another to aca
demics at Southern Methodist University. George Brown, the mul
timillionaire contractor, then took him off to Houston in his private 
plane, swooping low over the petrochemical complex and the port of 
Galveston so that Lippmann could get a good look. That afternoon he 
saw his old friend Will Clayton, and that evening was taken by William 
Hobby of the Houston Post to a dinner in his honor at the Bayou Club.

The next morning the obliging George Brown picked him up and flew 
him over to Austin. There he had planned to have lunch with his friends 
Creekmore and Adele Fath before going on to the LBJ Ranch. Lyndon 
Johnson, however, had other ideas, and totally unknown to Lippmann 
had arranged for a gargantuan stag luncheon in his honor that same day 
in Austin. Jack Valenti, LBJ’s right-hand man, told the Faths that they 
would just have to cancel the little lunch they had planned at their 
home, to which they had invited a small group of Texas writers and in
tellectuals.

When Lippmann arrived in Austin late that morning, the Faths in
formed him of LBJ’s plans and asked whether he would have lunch with 
them and the writers, or with two hundred bankers and politicians. “ I 
told you I was going to have lunch with you, and I ’m damned well 
going to ,” Lippmann replied. “ Lyndon isn’t king yet.” The bankers ate 
with each other, LBJ stayed at the ranch, and Lippmann dined with the
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Faths. He had told them he would stay until four, when LBJ had prom
ised to send around a car to take him to the ranch. But at two o’clock, 
with everyone still at the table, Jack Valenti rang the doorbell and said 
he was ready to take Lippmann to the ranch. Lippmann replied that he 
was not ready to leave, and returned to his hosts and their guests. 
Valenti retired to the car, where he waited until four o ’clock.3

The trip to the ranch at Stonewall took about forty minutes. As they 
pulled into the entry road Johnson, who was waiting there, hopped out 
of his car and enveloped Lippmann in one of his smothering handshake- 
embraces. Installing his guest in the front seat of his mammoth Lincoln 
Continental and Lady Bird and her secretary, Liz Carpenter, in the 
back, LBJ took the wheel and zoomed off in a cloud of pebbles and 
dust. While they were churning up the ranch roads at ninety miles an 
hour, Liz Carpenter busied herself at the portable bar in the backseat. 
“Now I think I ’ll just have myself a little whiskey and soda,’’ Johnson 
said, screeching to a halt. Lippmann, in the spirit of the occasion, had one 
too. While they were sitting with their drinks, Johnson decided to liven 
things up a bit by pressing a horn that emitted a long, moaning sound. 
In a few moments a herd of cattle gathered around the car, mooing 
glumly at the passengers. Lippmann was delighted; it was his idea of a 
perfect introduction to Texas. Safely back at the ranch house they 
watched the cowhands, had dinner with Governor Price Daniel, and the 
next day, after a poolside lunch serenaded by mariachis in sombreros, 
LBJ and Lady Bird took Lippmann to Dallas in their plane.

While some northerners ridiculed Johnson’s crudeness and exagger
ated Texas mannerisms, Lippmann saw a subtle and cunning mind be
neath the braggadocio. Johnson, who seemed vulnerable and insecure in 
the lingering shadow of Kennedy, was grateful for this sympathy and 
eager for Lippmann’s support. He besieged the Lippmanns with invita
tions to dinner as though they were old friends. One afternoon in March 
1964, just after Helen and Walter had returned home after walking the 
poodles, Johnson called to invite them to dinner that night with the 
Fulbrights and the McNamaras. At the table Johnson was nervous and 
full of complaints. Kennedy, he said, had left him with a mess in 
Congress and a crisis in Vietnam. After dinner he took Walter and 
Helen by the arm. “ Come here, I want to show you something,” he 
said. Upstairs in the presidential bedroom he pointed to a plaque affixed 
to the mantelpiece: “ In this bedroom slept John F. Kennedy, the Presi
dent of the United States, and his wife Jacqueline,” with the dates 
inscribed. It had, Johnson said, been put there just before he moved in. 
To his mind it symbolized how the Kennedyites regarded him as a 
usurper of the office they thought belonged to them.

LBJ had some reason for his touchiness. JFK’s entourage resented the 
fact that Kennedy’s “ special grace” had been replaced by Johnson’s



crude folksiness. They called him, with no hint of affection, “OF Com 
Pone.” With Bobby as the heir presumptive, Jacqueline as the dowager 
queen, and the palace guard of Harvard academics and Irish Mafiosi, 
they formed a kind of govemment-in-exile. Johnson, who had always 
been overimpressed by the academic credentials of Kennedy’s crew, felt 
they viewed his administration as merely an interregnum between Ken
nedy dynasties. This feeling was strengthened that spring when, at a 
party marking Jacqueline Kennedy ’s first social appearance since the as
sassination, he believed that he was being snubbed. Embarrassed and 
resentful, he left the party early and asked Kenneth O ’Donnell to come 
back with him to the White House for a drink. “No matter what they 
think, I am still President of the United States,” he told Kennedy’s 
former aide. “ But I didn’t want it this way.”

Johnson found a sympathetic listener in Lippmann. The night after 
being shown the President’s bedroom he wrote a column criticizing 
those nameless persons who were “ speculating for their own advance
ment on the restoration of the Kennedy power. ’ ’ Warning that the Ken
nedy legend was a “ great temptation to designing men,” he urged 
Bobby, then still attorney general, to dissociate himself from the 
“organized attempt to usurp” Johnson’s right to choose his 1964 run
ning mate. The Kennedyites seemed to consider it, he said, “ a kind of 
disloyalty to say that the King is dead, long live the King, and to go on 
as if the unspeakable had not happened.” He reminded them that only 
Johnson could now turn the promises of the New Frontier into a reality: 
“What John F. Kennedy started will be measured in the cold calculus of 
history not by intentions, but by the outcome. That outcome is now the 
business of the Johnson administration.”  Nothing he could have written 
would have made Johnson more grateful.4

In May 1964, while in London on a three-week European trip, Lipp
mann attended a dinner party where one of the guests made a snide ref
erence to Johnson’s earthy style. An irritated Lippmann launched into a 
spirited defense of the President that startled the guests by its intensity. 
To smooth the troubled waters, host Joseph C. Harsch asked face
tiously, “ Isn’t he called ‘OF Com Pone’?”  “Not by me!” Lippmann 
bristled indignantly.

Johnson gave Lippmann, along with a handful of other favored jour
nalists, the famous treatment: telephone calls for advice, birthday gifts, 
private lunches at the White House, invitations to state dinners. Once, 
during that honeymoon spring of 1964, Johnson summoned Lippmann 
to the White House for a chat. On arriving he found a chaotic scene: re
porters, photographers, and cabinet officials gesticulating wildly, trade- 
union leaders and businessmen congratulating each other, and a puzzled 
contingent from the National Security Council that had come for a meet
ing. Above them all loomed the grinning figure of Johnson. He had just
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brought management and labor together to avert a nationwide rail strike, 
and was making the most of it before going on television to announce 
his victory. Suddenly he spotted Lippmann in the crowd, rushed over to 
put his arm around him, and announced: “This man here is the greatest 
journalist m the world, and he’s a friend of mine!”

So it went during Johnson’s first year and a half in office: bear hugs 
from the President, impromptu invitations to dinner with Lady Bird and 
the girls, regular briefings by Bundy, earnest requests for advice. John
son was a master at such treatment, and Lippmann, even though he had 
had enough experience with Presidents to be wary of it, could not help 
enjoying such attention. He admired Johnson’s powerful will, even 
while recognizing that it was harnessed to a drive for domination that 
suffocated his subordinates.

He tried to point this out to Adlai Stevenson shortly after LBJ entered 
the White House. Stevenson had come around to Woodley Road to 
express the hope that now at last, with a new President, he would be 
named secretary of state. Lippmann gently tried to tell him that Johnson 
preferred to keep Rusk, who was colorless, but also no rival. He sug
gested that Stevenson go to London as the American ambassador.

“Oh, Walter, I couldn’t do that,” replied Stevenson, who had had a 
bruising experience as ambassador to the United Nations. “I ’m tired of 
being an errand boy.”

“ Adlai,” lippmann responded with weary patience, “ if you are Lyn
don Johnson’s secretary of state, you’ll be an errand boy.”

Just as he warned Stevenson of the perils of working for a powerful 
man like Johnson, so he warned his colleagues of the dangers of draw
ing too close to public figures. “There are certain rules of hygiene in the 
relationship between a newspaper correspondent and high officials — 
people in authority — which are very important and which one has to 
observe,” he said in his April 1964 television interview. “ Newspaper
men cannot be the cronies of great men. Once a man, even if you have 
known him more or less as a crony for years, becomes something like a 
governor — much less a President — it’s all over. You can’t call him 
by his first name anymore. I ’ve known several Presidents whom I knew 
by their first names long before they were President, and I would never 
think of calling them by them when they got into the White House. I 
think it is advantageous for the President to be able to talk to somebody 
who won’t exploit him, or betray him, or [to whom he can] talk his 
mind, and it’s certainly an advantage to the correspondent to know 
what’s really going on so he won’t make a fool of himself. But there 
always has to be a certain distance between high public officials and 
newspapermen. I wouldn’t say a wall or a fence, but an air space, that’s 
very necessary.” 5 The warning was well taken, but Lippmann was not



applying it to himself. By the spring of 1964 the “ air space” between 
him and Johnson was getting dangerously thin.

During his spring trip to Europe, Lippmann had spent a week in Paris 
talking to French officials, including Premier Georges Pompidou and 
Foreign Minister Couve de Murville, about the deteriorating situation in 
Indochina. This time he did not see De Gaulle, who was in the hospital. 
The general had recently incurred the wrath of the Johnson administra
tion for having urged that Vietnam and all Southeast Asia be neutral
ized. Only in this way, he maintained, could the West hope to retain in
fluence in the area, since it was clear that the Americans, like the 
French, could never win a military victory in Vietnam. Lippmann ac
cepted De Gaulle’s argument, but feared that no one in the administra
tion was listening. Johnson, under the influence of such advisers as Walt 
Rostow and Maxwell Taylor, was pushing toward a military solution — 
including more American troops and the bombing of North Vietnam.

On May 19, a few days after his return from Europe, Lippmann went 
to the White House to see Bundy. The President’s national security ad
viser seemed in a belligerent mood. “ Well, what’s the French plan?” 
he said as soon as Lippmann walked in the door. “ I can’t seem to find 
out, and you presumably know what it is, so tell m e.”  Taken aback, 
Lippmann replied that he did not answer questions posed in such a tone, 
and that Bundy was clearly not in a frame of mind to listen to an expla
nation anyway. Bundy said he had not meant to hector Lippmann, but 
continued to press him. For a while they talked about Germany, where 
Lippmann had also been, and other issues, but then came back to the 
French position on Vietnam. Bundy charged that De Gaulle’s neutral
ization plan was merely a formula for a communist takeover. “ Mac, 
please don’t talk in such clichés,” Lippmann said. “ We both know bet
ter than that.” A Titoist regime in Vietnam, he told Bundy, would be 
better than anything the United States could reasonably hope for. Bundy 
said it would be terrible if Americans died in Vietnam only to see the 
communists come to power.

Lippmann drove back to Woodley Road tired and a bit shaken. Until 
then he had hoped that Johnson would name Bundy secretary of state in 
place of Rusk, for whom he had little regard. But now he was not so 
sure. The NSC and the White House had coarsened Bundy’s method of 
analysis, he told Elizabeth Farmer. He decided that he would try to in
fluence the President over the heads of his advisers.

The next morning Lippmann rose exceptionally early, went up to his 
third-floor study, and wrote a column praising De Gaulle’s neutral
ization plan as America’s best hope for escape from the Vietnam quick
sands. “We are missing the main point and we are stultifying our influ
ence when we dismiss the French policies as not really serious, as
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expressions of personal pique or personal vanity on the part of General 
de Gaulle, as inspired by ‘anti-Americanism’ and a wish to embarrass 
us,” he insisted. The French believed that Russia and China were on a 
collision course, and that Peking, in order to stabilize its southern fron
tier, would* accept neutrality for Southeast Asia. De Gaulle at least had a 
plan, while the administration had “ no credible policy for winning the 
war or for ending it. ” For the time being, Lippmann said, Washington 
should continue limited support for Saigon, while pressing Hanoi and 
Peking for neutralization. Here was a possible escape hatch — if the 
President wanted it.6

Three days later, on May 23, Lippmann had a long talk with Fulbright 
about Vietnam and the neutralization ploy, and on the twenty-seventh 
he went back to the White House at Bundy’s request. He arrived at the 
Oval Office to find Bundy, McNamara and Ball already there, confer
ring with the President. Johnson wanted to know how De Gaulle’s neu
tralization plan could prevent Indochina from falling to the communists. 
There was no guarantee, Lippmann said, but neither was there any real
istic alternative. But Johnson was leaning toward his advisers’ view that 
a military victory was possible. The Americans were far stronger than 
the French, he told Lippmann, and the tide was turning against the com
munists. He shoved a pile of top-secret cables across the desk. Lipp
mann, having learned from the French and from returning American 
journalists that the war was going far worse than official reports indi
cated, was skeptical.

For two and a half hours they argued over Vietnam, without reaching 
any agreement other than that George Ball — already known as the ad
ministration “dove” — would go to Paris to talk with French officials. 
There was little to be optimistic about, yet Lippmann left the White 
House persuaded — or having persuaded himself — that though John
son would like a military victory, he was reluctant to escalate the war. 
With perhaps more faith than cause, Lippmann thought that Johnson 
was leaving the door open for negotiations. “ Unless I have been grossly 
and continuously misled,” he told his readers, “our objective is to 
create a balance of forces which favors and supports a negotiated settle
ment in Southeast Asia.” 7

Lippmann went off to Maine, as usual, in mid-June and did not return 
to Washington until three months later. To celebrate his arrival back in 
the capital, Johnson ceremoniously presented him with the nation’s 
highest civilian honor: the Presidential Medal of Freedom. A week later, 
on September 23, 1964, Johnson made another pointedly friendly ges
ture by coming to Woodley Road — bringing Lady Bird and Texas 
Governor John Connally in tow — to attend Lippmann’s seventy-fifth 
birthday party. Johnson presented Lippmann with a gold-embossed red 
leather guest book, which he signed with a flourish, and then proceeded



“ a  m a n  f o r  t h i s  s e a s o n ”  5 5 1

to bask in the attention of the assembled ambassadors, senators, journal
ists, socialites, and members of his own cabinet.

Johnson’s visit to Lippmann’s birthday party marked the high point of 
a honeymoon that was then in its tenth month and looked as though it 
might go on forever. With political wiles perfected from years in Con
gress, LBJ had pushed through almost all of Kennedy’s stalled legisla
tive program, including tax reduction, aid to urban transit, and the Civil 
Rights Act. The most sweeping action of its kind since Reconstruction, 
the rights bill guaranteed equal access to public accommodations, pro
hibited employment discrimination, and empowered the government to 
file school desegregation suits. Lippmann gave Johnson the applause he 
deserved, and was in fact so eager to see the rights bill passed that he 
abandoned his long-standing defense of the Senate filibuster.

like most white Americans, Lippmann gave little thought to discrimi
nation against blacks until it became a national emergency. In 1919 he 
had written a preface to Carl Sandburg’s book on the Chicago race riots, 
describing the race problem, in the vocabulary of a good Progressive, as 
“ really a by-product of our planless, disordered, bedraggled, drifting 
democracy’’ — one that would presumably be resolved when everyone 
was decently housed, employed, educated and guaranteed his civil liber
ties. Since permanent degradation of blacks was “ unthinkable,’’ and 
amalgamation considered “ undesirable’’ in 1919, the solution seemed 
to lie in what he called “race parallelism.’’ Such a relationship would 
give the black person “complete access to all the machinery of our com
mon civilization,’’ and yet allow him “ to live so that no Negro need 
dream of a white heaven and bleached angels. Pride of race will come to 
the Negro when a dark skin is no longer associated with poverty, igno
rance, misery, terror and insult.’’

Lippmann harbored no personal prejudice against blacks. Just out of 
Harvard he had tried in 1913 to get W. E. B. DuBois admitted into the 
Liberal Club, and in the early 1960s had seconded the nomination of 
journalist Carl Rowan for membership in Washington’s Cosmos Club. 
He felt perfectly at ease with black people of his social class, such as 
Ralph Bunche of the UN, but he did not move in the social world where 
most black people lived. Once in the early 1960s he asked his friends 
Gilbert and Nancy Harrison if they knew any blacks. When they said 
yes, he asked, “Do you have them to your house socially?’’ And when 
they said they did, he replied, “ How did you meet them?” 8

During the twenty-six years from 1931, when Lippmann began writ
ing his column, until 1957, when the riots over school integration in 
Little Rock became an international scandal, he devoted only ten col
umns to the segregation issue. As late as 1955 he could refer perfunc
torily in one of his books to the “ special conditions of the South.” He 
was sympathetic to the filibuster — even when used by southern sena-



tors to block civil rights legislation — because he considered it a brake 
on transient majorities. During the 1930s he also thought it particularly 
useful as a check on FDR’s pro-New Deal majority in Congress. He 
even supported a southern filibuster against a federal antilynching law in 
1938. “ If the spirit of democracy is to be maintained,” he wrote, “ a 
minority must never be coerced unless the reasons for coercing it are 
decisive and overwhelming.”  Lynching was apparently not an over
whelming reason.9

By the late 1940s he was ready to admit that the filibuster posed a 
barrier to civil rights, but was more concerned with blocking Truman’s 
Senate majority. “The apparent struggle which he [Truman] has precipi
tated in Congress, ostensibly over civil rights for the Negroes,” Lipp- 
mann wrote Berenson in March 1949, “really raises the gravest consti
tutional issues which have been presented in modem times. For if the 
Senatorial power to filibuster is destroyed, then the Senate can legislate 
by simple majorities, and our system, as Macaulay once said, will be all 
sails and no anchors.” In his column the following day he explained 
that the rights of blacks “will in the end be made more secure, even if 
they are vindicated more slowly, if the cardinal principle — that minori
ties shall not be coerced by majorities — is conserved.” As late as 
January 1961 he was warning that the civil rights of all Americans 
would be safer if within the Senate “we do not give absolute power to 
simple majorities.” By concentrating on the legislative part of the prob
lem he managed to ignore that the civil rights issue was precisely about 
the repression of a minority by the majority.10

Lippmann hailed the Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown decision outlaw
ing segregation in public schools. “ We need not doubt,” he wrote op
timistically, “ that the states will accept loyally the principle of the 
law.” He felt that desegregation should not be pushed “more rapidly 
than local sentiment will accept it ,”  and urged civil rights activists to 
concentrate on gaining blacks the right to vote in the South before doing 
battle on segregation. “ A disenfranchised minority is helpless,” he 
wrote during the 1957 civil rights debate. “ Let it acquire the right to 
vote, and it will be listened to. ” To ease the path of southern desegrega
tion he urged that it begin with the education of the black professional 
elite, and that integration of coeducational high schools not be pressed 
too rapidly.

After the Little Rock confrontation in 1957, to which he devoted half 
a dozen columns approving Eisenhower’s dispatch of federal troops to 
ensure desegregation, he began to take the race issue more seriously. 
Characteristically, he saw it as a foreign-policy as well as a domestic 
problem. “The caste system in this country,” he wrote at the time of 
Little Rock, “ . . . is an enormous, indeed an almost insuperable, ob
stacle to our leadership in the cause of freedom and human equality.”
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Lippmann looked to southern liberals to resolve the race problem 
amicably. In June 1963, as Kennedy’s civil rights bill was languishing 
in the Senate, he wrote pointedly that there was a “ place in history 
waiting for the Southern senator who takes the lead in the dismantling of 
the remaining legalized discrimination.” There was little doubt that he 
had Fulbright in mind, but the Arkansas senator remained silent, as did 
his southern colleagues.11

If Lippmann showed a notable lack of urgency regarding the race 
issue until the early 1960s, he was not alone. His relative indifference to 
legalized discrimination against blacks was striking only in contrast to 
his emphasis, particularly in The Good Society and The Public Philoso
phy\ on the inviolability of the individual and the dignity of man. The 
passion he showed in the Supreme Court fight of 1937, for example, 
was not reflected in his writings on race until nearly a quarter-century 
later. In this issue, as in others, Lippmann’s concern with the process of 
government made him lose sight of the human drama involved.

Not until the open defiance of race laws — beginning with the “free
dom rides”  in 1961, the confrontation in 1962 between the federal gov
ernment and the governor of Mississippi over the right of a black stu
dent to enroll at the state university, the Birmingham bus boycott of 
1963 and the mammoth march on Washington organized by Martin 
Luther King in August of that year — did Lippmann realize that equal 
rights could not be achieved by persuasion alone. Above all, the ugly 
incidents at Birmingham in 1963, when the police unleashed attack dogs 
against peaceful rights demonstrators, drove home to him the urgency of 
the problem. “The present rate of change will not be fast enough,”  he 
warned that spring. Given the “ revolutionary condition” that existed, 
desegregation could no longer be a Negro movement ‘ ‘blessed by white 
politicians” in the North; it must become a “national movement to en
force national laws, led and directed by the national government.” At 
Birmingham a “ point of no return” had been reached by Lippmann, 
along with many others. “As one who has always opposed cloture ex
cept in extreme emergencies,” he told his readers in July 1963, against 
the backdrop of fire hoses and police dogs, “ I would now say that the 
present system is extreme . . .  a government must be able to gov
ern. ” 12

Just as he had earlier revised beliefs he felt were no longer valid — 
disarmament, opposition to the welfare state — so he now rejected the 
most rigid barrier to majority rule. “ Can the filibuster be justified?” he 
asked rhetorically in the spring of 1964 as nineteen southern senators 
tried to block the Civil Rights Act. His answer was clear and unquali
fied: “No more, it seems to me, than would a filibuster in time of war. ” 
The filibuster could be justified only as a device for “ delaying and 
preventing a passionate majority from overriding a defenseless minor-



ity,”  he explained. “ It cannot be justified morally as a device for 
preventing a majority from attempting to redress grievances which have 
been outlawed under the Constitution for nearly a hundred years.” This 
was a powerful argument. It would have been even more powerful ten 
years earlier, had Lippmann used it then. But now he had been shaken 
by the spectacle of violence and the danger it posed to social stability as 
well as to the principles of American democracy.

A tone of urgency and even of moral fervor infused his columns as he 
spoke of civil rights legislation that would liberate Americans from the 
“ shame of having to participate in an intolerable injustice.” The fili
buster now became as dangerous as it had once been desirable. The 
congressional practice of “ smothering and strangling, rather than of de
bating and voting,”  he wrote during the fight over the Civil Rights Act, 
“violates the basic principles of representative government. ” The defeat 
of the filibuster and the enactment of the rights bill in June 1964 was for 
Lippmann, as for so many Americans, an educational process.13

Civil rights had finally become an overriding moral issue. When a 
civil rights worker was murdered at Selma, Alabama, the following 
year, Lippmann declared it a “ national disgrace.”  Unless the law
lessness at Selma were expunged by a “ mighty national act of repen
tance and reparation,”  he maintained, Americans would no longer be 
able to face themselves. When riots broke out in the Watts district of 
Los Angeles in 1965, Lippmann, normally quick to reject any act of vi
olence, instead blamed the outbreak on America’s “ failure to make free 
men of the great mass of the descendants of the emancipated slaves. ” 14

The historic civil rights bill of 1964 would never have been enacted 
without the moral fervor, the incessant cajoling, and the ruthless arm- 
twisting of Lyndon Johnson. He deserved enormous credit, and Lipp
mann gladly gave it to him. Indeed, as the 1964 elections approached, 
he turned to LBJ almost as to a savior. The alternative was not only 
uninspiring to him, but actually frightening. The Republicans, in a 
spasm of fundamentalism, had nominated Barry Goldwater, an 
engagingly atavistic rightist from Arizona. Lippmann, who had once 
said it would be a good idea for the Republicans to run an archconser- 
vative and get it out of their system, was not pleased when it oc
curred. He accused Goldwater of being a “ radical reactionary,” the 
mouthpiece of the “newly rich on the make. ” With a foreign policy that 
promised “victory” by bomb-rattling and a domestic program that 
would deny federal aid to the indigent, Goldwater was truly a unique 
candidate. “ We all know of demagogues and agitators who arouse the 
poor against the rich,” Lippmann wrote during the campaign. “But in 
Barry Goldwater we have a demagogue who dreams of arousing the rich 
against the poor. ”

Goldwater’s appeal, however, lay not in his quaint economic policies.
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or in his homilies on self-reliance for the poor, but in his recognizing, in 
the senator’s words, “ a virtual despair among the many who look 
beyond material success to the inner meaning of their lives.”  Goldwa- 
ter, without ever following through, and without even knowing how to, 
had nonetheless touched upon something that troubled many Americans 
and lay deeper than their ability to articulate. Lippmann ascribed this 
“despair”  to the “ fallen nature of man” rather than, as the Republicans 
would have it, to the machinations of Big Government. But he recog
nized that though Goldwater himself would disappear, the discontent 
and disaffection would remain.15

In this contest Lippmann had no problem making a decision. Lyndon 
Johnson, he declared on the eve of the balloting, “ is by instinct, tem
perament, conviction and experience, a man for this season.”  Of the 
Republicans, who had declared that they offered a choice, not an echo, 
he responded: “ It is Goldwater and Miller on the one hand, and Johnson 
and Humphrey on the other hand. Some choice.” The voters agreed, 
and elected Johnson with the largest popular vote any presidential can
didate had yet received, and an electoral majority of 486 to 52. Gold- 
water carried only his native Arizona and five die-hard segregationist 
states in the Deep South. The President had won a resounding vote of 
confidence with his campaign promises to end discrimination and pov
erty, keep a tight finger on the nuclear trigger, and never send American 
“ boys” to die in Asia.16

A week after the election Lippmann flew to London on the first leg of 
a trip that took him to Paris, where he saw De Gaulle, Edgar Faure, 
Couve de Murville, and the new head of the French Communist party, 
Waldeck Rochet. Lippmann and Helen spent an evening with Charles 
Bohlen, who had become the American ambassador, and came away 
convinced that Bohlen could not do an effective job because he was so 
hostile to De Gaulle. Later Lippmann told Johnson that he ought to 
replace Bohlen with someone less antipathetic to the general. From 
Paris the Lippmanns flew on to Rome, where he met with Vatican dip
lomatic officials and with leaders of the Italian Communist party, includ
ing Luigi Longo and Giorgio Amendola.

Shortly after his return to Washington early in December Lippmann 
lunched separately with McGeorge Bundy and George Ball to report on 
his trip, and on December 19 went to the White House. Bundy and Mc
Namara were already in the Oval Office when he arrived, along with 
McNamara’s deputy, Cyrus Vance. The President was uncharacteris
tically silent, letting the others do the talking. What did De Gaulle really 
mean by his plan for a Europe “ from the Atlantic to the Urals,” Bundy 
wanted to know. Would the Europeans ultimately go along with the 
U.S. plan for a NATO nuclear navy, McNamara asked. What about the 
American bases in Europe? Lippmann explained that De Gaulle, despite



his complaints about NATO, wanted the United States to keep its troops 
in Europe for at least another decade while the Europeans organized 
their own defense. De Gaulle, he insisted, should not be looked on as an 
adversary, but as an ally who sought a greater role for France and for 
Europe within the alliance. The general would never go along with the 
MLF, a plan hatched in the State Department during the Kennedy ad
ministration, which offered the Germans access to atomic weapons 
through a NATO nuclear fleet. This half-baked plan, Lippmann argued, 
was poisoning relations with France, creating a German appetite for 
nuclear weapons, and persuading De Gaulle that Washington sought to 
break up the new rapprochement between Paris and Bonn. A few weeks 
later Johnson shelved the MLF.

