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INTERVIEW

The Well-Tempered Diplomat

Reminiscences of the United States Foreign Service

1938-1967

1957-1960

1960-1964

1964-1967

TEMPERAMENT: In music, a system of tuning in which tones of very nearly the same
pitch, like C sharp and D flat, are made to sound alike by slightly 'tempering' them (that
is, slightly raising or lowering them). "Well-tempered," in equal temperament, as in

Bach's "Well-Tempered Clavier."
Schirmer Pocket Manual of Musical Terms

"No! I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be;



Am an attendant lord, one that will do
To swell a progress, start a scene or two,
Advise the prince; no doubt, an easy tool,
Deferential, glad to be of use,

Politic, cautious, and meticulous;

Full of high sentence, but a bit obtuse;
At times, indeed, almost ridiculous --
Almost, at times, the Fool."

- T. S. Eliot, The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock
"Donnerwetter! Was Sie alles erlebt haben!" [Gee! What you've been through!]

- Spoken German. Basic Course. Unit 23, p. 421. United States Armed Forces Institute.
August 1944



Foreword

This is the book that every foreign service retiree intends to write but seldom gets around
to, an account of experiences on the job. After you serve in half a dozen posts and adjust
every three years to changes in political, economic, climatic, geographic, educational,
linguistic, cultural and recreational conditions, you look back on the good times and the
rough times, the rewards, frustrations, compensations, sacrifices, inconveniences, and
physical dangers and say to yourself that you ought to put it all down on paper. This book
does not expose world-shaking international negotiations or raise the curtain on
backstage deliberations but seeks merely to entertain and to inform about the sort of
events that can happen to those who climb round-by-round up the foreign service career
ladder.



Prologue

Things happen to me. When I was three, I fell off a bench and broke my arm. At age four
I drank a bottle of iodine but was saved by frantic purging. At seven I gave my first and
last violin recital. If you stop playing in the middle of the piece and say to the pianist,
"Let's take that line over," you are not invited back. At fourteen, in the Insect sandlot
baseball league, I pitched a nine-inning shutout. Well, almost. Actually it was 21 to 1
because they scored in the ninth, but negotiations were held and it was agreed that the
game should go down in history as 20--0. At this stage in my development I wanted to be
another Walter Johnson, but that comes hard when you reach your full five-seven at 15.
At other times I wanted to be a great magician, a great singer, a great actor, and just
simply great. Actually I never wanted to be anything great, I just wanted people to think I
was great.

On September 14, 1938, three days before a hurricane hit the New England coast, I sailed
from New York on the President Roosevelt for Hamburg, en route to Moscow. On
September 21 Czechoslovakia ceded the Sudetenland to Hitler's Germany. On September
28 I began at Moscow a foreign service career that kept me wandering until 1967, or
thirty years off-and-on. In February 1939 I was transferred to Warsaw, and a month after
that I was assigned temporarily to Bucharest. I was back in Warsaw in time for
September 1, 1939, when the first German bombers came over at the start of World War
II. After fleeing with the rest of the Embassy to Bucharest, | was posted to Budapest for a
year. I got home in 1940 by crossing the Atlantic in a Pan Am Clipper flying boat, Lisbon
to the Azores to Bermuda to New York.

Detailed to Pretoria, South Africa, I was 35 days at sea, New York to Cape Town, in a
resurrected Hog Island freighter, the S. S. Polybius. In 1944 my new bride and I sailed in
convoy twenty days Durban to Port Tufiq and then twenty more days in another convoy
Port Said to Newport News aboard the Liberty freighter S. S. Pierre La Clede. I have
sailed the Atlantic seven times and the Pacific once. I have flown the Pacific in propeller
craft Manila to Guam to Midway to Hawaii to San Francisco to Washington. I have flown
by jet to Thailand and Laos and to New Caledonia-Australia-New Zealand. I have rowed
one hour on the Susquehanna River in a longboat as a seaman second class in the U.S.
Navy. We were to have had a second outing, but the brass decided the water was too
rough. For the record, two months after I put on a U.S. Navy uniform, Germany
surrendered.