The main topic at the White House meeting that December afternoon 
was not Europe but Vietnam. Johnson pressed Lippmann for details of 
De Gaulle’s neutralization plan, wanted to know how it could prevent 
the communist rebels from taking over the entire country. “This is a 
commitment I inherited,” he complained. “ I don’t like it, but how can I 
pull out?” Lippmann could only repeat what De Gaulle had told him: 
that it would take a million Americans to pacify Vietnam, and that a 
lasting military victory was impossible. Unless the West pressed for 
neutralization now, De Gaulle maintained, all of Southeast Asia would 
eventually fall into China’s orbit. Johnson would not commit himself, 
but as Lippmann left the White House that Saturday afternoon in late 
December, he realized that the President’s advisers were pushing him 
hard toward a vastly expanded American involvement in Vietnam.

Yet Lippmann continued to hope that the President would resist that 
dangerous lure. A few weeks later he hailed Johnson’s inaugural ad
dress, with its promise of a “ Great Society” — LBJ’s updated version 
of the New Deal — as an attempt to “ open a new chapter in the annals 
of popular government.” For the first time since the start of the Second 
World War the attention of the President was “not fixed upon the 
dangers abroad, but on the problems and prospects at home.” The stage 
was set, he wrote, for a “ correction of the great displacements of 
power” that brought the Russians into the heart of Europe and the 
Americans to the mainland of Asia. The role of the United States was to 
use its resources and brains to see that this “ inevitable readjustment” 
would come about “decently and honorably.” 17

At the time he had every reason to assume that Lyndon Johnson was 
listening.
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Seduction and Betrayal

He misled me.

—  On LBJ, May 21, 1967

IT began, like most seductions, with invitations and flattery, and it 
ended in recriminations and a feeling of betrayal.

Lippmann knew that Johnson wanted to go down in history as the true 
descendant of Franklin Roosevelt and the man who actually achieved 
the great reforms that John F. Kennedy had only promised. He en
couraged Johnson in that ambition, underlining that the nation’s domes
tic problems had been “ sacrificed and grievously neglected” for a 
quarter of a century, and hailing the President as “ a bold innovator, 
who is likely to succeed because he is deeply in touch with the great 
central mass of American sentiment and opinion.” Rarely, he rejoiced a 
few weeks after the inauguration, had a new administration shown 
“ such a coherent program, such insight and resourcefulness.” 1 

LBJ soaked up the compliments, but he had something on his mind 
besides the Great Society: Vietnam. Even while he had been assuring the 
American people, during the election campaign, that their “boys” 
should not be sent to do the job of South Vietnamese “boys,” he was 
secretly making plans to expand the war by bombing North Vietnam. 
The Tonkin Gulf Resolution, approved so casually by Congress in 
August 1964, provided the legal authorization in the form of a blank 
check. All the President needed was a pretext. It came soon enough, 
early in February 1965, when Vietnamese communist forces attacked 
the base at Pleiku, killing seven Americans. Within hours the United 
States retaliated by bombing military sites in North Vietnam.

Another barrier had been breached, although few realized its full 
meaning at the time. Lippmann was among those who misread it, de
fending the bombing as a “ test of American will.” Had the administra
tion not retaliated, he explained, the Chinese would have labeled the 
United States a “ paper tiger,” thus backing up their view that Mos-



cow’s policy of “ peaceful coexistence” with the capitalists was absurd. 
“ President Johnson profoundly desires to avoid war, but his power to 
do that is not unlimited nor can he be counted on not to be provoked if 
the provocation is continual and cumulative,” Lippmann warned.2

He supported the air strike on the grounds that LBJ, having now 
proved his manhood, could negotiate a settlement. He was sure that the 
Russians were pushing Hanoi toward a compromise — “The Russians 
have every interest in keeping the war from spreading, ’ ’ he told Eliza
beth Farmer, “even though they will probably do things to reassure the 
North Vietnamese, like putting in missiles and the like, that simple- 
minded people here will find disturbing” — and was trying to nudge 
Johnson in the same direction. The retaliatory air strikes would put the 
United States in “ a better bargaining position for a negotiation,” he 
wrote a few days after Pleiku, adding that LBJ’s “great predecessors, 
Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt, never thought they could 
have a military solution without at the same time a diplomatic offen
sive. ” As he went over the column with Farmer he said to her of that 
comparison, “ If Joe Alsop can needle the President, so can I .” 3

Six days later, on February 17, 1965, Lippmann went to the White 
House to talk with Bundy. That very morning he had written, in the col
umn that would appear the following day, that it was time for the ad
ministration to avow openly that it sought a cease-fire and an interna
tional conference to end the war. It would be a 4 ‘supreme folly ’ ’ for the 
United States to become involved in an Asian land war, he wrote. 
“While the warhawks would rejoice when it began, the people would 
weep before it ended. There is no tolerable alternative except a nego
tiated truce, and the real problem is not whether we should negotiate but 
whether we can. ” 4 By “can” he meant it was uncertain that Hanoi and 
Peking, which he too casually lumped together, would agree to negoti
ate when they were so close to a military victory.

By suggesting it might be too late for the United States to negotiate 
the kind of settlement it wanted, Lippmann played into the administra
tion’s hands. Unknown to him, Pleiku was just the opening salvo of the 
administration’s long-planned and carefully concealed “ Rolling Thun
der” offensive against the North. That afternoon at the White House, 
Bundy, giving no hint of the plan to expand the war, told Lippmann 
what he wanted to hear: that the President truly sought a negotiated set
tlement.

Lippmann had every reason to believe him. He and Bundy had long 
been on close terms. And Bundy was certainly in a position to know the 
administration’s intentions, for he had been at Pleiku during the attack 
and had personally ordered the retaliation. On the day after his talk with 
Bundy, Lippmann taped his seventh — and, as it turned out, his 
final — TV interview. Although the war hawks were powerful, he told
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interviewer Eric Sevareid, “ they’re not found in the interior and at the 
top of the White House — that I feel sure of. ’ ’ War hawks wanted to 
knock out the industrial system of North Vietnam, even at the risk of 
Chinese intervention. “The President is not a war hawk,”  he insisted. 
Johnson’s bombing policy was “ strictly controlled and regulated,’’ and 
was confined to the “rather empty country” just above the borderland 
of the seventeenth parallel. They were really.“public relations jobs” 
more than military attacks, Lippmann explained, echoing what Bundy 
had told him. “ I don’t think they kill anybody . . . because what we 
bomb is wooden sheds.” 5 

Even though he trustingly accepted Bundy’s version of the bombing 
campaign, Lippmann began to suspect that his plea for negotiations was 
not making much of an impact. On March i a story appeared in the 
papers that Frank Church — one of the first senators to come out openly 
against the war — had cited Lippmann as an authority in urging a nego
tiated settlement. At a White House meeting for a key group of senators 
Johnson had, according to newspaper reports, glowered at the Idaho 
Democrat in his most intimidating manner and said, “ Frank, the next 
time you want a dam in Idaho, you just go to Walter Lippmann for it. ” 

The story hit the papers while Lippmann was in New York, where he 
had gone to deliver an address to the United Nations. Elizabeth Farmer 
phoned to tell him about the story, which she found amusing. But he 
took it with deadly earnestness. “ I ’m afraid they don’t like me very 
much at the White House,” he responded glumly. “ I'm not angry about 
it — just sorry, sorry for the President. It shows how wrong his es
timate of a man like Church is, that he thinks you can trade dams 
against questions of war or peace.” As it turned out, LBJ had never 
made the remark about the dam; the journalist had heard the story sec
ondhand and then garbled it. Johnson’s only comment about Lippmann, 
Church told him when they met a few days later, had been respectful. 
Lippmann’s reaction to the original story was more interesting than the 
story itself, for it showed, as his columns confirmed, that he was not a 
cynical man. Despite half a century of writing about politics, he was 
still shocked at the notion of trading off dams for war credits.6

The dam story was apocryphal, but it gave a true picture of the Presi
dent’s increasing impatience with the critics of his Vietnam policy. 
Early in March he complained publicly about the “ folks who don’t un
derstand,” a remark that led Lippmann to write a sorrowful column 
about the “self-delusion” of assuming a foreign policy was right if no
body dissented. “At the bottom of this self-delusion, if we search 
deeply enough, we shall find a visceral feeling that, as compared with 
foreigners, we are always right and never wrong,” he wrote. “ If there
fore we are agreed among ourselves, none can withstand us because 
none should withstand us, and we shall and must prevail. This same vis-
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ceral feeling has engendered the demand, which made a botch of the 
settlement of both world wars, for unconditional surrender as the only 
victory which Americans can accept.” By expecting conformity, John
son was evoking “ visceral feelings”  that would make the whole busi
ness unmanageable, Lippmann warned.

Among those provoking Johnson were journalists like Joseph Alsop, 
who questioned in his columns whether LBJ was “ man enough” to 
stand up to the communists, and many of his own advisers, including 
Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, Saigon Ambassador Maxwell 
Taylor, counselor Walt Rostow, and Secretary of State Dean Rusk. “ I 
watched Rusk on television last night,” Lippmann told Elizabeth 
Farmer as he was recuperating from a light case of pneumonia. “ He’s a 
very intelligent stupid man. He doesn’t examine his premises. His rea
soning is based on misplaced historical analogies, like what happened in 
the 1930s or in World War II. He’s like Joe Alsop in that respect. The 
trouble with Rusk is that he’s been promoted one level too high. He 
would have made a good undersecretary.” 7

Johnson, disturbed by Lippmann’s growing estrangement, invited him 
back to the White House on March 15 for lunch. The President showed 
him a great batch of diplomatic cables and intelligence reports, and read 
to Lippmann glowing accounts of American success against the 
Vietcong. “ I don’t understand why those people in Hanoi won’t negoti
ate with m e,”  he complained. Lippmann suggested that maybe the 
reason was that he had never indicated what kind of settlement he was 
willing to accept. “ Your policy is all stick and no carrot, Mr. Presi
dent,” Lippmann explained. “ You’re bombing them without offering 
any incentive for them to stop fighting; in effect you’re giving them a 
choice between destruction and withdrawal.” A dark cloud crossed 
Johnson’s face. He waved his hand impatiently and changed the subject 
abruptly, reading Lippmann the draft of a speech he was planning to 
give to Congress on Negro voting rights.

Johnson, who prided himself on his ability to manipulate people, 
realized he wasn’t getting through. Once, in a state of exasperation, he 
said of Lippmann: “Every time I pull my chair nearer that guy, he pulls 
his chair further away.” He meant it as a reproach. His long years in 
politics had told him that every man had his vulnerable point. With 
Lippmann he had tried flattery, but had not made much of a dent. Now 
he would take a different tack: he would be the puzzled executive hum
bly seeking advice from the wise elder. As the servants were bringing in 
dessert and Lady Bird rose to leave the two men alone, LBJ turned from 
a frenetic monologue that had wandered from Texas county politics to 
the state of his digestive system, and returned to the subject of Vietnam. 
“ Now about that peace offensive you mentioned, Walter. Tell me just 
what it is you have in mind.”



SEDUCTION AND BETRAYAL 5 6 1

Seizing the opportunity, Lippmann explained why he believed the 
Pentagon’s bombing campaign would never bring Hanoi to the confer
ence table. The North Vietnamese would suffer, but they would take 
whatever punishment the Americans could inflict. The only way to get 
them to negotiate was to outline what kind of compromise settlement the 
United States had in mind. A bombing campaign without a sketch for a 
political settlement was simply a demand for unconditional surrender. 
The war could go on forever. Johnson thought a moment and then got 
Bundy on the phone. “Mac, I ’ve got Walter Lippmann over here and he 
says we’re not doing the right thing. Maybe he’s right.” Lippmann 
stayed on at the White House until four-thirty and returned to Woodley 
Road in an elated mood. “ I made quite an impression on the President 
with the peace offensive idea,” he told Farmer. “ He asked me to think 
it over some more and said he’d come over and have a drink next 
week.”

Two days later, at LBJ’s request, Lippmann met Bundy for lunch at 
the Metropolitan Club. Lippmann elaborated his suggestion for a 
“peace offensive” — one that he had laid out for the public in the col
umn he wrote that morning — and urged that the President make a dec
laration, something along the lines of Wilson’s Fourteen Points. Since 
Bundy posed no objections, Lippmann felt that LBJ would soon make a 
major speech on the subject — one no less dramatic than Kennedy’s 
1963 speech calling for a reexamination of American attitudes toward 
the cold war. Lippmann left guardedly optimistic that the President 
could yet be turned around, if he could be lured away from those 
hawkish advisers who were pressing for a military victory.

Reports by independent journalists, particularly a devastating series 
by Richard Dudman in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, made it clear that 
the air war was not slowing the communist advance and that the South 
Vietnamese were on the verge of collapse. The war was at a turning 
point. Johnson was under pressure to extend the bombing campaign, 
which had so far been a failure, to the heavily populated areas around 
Hanoi and Haiphong, and in addition to send as many as a third of a 
million American soldiers to fight the Vietcong. As a first step Johnson 
dispatched a contingent of marines to protect the American base at Da 
Nang. Lippmann stepped up his own campaign. “ I think I wrote some
thing that will get under their skins, ’ ’ he said to Farmer as he finished 
his article. “ That’s what I want.” That is what he got. The nation, he 
wrote in his column, was on the brink of a vastly expanded war.

In order to rationalize, that is to sell, the wider war, we are being told by 
secretary McNamara and others that this war is a decisive test for the future. It 
w ill decide the future o f  “ wars o f liberation.”  This is a profoundly and 
dangerously false notion, and it shows a lamentable lack o f knowledge and un-
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derstanding of the revolutionary upheavals of the epoch in which we live. It as
sumes that revolutionary uprisings against established authorities are manufac
tured in Peking or in Moscow, and that they would not happen if they were not 
instigated, supported, and directed from one of the capitals of communism. If 
this were true, the revolutionary movements could be suppressed once and for 
all by knocking out Peking or Moscow. They little know the hydra who think 
that the hydra has only one head and that it can be cut off.8

A week later, on April 6, Lippmann got a message from Bundy that 
the President wanted to see him that afternoon. As far as the administra
tion was concerned, Lippmann was getting to be a bit of a problem. He 
was not at all sympathetic to the effort to achieve a military victory, and 
indeed did not seem particularly concerned whether the communists 
even took over South Vietnam. While he was unlikely to be won over, 
there was at least, Bundy thought, some hope of neutralizing him.

To disarm criticism by Lippmann and others, Johnson had had his 
aides prepare a speech declaring his willingness to engage in “uncondi
tional discussions“ with Hanoi about a possible peace plan. Such dis
cussions did not, of course, commit either side to any particular course 
of action. Talk was cheap. But the offer might assuage those critics who 
maintained that the administration was intent on a military solution. 
Lippmann was one of those critics whom Johnson most wanted to win 
over. On Bundy’s advice he decided to try the personal approach.

That very day Bundy had sent the President a memo suggesting that 
he show Lippmann an advance draft of the speech. “ A part of our pur
pose, after all, is to plug his guns,”  Bundy pointed out, “ and he can 
tell us better than anyone to what degree we have done so.“  The only 
risk was the need to be “ awfully careful that the language we finally use 
is not harder than what he sees, and for that reason it may be better to 
read to him from the speech and to slide gently past the words ‘uncondi
tional discussions.’ “ Bundy urged Johnson to ask Lippmann why he 
was pushing for a single Vietnam — unless that were just a way of let
ting the communists take over. Since he was advising negotiations, 
Lippmann should at least say what he expected to gain from them. 
Bundy also suggested that Johnson “make it clear to Lippmann that 
when we say we are ready to talk, we do not at all mean that we are 
ready for a cease-fire. The fact is that we expect our own military action 
to continue unless we see a prospect of a better situation in the South 
than we have now. Walter needs to understand this, and if he gets it 
straight from you, he is less likely to be objectionable about it.” Lipp
mann, he pointed out, had a “useful tendency to think the President 
himself is right,” even though he might believe the President’s aides 
were wrong. Johnson would now try to make the most of that “ ten
dency.“ 9
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Dusk was just beginning to fall as Lippmann drove his car past the se
curity guards onto the White House grounds. An aide greeted him at the 
door and led him to an anteroom off the Oval Office. There he found the 
President sitting on a raised platform. To his left a sculptor stood, mold
ing his bust in clay. Aides rushed in and out, bearing documents and 
messages. A television set flickered in the comer. Distant buzzers and 
telephones rang. It was the usual chaos that surrounded Lyndon John
son.

“ Ah, Walter,” the President said as Lippmann entered the room. 
“ You just make yourself comfortable on that sofa over there and we’ll 
have a little talk. ” Lippmann took a seat, crossed his legs, and waited. 
“Walter, I ’m going up to Baltimore tomorrow to give a speech,” John
son continued, “ and I ’m going to hold out that carrot you keep talking 
to me about. Now Mac here,” he said, nodding toward Bundy, “ is 
going to show you the speech, and I want to know what you think of 
it.”  Lippmann had barely got through the first page when Johnson 
started bellowing at him. “ I ’m not just going to pull up my pants and 
ran out on Vietnam,” he declared. “ Don’t you know the church is on 
fire over there and we’ve got to find a way out? There are four doors. 
Curtis LeMay wants to bomb Hanoi and Haiphong. You know how 
much he likes to go around bombing. Now I ’m not going to do that. 
That’s why I got him out of my government. Then there’s the Wayne 
Morse way, which amounts to turning the place over to the communists. 
I ’m sure as hell not going to do that. You say to negotiate, but there’s 
nobody over there to negotiate with. So the only thing there is to do is 
to hang on. And that’s what I’m going to do. ”

For an hour the President carried on his monologue. His listener 
shifted uneasily on the sofa. Finally he let Lippmann go off to another 
room to talk to Bundy about the speech. They went over the address 
point by point. Lippmann could not find the carrot. Johnson wanted 
Hanoi to lay down its arms, but offered virtually nothing in return. 
“This isn’t going to work, Mac,” Lippmann told the younger man. 
“ It’s just a disguised demand for capitulation. You’ve got to give the 
communists some incentive to negotiate.” “ Like what?” Bundy coun
tered. “ Like an unconditional cease-fire,” Lippmann replied. Bundy 
thought a moment, then said he would see what he could do. For nearly 
an hour they argued over the feasibility of a cease-fire and of negotia
tions. Finally at seven-thirty Lippmann pleaded that he was exhausted 
and had to go home. Bundy was reluctant to let him leave. They shook 
hands, and Lippmann departed, optimistic that there might be a chance 
for a cease-fire after all.10

The next day, April 7, he flew with Helen to Boston for a checkup by 
his doctor, Maurice Fremont-Smith. Curiously impractical about the 
basics of life, he had never acquired a personal physician in Washing-



ton; every time he fell sick he saw a different doctor. That night at the 
home of the Fremont-Smiths, he listened to LBJ deliver his speech at 
Johns Hopkins University. There was something in it for everybody: 
hawks found grim allusions to the “deepening shadow of communist 
China” and the “ wider pattern of aggressive purposes” ; doves were 
heartened by a pledge to “use our power with restraint” and to engage 
in “unconditional discussions” with Hanoi. Yet the tone was un
compromising: “We will not be defeated. We will not grow tired. We 
will not withdraw, either openly or under the cloak of meaningless 
agreement. ”

Lippmann did not know quite what to make of it. Johnson spoke of 
negotiations, and had personally told him that the war had to be won on 
the nonmilitary side. But nowhere in the speech was there mention of a 
cease-fire. He thought he had persuaded Bundy of the need for that. But 
apparently he had failed. There was nothing but the vague call for “ un
conditional discussions.” Although Lippmann tried to be optimistic, he 
suspected that the administration meant to do no more than disarm its 
domestic critics when it offered “discussions” without indicating what 
kind of settlement it had in mind. On his return to Washington he 
lunched with Dobrynin. The Soviet ambassador confirmed Lippmann’s 
suspicion that Hanoi would never accept such a one-sided offer to nego
tiate. Right after lunch he went over to the White House to see Bundy 
and hash out the administration’s policy. Bundy insisted that LBJ was 
not going to expand the bombing to North Vietnam’s urban centers, but 
also made clear that he would not negotiate so long as Saigon remained 
so weak. That meant, Lippmann was convinced, that the war would go 
on indefinitely.

For months Lippmann had been trying to give the administration 
some basic foreign-policy lessons. It was folly to rush around the world 
trying to extinguish revolutions while neglecting America’s own vital 
interests, he argued. What were those interests? “ A primary vital inter
est is one in which the security and well-being of a nation are in
volved. Our security and well-being are not involved in Southeast Asia 
or Korea and never have been. ” Ever since the end of World War II the 
United States had been committed far beyond its primary vital interest 
and even beyond its military and political reach. “ If it is said that this is 
isolationism, I would say yes. It is isolationism if the limitation of our 
power is isolationism. It is isolationism as compared with the globalism 
which became fashionable after the Second World War. ’ ’

Having confronted head-on the accusation of isolationism, Lippmann 
explained that it was as “ abnormal” for the United States to be in 
Saigon and Seoul as it was for the Russians to be in Berlin and Prague. 
The historical process was “ like a geological phenomenon, like the sub
siding of the earth and the return of the waters after a great upheaval.”
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The role of the United States was to see that this readjustment came to 
pass decently and honorably. “The time has come,” he insisted in a 
gibe against the globalists, “ to stop beating our heads against stone 
walls under the illusion that we have been appointed policeman to the 
human race.’n i

As his disillusion mounted, so his attack intensified. He refuted the 
administration’s accusation that North Vietnam had committed aggres
sion against the South. To the contrary, he maintained: the two Viet
nams were never separate countries but only “ two zones of one na
tion.” The President was in “grave trouble because he has not taken to 
heart the historic fact that the role of the white man as a ruler in Asia” 
had ended in 1945. Bundy sent him a testy letter insisting that legally 
there were two Vietnams and thus the United States was not intervening 
in a civil war.12

The administration was particularly sensitive on this point, for it had 
defended its policy on the grounds that it had a “ responsibility” to 
defend “ freedom” in South Vietnam. This was, of course, the “ world 
policeman” argument, one that the administration was particularly fond 
of evoking, and that recently had received powerful expression in a 
Washington Post editorial. The paper had long been hawkish on the 
war, and its editorial-page director, Russell Wiggins, had just written an 
editorial arguing that America was now in imperial Britain’s shoes. 
Because of their enormous power and “ responsibilities,” great nations 
“ must live in anguish,” the Post editorialized. “No country can have 
great power and a quiet conscience.”

While the editorial greatly pleased Johnson, it struck Lippmann as a 
globalist fantasy that failed to distinguish between vital interests and pe
ripheral ones, between the protection of one’s own nation and the at
tempt to impose its will upon smaller ones. “A mature great power will 
make measured and limited use of its power,” he wrote in a deeply felt 
reply.

It w ill eschew the theory o f a global and universal duty which not only commits 
it to unending wars o f intervention but intoxicates its thinking with the illusion 
that it is a crusader for righteousness, that each war is a war to end all war.

Since in this generation we have become a great power, I am in favor o f 
learning to behave like a great power, o f getting rid o f the globalism  which 
would not only entangle us everywhere but is based on the totally vain notion 
that if  we do not set the world in order, no matter what the price, we cannot 
live in the world safely. If w e examine this idea thoroughly, we shall see that it 
is nothing but the old isolationism o f our innocence in a new form. Then we 
thought we had to preserve our purity by withdrawal from the ugliness o f great 
power politics. Now we sometimes talk as if  we could preserve our purity only 
by policing the globe. But in the real world we shall have to learn to live as a
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great power which defends itself and makes its way among other great pow
ers.13

In his dispute with the administration Lippmann took the pragmatic 
approach. He did not argue the morality of America’s involvement in 
Vietnam because, with rare exceptions, he did not view foreign policy as 
a moral issue. For him it was a question of geopolitics and a cold calcu
lation of national interest. Such a calculation made it obvious that the 
United States had no business fighting a land war on the mainland of 
Asia, that it could never win such a war and would suffer grievously if 
it foolishly persisted in an impossible objective.

Unlike some radical opponents of the war, Lippmann did not object 
to the application of American military power on principle. He cared 
only that it not be quixotic, irrational or self-defeating. Trained in the 
geopolitics of Mahan and Mackinder, weaned on Theodore Roosevelt’s 
concept of American strength resting on a two-ocean navy, convinced 
that both economics and geography dictated that certain areas were more 
critical than others to America’s vital interest, he could see no justifica
tion for an American land war in Asia. In his calculus Europe was vital, 
Latin America was in Washington’s sphere of influence; the rest of the 
world, while of great interest, must inevitably be secondary.

While opposed to intervention on a global scale, Lippmann had no 
serious objection to a little backyard imperialism. When in April 1965 
Johnson sent the marines to Santo Domingo to block a leftist coup 
against the U.S.-supported right-wing military regime, Lippmann ini
tially gave his guarded support. LBJ decided to halt the rebellion, he 
wrote just after the intervention, on what seemed the “ right ground,” 
that “ if the communists took over the government the result would be 
for all practical purposes irreversible.” The United States, he assured 
his readers, did not want to restore the “ old reactionary regime” of dic
tator Trujillo, but rather was devoted to a “ popular democratic revolu
tion” of the kind represented by Juan Bosch — the democratically 
elected former president who had been ousted by a military junta. How 
such an objective would be achieved by using the marines to aid 
Bosch’s enemies he did not explain.

But Lippmann was less interested in what kind of government ruled 
the Dominican Republic than in establishing a political rule about inter
vention. How could the United States defend its action, he asked rhetor
ically. Not on the ground that it was a “ global fire department appointed 
to stop communism everywhere,” but on the “old-fashioned and clas
sical diplomatic ground that the Dominican Republic lies squarely 
within the sphere of influence of the United States.”  It was, he un
derlined, “ normal, not abnormal, for a great power to insist that within 
its sphere of influence no other great power shall exercise hostile mili-
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tary and political force. ’ ’ The fact that the Soviets were not involved in 
the Dominican coup did not trouble him. He wanted to make a political 
point: that spheres of influence were “ fundamental in the very nature of 
international society” and not some evil impediment to a beatific “one 
world.”

The implication was clear: if the United States had the “ right” to 
keep other great powers or even their ideologies out of its sphere in the 
Caribbean, so the Chinese, by the same token, had the same right in 
Southeast Asia. Russia had no business mucking around in the Domini
can Republic — but neither did the United States in Vietnam. “ The ac
ceptance of spheres of influence has been the diplomatic foundation of 
the detente in Europe between the Soviet Union and the West,” Lipp- 
mann explained. “Eventually, it will provide the formula of coexistence 
between Red China and the United States.” Two weeks later, after it 
became obvious that there had never been a “ communist”  danger in the 
Dominican Republic, Lippmann expressed his dismay that the marines 
had been used to “ restore the power of a reactionary military dicta
torship.” There was little reason for him to have been surprised; but 
neither was the subject of overriding concern to him.14

Lippmann’s attention was focused almost entirely on Vietnam. His 
analysis of the war tended to shift over the years. In the 1950s he saw it 
as the scene of an anticolonial struggle against the French, then as a bat
tleground of great-power maneuvering, later as part of China’s “orbit,” 
and ultimately as an arena of a worldwide struggle against the white 
man’s rule. But he never thought it an area of vital American interest. 
When the French in 1954 were on the verge of losing the war and 
wanted the Americans to step in, he decided it was time to cut losses. 
“There is a notion that it would be feasible for the United States alone 
to take over the war in Indochina and to win it, ” he wrote in May 1954 
as Dulles and Nixon were pressing Eisenhower to take over the war 
from the virtually defeated French. “Cannot our aging juveniles realize 
that many of the countries, especially in Asia, will be opposed not only 
to their own involvement but to the war itself?” The United States 
should not even think of intervening without the full military and politi
cal support of its allies, he argued, knowing that no major ally would 
join such a costly and futile venture. “ American military power which 
is on the sea and in the air can hold islands, can deny the use by an 
enemy of strategic points near the coast of the great continent. But it 
cannot occupy, it cannot pacify, it cannot control the mainland even in 
the coastal areas, much less the hinterland.” 15

Eisenhower ultimately decided not to intervene in Indochina when the 
British refused to go along and the Senate balked. The problem lay dor
mant until 1963, when Kennedy revived it by his determination to main
tain an independent, anticommunist government in the southern half of



Vietnam. While Lippmann was not opposed to the effort in theory, he 
did not think it worth much of a price. As the costs mounted, so did his 
eagerness to have the United States pull out. A “ mature great power’’ 
would, to paraphrase his words, spread its influence where it could do 
so safely and cheaply, and would also have the sense to know when the 
game was not worth the candle. In 1964 he thought the United States 
could, with Soviet help (given Moscow’s fear of Peking’s influence in 
Vietnam), negotiate its way out of the war through a face-saving for
mula based, as De Gaulle had suggested, on neutralization of all South
east Asia. But with Johnson’s dramatic expansion of the war in the 
spring of 1965 — by the end of the year there would be 190,000 Ameri
can troops in Vietnam — he had become pessimistic even about that.

Yet he still tried to keep his lines open to the White House. He had 
been careful not to criticize Johnson personally, but rather the unnamed 
persons who gave him “bad advice.” Early in May 1965, before setting 
off for a month in Europe, he lunched separately with Bundy and Mc
Namara, and reported that the President’s advisers, while “not warmon
gers and certainly not fascists,” were nonetheless “ seized with a grim 
determination ’ ’ that the United States should continue its military action 
until Saigon started to win the war. There was, he wrote in mid-May, 
after seeing Bundy, “more agreement than one might suppose” be
tween the administration and its critics. Both assumed eventual negotia
tions with the communist National Liberation Front. The question was 
what the military balance would be at the time of the negotiations. For 
his own part, Lippmann confessed, he saw no hope for victory, and sug
gested that the Americans withdraw to fortified enclaves along the coast, 
where they would practice a “benevolent neutrality” toward negotia
tions among the Vietnamese, who would “work out a deal them
selves.” 16

This was hardly what the administration had in mind. It wanted to 
win the war, not achieve a “ benevolent neutrality.” But Johnson and 
Bundy also did not want to alienate Lippmann, so they kept assuring 
him that the administration would be willing to negotiate as soon as the 
military picture brightened just a little. By this time Lippmann had 
learned not to rely on the White House or the Pentagon for a true picture 
of what was really happening in Vietnam. He began paying more atten
tion to critics of the war, spent the morning before going to lunch with 
McNamara listening to a radio broadcast of a university “ teach-in” on 
American policy, and went out of his way to talk to journalists who had 
been to Vietnam and were skeptical of U.S. military “progress” : Ber
nard Fall, David Halberstam of the New York Times, Jean Lacouture of 
Le Monde.

In Paris at the end of May Lippmann talked to Jacques Chaffard, an 
old Indochina hand, who complained that the American papers were
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censoring the articles he had written for Le Monde and V Express, re
printing the part that seemed to support the U.S. position but leaving out 
his pessimistic conclusions. He also revealed that on his recent trip to 
Washington the two Bundy brothers had given him very different ac
counts of U.S. objectives. While McGeorge Bundy had told him that 
the United States was willing to hold discussions with the Vietcong, his 
brother William, a former CIA official who had become assistant secre
tary of state for Asian affairs, said that there could be no discussions 
until the United States had achieved a military victory. This, Chaffard 
said, would mean sending half a million Americans to fight for five 
years, and even then there could be no real settlement without the 
Vietcong. Jean Lacouture and Couve de Murville seconded Chaffard’s 
pessimistic conclusions.

In a long interview at the quai d ’Orsay the foreign minister told Lipp- 
mann that the war would go on for years, that the U.S. bombing would 
destroy both Vietnams, that the Americans would get tired and leave, 
and that eventually the country would fall into China’s hands. De Gaulle 
was even gloomier. Over lunch at the Élysée Palace, the general, after 
plying Lippmann with questions about American policy, speculated 
whether the old anti-imperial America had now itself become an impe
rial power. The great question, De Gaulle said, was no longer Germany 
or the Soviet Union, and not yet China, but that of imperialism. From 
that lofty plateau Lippmann gently guided the general back toward a dis
cussion of NATO and the gold standard.

Lippmann came back from Europe in a much more somber mood than 
when he had left. “ I ’ve been pulling my punches,” he told Farmer. 
“ I ’m just going to have to take out after Johnson’s foreign policy and 
show that it doesn’t work.” “That won’t be hard,” she said. “N o,” he 
replied sadly, “ but it won’t be pleasant either.” He started jabbing 
harder. The Europeans, he reported, questioned the “ wisdom and com
petence” of the administration’s policies. They had not expected that 
Goldwater’s recommendations about expanding the war, after being 
rejected by the voters, “would in such great measure be adopted by the 
victors.”  They were “ shocked” by the expansion of the Vietnam War, 
the invasion of Santo Domingo, and the administration’s “unlimited 
globalism.”  Among knowledgeable Europeans there was the “strong 
opinion that in the personal and unilateral exercise of unlimited power, 
the performance has been that of amateurs inexperienced in the use of 
power. ” 17 This was powerful stuff for Lippmann, for it was a direct at
tack on the President and his immediate entourage. By the time he and 
Helen went to Maine on June 16, following their annual giant mint julep 
party on the lawn, relations between Woodley Road and the White 
House had cooled distinctly.

All that summer at Southwest Harbor, as he watched the inexorable



intensification of the war, he hammered away at the administration's 
policies, lamenting that it was too late to neutralize Southeast Asia as 
De Gaulle had earlier proposed, questioning the U.S. military presence 
on the Asian mainland, and warning of an unending war in Asia. He 
even unconsciously allowed a hint of racism to enter his argument 
when, in an effort to show that bombing would not force Hanoi to sur
render, he observed that the Vietnamese “ do not value their material 
possessions, which are few, nor even their lives, which are short and 
unhappy, as do the people of a country who have much to lose and 
much to live for.” In an effort to find a way out short of “ scuttle and 
run,” which even he did not favor, he urged a U.S. withdrawal to for
tified enclaves along the coast as a “ basis of influence” while the Viet
namese negotiated, and an “ honest and honorable” way out of the 
war.18

Like the administration itself he was never quite sure what the jus
tification for the American intervention was supposed to be. He knew 
that arguments about SEATO “ commitments” and the defense of 
“ freedom” were just window dressing. Accustomed to thinking in geo
political terms, he put more emphasis on the desire for Asian bases than 
the facts warranted. Privately he would complain that the Pentagon, 
having built the huge military complexes at Da Nang and Cam Ranh 
Bay, would never give them up. For this reason he liked the enclave 
theory: it offered a way to keep the bases while getting out of the war. 
Arguing in terms of spheres of influence, he overestimated the control 
Peking was able to exert over Hanoi. He saw the war too much through 
the lenses of Mahan, and not enough in terms of traditional great-power 
expansionism. He insisted that the United States could safely withdraw 
to its island bases and still remain a great air and naval power in the 
Pacific — an argument that was irrelevant to those who believed that 
American “prestige”  required a victory in Vietnam.

His appeals, while eloquently, even fervently, argued, fell largely on 
deaf ears. The President still had the majority of Congress, the public 
and the press behind him. Open disagreement was confined to a few 
Senate mugwumps, such as Church, Fulbright, Morse, George Mc
Govern, Gaylord Nelson and Ernest Gruening; a handful of liberal mag
azines; and a vociferous group of street protesters. Lippmann’s home 
paper, the Post, remained one of the administration’s most enthusiastic 
defenders. Katharine Graham, though a woman of ability and drive, had 
no strong feelings about the war, and allowed her paper’s policy to be 
set by her pro-war editorial director, Russell Wiggins. Johnson was so 
grateful for the Post ’s support that he once told Wiggins, with typical 
hyperbole, that the Post's editorials were worth fifty divisions.

But by the fall of 1965 Katharine Graham was beginning to have her 
doubts. As an old acquaintance of Lippmann, she had turned to him for

570 p a r t  t w o :  1931-1974



SEDUCTION AND BETRAYAL 5 7 1

advice several times since the death of her husband. Just a few months 
earlier she had persuaded him to serve as intermediary with the Post's 
managing editor, Alfred Friendly, whom she was dumping from his job 
in favor of Benjamin Bradlee. Lippmann was an old friend not only of 
Graham but of Bradlee, whom he had known since the latter was a boy. 
Bradlee’s mother had been Helen’s childhood friend at Chapin, while 
his father was the great football hero of Lippmann’s Harvard class of 
1910. Often while en route to Maine the Lippmanns stopped off to 
spend the night with the Bradlees at Beverly, Massachusetts. To help 
smooth the path for Bradlee, Lippmann agreed to try to persuade 
Friendly to step down voluntarily as the Post ’s managing editor. That 
summer he invited Friendly up to Maine for the weekend, and over 
drinks on the terrace one evening casually suggested that Friendly get 
away from the tedious job of editing and return to the kind of foreign 
reporting he did so well. Friendly, realizing what was afoot, took the 
hint and went off to London as the Post's correspondent, leaving his 
deputy Bradlee to take over as managing editor.

Having smoothed the transition at the top, Lippmann went to work on 
Graham to change the editorial page. Wiggins’s pro-war editorials 
sounded like administration handouts, he told her; they were making the 
paper look ridiculous. “ I persuaded her that decent people could no 
longer support the war,” he recounted. He suggested that she replace 
Wiggins, who was due to retire in 1968, with Philip Geyelin, a political 
writer for the Wall Street Journal. Graham approached Geyelin. That 
summer on Mount Desert Island, where Geyelin also had a house, he 
and Lippmann talked it over. Lippmann urged Geyelin to take the job 
and to fight it out with Wiggins over the Post's editorial line. Geyelin 
joined the paper early in 1967 as Wiggins’s deputy, but did not take 
over the page or reverse the Post ’s pro-war stance until Wiggins retired 
the following year. LBJ rewarded his favorite editorial writer by naming 
Wiggins as American ambassador to the United Nations.19

As Lippmann’s frustration mounted, so did his sympathy for all forms 
of opposition to the war, even street demonstrations and draft-card burn
ings. Although he would not identify himself publicly with the antiwar 
demonstrators — the constraints of civility were too strong — neither 
would he condemn them. If the demonstrations were “ self-defeating,” 
he wrote in October 1965, they nonetheless were valuable as a “pathetic 
reminder” of what happened when a government stifled public debate 
on a vital issue. If the draft-card burners were “ misguided,” they 
should be viewed sympathetically, for they were citizens of a nation 
“ which expects to understand what its government is doing, from a na
tion which is not habituated to obedience and to the idea that it must lis
ten to its superiors and not talk back.”

Lippmann, having allowed himself to be pulled into Johnson’s net,
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was now moving over to the opposition. He had given a premonition of 
this a few months earlier when, in a speech to the International Press In
stitute in London, he had urged journalists to seek the truth and report 
it, however embarrassing it might be to the government of the day. Un
avoidably journalists were tom, he said, between their “pursuit of the 
truth and their need and their desire to be on good terms with the power
ful.“  The powerful were the chief source of news, but also the “dis
pensers of many kinds of favor, privilege, honor and self-esteem. The 
most important forms of corruption in the modem journalist’s world are 
the many guises and disguises of social climbing on the pyramids of 
power,’’ he warned. “ The temptations are many; some are simple, 
some are refined, and often they are yielded to without the conscious
ness of yielding. Only a constant awareness of them offers protection. ’’

No one was in a better position than Lippmann to know the dangers 
of wanting to be on good terms with the powerful. He had tried to keep 
his distance, but even he was not immune to the lure of privileged 
access to the mighty. He had allowed himself to be drawn into John
son’s web, not by any bribes or rewards, but simply because he was 
flattered at being called in for advice, and because he thought the ad
ministration was seriously listening to him. When he discovered that the 
White House was merely trying to butter him up, he was hurt and 
angry. He could not forgive Johnson for lying about his intentions in 
Vietnam and using him. Nor, in a way more difficult to admit, could he 
forgive himself for being used.

“ He misled m e,” Lippmann later said of his break with the Presi
dent. “The day before making his Baltimore speech, Johnson told me 
that the war had to be won on the non-military side. But a short time 
later I found that he was telling other people other things. He was either 
lying to me or to the others.” Lippmann never set foot in Johnson’s 
White House again after that marathon session of April 1965. LBJ be
came to him, as he said privately in a comment that soon got around, 
the “most disagreeable individual ever to have occupied the White 
House.” 20

Lyndon Johnson now faced a formidable adversary.
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A n End and a Beginning

We shall see what I can make o f it.

—  “Today and Tomorrow,” May 25, 1967

By  the end of 1965 communication between Woodley Road and the 
White House had virtually broken down. The administration had 

dug in its heels and Lippmann’s increasingly strident columns were dis
missed as ill-informed or even “ cowardly.”  At the end of November he 
and Helen flew to South America for a whirlwind three-week tour of 
Argentina, Peru and Chile, including the usual interviews with presi
dents, foreign ministers, and editors, and in Santiago, a tour through the 
city’s slums with a Peace Corps volunteer and a visit with Socialist 
party leader Salvador Allende. When they returned Johnson held out an 
olive branch by inviting them to a state dinner for Chancellor Ludwig 
Erhard of West Germany. Lippmann sent his regrets. Instead of going to 
the White House he wrote a sharp column attacking the American mili
tary presence on the Asian mainland. “ Making this artificial and ram
shackle debris of the old empires permanent and committing our lives 
and fortunes to its maintenance means,” he declared, “ unending war in 
Asia.5,1

Others were beginning to agree with him. Fulbright used the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee as a forum for dissident views on the war. 
Some in Johnson’s entourage were beginning to drift away. Over lunch 
with Lippmann in February 1966 George Ball confided that he was 
thinking of resigning. The under secretary of state was growing tired 
being the administration’s official dove and institutional gadfly. No one 
was paying any attention. Ball had hoped that the President would 
change course with the 1968 elections and appoint him to replace Rusk. 
But Johnson never had any intention of pulling back. Lippmann advised 
Ball to get out of the government and denounce LBJ’s Vietnam policy. 
But resignation in protest was not in the American style. Ball lingered 
on until the fall of 1966 before quietly going off to Wall Street.
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Part of the reason Ball and other war critics stayed on so long was 
that they feared being consigned to political oblivion. Lippmann had 
written about the problem more than four decades earlier when he had 
urged Wilson’s secretary of state, Robert Lansing, to take his leave. 
Lansing’s problem was that Woodrow Wilson would never tell him 
what he was negotiating or even with whom. Given the choice between 
a title and his principles, Lansing preferred the title. So had virtually ev
eryone else, except William Jennings Bryan, perhaps the only cabinet 
member who ever resigned over a matter of conscience — when he 
thought that Wilson was leading the country into war by his policy 
toward German submarine warfare. One irrefutable principle of political 
life was the “ almost total inability of Americans to decline an appoint
ment or to resign a post,” Lippmann wrote shortly after World War I. 
But if democracy were to work, men had to be able to say both no and 
good-bye. “ What could be more disloyal than to work at cross purposes 
with the administration to which you belong, or to abandon your convic
tions about what is right?” he asked. “It is only because so few men 
ever resign on principle, that all resignations seem an intolerable scan
dal.” In other countries men managed to resign without feeling they 
would bring disgrace upon themselves. The problem was that there was 
no official opposition in the American system.

One day you are at the pinnacle. The next day you are back in Lincoln, 
Nebraska, with nothing to do. One day your every word counts. The next day 
you are considering how to make a living at the bar. It is a case o f everything 
or nothing, it or nit. And so men think tw ice, and then think again, and find 
reasons o f  the highest public order for not passing from greatness into ob
scurity. If they did not pass out o f public life , but only into the opposition, 
perhaps they would not cling so grimly to their job s.2

Nobody wanted to go to Lincoln. Or even, it seemed, to New York. 
When in February 1966 the Ford Foundation asked McGeorge Bundy if 
he wanted to be its new president, Bundy demurred. But LBJ, now 
grown tired of his “Harvards,” as he called them, and less intimidated 
by them, told Bundy to take it. Eventually others went too: first Ball, 
then Bill Moyers, and even Robert McNamara; all left quietly, without a 
word of protest. Nobody wanted to be a spoilsport or seem disloyal to 
the team. Everybody wanted to be invited to come back and play an
other day — in a different administration, when bad feelings had faded, 
when times were happier. Troublemakers rarely got invited back. That 
was the American way.

By the time Bundy left, he and Lippmann were on cool terms. Lipp
mann felt that the younger man had used their friendship unfairly, had 
not been totally honest with him in explaining administration policy. “I 
had assumed that we were in agreement,” he later said of Bundy, “but
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I discovered that we weren’t. It came as a great surprise to me to 
learn — and it slipped out only gradually — that he was much more 
pro-war than I knew. ” Bundy, he said, with disappointment and a touch 
of anger, was “ very cagey, a person who, I now feel, was not in the 
open, not clear about where he stood. ’’3 When friends feted the Bundys 
at a big Washington farewell dance at the end of February 1966, the 
Lippmanns decided that they were otherwise engaged. Helen, so quick 
to turn against those by whom she felt abused, and so vituperative in her 
denunciations, was particularly sharp in her criticism.

Lippmann by this time had virtually given up trying to influence the 
President or his advisers. He had become estranged from most of them, 
while the true believers among them discounted his criticisms as repeti
tive and irrelevant. They were locked into their roles just as he was into 
his. As his frustration mounted over his failure to make an impact on pol
icy, or even to claim an audience within the administration, so his tone 
became more strident. Having tried to avoid direct personal criticism of 
Johnson — on his long-standing rule that you should not strike the king 
unless you can strike to kill — he could contain himself no longer. 
LBJ’s conduct of foreign policy was “ willful, personal, arbitrary, self- 
opinionated,” he charged in the spring of 1966. By risking a war with 
China, the President was on the verge of making the kind of “historic 
mistake” the Athenians had made in attacking Syracuse, or Napoleon 
and Hitler in invading Russia. “There are some wars,” he wrote, 
“which must be averted and avoided because they are ruinous.” 4 

Instead of following its liberal traditions, the United States under 
Johnson was “playing an imperial role” in Asia and sacrificing the 
promise of the Great Society. Those worst hit were the poor, many of 
them black, whose young men were sent off to die in Vietnam and 
whose needs were once again shoved to the rear. “The crude truth is 
that the great majority of us, for the most part white, who are safely 
beyond the poverty line will resist higher taxes in order to help the poor, 
so many of them black,” he wrote as the war drained off tax surpluses 
that were supposed to finance domestic reforms. “ I have been asking 
myself why a country which is as rich as we are today should feel itself 
compelled to economize at the expense of its children and its poor. 
There exists, I have come to think, some kind of rule which in a demo
cratic society limits what the voters will stand for in the way of sacrifice 
for the public good —- the public good which is not immediately, ob
viously, and directly to their own personal advantage.” 5

He saw the war not only as a terrible distraction that prevented the na
tion from dealing with its long-neglected domestic needs, but as a dan
gerous temptation leading to imperialism and ruin. Where he had for
merly made cool calculations of the national interest, he now began to 
speak of moral values and a “ respect for the opinions of mankind. ” The



war had become for him, as for Lyndon Johnson and many other Ameri
cans, an obsession. From the middle of 1965 he wrote about little else. 
When Elizabeth Farmer told him he was writing too much about the war 
and neglecting other issues, he agreed. “ I know, I know,” he said. 
“ But I have to. What more important thing is there to write about?” He 
knew there was no answer to that question, so he kept on writing, hop
ing that somehow he could make a difference.

As he grew more and more estranged from the administration, he 
began listening to some of the radical critics of the war. In the spring of 
1966 he talked to leftist journalist Felix Greene, who had been to Hanoi, 
and at the home of Bernard Fall had dinner with radical newsman I. F. 
Stone, just returned from Saigon. Two weeks later, when the Lipp- 
manns gave their annual mint julep party on the lawn, they invited 
“ Izzy” and Esther Stone — a small gesture, but one that was noticed in 
the tight little Washington social world, where each guest list carried a 
political meaning. Even more noticeable than the presence of the Stones 
was the absence from the party of any important administration official. 
Lippmann, so long an insider, was now among the outsiders.

From these dissident journalists he learned not to believe administra
tion reports about the conduct of the war. Truthful reporting was ham
pered by the fact that there were few neutral observers, he wrote. Re
ports from American journalists were narrowly limited because they were 
“in the position of being able to photograph only one side of the moon. ” 
Since they could not see the war from North Vietnam, they should 
try to report the war they could see — the pacification of South Viet
nam — as truthfully as they knew how.6

If reporting from the South was unreliable and reflected the Pen
tagon’s view, reporting from the North was confined largely to the com
munist and the French press. For months these papers had reported that 
the Americans were bombing not just “ wooden sheds,” as Lippmann 
had been told, but civilian targets. Early in 1967 Harrison Salisbury of 
the New York Times went to North Vietnam and reported that American 
air raids had indeed destroyed homes, schools and hospitals, and killed 
many civilians. His dispatches were greeted with incredulity and indig
nation. Pro-war enthusiasts charged he had been duped by the commu
nists. Many simply refused to believe him. Even some of his col
leagues, such as James Reston, criticized him for reporting what he 
heard as well as what he. saw.

Lippmann came to Salisbury’s defense, reminding the reporter’s 
critics that “ in time of war what is said on the enemy’s side of the front 
is always propaganda, and what is said on our side of the front is truth 
and righteousness.” He congratulated the Times for printing Salisbury’s 
articles, and, when the paper nominated the reporter for a Pulitzer Prize, 
wrote the committee that Salisbury had done a “ great honor to the pro-
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fession of journalism with singular service to his country.” But the 
Pulitzer committee was as divided over the war as was the country. Al
though the judges recommended that Salisbury be awarded a prize, they 
were overruled by the more conservative advisory board.7

Lippmann had criticized other Presidents, but never in such personal 
and uncompromising language as he used against Johnson. He ex
coriated the administration for its “ self-righteous use of military 
power,”  described the President’s advisers as “ foolish and ignorant 
men,” and placed responsibility for the disaster on Johnson himself. 
LBJ could not easily “ swallow the bitter pill of recognizing the fact that 
he is in a war which he cannot win,” Lippmann wrote late in 1966. “ It 
would take a man of noble stature and of the highest moral courage to 
do that. There is no reason to think that Mr. Johnson is such a man.” 
He found “ two spirits wrestling” within the breast of Lyndon Johnson: 
one was that of the “ peacemaker and reformer and herald of a better 
world,” the other that of a “ primitive frontiersman who wants to nail 
the coonskin to the wall, who wants to be the biggest, the best, the first, 
a worshipper of what William James called the bitch-goddess suc
cess.” 8

As hope of influencing Johnson evaporated, so did Lippmann’s tem
perance. “ The root of his troubles,” he wrote in the style of a Presby
terian minister, “has been his pride, a stubborn refusal to recognize the 
country’s limitations or his own limitations. . . . Such pride goeth 
before destruction and an haughty spirit before a fall.” The President 
was consumed by a “messianic megalomania” that persuaded him he 
could “ kill mosquitoes with tanks and build a Great Society with 
B-52S.” A new vocabulary crept into Lippmann’s writing. “There is a 
growing belief that Johnson’s America is no longer the historic 
America,” he charged, “ that it is a bastard empire which relies on su
perior force to achieve its purposes, and is no longer an example of the 
wisdom and humanity of a free society. . . . It is a feeling that the 
American promise has been betrayed and abandoned.” 9

Johnson liked criticism no better than any other President, and re
ceived it with worse grace than most. He rarely missed an opportunity 
to tell a White House visitor — be it journalist, senator or Girl Scout 
troop leader — that Lippmann was traitorous, irrational or senile. Fi
nally in the spring of 1967 he struck out publicly. Lippmann had ac
cused him of being “ pathologically secretive”  and of behaving as 
though he had the right to ‘ ‘manipulate the news in his own political in
terest.” 10 The charge had been echoed by a good many other journal
ists, who complained even more about “ managed news” under Johnson 
than they had under Kennedy. A few days later at a gala White House 
formal dinner for the president of Turkey, Johnson set aside his pre
pared text and indulged himself in lashing a nameless elder columnist.
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unfortunately “ still with us,” who had been wrong during his entire ca
reer. Indeed, Johnson charged, he had been against aid to Greece and 
Turkey when President Truman proposed it in 1947. There was little 
doubt whom Johnson had in mind, and the embarrassed guests tittered 
knowingly T

Certainly Lippmann had made mistakes during his long career, in
cluding a few big ones. Johnson had had a whole team of researchers go 
through all his old columns to turn up bloopers. But one thing he had 
not done was to oppose aid to Greece and Turkey. In answer to the ac
cusation the culprit swiftly stepped forward, identified himself, and 
reprinted the original column he had written in March 1947 when Tru
man proposed the aid program. There he showed that he had in fact sup
ported aid for Greece and Turkey. What he had opposed was the vague 
language of the Truman Doctrine, which he warned would lead to glo
bal intervention in support of weak and discredited client regimes — in 
other words, to what was happening in Vietnam.11

Johnson — his domestic programs floundering, his key aides resign
ing, the Republicans sharpening their knives even while supporting the 
war, his own party divided, an opposition group forming around Robert 
Kennedy, and rioters and protesters making him a virtual prisoner in the 
White House — struck out viciously against his critics, accusing them 
of prolonging the war by feeding Hanoi’s hopes that the United States 
would withdraw. Particularly énraged by Lippmann, LBJ took out his 
anger in salacious jokes and sly innuendo, dragging up Lippmann’s 
more egregious errors, and making pointed references to a “political 
commentator of yesteryear.’’ Having so often bragged to visitors, “ I 
had Walter Lippmann over today,’’ Johnson was now goaded to a cold 
fury by the barbs from Woodley Road. Things got so bad that other 
journalists wrote stories about what they called “ the war on Walter 
Lippmann.’’ “ If Lippmann were a less modest man,’’ wrote Washing
ton Post cartoonist Herblock, “ the attention lavished on him by his 
chief of state would be enough to turn his head. And if he and Johnson 
had lived in the days of Thomas More and Henry VIII, he would have 
lost his head completely.’’12

Johnson was particularly fond of telling a story that presumably 
showed how detached Lippmann was from the real world. The story 
concerned Fred Friendly, who had told one of his students at the Colum
bia School of Journalism that in making a TV film on Vietnam pro
testers she should be careful to explain what the “Make Love Not War’’ 
buttons meant. “The trouble with your generation,’’ the young woman 
told him, “ is that you’re confused about the difference between making 
love and getting laid. ’ ’ A few days later Friendly recounted the story to 
Lippmann. “ Yes, it’s a wonderful example of the generation gap,’’ he 
replied. “But exactly what does ‘getting laid’ mean?’’ Friendly could
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not resist telling the story, and eventually it got into the newspapers in 
garbled form, including a girl in a tight T-shirt on a peace march, who 
says Lippmann doesn’t know the difference between “ making love and 
hanky-panky,” and a student who asks Friendly, after hearing the story, 
“ But who is'Walter Lippmann?” Lippmann never mentioned the epi
sode to Friendly, though variants of it had obviously come back to him. 
However, once as they were riding in a taxi through Central Park past a 
group of young people he turned to Friendly and said, “What makes 
you think I don’t know what hanky-panky is?” 13

The war destroyed friendships and made strange new alliances. Peo
ple who had constantly lunched together no longer spoke to one another, 
while those who had never spoken before now became colleagues. Lipp
mann found himself cut off from many he had considered to be his 
friends. Some openly snubbed him. Administration officials and their 
minions in the press snidely accused him of cowardice and even of se
nility. A shy man in the best of times, ready to sense rejection even 
when it was not intended, he was wounded by these attacks. Not by 
what Johnson said — he was used to the vanity of politicians — but 
rather by the way so many friends had turned from him. Civility, the 
quality he valued above all, the sense of proportion that made it possible 
for men to differ strongly and still maintain a dialogue, had been 
broken.