While a contract clerical employee assigned by the U.S. War Department to Pretoria,
1941 to 1943, I persuaded a South African girl to give up her family, her job in the office
of the Canadian High Commissioner, and her citizenship, in order to come with me as my
wife, although she knew I would have to go into the armed forces after arrival in the
States. By marrying me she lost her nationality, as under the law then current a woman
espousing an alien forfeited South African citizenship. The Union of South Africa
Government refused to give her a passport for travel to the United States and would agree
to issue only a document declaring her a stateless person. Riekie (pronounce it Ree-kee)
was a woman without a country from her wedding January 1943 until October 1947 when



she completed the interview with a U.S. judge and was awarded United States
citizenship. She and our daughter, Karen, have gone with me uncomplainingly to Middle
River (Maryland, near the Navy base at Bainbridge), Staten Island, Bern, Haifa, Tel
Aviv, Manila, New York, Ottawa, Washington, Vientiane, and finally Washington.

On August 14, 1945 1 obtained a pass for leave from Bainbridge and got off the train in
Washington as dusk was falling. Walking into my mother's house, where Riekie large
with child awaited me, I remarked absent-mindedly that traffic on the neighborhood
street was picking up in volume and noise and that people were honking horns and
cheering. Turning on the radio, we learned that Japan had surrendered. At 3:00 a.m. next
morning I headed for Union Station and the train back to base. An hour later our
daughter, Karen, began to make her way into the world. Phoning home from the base the
evening of August 15, I learned that Karen had waited for peace to break out before
consenting to be born.

I took the written examination for Foreign Service Officer, U.S. Department of State, in
the autumn of 1947, passed the oral examination the following year, and was appointed
FSO Class VI in June 1949. We went to Bern in October, and Karen attended a
kindergarten where the language was Schweitzerdeutsch. She went to a French convent
with an Irish mother-superior in Haifa, to the Tabeetha Presbyterian school in Tel Aviv,
to the Noyes public elementary school in northeast Washington, to an American school in
Manila, to a public elementary school and a high school in Ottawa, and to Woodrow
Wilson High School in Washington. She graduated from the University of Maryland
while Riekie and I went off to Vientiane, Laos, in 1964. Karen spent a summer with us in
Vientiane and was evacuated by helicopter when the mighty Mekong overflowed and
turned the city into clumps of isolated islands. For her part, Riekie had to hide in our
house when soldiers of General Kouprasith and General Phoumi Nosavan began shooting
at each other in 1966, an insurrection that ended with the flight of General Phoumi to
Thailand.

After I retired in 1967, we settled down in the house in Washington we had bought ten
years earlier, and at age 52 I began a career in research. Research organizations live
precariously from one project to another. When they get funding, they hire a bunch of
researchers, and when the project is over they fire the researchers unless they succeed in
getting more funding. My first job lasted five years, and then there were two others,
followed by a year of unemployment. In 1975 I joined the staff of the American
Association of Retired Persons and, fittingly, began a stint of more than fifteen years in
the old age business.



Chapter 1

Journey
(September 1938)

"Travel, in the younger sort, is a part of education; in the elder a part of experience."
- Francis Bacon

"It sure does show what a fool navigator a guy can be."

- Douglas (Wrong Way) Corrigan, July 17, 1938

Once, in the souks of Damascus, I watched a man making legs for wooden stools. His
lathe was a brace of metal spits placed on the ground, and he hunched over it like a
mantis. His motor was a bow, as in arrow. He wound the bowstring around the wooden
stick and sawed back and forth with his right hand to rotate the stick against the cutting
tool. He pressed the edge of the cutting tool against the wood with his left hand and
pinned its base with his left foot. Thus he spent his threescore and ten on this earth, bent
into a hump over his primitive machine. Inefficient, yes, but he and his like had
Damascus up to its knees in wooden stools. Every country knows him, the rounder out of
stool legs, because that is what the environment affords and because he accepts what
comes his way.

A few of us are smart enough to say at age one: "I want to be a pincushion salesman,"
and then direct all efforts toward preparing for a career selling pincushions. But most of
us drift into the first available job and realize thirty years later we have spent our days
humped over a lathe. Those who drift into the right vocation are lucky.