Lippmann was so distressed that he referred in his column to the ad
ministration’s “hatchet men in the Senate and in the press” who de
fended the war by treating dissenters as “disreputable.” The whole 
business sickened him. He had never been treated this way before. Nor, 
for that matter, had he ever used such uncompromising language toward 
a President. He had always believed a journalist should not write until 
he had his passions under control, and had once warned John Miller 
against being unnecessarily vehement when right.14 During his whole 
career he had spoken to the arbiters of power as a calm observer, one 
who sometimes had strong views, but who expressed them with modera
tion. Nothing would have been easier for him than to have continued in 
that vein, to have bemoaned the “ anguish of power,” like so many of 
his colleagues, and hoped for the miraculous victory that would make 
the whole problem go away. Instead, he allowed his passions to come 
tumbling out, and in his denunciation of the war recaptured the daring 
of the young man who, fresh out of college more than a half-century 
earlier, had extolled a “ rebel tradition.”

He began to take a far more critical view of the whole thrust of Amer
ican postwar foreign policy. Having long viewed it as primarily defen
sive, though prone to exaggeration and globalistic excesses, he now saw 
the outlines of an American imperialism. When in the fall of 1967 his 
friend Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., published an article refuting the cold war



“revisionists” and maintaining that only Stalinist “ paranoia” could 
explain Soviet suspicion of America’s motives, Lippmann took strong 
objection. He wrote Schlesinger that he found such an explanation “ dis
appointing” because it neglected to take into account the “political and 
strategic vacuum” in Europe after the war that at once “ provoked and 
lured Moscow and Washington to fill it. You exaggerate, I think, Soviet 
motives and pay no attention, as the criminal law requires, to opportu
nity. Furthermore,” he added pointedly, “ you fail to take notice of how 
often the search for security and the assembling of an empire are two 
sides of the same coin. ” 15 The reference to the “ assembling of an em
pire” was not one that Lippmann would have made a few years earlier. 
The war, as it had for many others, had changed his interpretation of the 
American past.

Lippmann was not a belligerent person by nature. He found no plea
sure in taking on the President in battle and in feuding with an adminis
tration whose domestic policies he admired and for which he had, at the 
beginning, held such high hopes. He no more wanted to be a martyr 
than he enjoyed being a Cassandra. Yet he kept on doggedly, indeed 
bravely, because he felt he had no alternative. He paid a price for his 
opposition: not in being cut off from the White House — he had certainly 
feuded with Presidents before and been roundly denounced by them — 
but in being snubbed and vilified by many whom he had considered to 
be his friends. The war did not leave many friendships unscathed.

His sense of isolation increased. The snide remarks about his age and 
judgment, the embarrassed encounters at his club when old acquain
tances nodded curtly or averted their eyes, the all-pervasive climate of 
intellectual fratricide and vendetta — all these took a toll. He continued 
to chum out his columns, making the same attacks on the President and 
his advisers, the same allusions to a ramshackle American imperialism, 
the same laments that the war was tearing the nation apart. Lippmann 
began to feel, like many other dissenters, that he sounded like a broken 
record. There was nothing more he could say other than that the whole 
venture was mad. Unlike some radicals, he did not see it as a crime — 
his mind did not operate in such moralizing categories — but as a 
misguided and self-destructive obsession. He wrote on and on about the 
war, but with a growing sense of futility, feeling that it could not be 
ended so long as Lyndon Johnson remained in the White House.

He was growing tired. In the summer of 1966 he was nearly seventy- 
seven years old. He had been writing the column since 1931. He de
cided, as he had several times over the years, that it was time to stop. 
This time he meant it. In the years remaining to him he wanted to get 
away from the grind of the twice-weekly column, from being a slave to 
the headlines, from the poisonous atmosphere of LBJ’s Washington. 
After one more year he would give up the column. He and Helen would
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embark on a new life. They would satisfy a dream that they, and partic
ularly Helen, had had for years: they would find a villa in Europe where 
they would pass the summers, and spend the rest of the time in the city 
they had both always considered home — New York.

In July 1966 they set the plan in motion. They sold the camp at 
Southwest Harbor to Jane and Lucius Wilmerding, and the deanery on 
Woodley Road back to the cathedral from which they had bought it 
twenty-one years earlier. Starting a four-month leave of absence early in 
August, Lippmann and Helen flew to Italy to search for the perfect villa. 
They scoured the hills of Tuscany and Umbria for a more modest ver
sion of Berenson’s I Tatti, but none was to be found. Nothing was quite 
the way they had imagined it would be. “We found that Florence and 
the region are in a state of extreme inflation and overcrowded,” he 
wrote in his notebook. “There are no attractive places to live in that you 
can get at with any convenience because of the crush of traffic on nar
row roads.” Postponing the search until the following spring, they made 
their tour of the European capitals, and in early November returned to 
Washington. Even though the villa remained elusive, they soon found 
the New York base they were looking for: a seventeen-room duplex 
apartment at 1021 Park Avenue, near 85th Street — just a few blocks 
from where Walter had grown up. At $125,000 it was well within their 
means.

November was a month for business. Lippmann resumed “Today and 
Tomorrow” twice a week; conferred with Philip Geyelin about Geye- 
lin’s joining the Washington Post; discussed with Kay Graham, Ben 
Bradlee and the P a rt’s lawyer, William Rogers, the format and syndica
tion details of the monthly articles he planned to write when he dropped 
T&T the following spring; and lunched with James Reston to discuss, at 
Reston’s suggestion, the possibility of doing articles for the New York 
Times. Lippmann’s column, of course, had never appeared in the Times, 
since the paper ran no syndicated material but its own. He told Reston 
that, although he would be pleased to appear in the Times, it would 
never be possible so long as the paper retained its syndication policy. 
The only alternatives in New York were the two tabloids, the Post and 
the Daily News, and the Trib's successor, an unwieldy amalgamation 
with a mouthful of a title, the World Journal Tribune. The WJT seemed 
the best of an unlikely lot, and the Washington Post permitted it syn
dicated rights to Lippmann’s articles in New York.

With business details ironed out, the Lippmanns drove to New York 
at the end of November, looked over their new apartment, and officially 
marked their entry into New York social life by attending a large dinner 
party of socialites and intellectuals. After dinner they went off in chauf- 
feured limousines — along with Lillian Heilman, Isaiah Berlin and the 
Arthur Schlesingers — to the Plaza Hotel, where Truman Capote was



giving a masked bail for Katharine Graham. Walter appeared wearing 
the mask of a curly-maned black unicorn.

When they got back to Washington, Lippmann officially announced 
that he would cease the regular column in the spring, although he would 
continue writing longer pieces on a periodic basis, as well as his column 
for Newsweek. The White House was delighted, while most papers 
expressed their regret at the imminent passing of an institution. On 
March 14, 1967, with his departure drawing near, his journalist col
leagues at the Federal City Club gave him a farewell dinner and an 
award. Lippmann made a graceful speech, touched with wit, and not a 
little sadness. He was leaving Washington, he insisted, not “because I 
no longer stand very near the throne of the prince nor very well at his 
court. A long life in journalism convinced me many Presidents ago that 
there should be a large air space between a journalist and the head of a 
state. I would have carved on the portals of the National Press Club, 
‘Put not your trust in princes.’ Only the very rarest of princes can en
dure even a little criticism, and few of them can put up with even a 
pause in the adulation. ” Rather, he was leaving, he maintained, because 
“ time passes on” and a “change and a new start is good for the 
aging.’’

Lippmann then turned to the change in America’s world role during 
his long career. The crucial question for Americans was “how wisely, 
how gracefully, how skillfully and how constructively they would 
adjust themselves to the reality of power and to being first among equals; 
to living with the fact that while we might still be the strongest power, 
we could not and should not wish to be omniscient, omnicompetent, 
omnipotent; that we were not the leader of mankind and not the police
man of the world.” Rejecting the administration’s analogies of Vietnam 
with Munich, and of the 1960s with the 1930s and 1940s, he re
minded his audience that when elected in 1964 Lyndon Johnson had 
“ told the people, and they believed him, that he would not involve them 
in a war in Asia,” that he would deal with their problems at home. “ I 
cannot pretend to think that such a radical and violent change of course 
will not affect the country greatly.” Yet, he concluded, “ I do not lose 
faith. I do not doubt that in the long run we shall find a way through the 
consequences of the crucial decisions which changed the course which 
was set by the people in the election of 1964.” Lippmann, in his own 
subdued way, went out slugging.16

A few days later Helen and Walter flew to Paris for the weekend to 
look at houses. Having realized that an I Tatti-like villa near Florence 
was a dream, they, or rather Helen, had decided on France. They had 
heard of an old mill outside Fountainebleau that had been converted into 
a charming house, took one look at it, and decided on the spot to buy it. 
Four months a year, they thought, would be spent at the mill — which
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was close enough to Paris so that they could get into the city easily — 
and the rest at their Park Avenue duplex in New York. It seemed a per
fect arrangement.

All through April and the first week in May they were guests of honor 
at a round of Washington parties, and on May 5 capped off the activities 
by giving a mammoth farewell party of their own. Several hundred peo
ple came to bid them good-bye, spilling from the long rectangular 
sunken living room through the French doors and into the garden. Dip
lomats, journalists, congressmen, the arbiters of Washington’s social 
life were there for this very last gathering at Woodley Road — but, as 
evidence of Lippmann’s feud with the President, not a single adminis
tration official. Lippmann always denied that he left Washington be
cause of Lyndon Johnson. “ I wouldn’t give him that satisfaction,” he 
said. “ I stuck it out through the McCarthy period.” Yet there was a 
touch of protesting too much. “ I simply can’t stand Washington,” he 
explained. “ It’s impossible to breathe or think in this town.” 17 But 
most of his friends were convinced that had it not been for Johnson he 
would have stayed on in Washington.

Perhaps not. Helen, forever restless, wanted to try something new, 
and Walter, usually indulgent of her moods, was more than willing to 
go along. On May 10 the movers came to take away their furniture. 
Walter and Helen flew to New York and moved into the Park Avenue 
duplex. On May 25 the last “Today and Tomorrow” column appeared. 
Entitling it “ Personal Explanation,” Lippmann kept it brief and unsen
timental. After writing thirty-six years on a fixed schedule he had come 
to the conclusion, he explained, that it was time to “ get rid of the 
necessity of knowing, day in and day out, what the blood pressure is at 
the White House and who said what and who saw whom and who is lis
tened to and who is not listened to. ” A job like that should be done by 
men in their prime. He was saying good-bye to T&T, but would experi
ment with new forms — longer articles without fixed schedules or dead
lines. “ We shall see what I can make of it,” he told his readers with a 
note of diffidence, in the last words he would write as a columnist. A 
flurry of accolades and tributes followed in the nation’s press and abroad 
as his colleagues tipped their hats to the man James Reston hailed, 
without any fear of contradiction, as “ the greatest journalist of the 
present age.” 18

He departed with a sense of relief, but also of melancholy. “ It’s a sad 
world I ’m leaving,” he told Elizabeth Farmer that last week they 
worked together. She knew what he meant: that he was leaving, not the 
world, but the daily involvement in politics that had been so central to 
his life ever since he had turned his back sixty years earlier on the club
man’s Harvard and exhorted his classmates to interest themselves in 
public affairs. What his mentor Graham Wallas had called the Great So-



ciety was where he had made his life. Now he would have to find a new 
way of living — if he could.

If he felt anxiety over his semiretirement, he did not show it publicly. 
On the contrary, he seemed to look forward to his new life with op
timism. The last years in Washington had been nasty. Helen had been 
even more short-tempered than usual, leaving him to sulk in silence, as 
was his nature. Close friends would have helped them escape from one 
another and reduce the tension that flared between them. But for all their 
social acquaintances, neither had a really close friend in Washington, no 
one to whom they could confide their anxieties or show their weak
nesses. Lippmann, except for when a very young man, had never let 
anyone — other than Helen — really enter his life. He maintained a 
brave and lonely independence that he had developed in his youth and 
had fortified throughout a rigidly controlled life.

If he was often cross with Helen and suffered from her sharp temper, 
he was also dependent on her and loved her deeply. She was his com
panion and his protector, totally dedicated to him and his career. She 
had given him moments of great joy, released him from the depression 
of a miserable marriage, brought out his earthier and more playful side, 
and saved him from a melancholy that might have turned inward and de
stroyed his spirit. She had transformed his life, in a sense saved it, and 
he never ceased to be grateful to her for it.

There was no way he could say this to her directly. He would have 
been too embarrassed. But on her seventieth birthday, February 19, 
1967, as they were beginning to prepare for their departure from Wash
ington, he left a note on her desk:

My dear Helen,
I feel I must write you a letter on this day. For in it I can say how happy 

I am that I married you and how deeply and everlastingly grateful I am. 
Looking back, I feel as if  I had never really begun to live until we set out 
together, and that I have known from you not only unimagined happiness, 
but also the secret o f starting life anew.

You have been the decisive influence. But for you I would have settled 
down dully thirty years ago in the grooves I cut when I was young. But for 
you I would now be settling into a dull old age instead o f feeling that we 
are at a new and fascinating beginning.

All my love always, my darling,
Walter

Three months later, on May 27, 1967, they boarded the S.S. France 
for Europe to begin their new life.
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- 45 ►
The W irst of Tim es

I think it’s going to be a minor Dark Age.

—  Interview, New York Times Magazine,
September 14, 1969

N o t h i n g  worked out the way they had planned. The old mill they 
had bought so excitedly during their weekend trip to France in 

March turned out to be uncomfortable and hard to maintain. The young 
couple they had hired as cook and handyman were lackadaisical and in
experienced. Helen and Walter felt ill at ease in these unfamiliar sur
roundings. Suddenly the fact that they had actually retired to France, for 
at least part of the year, and had not merely rented a villa for a few 
months, got through to them. Helen, always impatient, grew nervous 
and short-tempered. She decided they had made a great mistake. They 
must sell the mill, she told Walter, and move to Paris. After only six 
nights in their new home they packed their bags, hired a car and driver, 
and took a suite at the Meurice. They stayed for a month, then went off 
to Gstaad in the Swiss Alps for the rest of the summer. With all the 
moving, Walter did not have either the time or the tranquillity to write 
any of the articles he had planned.

By mid-September they were back in New York. Even there things 
did not go right. The Park Avenue duplex was even bigger and harder to 
keep up than they had remembered. New York seemed constricting. 
They missed their old camp at Southwest Harbor — this was the first 
summer in nearly twenty-five years they had not spent in Maine — and 
on impulse flew back for another look. Deciding they had given up 
Maine too hastily, they drove around the island in the clear Indian sum
mer light of early October to see whether the perfect house might some
how be available. In the fashionable enclave of Seal Harbor they found 
just what they were looking for: a large frame house with a lovely gar
den and a superb view of the harbor and of the Cranberry Islands. It was 
completely furnished — down to lamps, linen and silverware. They 
bought it immediately.
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Having reconstituted at least a part of their former life, they settled 
into their New York apartment for the winter and began to enjoy the 
city’s social life. They dined with old friends, went to Broadway first 
nights, and were guests of honor at a dinner given by Mayor John Lind
say at Gracie Mansion. Walter returned to his study in the mornings. 
Although he had given up “Today and Tomorrow,” a lifetime’s habit 
of writing could not be easily changed. In periodic articles for the Post 
syndicate and Newsweek he roamed over the news, dealing with civil 
rights, the television “wasteland,” a controversial biography of John F. 
Kennedy, and above all, Vietnam.

‘ ‘We are seeing how a war waged without hope of a military decision 
degenerates into savagery,” he wrote of Vietnam that fall of 1967. 
“ Perfectly decent young Americans find themselves under orders to 
commit acts which in the conventional wars are called atrocities.” 
Though he had preferred to argue in terms of national interest and avoid 
stressing what he now called the “cruelty and the inhumanity of the ac
tual conduct of the war,”  he saw popular dissent rooted in “ moral 
revulsion.” Americans were becoming “ revolted and ashamed” at per
forming such an “uncivilized, unchivalrous, inhumane role.” When 
pro-war critics accused him of being a ‘ ‘neo-isolationist, ’ ’ he replied: 
“ Neo-isolationism is the direct product of foolish globalism. . . . Com
pared to people who thought they could run the universe, or at least the 
globe, lam  a. neo-isolationist and proud of it.” 1 

Yet he kept his faith in politics and the possibility of change. “ You 
have to have a new leader for the orchestra who will suddenly begin to 
make the rhythm go again,” he told a group of college students. Long 
before the event, he wrote that Lyndon Johnson might decide not to run 
for reelection; yet he recognized that if Johnson did choose to run, no 
other Democrat, not even Robert Kennedy, could deny him the nomina
tion. “ He is a knowing politician,” Lippmann wrote of Kennedy in the 
spring of 1967; “he is a young man, and he is not likely to stake his 
whole political future on a gamble which would almost certainly not 
bring him the Presidency.” Even if Kennedy should decide to run, it 
was a well-established rule of American politics, he noted, that “ when 
the voters are dissatisfied with the party in power, they will turn not to a 
dissident faction but to the other party” as the simplest way of voting 
for a change. Kennedy was looking further down the line, and by crit
icizing the war was signaling a 1972 bid for the presidency, Lippmann 
reasoned. “ A new generation will be present then, and it is clear that 
Robert Kennedy cannot be with it if he shrinks from the battle now.” 2 

While Kennedy stood aside, condemning the war but feeling that it 
was futile to take on Johnson directly, Eugene McCarthy plunged into 
the void and challenged Johnson for the nomination on an antiwar plat
form. Although Lippmann, like most people, doubted that the senator
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had a chance, he praised McCarthy for preserving the “deepest and 
most cherished values of American political life.” The maverick Demo
crat from Minnesota was, he wrote admiringly, the “ defender of the 
American faith, ’ ’ one who believed that the American system of party 
government “ shall not be held to be a fraud and a deception, that it is a 
valid way by which the mass of our people can redress their grievances, 
can express their will, and can participate in the government of the na
tion.” 3

As McCarthy’s candidacy gathered steam, Robert Kennedy began to 
have second thoughts about making a try for the nomination. He had 
little time to make up his mind. McCarthy was fast picking up sup
port — and campaign contributions — from antiwar Democrats. If 
Kennedy waited much longer, McCarthy would have the anti-Johnson 
delegates locked up. The first real test of McCarthy’s strength would 
come in the New Hampshire primaries in February 1968. Kennedy felt 
pressed to make up his mind before the balloting, and decided to get 
Lippmann’s advice.

On a bleak afternoon in mid-January, escorted by Arthur Schlesinger, 
he dropped by Lippmann’s apartment. Dispensing with small talk, Ken
nedy quickly got down to business. Should he make his bid now, or 
wait until 1972? Four more years of Johnson would be a “ catastrophe,” 
he said, as would four years of Nixon. But what chance did he have for 
the nomination on an antiwar plank if Johnson could defuse the war 
issue anytime he chose — simply by calling for a cease-fire and truce 
talks? Lippmann listened, but did not volunteer advice. Kennedy finally 
asked him point-blank what to do. “ Well,” Lippmann replied, “ if you 
believe that Johnson’s re-election would be a catastrophe for the 
country — and I entirely agree with you on this — then, if this comes 
about, the question you must live with is whether you did everything 
you could to avert this catastrophe.” 4

Kennedy left still undecided, but after McCarthy’s impressive show
ing in the New Hampshire primary, concluded that the time was ripe. 
He plunged into the fight, announced his candidacy, and swept a series 
of early primaries. Johnson, seeing the handwriting on the wall, stunned 
the nation in late March by announcing that he would not seek reelec
tion. Kennedy’s nomination seemed assured and his election likely. But 
once again an assassin’s bullet changed the course of American politics.

The murder of Robert Kennedy brought the Old Guard of both parties 
back into control. It seemed clear that the Democrats would now nomi
nate Johnson’s vice-president and designated heir, Hubert Humphrey. 
The Republicans, having nothing to fear, could safely turn to the kind of 
conservative the party bosses wanted, Richard Nixon. Viewing what he 
called this “ dismal choice,” Lippmann urged McCarthy and Governor 
Nelson Rockefeller not to give up their presidential bids, to “persevere



in their struggles to establish the fact that the American electorate did 
not acquiesce quietly and dumbly in the nullification of real choice in 
the election and the smothering of democratic means.” There was, he 
insisted, “ the future to be remembered.” 5

Humphrey, on winning the nomination, did a fast about-face on the 
war he had previously championed enthusiastically. Having now come 
out for a negotiated settlement, Humphrey thought he could win Lipp
mann’s endorsement and telephoned for the expected blessing. He did 
not get it. Lippmann knew that Humphrey, even if he was sincere, 
could never get the Republicans to go along with him — or even some 
of the Democrats whose fate was so linked to the war. Humphrey, for 
all his decency, was “ Lyndon Johnson’s creature” and could not offer 
the “ genuine prospect of a coherent government,” Lippmann wrote. 
Nixon, however objectionable on other grounds, at least had no interest 
in continuing the war. Like Eisenhower in Korea, Nixon could end the 
war and blame the Democrats for having started it. For a few weeks 
after the conventions Lippmann tried to avoid supporting either of what 
he called “two uninspiring candidates.” But by early October he felt he 
had to make a choice. “ I think Nixon’s whole future will be staked on 
getting a cease-fire and a self-respecting withdrawal of our land forces,” 
he told his readers. “That is the best I am able to hope for. But I see 
nothing better in Humphrey.” 6 

The country, he reasoned, was going through both a foreign-policy 
and a domestic crisis. The foreign-policy crisis, though difficult, could 
be resolved by ending the war. But the domestic crisis was so deep- 
rooted that it would likely continue for decades. There was no agree
ment on how to deal with the grievances of minorities or how to recon
struct the environment — and no willingness to pay the cost if there 
were agreement. Violent dissent would probably continue, and so would 
demands for repression. If there had to be repression it was better for 
conservatives to carry it out and for liberals to prepare for the ‘ ‘inevita
ble reaction against reaction.” It would be a “ disaster,” he said, “ if a 
man like Humphrey had to do what is against the whole grain of his na
ture. ” Nor did Lippmann deplore the need to restore “ discipline and au
thority and self-reliance.” The United States had become “ by far the 
most violently disordered” of the world’s industrial nations. Violence 
and permissiveness were destructive of democracy itself, he argued in 
repeating a conviction he had held all his life. Thus he urged liberals not 
to shirk the “ imperative policy of the restoration of security,” or to 
“ leave the task of dealing with violence to those who do not believe in 
the liberal and compassionate reforms of our society.” 7

Given the candidates, the choice seemed clear. “ Nixon is the only 
one, ’ ’ he told his readers a month before the election. Even though the 
possibility of Spiro Agnew, Nixon’s running mate, as President was ter-

5 8 8  PART t w o : 1 9 3 1 - 1 9 7 4



THE WORST OF TIMES 5 8 9

rifying, a Republican victory was quite tolerable. Lippmann was con
vinced that this time there really was a “ new Nixon, a maturer and 
mellower man who is no longer clawing his way to the top . . . who 
has outlived and outgrown the ruthless politics of his early days.” 
Though the future was not bright in any case, it seemed to him “ the bet
ter, though not the most beautiful course, that the voters should oust the 
party which has cost the country so much. ” 8 The voters did, though by 
a surprisingly narrow margin.

Nixon, who had tried to court Lippmann for years, was naturally 
delighted by the endorsement and eager to keep the columnist in his 
camp. In early December he invited Lippmann to his campaign head
quarters at the Hotel Pierre in New York. Over lunch in a tower suite, 
where the two men were joined by William Rogers, the secretary of 
state designate, and William Scranton, governor of Pennsylvania, Nixon 
solicited Lippmann’s advice and said that a Vietnam settlement was at 
the top of his agenda. Henry Kissinger, the Rockefeller protégé whom 
Nixon had yanked from relative obscurity to become his adviser on na
tional security affairs, lunched with Lippmann twice that month and 
confirmed his impression that an early Vietnam truce was in the offing.

Feeling optimistic, Walter and Helen flew to Europe in late March for 
a sojourn in Ischia, Paris and Rome, and when they returned two 
months later, went to Maine for the summer. They had settled easily 
into their new home, which, in the style of Seal Harbor, bore a name 
rather than a number: theirs was called Ilfracombe. Among its advan
tages was not only the superb setting at the edge of a pine forest a few 
hundred yards from the water, but the proximity of old friends, like 
their neighbor Samuel Eliot Morison, whom Walter had known since his 
undergraduate days; of the club at Northeast Harbor, where Walter 
could drop in for lunch; and most important, of the Rockefeller estate, 
where he and Helen could take long walks through the woods and linger 
in the luxuriant gardens.

He was too old now for tennis, but he loved those walks, and the 
Maine woods brought him — as they had ever since the summer of 
1912 when he went to the Rangeley Lakes to write his first book — 
solace and a sense of being at one with the physical world. For a man 
who could never accept the comfort of a supernatural religion, who bore 
the weight of the world with intellect and stoicism rather than with emo
tion and religious faith, the feeling of oneness with the natural world 
was very important. Increasingly he found, however, that long walks 
through the woods and up rocky paths tired him. His legs had lost their 
resiliency. Sometimes he would have to turn back halfway through the 
usual circuit and let Helen continue on alone. He would wait for her at 
the edge of the garden, sitting quietly on the rocky wall.

With the deadline of the column no longer pulling them back to the



city, they stayed in Maine into the fall. This year there was a special 
reason for doing so: Walter’s eightieth birthday. For the occasion Helen 
had invited some forty relatives and friends to Seal Harbor, including 
Gilbert and Nancy Harrison, Marjorie Phillips, Edward Weeks, Blair 
Clark, Carl and Chloe Binger, Harry and Eve Labouisse, John and 
Madeleine Miller, and James Reston. By the afternoon of September 23 
they had all arrived by plane or car and had assembled on the patio for 
drinks. During the long and festive dinner that followed, Ted Weeks 
and Carl Binger read poems they had composed, the guests congratu
lated one another on how well they all looked, and Walter basked in the 
attention of his friends.

Lingering in Maine a few more weeks, they flew in mid-October to 
England, where Walter received an honorary degree at York Univer
sity — the first American to be so honored — arranged by his friend 
Kenneth Clark, chancellor of the university. During the next few weeks 
in London they were lavishly entertained by their friends, including 
Fleur Cowles Meyer — the expatriate American journalist and hostess 
par excellence — who gave a party in their honor. She had gathered a 
dozen prominent people for dinner at her apartment in the Albany and 
promised several dozen more for after-dinner drinks. Among the as
sorted diplomats, journalists and government officials gathered around 
her table was the recently appointed American ambassador, Walter An- 
nenberg. The publisher of TV Guide and a generous contributor to the 
Nixon campaign, Annenberg may not have known much about foreign 
policy, but, like the man who detested modem art, knew what he 
thought. Like many rich men surrounded by flatterers seeking his fa
vors, he had come to assume that his opinions must be wise because 
they were received with such deference.

That evening the conversation at dinner inevitably turned to politics. 
The hostess, in an effort to draw out her guest of honor, of whom she 
was very fond, asked Lippmann how he felt about De Gaulle, now that 
the general had retired from power. This being a subject close to his 
heart, Lippmann launched into his usual encomiums, describing De 
Gaulle as one of the great men of history. Although he had been short
sighted during the recent student-led unrest in Paris, Lippmann ex
plained, the general had a longer and more penetrating view of history 
than any other public man he had ever known. As Lippmann elaborated, 
Annenberg began to fidget noticeably. Finally he could contain himself 
no longer. Feeling obliged to defend the honor of the American govern
ment, which had had its share of troubles with De Gaulle, he blurted 
out: “ Sir, you have completely misunderstood the machinations of an 
evil man who is a self-declared enemy of the United States!”

A deathly silence fell over the table. Lippmann looked at Annenberg 
with an expression of amazement that slowly turned to disdain. The
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guests focused on Lippmann, waiting for the withering reply they were 
sure would follow. A few years earlier it would have come with a cut
ting finality. But now he no longer had the energy for a fight. He shook 
his head slowly and instead turned to his hostess at his left, and said in a 
voice that could be heard across the hushed table: “ Fleur, please excuse 
me, but I ’m an old man who has lived through a great deal, and I cannot 
bear to sit here and listen to such drivel.” Diplomatically she suggested 
that her guests retire to the living room for coffee. Walter and Helen 
decided they would retire completely. As they were putting on their 
coats, Thomas Hughes, chief political officer at the embassy, arrived as 
advance guard of the after-dinner contingent. As he shook Hughes’s 
hand, Lippmann nodded in the direction of Annenberg and said: “ It’s a 
good thing you’re here to take his foot out of his mouth.” A moment 
later Helen and Walter were out the door. Annenberg, seeing them 
leave, said in surprise, “ He didn’t even say good-bye to m e.” 9

Leaving London a few days later, Walter and Helen went on to Paris 
and Rome, and returned to New York in mid-November. They had 
given up the Park Avenue duplex a year earlier — Helen had decided 
that it was too big and hard to keep up — and had moved into an apart
ment at the Lowell, a discreetly fashionable hotel on East 63rd Street off 
Central Park. There they lived comfortably, though hardly opulently, 
with their Colombian cook, Maria, and their aged poodle. Candy. They 
tried to adjust to life in New York: dined with friends, went to the mov
ies and the theater. That December Alan Jay Lemer invited them to the 
opening of his new musical, Coco, and their friend Drew Dudley, with 
his vast show-business connections, took them to Pearl Bailey’s final 
performance in Hello, Dolly! They enjoyed a taste of high life, but both 
Helen and Walter felt uneasy in their native city. Too much had 
changed since they left thirty years earlier. They had grown older, the 
city had become noisier, dirtier and more violent. They had left more 
behind them in Washington than they had at first realized. Yet there was 
no compelling reason to go back.

Walter, who had worked under deadlines all his life, now found that 
time hung heavy. He went regularly to the Century for lunch, more as a 
way of giving a shape to the day than for any social reason. Many who 
used to court him when he was active now were too busy for him. Often 
he went to the club without a lunch date, and would take a place at the 
large common table with men he did not know. He wrote periodic ar
ticles for the Post and Newsweek, but with increasing difficulty and 
infrequency. He traveled a good deal: to Mima Porter’s California ranch 
in February 1970, to Washington for a state dinner at the White House 
in honor of President Pompidou, to Europe in April and May, to Maine 
in June, to Princeton to receive an honorary degree, along with singer 
Bob Dylan and civil rights leader Coretta Scott King.
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Inevitably his public voice was fading. The column had given him his 
clout, had made politicians and bureaucrats take notice, even when they 
disagreed. His power over public opinion had made him a force to be 
reckoned with. Now he was another elder statesman, respected and ad
mired, but'deprived of political influence. Even some of his pointed ges
tures went unnoticed. When Hamilton Armstrong in 1971 announced his 
retirement as editor of Foreign Affairs and his replacement by William 
Bundy, a key planner of the Vietnam War, Lippmann resigned from the 
magazine's parent body, the Council on Foreign Relations, to which he 
had belonged ever since it was formed in the early 1920s. Characteristi
cally, however, he did not resign in protest, but simply let his member
ship lapse. This vitiated the impact of the gesture, but he did not have 
the energy for the in-house argument that was taking place over the 
appointment.

Lippmann’s natural optimism battled with a conviction — inspired by 
the seemingly interminable Vietnam War, racial and generational con
flict, technological and economic upheaval — that there was little to be 
optimistic about. “Are men capable of and disposed to the good life?” 
he wrote Nancy Blaine Harrison in 1968 on her birthday. “ Or is there in 
almost all of us a war between good and evil, a war which is endless 
and decisive? The first view is the pristine idea of the American faith, 
and you, my dear Nancy, have been for long its truest witness. When I 
see you, I am sharply aware of having relapsed from the faith. ” 10

When an interviewer asked him if he thought the world better than it 
had been when he was young, he replied that he thought it was a “much 
less pleasant world to live in ,” one in which the barbarity of modem 
man was incomparably greater, but also one in which certain evils had 
receded — where the right of human equality had gained ground. 
“ Anything that makes the world more humane and more rational is 
progress; that’s the only measuring stick we can apply to it. But I don’t 
wish to imply that I think this is a great progressive age. I don’t. I think 
it’s going to be a minor Dark Age.”

Yet he also considered it an age of great potential. “The absolutely 
revolutionary invention of our time is the invention of invention itself, ’ ’ 
he continued. “ That’s why this is truly the most revolutionary age that 
man has ever lived in. It’s also the reason for the moral and psycho
logical difficulties of our time. ” Although this was not the first time that 
human affairs had been chaotic, never before had the stakes been so 
high. He did not expect a nuclear war. “What is really pressing upon us 
is that the number of people who need to be governed and are involved 
in governing threatens to exceed man’s capacity to govern. This furious 
multiplication of the masses of mankind coincides with the ever-more 
imminent threat that, because we are so ungovemed, we are polluting 
and destroying the environment in which the human race must live.
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. . . The supreme question before mankind — to which I shall not live 
to know the answer — is how men will be able to make themselves 
willing and able to save themselves.” 11

He tried to focus his declining energies on that problem, to write a 
book on the ungovernability of mankind in an age of concurrent revolu
tions. He worked on it winter mornings in his little office at the Lowell, 
and at Ilfracombe in the summers. He scribbled in his minuscule long- 
hand, and read his notes into a Dictaphone for the typist. Little came of 
it; a few shining sentences, a striking paragraph here and there. But he 
was too weak and tired to do more. Though his mind was still alert, it 
operated in fits and starts, focusing here and there like the “beam of a 
searchlight,” to borrow the striking metaphor he had himself used half a 
century earlier in analyzing public opinion. In January 1971 he wrote 
his last article. He did not intend it to be his last; there simply were no 
more.

Even in the discomforts and disappointments — the “ shipwreck,” in 
De Gaulle’s phrase — of his old age, he did not lose his essential 
hopefulness. “ I have a very strong belief in the toughness of the human 
will to survive,” he said in one of the interviews that now took the 
place of the articles he no longer wrote. “Man is not the frail thing that 
ecologists sometimes make you think he is. Men won’t stand for it, they 
won’t lie down. That’s what I ’d count on.”  When asked if he thought 
democracy could survive in a time of political revolution and technolog
ical and social upheaval, he responded: “Well, 1 believe — and this is a 
belief I ’ve come to very late in life and cannot prove — that the human 
being, just as he somehow evolved the capacity to learn language and to 
speak, has acquired in the course of eons of time an inherited code of ci
vility, I call it, by which man has learned that nobody can exercise 
absolute power, that power has to be exercised with some respect for the 
consent of other powers . . .  a society won’t last, will be overthrown, 
if that code is violated. ” 12 

He continued to believe, not only in the will to survive, but in a basic 
human decency. He remained convinced that men had the capacity, 
even the compulsion, to rise above their worst natures. “It is true that 
societies decay and that dark ages of despotism and anarchy threaten 
them all,” he had written in the late 1930s, when there was little to be 
optimistic about.

But it is also true that man who relapses into barbarism recreates the civiliza
tion he did not preserve. He is a barbarian then who, it appears, must become 
civilized. If it were contrary to the nature of man to be civilized, he would



never have become civilized at all. Or if he had only become civilized by ac
cident, once he was decivilized again, he would stagnate forever in his barba
rism. But he does not. And so it must be that the need to be civilized and the 
capacity are inherent in men's natures, and are reborn with each new genera
tion.13

Just as he had stopped writing, Lippmann found that he no longer had 
the energy to take long trips. Europe was familiar and still relatively 
easy. But when a delegation from the Chinese mission to the United 
Nations came to see him in January 1972 with an invitation from Foreign 
Minister Chou En-lai to be the first American newsman to visit main
land China, he politely declined. Such a trip, he told the Chinese, would 
be too arduous for a man of eighty-two. They repeated the invitation 
again in March, but once again he turned it down. Instead he and Helen 
went to London, Paris and Vienna for two months. He preferred famil
iar paths.

They spent the summer of 1972 in Maine, the fall and winter in New 
York, and planned to return to Europe in the spring of 1973. In late 
March they went together to the travel agency to pick up their tickets. 
Walter was not feeling well and Helen sent him home in a taxi. When 
she returned to the hotel half an hour later she found him unconscious in 
his study. She called his doctor, C. Pinckney Deal, who sent an ambu
lance to rush him to New York Hospital, where his condition was diag
nosed as a brief heart stoppage. The doctors installed an electric pace
maker, and after a week allowed him to return home. He seemed fully 
recovered from his seizure, and felt well enough to accompany Helen on 
their long-planned trip to Europe. In mid-April they flew with Candy 
and fifty pounds of special dog food to Switzerland, where, after a brief 
visit with Mary Bruggemann at Vevey, they settled in at the resort 
village of Bad Ragaz.

But the trip had tired him, and by the time they returned to New York 
at the beginning of the summer he seemed much weaker than when he 
had left. His memory began to fade and his sense of time became dis
torted. Normally lucid, if a bit withdrawn, he would momentarily be
come incoherent. His deterioration drove Helen into a kind of panic. 
She could not abide being confronted with what was happening to him. 
She could, of course, have hired nurses to take care of him, but the 
daily evidence of his physical and mental disintegration was more than 
she could deal with. Declaring to her friends that he needed more atten
tion than she could provide at the Lowell, she placed him in an elegant 
small nursing home on Park Avenue. Walter, witnessing her obvious 
distress at his condition, acquiesced. For a few weeks she visited him. 
Then, as the summer heat began to settle over New York, she gathered 
Candy and Maria and went to Maine.
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Whatever Walter may have felt about his imposed exile to Miss Mary 
James's nursing home, he never complained about it or criticized Helen 
for sending him there. But he did miss Maine, and as the air conditioner 
in his room whined away through the torrid New York summer, he 
would talk of the great bird that would come to take him to his refuge of 
pine trees and icy lakes. Finally, in August, Helen arranged to have him 
brought to Seal Harbor. But his presence, the constant reminder of his 
imminent death, proved more than she could handle. After a few weeks 
she sent him back to Miss James.

His ward, Jane Wilmerding, could not stand to see him in the nursing 
home, and brought him to live with her in Princeton. But this act of 
kindness was thwarted when he suffered another heart attack and had to 
be rushed to New York. The doctor urged Jane to let him stay at the 
nursing home, where he could receive constant medical attention. To 
the astonishment of his doctor, he recovered from the heart attack he 
suffered that fall, and in a few weeks seemed no worse than he had been 
before.

Helen, having returned to New York, visited him regularly, but with 
an anxiety that became almost unendurable. She sold the house in 
Maine and had decided that in the spring she would go to Europe — 
remaining there indefinitely. Her life was awful, she said, but she in
tended to carry through her travel plans regardless of Walter’s condi
tion. Although many thought her heartless and even cruel, she was a 
tormented person — tom by her feeling for Walter, and by the con
suming resentment she also felt, even if she could not admit it to her
self. As long as Walter was active and in full command of his faculties, 
a renowned public figure feted wherever he went, she was able to share 
his glory. But now that he had grown pathetic and infirm, the subordina
tion that formerly seemed natural appeared a needless sacrifice.

Yet though she had made the decision to abandon him — a decision 
presaged by her behavior over the past year — she could not accept it 
easily. Racked by guilt, she wandered disconsolately around her apart
ment, unable to sleep, her nerves frayed, her moods fluctuating wildly 
from giddy enthusiasm to thoughts of suicide. On February 16, 1974, 
five days short of her seventy-seventh birthday — for which she had 
planned a party at Walter’s nursing home to “cheer him up’’ — she 
died suddenly of cardiac arrest.

Since Helen was a lapsed Catholic who had embraced no other faith, 
the family decided to hold the funeral service at a neutral place, and 
chose an austere Unitarian church on upper Lexington Avenue. The day 
of the service, February 20, was raw and gray, with the streets lashed 
by an intermittent cold rain. A few minutes before two, as the service 
was about to begin, a large black limousine pulled up to the curb, and 
Walter slowly emerged from the backseat. With the help of his doctor,



C. Pinckney Deal, and Helen’s nephew, Jamie Byrne, he torturously 
mounted the few steps into the church and began his slow passage down 
the aisle. The hundred people who had gathered for the service turned to 
watch as he laboriously proceeded, with the aid of his crutches and of 
the two mén at his side. Shockingly thin, his fine cheekbones protruding 
under his flaccid skin, his black suit hanging loosely on his emaciated 
frame, he seemed terribly alone — a solitary and immensely courageous 
figure. It would have been easy for him to have come in a wheelchair, 
but he had spumed such assistance. For two days before the service he 
had practiced walking in his room so that he could manage the ordeal — 
the longest distance he had walked in months.

The ceremony was most austere. The minister, a modem and sophis
ticated man, quoted from the Bhagavad-Gita and Aldous Huxley, but not 
a line from any of Lippmann’s works, although one could hardly have 
imagined a more fitting reading for such an occasion than a passage 
from A Preface to Morals. After the service the family and some thirty 
friends went back to the Lowell. Maria, weeping and muttering softly to 
herself in Spanish, served drinks and sandwiches. Candy, now fifteen 
and showing her years, wandered aimlessly from room to room in 
search of her mistress. Walter, however, was surprisingly lively and 
alert, eager to talk to people and clearly pleased by the attention he was 
receiving. This was the first time he had been in his apartment since he 
entered the nursing home, and he was savoring the experience.

Hamilton Armstrong was not at the service. He had died a year ear
lier, leaving his Greenwich Village house to his daughter and the four 
lost love letters to Helen. Gregor, who was married to a wealthy man, 
also received most of her mother’s quite large estate. Walter, for his part, 
had some years earlier made out a will leaving everything to Helen — 
except for $50,000 each to Gregor and Jane, and $ lo ,o o o  each to 
Maria and Charlotte Wallace — with the provision that on her death 
the remainder go to Harvard. As it was. Harvard got nearly all: some 
$750,000. Although his estate was considerable, he sometimes im
agined, as his mind wandered during the last months of his deterio
ration, that his wealth was infinite, and he would call his lawyer, Louis 
Auchincloss, saying he wanted to leave him, or one friend or another, a 
bequest of a quarter or half a million dollars. Even trivial items took on 
great value, and he sought to add a codicil to his will donating Helen’s 
address book to Harvard. Perhaps this was a way of holding on to life.

Helen’s death, though it saddened him, also seemed to relieve him of 
a great weight. He knew that he had been a burden to her, and now he 
no longer had to endure her painful visits. Just as she could not bear to 
see him falling apart, so he had been pained to witness her distress at his 
condition. Rather than quickly deteriorating after her death, he seemed
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calmer and better. He took great pleasure in the visits of old friends, and 
even invited some to lunch at the Lowell, where Maria, who had re
mained at the apartment to take care of Candy, would serve her famous 
cheese soufflé. While some people who had courted him in his health 
neglected him in his decline, others, particularly Louis Auchincloss, Ar
thur Schlesinger, and the faithful Drew Dudley, regularly came to visit 
and to divert his mind. They brought news of the outside world, for 
though he had tried to read the New York Times in the large-type edi
tion, he tired easily and ceased attempting to keep up with the news. 
Nor had he ever got in the habit of watching television. The big gray 
box stood unused in the corner of his room.

Some days he was animated and would sit in his chair by the win
dow, dressed in a garish sport shirt someone had dug out of a forgotten 
recess of his wardrobe, and in trousers now too big for him, eager for 
gossip and news. His mind would wander, and distant figures, now hav
ing surmounted the broken barriers to the past, would reappear as he 
had known them five and six decades ago. He would muse about John 
Reed and Santayana, Lincoln Steffens and Teddy Roosevelt, Woodrow 
Wilson and Colonel House, and Mable Dodge’s Navajo husband, Tony 
Luhan, who, unable to express himself in words, had, on a trip to New 
York from Taos in the 1920s, come to dance for Walter in his living 
room. Often he would sit silently, seemingly lost in his thoughts, as his 
visitors tried to engage his mind by mentioning names of those he had 
known. Suddenly he would seize upon one, dredging it up from the well 
of the past, and make a judgment, sometimes affectionate, other times 
crushing. “ Ah, yes,” he said of a woman he had known for forty years. 
“ She was always unhappy, and her revenge was to breed unhappiness 
in those around her.” Or, of a man who had once been a close friend 
and then turned his back during the scandal over the divorce: * ‘The first 
task of that man’s biographer will be to enquire why he remained for so 
long on such good terms with his wife’s lover.” 14

When Schlesinger asked him whether Richard Nixon, then suffering 
the full glare of the Watergate scandals, was the worst President in 
American history, he replied: “No, not the worst, but perhaps the most 
embarrassing. . . . Presidents in general are not lovable,”  he ex
plained. “ They’ve had to do too much to get where they are. But there 
was one President who was lovable — Teddy Roosevelt — and I loved 
him.” To the end he remained true to his first political crush.

At moments he seemed in full possession of his mental powers, even 
though his body had wasted terribly. “ How strange it is ,” he said one 
autumn afternoon as we sat in his room. “ All my life I used to worry 
about being fat, and now I weigh only 120 pounds. ” He smiled weakly, 
the bones protruding from his face and the veins from his hands, not
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asking for pity, merely stating a curious fact. At other times that fall of 
1974 he seemed very near death, sprawled on the bed, emaciated and 
barely coherent.

On September 23 some three dozen friends gathered at his nursing 
home to celebrate his eighty-fifth birthday. President Gerald Ford and 
West German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt sent telegrams of congratu
lation. He savored the moment, knowing, as his guests knew, that he 
would probably never see them again. A few weeks later he decided that 
he wanted to see the collection of his private papers and manuscripts 
that he had bequeathed to Yale years earlier. When well he had always 
been too busy. Now he had the time.

On a fine October morning he suddenly arrived in New Haven — and 
a campus resplendent with autumn leaves — in a chauffeur-driven lim
ousine with Mary James and a nurse. Robert O. Anthony proudly 
greeted him. Anthony, a retired telephone company executive who had 
devoted decades of his life to assembling and cataloguing Lippmann’s 
correspondence and printed works, proudly wheeled him through the 
special exhibit he had prepared at the Yale library in honor of his 
eighty-fifth birthday. There Lippmann, his fingers trembling slightly, 
leafed through the original manuscripts of long-forgotten T&T columns 
and of his books, through letters from Berenson and Newton Baker, 
photos of Faye and of his teammates on the Sachs school football and 
hockey teams. Then they went off to lunch at Mory’s — joined by 
scholar Wilmarth Lewis, who had originally persuaded Lippmann to do
nate his papers to Yale, and Herman Kahn, director of the archives.

That same month, October 1974, the city of New York, with some 
prodding by Drew Dudley, honored Lippmann with its highest award, 
the Bronze Medallion. In an afternoon tea ceremony at Gracie Mansion 
the mayor, Abraham Beame, presented the award while several of Wal
ter’s friends — including Dudley, Louis and Adele Auchincloss, Arthur 
and Alexandra Schlesinger, Thomas and Eileen Finletter, Brooke Astor 
and Joan Fontaine — looked on. “ You know, I was bom only a few 
blocks from here,’’ he said to Beame, New York’s first Jewish mayor. 
“ But my ancestors, like yours, were immigrants.’’ It was not a remark 
he would have made a few years earlier. But now, with the little time he 
had left, he was reassembling the past.

This was his last outing. His strength failed rapidly that fall. He knew 
the end was near, but he did not flinch from it. Never during his last 
months did he show any sign of fear, or even apprehension, at his immi
nent death. Those who had accused him of cowardice because of his 
distaste for personal confrontation failed to understand his great moral 
courage. When he had suffered his heart attack a year earlier and had 
seemed about to die, he asked Louis Auchincloss, who had come to his 
bedside, if his will was in order. Nothing more. No complaints, no
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fears, no regrets. Never did he speak of prayer, or of God, or of an af
terlife. To the end he was like the mature man who, as he had once 
written, “ would take the world as it comes, and within himself remain 
quite unperturbed,“ who “would face pain with fortitude, for he would 
have put it away from the inner chambers of his soul.” 15

Ever since he had set out on his chosen path more than sixty years 
earlier he had tried to be, as he had told his mentor, Graham Wallas, 
“ truth’s pilgrim at the plough.” He had done his best, he had remained 
true to his faith. No man could ask more of him; he could ask no more 
of himself. On Saturday, December 14, 1974, Walter Lippmann died of 
cardiac arrest. His body was cremated and his ashes were scattered, as 
those of Helen had been, off the Maine coast.

As he had long ago shed his Judaism and had no other religion, his 
friends did not know where to hold a service until Fred Friendly offered 
the small auditorium at the Ford Foundation. In place of a eulogy 
Friendly put together a short film of excerpts from Lippmann’s televi
sion interviews of the early 1960s. As the lights went down and the 
familiar image filled the screen, his friends once again saw, not the 
frail, wasted figure of the past year, but the Walter Lippmann they had 
known: the solid frame, the fine cheekbones, the knowing smile, the 
relaxed air of self-confidence, the thoughtful response, the bemused 
flick of the hand.

Once again they saw what Mabel Dodge had seen six decades earlier 
in a young man fresh out of college with “ a fine poise, a cool under
standing, and with all the high humor in the world shining in his in
telligent eyes.”





Chronology

1889 September 23: bom in New York City 
1896 First transatlantic crossing, on R.M.S. Etruria 
1898 Meets Theodore Roosevelt and Admiral Dewey at Saratoga 
1906 June: graduates from Sachs Collegiate Institute 

September: enters Harvard College 
1908 March: forms Harvard Socialist Club 

April: Chelsea fire 
1910 May: begins work as cub reporter on Boston Common

June: A.B. degree from Harvard; goes to work for Lincoln Steffens
1912 January-April: in Schenectady as secretary to Mayor Lunn
1913 November: invited by Herbert Croly to join the New Republic
1914 August 4: at House of Commons when war declared 

November 7: first issue of the New Republic
1915 May 7: Lusitania sunk
1916 December 12: Germany’s peace bid and Lippmann’s first White House 

dinner
1917 April 2: Wilson calls for war against Germany

May 24: WL marries Faye Albertson in New York City 
June: goes to Washington as assistant to Newton Baker 
October: returns to New York to work on the Inquiry

1918 June: commissioned as captain in military intelligence
October: joins Colonel House’s staff in Paris; writes official commen
tary on the Fourteen Points

1919 January: resigns from the army and returns to New York
1920 September: begins regular column for Vanity Fair 
1922 January: joins editorial staff of New York World
1924 March: becomes director of editorial page of the World
1925 July: Scopes trial
1927 August 23: execution of Sacco and Vanzetti
1928 February-March: mission to Mexico 
1931 February 27: last issue of the World

September 8: first “Today and Tomorrow’’ column 
1935 Autumn: turns against the New Deal



6 0 2  c h r o n o l o g y

1937 August: the fateful meeting in France 
December 9: divorces Faye

1938 March 26: marries Helen Byrne in New York City; they move to Wash
ington

1939 September 1: Germany invades Poland; World War II begins
1940 June: France surrenders
1941 June 22: Germany attacks Soviet Union 

December 7: Japan attacks Pearl Harbor
1942 August: WL meets De Gaulle in London
1946 March: Churchill’s “ iron curtain” speech
1947 March 12: Truman Doctrine address

September: WL publishes “cold war” pieces in response to Kennan’s 
“ X” article

1948 February: Soviet coup in Czechoslovakia
1949 April: signing of NATO treaty
1950 June 25: North Korean attack on South Korea
1951 June-December: six-month sabbatical
1955 February: nervous collapse
1956 October: Suez crisis and Soviet invasion of Hungary
1959 September 23: seventieth birthday festivities
1960 August: first TV interview
1961 April: second visit to Soviet Union
1962 October: Cuban missile crisis
1963 January: switches from H erald Tribune to Washington Post syndicate; 

begins column for Newsweek
1965 April 7: Lyndon Johnson’s Baltimore speech on Vietnam
1967 May 25: last “Today and Tomorrow” column; WL moves to New York
1971 January 11: final article for Newsweek
1974 February 16: Helen dies in New York

December 14: WL dies in New York
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Much of this book is drawn from Walter Lippmann’s private corre
spondence, manuscripts and unpublished works at the Manuscripts and 

Archives room of Sterling Memorial Library, Yale University. References are 
from that source, unless otherwise indicated. Books by Lippmann are cited in 
abbreviated form; full titles are in the Bibliography. Other forms of citation are:
BB Bernard Berenson
EMH Edward Mandell House
FF Felix Frankfurter
GW Graham Wallas
HBA Helen Byrne Armstrong
LC Library of Congress
LH Learned Hand
NDB Newton D. Baker
NR N ew Republic
NYHT New York Herald Tribune
OHC Oral History Collection (“The Reminiscences of Walter Lippmann,’’ 

in YLC)
RS Author’s interviews
RSC Author’s correspondence
T&T “Today and Tomorrow’’ columns by WL
VF Vanity Fair
WL Walter Lippmann
YLC Yale Lippmann Collection

Some of Lippmann’s works are more readily available in various reprints 
than in their original editions. Where this is the case I have, to simplify the task 
of those seeking full quotations, cited the chapter number rather than the page 
number of the original edition.
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worked in the Kennedy administration and collaborated with Lippmann on an article dealing 
with economic policy, was assigned to drive him to the airport. When Bator said he had voted
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for Stevenson, Lippmann congratulated him. “ It’s all right for an old man like me to worry 
about die two-party system and such things as that/' he told the student, “but men like you 
should be for Stevenson because he represents the best in American life." Nonetheless, for 
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O n e  of the first questions scholars ask is why the papers of Walter Lipp- 
mann, a loyal Harvard alumnus and one of the university’s Overseers, 

are at Yale. The answer, in brief, is that Yale asked for them and Harvard 
didn’t. In many ways a diffident man, Lippmann did not want to be put in the 
position of seeming to ask his alma mater for a favor. So when Yale volun
teered to house his papers, he accepted. Biere is another part of the story, 
which has to do with Robert O. Anthony, die remarkable man who turned a 
hobby into an unparalleled historical resource.

Anthony’s hobby began modestly in the fall of 1931 when, a few years out 
of Amherst, he read a column by Lippmann on the death of Dwight Morrow, 
an Amherst trustee. Admiring Morrow and impressed by what he had read, the 
young man put the clipping in his desk drawer. A few weeks later he clipped 
another Lippmann article, and soon began saving them all and pasting them 
into a book. The following year he literally bumped into Lippmann at an 
Amherst football game, and used the opening to set up an interview. He 
showed his clippings to Lippmann, who was astounded. Fortified by the meet
ing, Anthony decided he would try to assemble every article and book Lipp
mann had ever written. Since Lippmann had never collected his own articles, 
Anthony had to start from scratch. Scouring secondhand bookstores for old edi
tions of Lippmann’s books and back issues of yellowing magazines, he gradu
ally put together a virtually complete collection.

In 1964, at the urging of Wilmarth Lewis, a Yale alumnus and scholar of 
Horace Walpole, Lippmann gave some of his correspondence and original 
manuscripts to Yale. Two years later Anthony supplemented the gift by donat
ing a large part of his own collection. Over the years Anthony augmented the 
collection until today it contains nearly everything Walter Lippmann ever wrote 
for publication, plus tens of thousands of letters, and original manuscripts of 
eighteen books. The material includes handwritten drafts for some two hundred 
articles, among them many unsigned pieces for the New Republic, and the in
complete draft of an unpublished volume written in Lippmann’s declining 
years. Although Lippmann’s editorials for the World during the years 
1922-1931 were unsigned, proof sheets of the editorial page of each issue were 
later marked to indicate the author. Of the unsigned New Republic pieces that 
seem to be in Lippmann’s style, many have been verified by the existence of 
Lippmann’s handwritten manuscripts. The Anthony collection of works by and 
about Lippmann together with Lippmann’s own collection of original manu
scripts, private papers and correspondence furnish an unequaled source of ar-



chival wealth. Those collections, plus my own conversations with Lippmann, 
provided the basic raw material of this book.

There would be no point in listing all of Lippmann’s articles, which number 
several hundred, or his editorials and T&T columns, which number several 
thousand. The researcher will readily find them listed in the collections at Yale, 
while those I have cited in the text are indicated in the Notes. Much of the 
collection has now been transferred to microfilm, and arrangements can be 
made with Yale for the use of the films outside the library. The entire Lipp
mann collection, including the private papers, is now open to researchers, 
along with the Anthony collection.

The bibliographical material falls into four categories: books by Lippmann, 
collections by others of Lippmann’s works, books about Lippmann, and secon
dary material on the period.

I. BOOKS BY LIPPMANN
For the convenience of the reader I have divided these into two categories: 

first, those works written originally as books; second, those which were com
piled from magazine articles, speeches and newspaper columns.

The major books are:
A Preface to Politics. New York: Mitchell Kennerley, 1913.
Drift and Mastery. New York: Mitchell Kennerley, 1914.
The Stakes of Diplomacy. New York: Holt, 1915.
Public Opinion. New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1922.
The Phantom Public. New York: Macmillan, 1925.
A Preface to Morals. New York: Macmillan, 1929.
The Good Society. Boston: Little, Brown, 1937.
U.S. Foreign Policy. Boston: Little, Brown, 1943.
U.S. War Aims. Boston: Little, Brown, 1944.
Essays in the Public Philosophy. Boston: Little, Brown, 1955.

The compilations and reprints are:
The Political Scene. New York: Holt, 1919.
Liberty and the News. New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1920.
Men of Destiny. New York: Macmillan, 1927.
American Inquisitors. New York: Macmillan, 1928.
Interpretations, 1931-1932. New York: Macmillan, 1933.
The Method of Freedom. New York: Macmillan, 1934.
The New Imperative. New York: Macmillan, 1935.
Interpretations, 1933-1935. New York: Macmillan, 1936.
The Cold War. Boston: Little, Brown, 1947.
Isolation and Alliances. Boston: Little, Brown, 1952.
The Communist World and Ours. Boston: Little, Brown, 1959.
The Coming Tests with Russia. Boston: Little, Brown, 1961.
Western Unity and the Common Market. Boston: Little, Brown, 1962.

In addition there are three works that fall outside either category. The first is 
a book of poems by a college friend, which Lippmann compiled and for which 
he wrote an introduction. The Poems of Paul Marien (New York: Mitchell 
Kennerley, 1913); the second and third are volumes Lippmann wrote, together
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with William O. Scroggs, for the Council on Foreign Relations: The United 
States in World Affairs, 1931, and The United States in World Affairs, 1932.

2. COLLECTIONS OF UPPMANN’S WORKS
In addition to the books cited above, there are three main collections of Lipp- 

mann’s work. The most thorough of these is The Essential Lippmann, edited by 
Clinton Rossiter and James Lare (New York: Random House, 1963), which 
contains excerpts from both his books and articles. Although a lengthy work, 
this is not as good as it should be because of the editors* decision to structure 
the book thematically rather than chronologically, to emphasize such vague 
concepts as the “ pattern of society” and the “ tensions of constitutionalism,** 
and to concentrate on excerpts from the books — which are readily available in 
any library — rather than the harder-to-find magazine articles and newspaper 
columns. Nonetheless, it is the only major collection covering the body of 
Lippmann*s work, and is useful.

Gilbert Harrison has compiled two collections. The first. Early Writings 
(New York: Liveright, 1970), with an introduction and annotations by Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., contains many of Lippmann’s most important pieces for the 
New Republic between 1914 and 1919. The second, Public Persons (New 
York: Liveright, 1976), is a selection of portraits, often capsule obituaries, by 
Lippmann of the people of his time, from William James to John F. Kennedy. 
Both are excellent and give a sense of Lippmann*s remarkable range.

Finally there are the transcripts of his seven television broadcasts from i960 
to 1965, compiled under the title Conversations with Walter Lippmann (Bos
ton: Little, Brown, 1965).

3. BOOKS ABOUT UPPMANN
There have been a number of books assessing Lippmann’s career, but none, 

until the present volume, has benefited from access to Lippmann*s private 
papers. In addition to the collection of essays edited by Marquis Childs and 
James Reston, Walter Lippmann and His Times (New York: Harcourt, 1959), 
the reader will find a great deal of useful information in John Luskin’s very 
readable overview, Lippmann, Liberty and the Press (University, Ala.: Univer
sity of Alabama Press, 1972), in Hari Dam’s excellent Intellectual Odyssey of 
Walter Lippmann (New York: Gordon Press, 1973), and in Anwar Syed’s 
thoughtful Walter Lippmann*s Philosophy of International Politics (Philadel
phia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1963). Charles Wellborn’s Twentieth 
Century Pilgrimage: Walter Lippmann and the Public Philosophy (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1969) and Edward L. and Frederick 
H. Schapsmeier’s Walter Lippmann: Philosopher-Journalist (Washington, 
D.C.: Public Affairs Press, 1969) are appreciative and generally uncritical. 
Benjamin F. Wright’s Five Public Philosophies of Walter Lippmann (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1973) is a sharp and analytical assessment of Lipp
mann as a philosopher, while Francine Curro Cary’s Influence of War on Walter 
Lippmann: 1914-1944 (Madison: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1967) 
is a well-researched study of Lippmann’s views on foreign policy through the 
Second World War. The informative study of David Elliott Weingast, Walter 
Lippmann: A Study in Personal Journalism (New Brunswick: Rutgers Univer-
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sity Press, 1949), focuses mostly on the New Deal period. A fascinating exami
nation of Lippmann’s early years on the New Republic can be found in Charles 
Forcey’s admirable Crossroads of Liberalism: Croly, Weyl, Lippmann and the 
Progressive Era, 1900-1925 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1961), a 
work indispensable to any scholar of the period.

A great many magazine articles, both scholarly and general, have been writ
ten about Lippmann, and most of them can be found in the Anthony-Lippmann 
collection at Yale. A number of these are of considerable interest to the special
ist, and some are mentioned in the Notes. Two, however, deserve special men
tion. The first is Richard Rovere’s memoir of his relationship with Lippmann, 
in Arrivals and Departures (New York: Macmillan, 1976), pp. 124-144. The 
second is the audacious and thought-provoking four-part series by Heinz Eulau. 
In a daring exercise in psychobiography the author views Lippmann’s writings in 
terms of his character, being generally admiring of the former and highly criti
cal of the latter. Exaggerated and speculative, Eulau’s work is nonetheless fas
cinating, and it is a pity that he never turned it into the book he apparently once 
contemplated. The four parts of the series are: “ Mover and Shaker: Walter 
Lippmann As a Young Man,’’ Antioch Review, Sept. 1951; “ Man against 
Himself: Walter Lippmann’s Years of Doubt,’’ American Quarterly, Winter 
1952; “Wilsonian Idealist: Walter Lippmann Goes to War,” Antioch Review, 
Spring 1954; “From Public Opinion to Public Philosophy: Walter Lippmann’s 
Classic Reexamined,’’ American Journal of Economics and Sociology, July
1956.
4. SECONDARY REFERENCE SOURCES

There are hundreds of books and thousands of articles about the various 
aspects of American life, culture and politics during the period covered by this 
book, many of which I found enlightening. Rather than attempt to list them all, 
I will confine myself to those I found most provocative or informative.

For the entire period Arthur Link’s herculean American Epoch: A History of 
the United States Since the 1890s (New York: Knopf, 1965) was an indispens
able guide. For the culture of the Progressive Era I was stimulated by Henry F. 
May’s End of American Innocence (New York: Watts, 1964) and by Chris
topher Lasch’s New Radicalism in America: 1889-1963 (New York: Vintage, 
1965); for its thought, by Henry Steele Commager’s American Mind (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1950); for their politics, by Richard Hofstadter’s 
Age of Reform (New York: Vintage, 1955) and John Morton Blum’s Republi
can Roosevelt (New York: Atheneum, 1966); and for their personalities, by 
Forcey’s aforementioned Crossroads of Liberalism, Justin Kaplan’s Lincoln 
Steffens (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1974), and Daniel Aaron’s Men of 
Good Hope (New York: Oxford University Press, 1951).

For World War I and the interwar period I found most useful John Cham
berlain’s Farewell to Reform (Magnolia, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1958), Eric Gold
man’s Rendezvous with Destiny (New York: Vintage, 1955), Lawrence Gel- 
fand’s The Inquiry (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963), Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr.’s Crisis of the Old Order (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957), 
William E. Leuchtenberg’s Perils of Prosperity (Chicago: University of Chi
cago Press, 1958), and Alfred Kazin’s On Native Grounds (Garden City: Dou-
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bleday, 1956). On the post-World War II period I benefited from Walter 
LaFeber’s America, Russia and the Cold War, 1945-1975 (New York: Wiley, 
1976). Among the many unpublished scholarly papers on Lippmann and his 
times, I found of particular interest the doctoral dissertations of Michael Stock
still, “Walter Lippmann: His Rise to Fame, 1889-1945“ (Ph.D., 1970, Missis
sippi State University), and Jackson Giddens, “American Foreign Propaganda 
in World War V ’ (Ph.D., 1966, Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy), and the 
undergraduate thesis of Steven V. Roberts, “Walter Lippmann: A Gesture 
toward the World” (A.B., 1964, Harvard College).
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(Baghdad Pact), 505; Lippmanns visit Shah, 
515. 516; WL quoted on, 516 

Iraq: U.S. supports monarchy in (Baghdad Pact), 
505

Ireland, 71; Easter uprising in, 94, 175 
“Irreconcilables,” 163, 253 
Isolation and Alliances (Lippmann), 481 
isolationism: World War 1, 95, (WL on) 92,94,96, 

105; between wars, 163,253,286,327,368, (WL 
on) 287, 333-334; and Japan-China conflict, 
338.383; World War II, 382,384-385.386-387, 
406, (WL on) 374, 379, 389-390, 407, 408; 
postwar, 414, 418-419,468, (WL on) 407, 408, 
40g, 415, 564; and “neo-isolationism” of 1960s, 
WL on, 586. See also neutrality 

Israel: state of, recognized (1948), 453; WL’s views 
on, 453-454; -Egypt conflict, 505, 506 

ISS. See Intercollegiate Socialist Society 
Istria, 131
Italy, 376; and World War I treaties, 131,135,150, 

155. 158; communism in, 180, 347, 447, 459, 
555; fascism in, 180, 251-252, 309, 314, 323, 
367, 446; Mussolini seizes control of, 180; and 
Hitler, 334; invades Ethiopia, 335-336. 337.
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404; U.S. arms embargo against, 336; signs 
Anti-Comintern Pact, 375; WL quoted on, 389, 
42g, 432; Churchill’s plans for restoration of 
monarchy in, 415; Germany takes over, 430; 
joins NATO, 45g. See also Mussolini, Benito

Jackson, Robert H., 395 
James, Henry, 278 
James, Mary, 595, 598
James, William, 16, 25, 77, 96, 254, 577; quoted, 

13,17, 20,495; Pragmatism, 17; interest in and 
influence on WL, 17-21, 28,47,48; WL quoted 
on, 17, 21, 46, 66, (tribute to) 18, 38-39; WL 
compared to, 490 

Japan, 285, 323, 376, 405; and China, 131, 158, 
339. 383. 391-392, (M anchuria) 255, 287,
328-329,334,335; invades Siberia (1918), 138, 
164; growing militancy of (1930s), 327,339; WL 
quoted on, 329-330, 338, 340, 383. 39*. 394* 
425; signs Anti-Comintern, Tripartite pacts, 336, 
375, 391 ; and U.S. fleet in Pacific, 380, 383; 
invades Indochina, 391; U.S. declares war on, 
392; and anti-Japanese sentim ents in U.S., 
393-395* (WL quoted on “dangers”) 394; post
war plans for, 409; Soviet Union declaration of 
war against, 415, 416, 417; atomic bomb used 
against, and surrender of, 424, 454-455; U.S. 
sphere of influence in, 426, 437, 451, 467, 471, 
476, 508; U.S. peace treaty with, 471, 472; 
communist China and, 473 

Jazz Age, 174, 208, 258, 261 
Jeffersonianism, 101, 227 
Jewish Academy of Arts and Sciences: WL refuses 

award from, 195, 6ign.7 
Jewish Daily Forward, 125 
Jews: Reform vs. Orthodox Judaism, and Temple 

Emanu-El, 6-7; and assimilationism, 7, 9, 30, 
187 ,19 0 -195 passim, 248,453; immigration of, 
7, 186-187, 247, 372- 373. 598; “Orientalism” 
of, 7, 187; at Harvard, 14, 29, 191, (and quota 
system) 193-195, 331; on Supreme Court, 101, 
102; Colonel House’s attitude toward, 130; WL’s 
identification with, 186-196,260,264,374,598; 
“cosmopolitanism” (vs. Zionism) of, 186-188, 
189-190; WL's criticism of, 189-196passim, (as 
“parvenus”) 331, 332; Nazi persecution of, 
330-333. 369. 372- 374. (WL on “solution” for) 
373, (death camps) 373, 430, 446; refugees, 
373; and Jewish aspect of Rosenberg case, 486. 
See also anti-Semitism; Zionism 

John XXIII (pope): Lippmanns’ audience with, 526.
See also Vatican, the 

Johns Hopkins Univarsity, 564 
Johnson, Alvin, 61
Johnson, Hiram, 163; WL letter to, 163 
Johnson, Lyndon B., 455; as presidential candi

date, (i960) 521, (1964) 547, 554- 555; -WL 
relationship, 542, 544, 547-55*. 560, 562, 568, 
569, (WL breaks with) 572-583 passim; WL 
quoted on, 544, 545,547,550,555-5®* passim, 
565, 572,575, 577, 582, 583, 587; confers with 
WL, 544, 550, 555-556. 560-561, 562-563; 
WL’s Texas visit to (1962), 545-546; and Con
gress, 546, 551, 554, 560, 570; and Vietnam,
546,549. 550. 555- 570.572 ,573.575- 579.582; 
quoted, 547, 560, 563, (on WL) 548, 559, 560,

577. 578; sends troops to Santo Domingo, 566, 
569; and 1968 reelection plans, 586, 587 

Johnson, Mrs. Lyndon B. (Lady Bird), 546, 548, 
550, 560 

Johnson, Tom Loftin, 34, 36, 63 
Jones, Ernest, 48 
Jones, Joseph, 441
Jones, Robert Edmond (“Bobby”), 15, 51,54,205 
Jordan, 454
journalism. See press, the 
“Journalism and the Liberal Spirit” (WL speech 

before Academy of Political Science, March 
i 93i). 276-277 

Joxe, Louis, 528 
Joyce, James, 259 
Joyce, Peggy Hopkins, 235 
J. P. Morgan. See Morgan, J. P., and Company 
Judaism. See Jews; Zionism 
Judd, Walter, 466 
Jung, Carl, 48 
Jungle, The (Sinclair), 81

Kahn, Herman, 598 
Kallen, Horace, 188 
Kaltenborn, Hans von, 15, 25 
Kappel, Frederick, 117 
Karolyi, Countess, 207, 253 
Kaufman, George S., 198, 205 
Kaufman, Irving, 486 
Keeley, James, 144, 145 
Keller, Helen, 41, 43, 225 
Kelley, Florence, 25 
Kellogg, Frank, 237, 238, 241, 253 
Kellogg-Briand Pact, 254,328,329; WL quoted on, 

327. 335. 389 
Kempf, Edward, 205, 206 
Kennan, George, 441, 448, 452, 471; and “long 

telegram,” 433,437, 443; quoted, 442, (on WL) 
445; “X” article by, in Foreign Affairs, 443-444, 
(WL’s reply to) 444-446; “disengagement” plan 
of, 446, 509,510; WL letters to, 485, 510; letter 
to WL, 510

Kennedy, John F., 557, 561, 577, 586; and ad
ministration, 455,531 ; as presidential candidate, 
521-522, 545; WL quoted on, 521, 522, 525, 
526, 530-537 passim, 540-541, 543, 547; WL 
letter to, 522; confers with WL, 523-524, 526, 
532; -Khrushchev summit meeting (1961), 526, 
532-533 ; and Cuba, (Bay of Pigs) 529,530,533, 
(missile crisis) 534-537, 540; and nuclear test
ing ban, 533, 540; Congress and (civil rights 
program), 540,546.551,553; and Vietnam, 541, 
567; quoted, 541, (on WL) 538; death of, 542, 
544

Kennedy, Mrs. John F. (Jacqueline), 546, 547 
Kennedy, Joseph P., 294,297,521 ; as ambassador 

to Britain, 368,375; letters to WL, 368-369; WL 
letter to, 369; WL quoted on, 376 

Kennedy, Mrs. Joseph P. (Rose), 297 
Kennedy, Robert F., 521,523,534,536,547,578;

WL quoted on, 586; confers with WL, 587 
Kennerley, Mitchell, 44, 46, 69 
Kent, Frank, 281, 293 
Keppel, Fred, 139 
Kerensky, Alexander, 126, 131, 164 
Kerr, Philip. See Lothian, Lord
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Keynes, John Maynard, 307, 308; -WL friendship, 
152, 156, 164, 305-306, 396, (WL quoted on) 
306; writings of, 164,174,305; quoted, 167,396; 
views of, on gold standard, 305,306; -WL letters 
(exchange of), 380 

Keynes, Mrs. John Maynard (Lydia Lupokova), 
305. 396

Khrushchev, Nikita, 507; rearranges plans to suit 
WL, 463, 526; WL interviews with, 463, 
510-511, 526-528; visits U.S., 511-512, 513; 
and summit meetings, (i960) 517, (1961) 526, 
532-533; and Berlin crisis, 533; lifts nuclear test 
ban, 533; and Cuban missile crisis, 535-536; 
quoted, 536 

King, Coretta Scott (Mrs. Martin Luther), 591 
King, Frederick and Edith, 512 
King, Martin Luther, 553 
King, Stanley, 117, 139, 221, 222, 297, 307 
Kipling, Rudyard, 14, 407 
Kirby, Rollin, 202, 230 
Kirchwey, Freda, 74; quoted, 373 
Kirk, Alan: WL letter to, 468-469 
Kissinger, Henry, 589 
Kittredge, George Lyman, 14 
Knickerbocker Club (New York), 196 
Knights of Columbus, 236; WL quoted on, 245 
Knopf, Alfred A., 202-203 
Knowland, William, 466 
Kohn, Hans, 380; WL letter to, 422 
Kolchak, Admiral Aleksandr, 164 
Korea and Korean War, 467, 477, 487; Truman 

sends troops into, 469-472 passim, 475; Ache- 
son and, 469-476, (quoted on) 472, 473; WL’s 
view of, 470, 471-472, 476, 488-489, 564; 
stalemate in, 480, 482; War ends, 502, 588 

Krock, Arthur, 198, 202, 293, 385; -WL relations, 
200-201,280,512,522; W Lquotedon, 200; WL 
letter to, 209; quoted on WL, 280, 522 

Ku Klux Klan, 166,189, 224, 227, 246, 248, 331;
WL defends rights of (1920s), 315 

Kuomintang, 466. See also China 
Kuttner, Alfred Booth, 15, 51. 53, 54, 75, 83, 91; 

with WL in Maine and in Europe, 44,45-46,57, 
58, 66; quoted on WL’s Preface to Politics, 47

labor and labor unions, 123, 125; WL’s views on, 
40,65-66,80; Wilson and, 101 ; post-World War 
I agitation by, 167,227; and restrictions on child 
labor, 253, 289; FDR and, 312; and collective 
bargaining, 312, (WL’s support of) 321; 
minimum-wage law passed, 321 ; and immigrant 
quota system, 372; French, 430, 446. See also 
strikes

Labor party (England), 6g 
Labouisse, Harry and Eve, 590 
Lacouture, Jean, 568, 569 
Ladejinsky, Wolf, 485 
Ladies’ Home Journal, 406 
Lady Chatterley’s Lover (Lawrence), 207 
La Follette, Robert M., 257; in 1924 campaign, 

224-227; WL quoted on, 226-227 
La Follette, Robert M., Jr., 240 
La Guardia, Fiorello, 225 
laissez-faire. See economy, U.S.
Lamont, Corliss: quoted on WL, 325 
Lamont, Thomas, 289,325; as Mend, host, travel

ing companion of Lippmanns, 204, 238,

250-251,275-282 passim, 297,303,359; letters 
to WL, 251, 275; WL quoted on, 271, 289; WL 
letter to, 375 

Lamont, Mrs. Thomas (Florence), 250, 277-279 
Landon, Alfred M.: WL quoted on, 318 
Lang, Daniel: WL letter to, 6270.13 
Lansing, Robert, 93,108,130,132,144,147,574;

at Paris peace conference, 150, 151, 163 
Laos, 526, 530, 532, 533. See also Indochina 
Lardner, Ring. 198
Laski, Harold, 75, 122, 205, 228, 229; quoted on 

WL and his writings, 139, 155, 157, 173, 176, 
177.183.264,277; letters to WL, 1541,155,264; 
WL reviews book of, 173 

Latin America: U.S. involvement / sphere of 
influence in, 105, 236-243, 253, 254, 287, 407, 
408,411,417, 420,421,426,530, 566-567 (see 
also Cuba; Mexico); U.S. fears of “bolsheviza- 
tion,” communism in, 237, 238, 530,567; Lipp
manns visit, 522, 572, 573 

Lawrence, David, 281, 539 
Lawrence, D. H.: Lady Chatterley’s Lover, 207 
Lawson, Tom, 35
League of Nations, 96, 145, 292-293. 294; WL’s 

efforts for and view of, 140, 146, 157, 158, 
160-163, 252, 327- 329* 334: U.S. refusal to 
join, 165, 170. 224, 252, 254, 335, 407; and 
Japan in Manchuria, 328-329; votes sanctions 
against Italy (1935), 336; revival of, seen 
(1940s), 403, 404, 410, 415. See also “collective 
security’’

League to Enforce Peace, 96-97 
Leahy, Admiral William, 426 
Leech, Margaret (Mrs. Ralph Pulitzer, “Peggy”), 

206
Leffingwell, Russell, 238, 282, 289,303,306,318; 

quoted, 296, 303, 304; WL letters to, 328, 459, 
464

Legion of Honor (France): WL admitted to, raised 
in rank, 368, 399 

LeMay, General Curtis, 563 
Lemnitzer, Lyman, 529
Lend-Lease program, 389-390, 426, 441; WL 

quoted on, 389. See also Britain 
Lenin, V. 1., 53, 137, 138, 156, 164, 325 
Lemer, Alan Jay, 591 
Levinson, Salmon, 253
Lewis, Sinclair, 259; writings, 260; WL quoted on, 

260, 360 
Lewis, Wilmarth, 598 
Lewisohn, Samuel, 498 
Liberal Club (New York), 39, 551 
liberalism: and WL as liberal, 16, 28, 40, 96, 153, 

233. 276-277, 280, 320-326 passim, 513, 588; 
WL’s criticisms of, 73, 165, 169, 226, 227; Wall 
Street, 289; Daladier quoted on, 377 

Liberalism in America (Steams), 165 
Liberty and the News (Lippmann), 171,173, 180 
Liberty League. See American Liberty League 
Life (magazine), 41 o, 447,503 ; WL quoted in, 502 
Life o f  Reason (Santayana), 20, 22 
Lindbergh, Charles, 208, 240, 289, 375, 386 
Lindbergh, Mrs. Charles (Anne Morrow), 208, 

240, 386 
Lindbergh kidnapping case, 208 
Lindley, Ernest, 385 
Lindsay, John, 586
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Links Club (New York), 196 
Lippmann, Henry (uncle), 8 
Lippmann, Jacob (father), 10, 72, 73, 116-117, 

144,154; WL’s relationship with, 5 ,8 -9 ,3 8 ,120, 
176, 235; WL quoted on death of, 5, 235; WL 
letters to, 17, 180; letter to WL, 38 

Lippmann, Mrs. Jacob (Daisy Baum), 10, 38, 72, 
7 3 ,117,144,154; character and background of, 
5 ,7-9; WL’s relationship with, 8-9,38,120,235, 
346, 462 

Lippmann, Leopold (uncle), 8 
Lippmann, Louis (grandfather), 8 
Lippmann, Walter

BACKGROUND, EDUCATION AND RELIGION:
birth and childhood of, and early influences on, 
3-9; attends Sachs School and Collegiate Insti
tute, 6, 10, 12, 13, 14, 598 
at harvard, 9 ,10-11, 12-30, 32; and Harvard 
clubs, 12, 14, 25, 28-30, 583; makes Phi Beta 
Kappa, 14; works toward master’s degree, 20,31 ; 
as Santayana’s assistant, 20-21, 31, 32; forms 
Socialist Club, 24-25, 26, 28, 30, 32 (see also 
Harvard University)
and religious faith, 589, 599; and “reason as 
religion,” 5; “confirmed” at Temple Emanu-El, 
7, 9; and Jewish identity, 186-196, 260, 264, 
374» 598; modern, WL’s views on, 262, 491; 
considers conversion to Catholicism, 491-492

characteristics: hero worship, 4-5, 6, 63, 
64, 399, 519 (see also Lippmann, Walter: per
sonal relationships); aestheticism and feel
ing for art, 6, 9-11, 14, 179. 49®. (indiffer
ence / aversion to) 9, 498; fastidiousness in 
dress, 12, 52, 83, 198-199, 203; intelligence, 
intellectual curiosity, 14, 17, 20, 28, 35, 52, 
63, (cold intellectualism) 55 (see also aloofness, 
detachment, independence, below); liberalism, 
16, 28, 40, 96, 153, 233, 276-277, 280, 320- 
326 passim, 513, 588; charm and warmth, 17, 
28, 54, 63, 117, 139, 203, 517; practicality 
and realism, 18, 38, 39, 257, 490, 496; 
idealism / romanticism, 20-21, 31, 56, 87, 141, 
17 4 ,184 ,185,424,496, (loss / rejection of) 166, 
196,214,405; skepticism / cynicism, 28,38,42, 
54, 87, 214, 257, 262, 496; aloofness, detach
ment, independence, 31, 54-55, 56, 82, 84-85, 
220, 267, 268, 346, (shyness) 63, 236, 579, 
(“disinterestedness”) 262-264, 265, 330, 331, 
342, 501; self-satisfaction, self-assurance, 31, 
82,139; impatience, 44,139; humor and wit, 54, 
83. 498; organization and rigidity of schedule, 
61, 69, 457, 462-463, 499, 500, 526, 528 (see 
also Lippmann, Walter: personal life); ambi
tion, 63, 139, 140, (and desire to win) 499; 
flexibility / lack of conviction, 77, 87, 273, 
486-487; moralism, 85; conventionality/ 
conservatism, 119, 175, 233, 257, 282, 289; 
generosity to and praise of younger colleagues, 
202-203, 513; physical strength, 203; love of 
being a public figure, 236,496; dislike of preten
tiousness, 498; sensitivity, 501

expressed views and opinions: on
leadership / statesmanship, 4, 63, 97-98, 245, 
387, 518, 519-520, 530; on Harvard’s social 
policies, 13,15-16, 26, 29-30,38,193-194; on

social justice / reform, 14-15, 23-3opassim , 42 
(see also socialism; social reform); on women’s 
movement, women’s vote, 26, 170; on discrimi
nation, 29,553 (see also anti-Semitism; racism); 
on assimilation, 30,190-193,194-195, 248; on 
business, 36, 78. 79, 80, 276-277, 282, (and 
banking community) 289-290 (see also 
capitalism); on labor and labor unions, 40, 
65-66, 80, 321 ; on liberalism, 40, 73,165,169,
226, 227, 233, 276-277, 324 (see also 
liberalism); on practical politics, 42, 47, 294, 
(and “new” Tammany) 246, 292; on public 
opinion, 43, 153, 171-172, 181-185, 212-213, 
218-219, 257, 300 (see also on propaganda, 
below; democracy); on Freudian psychology, 46, 
48, 262; on centralization / decentralization, 49,
227, 252, 324; on Marxism, 49,79,444,477; on 
radicalism, 50, 63, 66, 80-81, 84, 96, 257; on 
utopianism, 61, 85-86; on Coney Island, 66; on 
need for reputation, 67; on U.S. neutrality, 
88-95, 111-112, 327, 333, 336, 339, 379-380 
(see also internationalism; intervention, U.S.; 
isolationism; spheres of influence); on disarma
ment, 90, 252, 253, 255, 327, 409, 436; on 
nationalism, 91-92, 105, 114, 238, 464, 488, 
504, (“economic”) 302-303 (see also im
perialism); on pacifism, 95, 96, 97, 327, 329, 
39°» 435» (and appeasement) 367,370,374,530; 
on modernism, 96, 262; on mastery of the seas, 
i n .  255 (see also “Atlantic community”; Navy, 
U.S.); on censorship / free speech, 125-126, 
174, 208-209, 239, 257 (see also press, the); on 
Bolshevik revolution, 137, (and on reporting of) 
172-173; on propaganda, (World War I) 143, 
145-146, 147, 148, 152, 153, (between wars) 
171,181,257 (see also on public opinion, above) ; 
on League of Nations, 146, 157,158, 160-162, 
163, 252, 327, 328-329, 334; on war debts and 
reparations, 146, 160, 199, 253, 327, 330, 389; 
on anticommunist hysteria and anti-Bolshevism, 
156,157,162,164, 167 (see also communism); 
on peace treaty (World War I), 157-163 passim; 
on “outsider" vs. “insider,” 182, 213, 215, 234, 
487, 514-515; on Zionism, 188,189, 190,194; 
on anti-Semitism, 189, 191, 192, 195, 331; on 
writing style, 201-202; on IQ tests, 207-208; on 
obscenity, 209; on Sacco-Vanzetti case, 
229-233; on civil rights, 233,289,315,394,395, 
457, 484-485, (and race issue) 551-554: on 
working for daily paper, 236. 271 ; on U.S. party 
system, 249, 587, (and presidential primaries) 
522; on fascism, 251-252,315,323,340,374; on 
“outlawing,” “political equivalent of” war, 
253-256. 327; on “disinterest” / detachment, 
262-264, 265, 342, 501, 518; on humanism, 
262-263; on marriage, 265, 501, 584; on U.S. 
economy, 286, 288-290, 303-305» 307-309» 
311, 323-324, 386, 389 (see also collectivism); 
on need for “active presidency,” 297-298 (see 
also presidential powers); on intellectuals in 
government, 320-321 ; on elected judiciary, 324; 
on opposing aggression, (1931-34) 328,
329-330. 333"337 passim, (1937-39) 340- 341. 
370, 371, 374, 380-381, 382, (1941) 390-391 
(see also intervention, U.S.); on Nazis, 330,331, 
333» 491» (as “ice-cold evil”) 390-391; on exer
cising power (“get-tough policy"), 425,427-428,
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Lippmann, Walter (continued )
435, 449. 533. 53®, 5®9 (see also foreign policy, 
U.S.); on atomic weapons, 434, 435-437, 
454- 455. 459. 488. 509. 534. 537- 538; on neu
tralization of Germany, 434,460,461, 476, 489; 
on Truman Doctrine, 438-439,578; on Marshall 
Plan, 442, 447-448; on diplomacy, 445, 503, 
508,535-536; on resignation from public office, 
454. 574; on NATO, 458-461 passim, 469, 504; 
on McCarthyism, 468, 469, 484, 502, 521, 543, 
583; on influence of TV, 517; on Senate 
filibuster, 551-552, 553- 554; on coexistence, 
558,567; on will to survive, 592-593; on civiliza
tion, 593-594

personal life: and club membership, 12,14, 
25,28-30,39,195-196,282; and Mabel Dodge’s 
salon, 50-53, 54; joins anarchist, strike dem
onstrations (1913), 54; writing schedules, 61, 
118 ,176,207,211-212,261,282,404,499,593; 
courtship of and marriage to Faye Albertson, 
117-120; “correctness” of, 175; and Jewish 
identity, 186-196, 260, 264, 374, 598; marriage 
problems, 196, 205, 265-267, 342-343, 346> 
349, 358- 359,366 ,367 ,5°* , 584; and guardian
ship of Jane Mather, 205 (see also Mather, Jane); 
death of father and remarriage of mother, 235; 
receives honorary degrees, 293, 303, 590, 591 ; 
affair with Helen Armstrong, 345-353,354-380, 
363, 364-365; divorce from Faye and marriage 
to Helen Armstrong, 358-361, 365-367; as 
unofficial adviser to Willkie in 1940 campaign, 
386-387; and ownership of poodles, 424, 479, 
493, 500, 546, 591, 594, 596, 597; retirem ent 
plans and retirement, 580-586, 589-594; after 
Helen’s death, 595-599; visits Yale library 
(1974), 598; death of and memorial service for, 
599
FINANCES, 34, 35, 60, 123, 129, 140, 173, 174, 
581 ; and financial independence, 176, 235, 271 ; 
at World, 177, 200, 235, 266; at Trib, 275, 276, 
342,479,539; and divorce settlement, 359,367; 
TV series and, 517; with Post, 539 
sojourns and homes: in Maine, (1912, 1914) 
44,45-46,65,66, ( 1920s) 251,( 1930s) 279,348, 
350,379, (buys property) 377, (1940s) 385,411, 
422, 423, 424, 432, 443, 444, 463, (1950s) 470, 
479, 492, 493, 497, 499, 510, (1960s) 520, 550, 
569, 571, 585, 589-590, (1970s) 591. 593- 594, 
595; on Long Island, (Bellport, 1915) 91, 92, 
(Whitestone, 1919) 162, (Wading River,
1921-37) 175-176, 204-205, 211-212, 235, 
261, 296, 303, 343, 344, 359; in Washington, 
(1917) 120-123, (1938-39) 363, 365-366, 377, 
(1945)424, (1958-59)510.516,(1966-67)581, 
582, 583-584; in New York City, (1917) 129, 
155, (1920s) 204, 235, 266, (1930s) 275, 279, 
343, 359, 365, (1960s) 581-582, 583, 585-586, 
59*, 593, 594-598; in South, 250, 297, (and 
Florida home) 275, 310, 343, 344, 359; in 
Europe, (1938) 366, 367, (1966-67) 581, 
582-583, 584, 585 (see also Lippmann, Walter: 
travels); in Arizona (1947), 440; in Berkshires 
( I95i) , 479
wartime services, world war I: draft exemp
tion, 116,119; as special assistant to Baker, 117,

120-121, 123-127, 524; and “Inquiry” project, 
127, 128-140, 141, 144,147, 148, 153,163; as 
army captain, with propaganda team in Europe, 
141-154, 171, 172, 177, 181; on House’s staff, 
149-151, 152, 524
illnesses: influenza (in 1918 epidemic), 151; 
suffers near collapse, recuperates in California 
(1955). 493- 494, 495-496, 497; pneumonia, 
560; and medical care, 563-564; heart attacks 
(1973), 594, 595
SOCIAL LIFE, 204-205, 212, 235-236, 462; 
abroad, 463, 500, 528, 590; annual New Year’s 
Eve party, 465, 493; birthday parties, 493, 512, 
550- 55*. 590,598; Washington, 499, 510, 534, 
538- 539. 544, 546, 573. 575; sPri**g and fall 
cocktail parties, 512, 569, 576; New York, 
581-582, 586, 591; farewell parties, 582, 583 
WARTIME ACTIVITIES, WORLD WAR II: Confers
with military officials on West Coast, 393-394; 
meets Allied leaders in London and at front 
(1942 and 1944), 396, 398, 414, 480

personal relationships: with family, 5-6, 
8-10, 38, 54, 120, 176, 235, 346, 462; with 
Justice Holmes, 6, 63, 96, 121-122; with 
Graham Wallas, 6 ,27 -28 ,45 ,49 ,66 ,67 ,73 ,89 , 
118, 2i2, 215; with Learned Hand, 6, 63, 120, 
157, 212, 282,361; with Berenson, 6,153, 156, 
178-179, 457-458; with Colonel House, 6, 63, 
(“influence” on) 113, 145, 524; with Newton 
Baker, 6, 63, 117, 123, 143, 293, 524; with 
“Fritz” Thompson, 6; with Lucile Elsas, 14, 31, 
56; with William James, 17-18,21,38,66; with 
Santayana, 19-22, 66; with Albertson family, 
30-31, 117-118; with Faye Albertson, 30, 
117-120 (see also Lippmann, Mrs. Walter [Faye 
Albertson, first wife]); with Mabel Dodge, 52-53, 
54, 56, 83, n 8, 119; with TR, 64; with John 
Reed, 82, 95-96, 138; with “Inquiry” group 
(Bowman, Miller, Shotwell), 134,139-140,148, 
343; with Frankfurter, 139, 220-223, 225, 
320-321, 330,332; with Keynes, 152,156,164, 
305-306, 396; with FDR, 169, 291, 299-300, 
316-317, 417; with Hackett at NR, 175, 176, 
177; with Arthur Krock, 200-201,280,512,522; 
with Thomas Lamont, 204, 238, 251, 275, 276, 
282, 289, 297, 303; with Hamilton Fish Arm
strong, 204, 271, 294-295, 333, 343-347 P°s~ 
sim, 351-352, 361-363, 366; with Jane Mather 
Wilmerding, 205, 266-267, 595« 596; with De 
Gaulle, 398-400,525; with Harry Hopkins, 423; 
with ForrestaL 435-436; with Acheson, 
439-440, 465-467. 469. 47*. 474- 475, 487; 
with Truman, 454, 457; with McGeorge Bundy, 
455. 524; with Khrushchev, 463, 511, 512, 
526-527; with JFK, 524-526, 532, 536-538; 
with LBJ, 542,544,547-551,560,562,568,569, 
(breaks with) 572-583 passim

PROFESSIONAL CAREER AND HONORS: and law
vs. art history as career, 9,11, 20,31 ; suggested 
as presidential candidate, 12,28,293; on staff of 
Boston Common, 32, 33, 43; on staff of 
Everybody’s magazine, 34-39,40,41,43,45,47, 
51, 63; contributes to socialist publications 
(1911-15), 39-40,41,42,43; as aide to mayor of
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Schenectady, 41-43» 45» 56. 79» 169; joins staff 
of New Republic, 59-62, 79, 196 (see also New 
Republic); as correspondent for Manchester 
Guardian, 109,155,169,173; leaves NR for War 
Department post (1917), 117 (see also Upp- 
mann, Walter: personal life); returns to NR, 
154» 155» 157; works as consultant with Har
court, Brace, 173-174, 260; writes column for 
Vanity Fair, 174-175, 207, 236; takes leave of 
absence from, leaves, NR  (1921-22), 175-176, 
177; with World, 177-178, 196, 197-212 pas
sim, 218-221, 235, 236, 239-253 passim, 261, 
282,288, (as executive editor) 266 (see also New 
York World); helps negotiate U.S.-Mexican ag
reement (1920s), 236-243, 245; campaigns for 
A1 Smith, 247; considers alternatives after leav
ing World, 271, 274-276; with Herald Tribune, 
276, 279-282, 285, 314, 377 (see aiso ‘Today 
and Tomorrow”); honored by Academy of Politi
cal Science, 276; receives honorary degrees, 
(Dartmouth, 1932) 293, (UCLA, 1933) 303, 
(York University, England, 1968) 590, (Prince
ton, 1970) 591; covers International Monetary 
and Economic Conference (London, 1933), 304, 
306-307; considers abandoning T&T column, 
342, 363-364» 365. 377-378. 480, 516; posts 
offered to (1930s), 342,363; admitted to Legion 
of Honor, raised in rank, 368, 399; visits Euro
pean front as war correspondent (1944), 414; 
covers San Francisco conference creating UN, 
420-421; offered government post, 422-423; 
takes leaves of absence from Trib, (1951) 477, 
478, 479-480, (1966) 581 ; appointed to investi
gate journalist’s murder in Greece, 487; attends 
UN as guest of Soviet delegation, 512; TV 
interview series (1960-65), 516-517, 558-559. 
599, (personal charm revealed in) 203, (quoted) 
454» 530. 548. 559» (receives special citation) 
517; and close relations with JFK administra
tion, 524-526, 529, 532-538 passim, 540, (con
sidered for ambassadorship to France) 525; 
leaves Trib for Washington Post and Newsweek, 
539-540, (and syndication of column) 581,586; 
receives Presidential Medal of Freedom, 550; 
approached to do articles for New York Times, 
581 ; awarded Bronze Medallion by city of New 
York, 5g8. See also Lippmann, Walter: writings

SPEECHES AND SPEECH WRITING, LECTURES,
radio a n d  t v  appearances :  recruits 1SS mem
bers, 26, 38; speaks at Harvard (1910), on “Yard 
and Street,” 29; writes speeches for mayor of 
Schenectady, 41, 42; speaks at mass meetings 
(1913), 54; speaks in support of Wilson, 107; 
addresses American Academy of Political and 
Social Science (1917), 113; WL’s memos as 
basis for Wilson’s Fourteen Points address, 134; 
goes on lecture tours (1920s), 204, 207. 250; 
gives lecture series at University of Virginia 
(ig28), 219; helps draft A1 Smith’s nomination 
acceptance speech, 247; delivers commence
ment address at Columbia (1932), 267-268, 
295; speaks on history of press, 274; “Journalism 
and the Liberal Spirit” (address before Academy 
of Political Science, 1931), 276-277; and

speech-writing aid to Newton Baker, 293; deliv
ers commencement address at Union College 
(1933)» 302; speaks at Amherst (1933), 307; 
delivers Godkin Lectures (Harvard, 1934), 308, 
322; speaks to Boston Chamber of Commerce 
(1935), 311 ; speaks at Harvard reunions, ( 1935) 
311, (1940) 383-384; speaks at University of 
Rochester (1936), 320; 1936 broadcast quoted 
(on U.S. foreign policy), 336; speaks on Midwest 
tour (1937)» 349; delivers Walgreen Lectures 
(University of Chicago, 1938), 363; helps write 
Pershing’s speech for aid to Britain, 385; addres
ses French-American Club (New York, 1942), 
398; and Vandenberg speech before Senate 
(1945), 419; WL article used in drafting Acheson 
speech, 441; helps draft foreign-policy speech 
for Dewey, 455; delivers Oxford-Cambridge lec
tures (1952, published as Isolation and 
Alliances), 481 ; speaks to Catholic theologians, 
4g i; addresses National Press Club (on 70th 
birthday, 1959), 513-515; TV interview series, 
516-517, 558-559. 599» (personal charm re
vealed in) 203, (quoted) 454, 530, 548, 599, 
(receives special citation) 517; addresses Ameri
can Law Institute (1952), 534; speaks to jour
nalist group (Paris, 1962), 537-538; speaks in 
Dallas, Texas ( 1962), 545 ; addresses U N ( 1965), 
559; addresses International Press Institute 
(London, 1965), 572; speaks at farewell dinner. 
Federal City Club (1967), 582; speaks before 
Columbia (Graduate) School of Journalism, 
6 i4n .i6 ; speaks at MIT, 626n.to

travels, 89, 200; European, with parents, 3, 
7, 8, 10; U.S., gathering financial data (1910), 
35-36; England and C on tinen t(i9 i3 ,1914), 57, 
58, 66-73; tours Midwest, (1916) 97, (1937) 
349; regular trips to Washington for NR mate
rial, 99, 119, 121; covers 1916 Republican con
vention in Chicago, 103-105; to Washington to 
confer on “Inquiry,” 130, 139; in ter-Allied con
ferences, England and the front (1918), 
144-154; honeymoon with Faye (1921), 178, 
179,196; on lecture circuit, 204,250; European 
tours, 235, (1929) 250-252, 262, (1931-40) 
277-279, 290, 329-330, 333, 340, 343, 347, 
352-359» 366, 367, 370, 376, 381, (1946-49) 
430-431, 446, 457-458. 462-465, (1950s) 
476-477, 481, 493, 509, 515-516, (1960s) 
528-529, 534» 537. 547. 549» 555. 568-569, 
581-585 passim, 589-591, 594, (1970s) 591, 
594; to Havana and Mexico (1928), 241-242; 
covers International Monetary and Economic 
Conference (London, 1933), 304, 306-307; to 
Middle East, (1934) 333, 343, (1949) 463-464, 
(1959) 515-516; to Washington for talks with 
officials (1937), 349; honeymoon with Helen 
(1938), 365-366, 367, 370, 424, 491; "pulse
taking tour” (1939), 375-377; meets military 
officials on West Coast (1942), 393-394; meets 
Allied leaders (London and at front, 1942 and 
1944), 396» 398, 414, 480; visits Khrushchev in 
Moscow, 463, 510-511, 526-528; to India, 
(1949) 464, 487, (1959) 5 I5 -5 16; to Latin 
America, (1950) 522, (1965) 572, 573; to Lon
don and Paris (1962) as “messenger" for JFK,
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Walter Lippmann (continued )
534. 537; tours Texas (1962), 545-546; declines 
invitation to visit China (1972), 594

writings, 4, 200; for college magazines, 15, 
25-26, 28, 31-32; William James’s advice on, 
18; eulogizes William James (first signed article 
as journalist), 18, 38-39; sketch of Santayana, 
21-22; Public Opinion, 27, 180, 183, 211, 212, 
214, 227, 281,282,496, (quoted) 171,184,196, 
213; on “Albert the Male,” 29-30; for socialist 
magazines, 39-40, 41, 42, 43, 58, 61, 63, 85, 
(“Political Notes” quoted) 491; A Preface to 
Politics, 44-49passim, 54,59,60,64-65,67,69, 
77; diary, 58, (quoted) 66,67,69-73 passim, 79, 
84, 126, 139; New York Times articles, (1913) 
58, (approached to do, 1966) 581; and writing 
schedules, 61,118,176,207,211-212,261,282, 
404, 499, 593; position paper for TR, 65; Drift 
and Mastery, 65-66,69,77-78,82,98,226,252, 
258,324, (quoted) 3,79,80,84; portrait of Upton 
Sinclair, 81; and prose style, 81, 86, 201-202, 
517, (influences on) 16, 21, 39, 47; portrait of 
John Reed, 82; portrait of Woodrow Wilson, 
84-85, 102-103; essay on John Dewey, 85; and 
tedium / boredom of regular writing, 86-87,273, 
342,377-378, (and writing as “form of tyranny,” 
fatigue of, sense of futility in) 261,363,516,576, 
580; “Uneasy America” (editorial in NR), 88; 
The Stakes ofDiplomacy, 91,97,189, 190, (WL’s 
writing schedule and) 61 ; “Appeal to the Presi
dent” (editorial in NR), 94; “Washington Notes” 
(NR column), 99; “Peace without Victory” 
(editorial in NR), 109, 188; tributes to Justice 
H olm es(i9 i6 ,1932), 122;“War Aims and Peace 
Terms” (memo to Colonel House, used as basis 
for Fourteen Points), 134, 149; elaboration 
of Fourteen Points, 134, 140, 149-150; pro
paganda leafflets (World War I), 147-148; 
The Political Scene, 157; reviews Steams’s 
Liberalism in America, 165; articles in Atlantic, 
171.378, 437- 493: Liberty and the News, 171, 
173, 180; “A Test of the News” (1920), 172; 
reviews Harold Laski’s book, 173; column for 
Vanity Fair, 174-175, 207, 236, 249; Men o f  
Destiny, 174; The Phantom Public, 183, 214, 
218, 227, 261, (quoted) 212-213,215,216, 234, 
252; essay on Wells’s Outline o f History, 185; 
“Public Opinion and the American Jew" (article 
in American Hebrew), 186, 191, 193; reviews 
Simon’s Studies in Jewish Nationalism, 190; 
introduction to Sandburg’s book on Chicago race 
riots, 191, 551; editorials for World (1,200 in 9 
years), 199, 202 (see also New York World); for 
Foreign Affairs, 204, 237, 295, 339; editorial 
crusade on behalf of radium-poisoning victims, 
206-207; articles for NR  on IQ tests, 207-208; 
American Inquisitors (collected lectures), 219; 
promotional blurb for Frankfurter’s book, 233; 
on working for daily paper, 236, 271; reviews 
book for Commonweal, 252; A Preface to Morals, 
261-267,323,342,363,496,596, (quoted) 245, 
257, 262, 263, 265, 297, 343, 345, 346, 518; for 
Yale Review, 271 ; “Today and Tomorrow” col
umns, 27g, (collected under tide of Interpreta

tions) 280 (see also “Today and Tomorrow”); 
syndication arrangements, 280, 581; in
Harper’s magazine, 288; in Woman’s Home 
Companion, 289; edits The United States in 
World Affairs, 295; The Method o f Freedom 
(collected Godkin Lectures), 309; 37 T&T col
umns on FDR’s Court plan, 319; The Good 
Society, 322, 323-326, 345, 349, 350, 355, 376, 
455, 492.49e . 524> 553» (quoted) 310,322,326, 
352-353, (French edition, La Cité libre) 367; 
“The Image of Man,” published as The Public 
Philosophy, 377, 477, 491-496, 501, 502, 553, 
(French edition. Le Crépuscule des démo
craties) 495; U.S. War Aims, 404,409,410,427; 
U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield o f the Republic, 
405-410; preface for How to Train Your Dog, 
424 ; 3-column series (T&T) on Germany ( 1946), 
431; articles and T&T column on Britain’s 
economic plight (1947), 440-441; unfinished 
books, (Retrospect) 443, (3-volume work on 
foreign policy outlined) 462; reply to “X” article 
in Foreign Affairs (later published as The Cold 
War), 443-446; 3-column series (T&T) on 
White Paper on China, 466; 3-column series on 
Soviet territorial setdement, 477; Isolation and 
Alliances (collected Oxford-Cambridge lec
tures), 481; later writing methods, 499-500, 
540,593; in Life magazine (i960), 502; Russian 
articles win Pulitzer Prizes, (1958, later pub
lished as The Communist World and Ours) 511, 
(1962, later published as The Coming Tests with 
Russia) 527; TV interviews published in book 
form. 517; newspaper and magazine articles 
after retirement, 591 ; attempts final book, writes 
last article, 593. See also Lippmann, Walter:
SPEECHES AND SPEECH WRITING, LECTURES, 
RADIO AND TV APPEARANCES

Lippmann, Mrs. Walter (Faye Albertson, first 
wife), 177, 206, 211, 216, 235, 250, 251, 275, 
294, 296,307,310,344,345,598; early married 
life, 121,127,128,139,142,143,144,154,162, 
175-176; on trips to Europe, 178, 179, 196, 
277-279,333; and marriage problems, 196,205, 
265-267,342- 343.346 ,349. 358- 359.386,367, 
501; accompanies WL to Cuba and Mexico, 
241-242; and WL’s affair with Helen Arm
strong, 347-357 passim, 365; divorces WL, 
358-361, 366; remarries, 360. See also Albert
son, Faye

Lippmann, Mrs. Walter (Helen Byrne Armstrong, 
second wife), 264-266,363, 428, 440, 450,470, 
479. 483» 49*. 523. 542-546 passim, 563, 569, 
571; on honeymoon trips, 365-366, 367, 370, 
424, 491; WL letters to, 367, 501, 584; as 
secretary-assistant to WL on trips abroad, 376, 
446,457.463 .5*0- 5* * » 5* 5- 5* 6,522,526-527, 
528, 555, 573; as director of U.S. Nurse’s Aide, 
396, 430, 500; quoted, 430, 497, 500; and 
protectiveness of WL, 439,463,497,498,500; as 
Washington hostess, 462, 465, 512 (see also 
Lippmann, Walter: personal life); and WL's 
illnesses, 493,594-595; difficult nature of, 499, 
500-501, 575, 583, 584, 585; and WL’s retire
ment, 580-584, 585-586, 589, 591, 594-595; 
death of, 595, 599. See also Armstrong, Mrs. 
Hamilton Fish (Helen Byrne, first wife)
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Lithuania, 136
Littell, Philip, 61, 65, 86, 232; letter to WL, 

177-178
Little Rock confrontation (1957), 552 
Litvinov, Maxim, 371 
Liveright, Horace, 56
Lloyd George, Davict'155,157; WL quoted on, 163 
Locarno treaties: Hitler denounces, 336 
Lodge, Henry Cabot, 104, 163, 407 
Lodge, Henry Cabot, Jr.: WL letter to, 407 
London: WL attends inter-Allied conference 

(1918), 14 4 -145; disarmament conference 
(1930), WL quoted on, 255, 327; WL speaks to 
press group in (1965), 572. See also Britain 

London, Jack, 24 
London School of Economics, 6g 
London Times, 69, 144, 462, 483 
Long, Breckenridge, 373, 406 
Long, Huey, 293, 312, 313-314. 3*8 
Long Island, WL sojourns and homes on. See 

Lippmann, Walter: personal life 
Longo, Luigi, 555 
Looking Backward (Bellamy), 24 
Lord, Robert, 129
Lothian, Lord (Philip Kerr), 122, 156, 384, 385,

395-396 
Louis XIV, king of France, 161 
Love for Love (Congreve), 209 
Lovett, Robert Morss, 231, 448, 523, 524 
Lowell, A. Lawrence, 26,101,193-194. 299. 330; 

WL quoted on, 195; and Sacco-Vanzetti case, 
228-233 passim 

Lowell, Amy, 50, 75 
“loyalty” program, federal, 456, 485 
Luce, Clare Boothe (Mrs. Henry), 293 
Luce, Henry, 251 ; WL letter to, 387; quoted, 404, 

(on WL’s Ù.S. War Aims) 410 
Lucretius, 20
“Ludlow massacre" (mining strike), 65 
Luftwaffe. See Germany 
Luhan, Mabel Dodge. See Dodge, Mabel 
Luhan, Tony, 597
Lunn, Reverend George: as mayor of Schenectady 

(and WL as assistant to), 41-43, 56 
Lupokova, Lydia. See Keynes, Mrs. John Maynard 
Lusitania  incident, 89-90 
Luxembourg: and Brussels Treaty, 458

McAdoo, William, 169, 224, 289, 293, 294; WL 
quoted on, 169, 224 

Mac Arthur, General Douglas: and Bonus March
ers, 287; and Korean War, 470, 472-473, 475, 
502; fired by Truman, 475 

Macaulay, Thomas B., 552 
McCarthy, Eugene, 545, 586; WL quoted on, 

587-588
McCarthy, Joseph R., and McCarthyism, 467,474, 

475.480,482,503 ; WL quoted on, 468,469,484, 
502, 521, 543, 583 

McCloy, John J., 393, 394, 463, 499 
McClure’s (magazine), 34, 36 
MacDonald, Ramsay, 251, 255, 306 
Macedonian issue, 130 
McGee, Gale, 545 
McGhee, George, 545 
McGovern, George, 570

MacGowan, Kenneth, 31, 75 
MacKaye, James: The Economy o f  Happiness, 25 
Mackinder, Sir Halford, 566 
McKinley, William, 64 
MacLeish, Archibald, 313, 494 
Macmillan (publishers), 262, 280 
Macmillan, Harold: quoted, 506-507 
McNamara, Robert, 534, 546, 550, 555, 560, 568, 

574; WL quoted on, 561 
Macy, John, 41, 43 
Madonna and Child (Cimabue), 10 
Maginot Line, 376,516; WL taken on tour of, 381 
Mahan, Admiral Alfred Thayer, 9 7 ,33g, 410,566, 

570
Maine, WL sojourns and homes in. See Lippmann, 

Walter: personal life 
Main Street (Lewis), 260 
majority rule. See democracy 
Malaya: Japan and, 391 
Malraux, André, 446 
Manchester, William, 543 
Manchester Guardian, 145, 306; WL as corre

spondent for, 109, 155, 169, 173 
Manchuria, 60, 255, 473; Japan and, 287, (WL 

quoted on) 328-329, 334, 335. See also China 
“manifest destiny,” 338. See also imperialism 
Man o f  Destiny (Shaw), 14, 70 
“Man’s Image of Man,” 491. See also Public 

Philosophy, The (Lippmann)
Mao Tse-tung: U.S. policy toward (1949), 465, 

466, 467, 470. See also China 
Marcus, Stanley, 545
Maria (Lippmanns’ cook), 591, 594, 596, 597
Mariano, Nicky, 179, 430, 516
Mariett, Paul, 15, 55
Maritain, Jacques, 406
Markham, Edwin, 38
Marsh, Charles, 389
Marshall, General George, 442,447,452,465,503; 

asks press cooperation, 400; WL memo to, 400, 
401

Marshall Plan, 443, 444; WL quoted on, 442, 
447-448; Congress and, 443, 449, 451-452* 

Martin, Joseph, 466
Marx, Karl, and Marxism, 23,24,50,131,305,315, 

323,464; WL’s rejection of, 49, 79; and Marxist 
dogma vs. military realities (WL on), 444, 477 

Masaryk, Jan, 450 
Masaryk, Thomas, 133, 143 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology: WL 

speaks at (1952), 626n.ro 
Masses (socialist-anarchist periodical), 49, 50, 51, 

81, 82, 84, 95, 107; WL writes for, 39, 41, 63; 
wartime banning of, 124,138 

Mather, Jane, 241, 242, 343; -WL relationship, 
205,266-267. See also Wilmerding, Mrs. Lucius 

Matisse, Henri, 49 
Means, G. C., 78
Meiklejohn, Alexander: WL-FF controversy over, 

221-223 
Mein Kampf (Hitler), 332 
meliorism, 18, 28
Mencken, H. L., 174,202,258,513; WL quoted on, 

184, 259; quoted, 259, (on WL) 214 
Mendès-France, Pierre, 463, 504 
Men o f Destiny (Lippmann), 174
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Menorah Journal, 188-189, *9°: criticizes WL’s 
Preface to Morals, 264 

Menshikov, Mikhail, 510, 526 
Meredith, George, 14
Merz, Charles, 141, 149,172, 274, 361; at World, 

175, 198, 202„2i2, 230, 250, 273 
Method o f Freedom, The (Lippmann), 309 
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM), 313 
Metropolitan (socialist monthly), 81, 279; WL 

writes for, 61, 85 
Metropolitan Club (Washington), 29, 195, 497,

499. 537. 539. 542» 561 
Metternich, Prince Klemens von, 238 
Mexico, 104; Wilson’s intervention in, 69, 76, 77, 

102, 237; revolution in, 81, 95; German over
tures to, 112 ; U. S. reaction to nationalization and 
civil war in, 236-243, 245. See also Latin 
America 

Meyer, Eugene, 117, 538 
Meyer, Mrs. Eugene (Agnes), 538 
Meyer, Fleur Cowles, 463, 528, 590, 591 
Mezes, Sidney: and “Inquiry” project, 128, 129, 

134, 140, 148, 151; WL letter to, 148 
Middle East, 374; Lippmanns visit, (1934) 333, 

343, (1949) 463-464. (1959) 5*5-516; Britain 
and, 422,427,429; WL quoted on U.S. policy in, 
428, 429, 438-439; Soviet Union and, 508. See 
also individual countries 

Mikolajczyk, Stanislaus, 413 
Mikoyan, Anastas, 527, 536 
militarism: nationalism and, 286; German revival 

of, feared, 419, 421,437,441,445,460. See also 
arms race

Military Intelligence Branch (MIß), U.S.: WL 
with, 141-142, 144-145, 147 

Mill, John Stuart, 172 
Miller, David Hunter, 128, 140 
Miller, John, 462,483,578,590; letter to WL, 506 
Miller, Madeleine (Mrs. John), 483, 590 
Miller, William E., 555 
Mills, Ogden, 63 
Milton, John, 172 
Mises, Ludwig von, 368 
Mitchel, John Purroy, 83-84 
MLF (multilateral force), 556. See also NATO 
modernism: WL on, 96, 262 
Moderwell, Hiram, 25, 75 
Moley, Raymond, 304, 306 
Molotov, Vyacheslav, 431,434,443; WL quoted on 

speech of, 431-432 
Monde, Le (Paris), 463, 568, 569; quoted on WL, 

578
Monnet, Jean, 463, 504
Monroe Doctrine, 89, 96, 254. See cdso interven

tion, U.S.; spheres of influence 
Moors, John F., 228, 229 
“moral embargo.” See Roosevelt, Franklin Delano 
More, Thomas, 578; Utopia, 24 
Morgan, Alma, 353, 361; WL letter to, 429 
Morgan, J. P., 289, 304
Morgan, J. P., and Company, 36,60,93,149, 250, 

251, 289, 303; and Mexico, 238, 240 
Morgan, Tik, 353, 361 
Morgenthau, Henry, 187 
Morgenthau, Henry, Jr., 373 
Morison, Samuel Eliot, 31,129, 152, 589

Morley, John, 294 
Morocco: Allied invastion of, 400 
Morra, Umberto, 516 
Morris, William: News from Nowhere, 24 
Morrow, Anne. See Lindbergh, Mrs. Charles 
Morrow, Dwight, 93,96, 205, 221, 238; as ambas

sador to Mexico, 236, 239-243; WL quoted on, 
239, 241, 243-244; WL letters to, 240, 242 

Morse, Wayne, 414, 563, 570 
Moscowitz, Belle: WL letter to, 247 
Mosley, Sir Oswald, 251, 309 
Moyers, Bill, 574 
muckraking. See press, the 
Mumford, Lewis: quoted, 294, (on WL's Good 

Society) 325 
Munich accords, 404; WL quoted on, 371, 372, 

374. See also appeasement 
Munro, Harriet, 50 
Münsterberg, Hugo, 14, 205 
Murphy, Frank, 321
Murphy, Robert, 395, 400; WL quoted on, 

399-400, 401-402 
Murray, Gilbert, 72, 206, 278, 279 
Murrow, Edward R., 469 
Mussolini, Benito, 202,351,369,458; takes control 

of Italy (1922), 180; WL interview with, 251, 
252, 262; WL quoted on, 251; and Hitler, 327, 
335.336, (signs alliance with) 339; and invasion 
of Ethiopia, 334-336, 337; intervenes in Spain, 
337; invades Albania, 375; and Tripartite Pact, 
39*

Myrdal, Gunnar, 458

Napoleon Bonaparte, 6, 161, 575 
Nasser, Gamal Abdel, 505-506; WL interviews, 

quoted on, 506, 516 
Nathan, George Jean, t74; WL quoted on, 259 
Nation, 6 r, t24, 2ro, 232, 257, 373, 382, 494, 

6r2n.i5
National Consumers’ League, 25 
National Industrial Recovery Act, 302. See also 

National Recovery Administration 
nationalism: of NR, 68; U.S., 90; WL’s view of, 

91-92, 105, 114, 238, 464, 488, 502,
(“economic”) 302-303; Mexican, 236-239; to
talitarianism and, 286; German, (under Hitler) 
331, (postwar) 431, 460 

nationalization: of railroads and insurance, WL 
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Navy, U.S.: in Pacific, WL’s views on, 339, 380, 
383; and “blue water” strategy, 339, 408; 
Seventh Fleet sent to Formosa (1950), 470,477; 
blockades Cuba (1962), 534 

Nazis, 309, 380, 405, 420, 431; rise of, 279, 300, 
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Nicaragua: U.S. intervention in (1920s), 236-237, 

23g, 287. See also Latin America 
Nicholas II, tsar of Russia, 112, 113, 131 
Nicolson, Harold, 376; quoted, 240; WL letters to, 
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"Orientalism.” See Jews 
Origin o f Species, The (Darwin), 46 
Orthodox Judaism. See Jews 
Oswald, Lee Harvey, 543 
Ottoman Empire. See Turkey 
Outer Mongolia: Japan seizes, 334 
Outline o f History (Wells): WL’s essay on, quoted, 
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Paris Herald, 149
Paris Herald Tribune, 350, 351, 537 
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defense of / withdrawal from, 339, (changes 
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Poland, 458; World War I treaties and, 133, 136, 
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on) 415, 429, 456; as issue in U.S. 1944 presi
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Populist-Progressive movement, 36, 59. See also 

progressivism 
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494. 545. 591 
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202-203
Potsdam conference, 424, 427, 442, 467, 477 
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107-108; 1916, 65, 75, 97-99, 101-107, 124, 
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“Public Opinion and the American Jew” (WL 
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391; anti-Japanese hysteria (1940s), 393-395; 
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date, 169; W Lletters to, 169,311 ; quoted on WL, 
247; and diplomatic recognition of Soviet Union, 
255» 335; and balanced budget, 288, 294, 295, 
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and De Gaulle, 397, 401, 402-403, 414; and 
postwar plans, 404, 415, 417, 421, (Tehran 
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issue, 466-467, 469; and Korean War, 473, 
(sends troops) 469-472 passim, 475, (fires 
Mac Arthur) 475, (negotiates to end) 480; WL’s 
view of, 481, 487, (quoted on) 454, 455, 456, 
461, 469, 471, 475, 502 

Truman Doctrine, 440, 465, 468; WL on impreci
sion of language of, 438-439, 578 

trusteeship system: post-World War 1, 92. See also 
colonialism

Turkey, 376; World War I treaties and (Ottoman 
Empire), 131, 136; Soviet pressure on /U .S. 
interest in, 427, 435, 437, 438; U.S. aid to



(Truman Doctrine), 438, 440, 578; NATO and, 
459; WL visits (1949), 463, 464; withdrawal of 
U.S. bases in, discussed, 535, 536 

TV Guide (magazine), 590 
Twentieth Century Magazine, 33 
Tydings, Millard: WL letter to, 476 
Tyrell, Sir William, 145, 146 
Tyrol, the: postwar division of, 155, 158, 159

U-boats. See submarine warfare 
Ukraine, the: World War I treaties and, 136, 137 
“Uneasy America” (WL editorial in NR), 88 
Union College (Schenectady): WL delivers com

mencement address at (1933), 302 
unions. See labor and labor unions 
United Mine Workers, 65 
United Nations, 429-430; proposed, public views 

of, 408; Dumbarton Oaks plans for, 411, 419; 
creation of, 411, 417, 418-421; Soviet Union 
and, 411 ,415,417, 510; veto in, 411,415,417, 
420; WL quoted on, 411, 420-421, 476; Polish 
membership opposed by U.S., 420, 421; Arab 
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467, 470-473, 475-476; monopoly and control 
by, of atomic bomb, 425,428,461,534,537-538 
(see also atomic weapons); WL suggests military 
buildup for (1946), 428; joins NATO, 459; as 
participant in China’s civil war, 464-470, 473, 
475» 477» SO2» 503. 509; China Lobby in, 
465-467, 469, 470. See also Congress, U.S.; 
Constitution, U.S.; economy, U.S.; foreign pol
icy, U.S.; imperialism; intervention, U.S.; 
isolationism; Korea and Korean War; Latin 
America; Monroe Doctrine; presidential elec
tions; spheres of influence; State, U.S. Depart
ment of; Vietnam War; World War I 

U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield o f  the Republic (Lipp- 
mann), 405-410 

United States in World Affairs, The (Lippmann, 
ed.), 295

U.S. War Aims (Lippmann), 409,410,427; quoted, 
404

universalism: WL’s rejection of, 410. See also 
intervention, U.S. 

universal military training, 429. See also conscrip
tion

Unwin, Fisher, 69 
U.S. See United States 
Utopia (More), 24
utopianism, 30, 47, 68; WL’s views of, 61, 85-86 
U-2 reconnaissance, 534; and U-2 incident (i960), 

517
Valenti, Jack, 545, 546 
Valentine, Robert C., 120 
Vance, Cyrus, 555
Vandenburg, Arthur, 379, 420, 426, 519; WL 

letters to, 380,460-461 ; presidential aspirations 
of, 418-419, 455; WL quoted on, 419, 455; and 
“Vandenburg Resolution,” 458, 460 

Vandenburg, Arthur, Jr.: WL letter to, 502, 
519-520

Vanities (Broadway revue), 208, 209
Vanity Fair (magazine): WL writes column for,

174- 175» 2° 7> 236» 249 
van Schaik, Frances, 499 
Van Sweringen interests (Cleveland), 292 
Vansittart, Lord, 376, 431 
Van Vechten, Carl, 51
Vanzetti, Bartolomeo, and Sacco-Vanzetti case, 

227-233, 261, 486 
Vatican, the, 126,248; and church-state dispute in 

Mexico, 240,242-243,245; WL visits, 457,526, 
555. See also Catholic Church 

Veblen, Thorstein, 188
Versailles, Treaty of, 286, 334, 335, 409; WL 

repents opposition to, 252. See also Paris peace 
conference

Vienna summit conference (1961), 526, 532-533 
Viereck, George Sylvester, 51 
Vietnam, 503, 530, 540; partition of (at 1954 

Geneva conference), 503; U.S. commitment in, 
541-542, 556, 568; De Gaulle’s advice on, 541, 
549-55°. 556» 568, 570. See also Indochina 

Vietnam War, 287,487,490, 532,592; WL quoted 
on, 541, 558-576 passim, 582, 586; LBJ and, 
546, 549» 55°» (U.S. expansion of) 555-57°» 
572» 573» 575- 579» 582; WL suggests negotiated 
truce, “peace offensive,” 558-563; Nixon and, 
588, 589 

Villa, Pancho (Francisco), 76, 81 
Villard, Oswald Garrison, 61, 124, 132, 162, 225;

quoted, 291, 320, (on WL’s writings) 210, 382 
Vincent, John Carter, 484 
Virginia, University of: WL lecture series at 

(1928), 219 
Vogue (magazine), 280 
Voice of America: WL’s view of, 424 
Volstead Act, 247-248. See also Prohibition

Wagner, Robert F., 372
Wagner (National Labor Relations) Act (1935), 

312» 319. 32 *
Wainhouse, David, 455-456; WL letter to, 456 
Walgreen Lectures (University of Chicago): WL 

delivers (1938), 363

INDEX 667



6 6 S INDEX

Walker, James J, (“Jimmy"), 199; WL quoted on,
203

Walker, John, 465 
Wallace, Charlotte, 500, 596 
Wallace, Henry, 404, 428-429, 439; WL quoted 

on, 412, 435;. fired by Truman, 434; as 1948 
presidential candidate, 456 

Wallas, Graham, 6,26,58,68,70,72,88,118,212; 
writings of, 27,28,45,67,69,75; influence of, on 
WL, 27-28,45,49, 67, 89,171,583; WL quoted 
on, 28, 66, 67; dedicates book to WL, 28, 67; 
letters to WL, 73, 215, 232 

WL letters to, 57; on political career, 33, 
42-43; on writing, 45; on Freudian psychology, 
46; on dedication to WL of Wallas’s book, 67, 
599; on World War I and Wilson, 71,93-94,97; 
on NR, 74; on elections, 97, 169, 170; on Faye 
Albertson, 119; on Scopes trial, 216 

Wallas, Mrs. Graham (Audrey): WL letter to, 67 
Walling, William English, 51, 53, 79, 107 
Wall Street: manipulations of, WL investigates, 

35-36; backs NR, 62, 81 ; belief of, in foreign 
investment, 92; WL and, 220, 282, (as “spokes
man” for, “tool” of) 95, 280, 289, 321, 325; and 
Latin American governments, 237, 239; stock 
market crash and, 267,285-286,287; and FDR, 
296, 317, 318, 370; abandonment of gold stan
dard and, 303, 304; and recognition of Soviet 
Union, 335. See also business; capitalism; 
economic depressions)

'Wall Street Journal, 571 
Walpole, Hugh, 68
Walter Lippmann and His Times (birthday vol

ume), 512
“Walter Lippmann Colloquium” (Paris, 1938), 368 
“War Aims and Peace Terms It Suggests, The” 

(WL memo to Colonel House), 134. See also 
Fourteen Points 

Warburg, James P., 304 
Warburg, Paul, 192, 276
war debts and reparations: World War 1,150,156, 

158, 164, 285, 286, (WL’s views on) 146, 160, 
199» 253. 327. 330. 389; World War II, 426 

War Department, U.S., 130, 392, 395; WL in 
service of (1917), 117, 123, 127 (see also Lipp
mann, Walter: personal life); and propaganda 
plan (World War I), 141,143-144,146 (see also 
propaganda); relocates West Coast Japanese, 
394

War Relocation Authority, 394 
Warren, Earl: and anti-Japanese actions in 

California, 393, 395 
Warren Commission, 543 
Washington, George: WL compares De Gaulle to, 

398
“Washington Notes" (WL column in NR), 99 
Washington Post, 117, 465, 499, 512, 513, 534, 

538, 578; WL offered position at, 342; WL as 
columnist for, 539, 542, 581, 586; stand of, on 
Vietnam War, 570-571, (WL replies to editorial 
concerning) 565-566; WL articles for, 591 

Waste Land  (Eliot), 258 
Watergate affair, 487, 597 
Watson, Thomas, 318 
Watts riots (1965), 554. See also racism 
Webb, Beatrice and Sidney, 23-24, 26,67, 70, 72; 

writings of, 24; WL meets, and quoted on, 69-70

Weeks, Edward (“Ted”), 493, 590 
Weimar Republic, 279,285,300. See also Germany 
welfare state: WL’s acceptance of, 323, 326 
Welles, Sumner, 404, 426, 470; Time for Decision 

(WL quoted on), 410-411 ; WL letter to, 459 
Wells, H. G., 57, 61,63, 7 9 ,8 7 ,8g; writings of, 14, 

23, 24,68, 69, 75,185; and Fabians, 24, 68,69; 
quoted, 27; WL quoted on, 66, 258, (essay on 
Outline o f History) 185; WL meets, 68; and 
“new order of samurai,” 68, 214, 244; WL letter 
to, 106

Wendell, Barrett, 14, 28; WL attacks The 
Privileged Classes by, 16, 17 

West, Rebecca, 68, 75 
Westcott, Ernest, 15, 31
West Germany (Federal Republic of Germany): vs. 

reunified Germany, 445,447,449,458,461,476, 
477» 5°5 (see also Germany); plans for and 
creation of, 447, 448-449, 452, 458-459» 469» 
476, 488; WL quoted on, 453, 476, 477; NATO 
and, 459-461, 476, 477, 528, 556; and rearma
ment, 474, 476, 477, 478, 480, 486, 502, 503, 
504, 505, (atomic weapons) 509, 528, 556; and 
Berlin Wall, 533 (see also Berlin issue)

Weyl, Walter, 65,75,76,80,92,175,215; The New 
Democracy, 60 

Wharton, Edith, 344 
What Price Glory? (Anderson), 202 
Wheeler, Burton, 291, 386 
Wheelock, John Hall, 15 
Wherry, Kenneth, 466, 467, 468 
White, E. B., 198 
White, Florence, 200
White, William Allen, 152, 385; quoted, 64, 130, 

166, (on WL) 263,280; WL quoted on, 199, 248; 
letters to WL, 269, 282 

Whitlock, Brand, 34, 36 
Whitman, Walt, 20, 184 
Whitney, Dorothy. See Straight, Mrs. Willard 
Whitney, John Hay (“Jock”), 539 
Wiggins, Russell, 565, 570, 571 
Williams, Michael, 241
Willkie, Wendell: in 1940 presidential campaign, 

385-389; WL letters to, 386,387; WL quoted on, 
387; One World (quoted), 404 

Wilmerding, Lucius, 266, 267, 358, 359, 581 
Wilmerding, Mrs. Lucius (Jane Mather), 307,358, 

359» 581, 595» 59e- See also Mather, Jane 
Wilson, Edmund, 75, 175, 325; quoted, 175, (on 

WL) 175, 177, 264 
Wilson, Hugh: WL letters to, 335, 407 
Wilson, Woodrow, 63, 96, 170, 292, 335, 597; WL 

admiration for, 4, 40, 84-85, 99-100, 102, 113, 
262, 333, 519, (and disillusionment with) 97, 
156-166 passim, 327, 404, 410; in presidential 
campaigns, (1912) 64,107-108,(1916)65,149, 
(WL supports for reelection) 97, 98, 99-100,
101- 107, (N R’s apology to / support of) 98,106; 
and Mexico, 69, 76, 77, 102, 237; and “New 
Freedom,” 80; WL quoted on, 84-85, 97,
102- 103, 105-113 passim, 133, 148, 224, 390, 
558, (and peace conference) 156-166 passim; 
and U.S. neutrality in World War I, 89, 93-94, 
102, 105-107; WL’s “Appeal to,” 94; Colonel 
House as adviser to, 99, 107-108 (see also 
House, Colonel Edward Mandell); WL inter
views, 102-103, 105; WL as speech writer for.



INDEX 6 6 9

107; peace plans of, 108-110, 188, (“Inquiry” 
project) 127, 129-138; and U.S. intervention 
in / declaration of war, 108, x 10-114, n 6 , 124, 
126-127, *66» 382. 383. 390. 574; quoted, 108, 
124, 132, (on WL) 127, 133, 146; WL’s 
memos / letters tori 12,113,125,126,130; WL’s 
“influence” on, 113, 138-139; and secret 
treaties, 131-133» 135» !36» M i. 160. 163; at 
peace conference, 132, 135, 136, 150-151, 
155-164; Fourteen Peints of 134-138,140,142, 
149-150, 561 (see also Fourteen Points); and 
U.S. intervention in Russia, 138,156,163-164, 
287; and propaganda efforts, 141,142,146-147; 
and League of Nations, 160,165, 404,409; and 
Wilsonian idealism, 166, 327, 333, 404-407 
passim, 409, 410-411, 496; illness of, 166 

Winchell, Walter, 325, 539 
Winship, Lawrence, 297 
Winter, Ella (Mrs. Lincoln Steffens), 280 
Wiseman, Sir William: quoted on WL, 145 
“Wobblies.” See International Workers of the 

World 
Wofford, Harris, 524
Woman’s Home Companion: WL article in, quoted, 

289
women’s movement, 25; WL quoted on, 26, 170; 

suffragettes, 119,139; and effect of vote in 1920 
election, 170 

Wood, General Leonard, 167 
Woolf, Leonard, 70, 306; quoted on WL, 70-71 
Woolf, Virginia, 174, 306 
Woollcott, Alexander, 205, 424; WL letter to, 

388-389 
Woolley, Edgar Montillion, 141 
World. See New York World 
World Bank, 454
World Court: U.S. participation in, (WL urges) 

253» 326, (opposition to) 254, 333- 334» 389 
world federalism, 406, 411. See also inter

nationalism
World War I, 82, 538; Germany declares war on 

Russia, 71-72; U.S. neutrality in, 88-91,93-95, 
97,102,104-107, h i  (see also United States); 
Lusitania  incident, 89-90; British blockade of 
Germany in, 89, 93, 104, 106, 111; Germany

suggests compromise peace plan, 108-109,110; 
U.S. entry into, 112-114, 339, 390, 574; secret 
“Inquiry” project, 128-140 (see also “Inquiry, 
the”); armistice, 134 (see also Germany). See 
also Allies (World War I); Fourteen Points; Paris 
peace conference; war debts and reparations 

WL quoted on, 8 9 ,9 1 ,109; imminence of, 71, 
72; U.S. neutrality in, 90-91, 93, 94-95, 106; 
U.S. intervention in, 110-111 ; as “people’s war,” 
113, 114-115 

World War II, 255; ends depression, 324-325,389, 
417; U.S. embargoes in, 336,337,340,380,391 ; 
WL and U.S. involvement in, 379-380, 385; as 
cause of Soviet troops in Europe, 444. See also 
Allies (World War II) ; Britain; France; Germany; 
Japan; Soviet Union 

World War III threatened, 409,427,430,431,432, 
450-451

W right, Quincy: WL letters to, 407, 449

Yale Drama School, 141 
Yale Law School, 101
Yale Review (journal): approaches WL for post, 

271
Yale University: WL papers bequeathed to, 598 
Yalta conference, 415-417,421-427 passim, 442, 

445,477; WL quoted on, 416; Republican party 
criticisms o f 456. 467» 468 

Yeats, William Butler, 15 
York University (England): WL awarded honorary 

degree at, 590 
Young, Owen, 250, 276, 289, 293 
Young Plan, 253
Yugoslavia, 130, 158, 414, 432, 438, 542; King 

Alexander assassinated, 333

Zhukov, Marshal Georgf 512 
“Zimmermann telegram,” 112 
Zimmern, Alfred, 68, 72; WL letters to, 90, 123 
Zionism, 30,152,187-191 passim, 220,453-454;

WL on, 188, 189, 190, 194 
Zon, Raphael, 138 
Zueblin, Charles, 25, 32, 33


	Contents
	Introduction to the Transaction Edition
	Prologue: The Name That Opened Every Door
	Part One. 1889-1931
	1. The Only Child 
	2. Harvard 10
	3. A Friend of the Masses
	4. Muckrakers and Socialists
	5. A Little Iconoclasm
	6. Reputation
	7. “Agitation Isn’t My Job”
	8. “Hypocritical Neutrality”
	9. Electing a War President
	10. To the Colors
	11. The Inquiry
	12. Captain Lippmann, Propagandist
	13. “This Is Not Peace” 
	14. Pictures in Their Heads
	15. A Conspicuous Race
	16. Lord of the Tower 
	17. Tyranny of the Masses
	18. A Muted Trumpet
	19. The Mexican Connection
	20. Men of Destiny
	21. The Disinterested Man
	22. The End of the World

	Part Two. 1931-1974
	23. An "Amiable Boy Scout”
	24. A Reluctant Convert
	25. Times out of Joint
	26. Treading Water
	27. A Gate Unlocked
	28. Starting Over
	29. The Phony Peace
	30. Tried and Found Wanting
	31. Panic and Bungling
	32. Realpolitik
	33. Drifting toward Catastrophe
	34. Swimming up Niagara
	35. War Scare
	36. Room at the Top
	37. Overtaken by Events
	38. A Private Philosophy
	39. Waiting for an Innovator
	40. At the New Frontier
	41. Mythmaking
	42. “A Man for This Season”
	43. Seduction and Betrayal
	44. An End and a Beginning
	45. The Worst of Times

	Chronology
	Notes
	Bibliography
	Acknowledgments
	Index