A drifter I have invented is called Eddie Derheld, which is German for The Hero.
Derheld was I, me, of course, only different. Sometimes I admire him greatly, and
sometimes I think that alongside him Simple Simon was a genius. Back when I entered
McKinley High School in 1929 only 3.2 percent of the civilian labor force was
unemployed, but by 1937 when I graduated from American University the percentage of
unemployed was 14.3, and in the following year it went up to 19.0 (Historical Statistics
of the United States. Table D 46-47). Employers showed not the slightest interest in me,
sheepskin or no sheepskin. I had learned stenography as a sort of afterthought while in
high school, and in July 1938 after going more than a year without work I heard of a
government clerical job overseas.

I gulped when War Department Personnel said I would have to go to the Soviet Union
and stay abroad at least two years, but the salary was a princely $2,000 plus quarters
allowance, and I signed on as clerk-typist in the office of the U.S. Military Attache at
Moscow. I had drifted into foreign service. As have others more eminent. The
distinguished diplomat and historian, George F. Kennan, acknowledges in his Memoirs
(p. 17): "My decision to try for entry (into the Foreign Service) was dictated mainly, if
my memory is correct, by the feeling that I did not know what else to do." Former



Ambassador Robert Murphy goes a bit further: "I did not deliberately plan to enter the
diplomatic service, and it seems to me now, as I review the development of American
foreign relations during my lifetime, that our nation's entanglement in world problems
came about almost as haphazardly as my own." (Robert Murphy, Diplomat Among
Warriors, p. 1)

In January 1937 Georgi Piatakov, Karl Radek, and other Soviet leaders had been
convicted of counter-revolution and sentenced to death. In March, U.S. Ambassador
Joseph E. Davies gave a dinner for Marshal Tukhachevsky and others of the Red Army
high command and was shocked when within nine weeks Tukhachevsky and four other
generals who were at the dinner were court-martialed and shot on charges of conspiring
with Germany and Japan (Joseph E. Davies, Mission to Moscow, p. 132). Stalin's great
purge spread through the government and military. Did Tukhachevsky look down from
Soviet heaven and make bitter comments when this same Stalin concluded a non-
aggression pact with Germany only two years later? I did not reflect on the purge, nor did
I ponder the trip that British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain was making at the time
I set out on the S. S. President Roosevelt for Hamburg. The important thing was that [
had a job. (The Roosevelt, remodeled into a troop carrier and under a different name, was
to be sunk by German torpedoes a few years later.)

I sailed from New York on September 14, 1938. Three days later a hurricane hit the New
England coast with tremendous destruction, but by that time the Roosevelt was well at
sea. The ship tossed so much I had trouble staying in bed, but I put the mattress on the
floor and managed some sleep that way. In Europe stronger winds blew. Adolf Hitler had
made a provocative speech about German rights in the Sudeten areas of Czechoslovakia
on September 12, and the Czech authorities had to put down an insurrection by Henlein's
hooligans. Chamberlain went to Germany three times to confer with Hitler. Passengers
gathering around the short-wave radio in the ship's bar twitted me on my chances of
getting across Germany to Russia, but [ was unconcerned. The world had been made safe
for democracy, and war could not come. Naivete triumphed; I was proved right.

On September 21 President Benes yielded to the joint representations of the British and
French Ministers in Prague and ceded the Sudetenland to Germany. The Roosevelt
threaded its way up the Elbe through freighters, sailboats, and kayaks and docked at
Hamburg on Sunday, September 25, setting a pattern that was to pursue me for years. I
was always to arrive on a Sunday, when offices and banks are closed.

I took a train to Berlin and put up at the Central Hotel, close to the railway station for
Warsaw and Moscow. Strolling on Unter den Linden, I saw a notice that Der Freischutz
was being given at the Staatsoper, with the great soprano, Maria Muller, as Agatha. |
went to an opera house for the first time in my life. The Wolf's Glen scene so seized my
fancy I dwelt on it for pages in letters home.

The following evening I went again to the Staatsoper, this time for Madame Butterfly. It
was September 26, 1938. The lights dimmed, the audience settled down, and
loudspeakers brought into the auditorium the voice of Adolph Hitler. For more than an



hour I sat in darkness listening to a tirade I could not understand. Afterward, English-
speakers in neighboring seats explained that Hitler had ordered Czechoslovakia to clear
out of the Sudetenland by the following day. I was relieved that nothing had been said
about war with Poland or Russia. [ was concerned only with getting to my destination.
But I was irked at Adolph. Because the train left at midnight and Hitler's speech had
delayed the start of the opera, I had time to hear only the first act. War is hell.

Uncertain whether the train would have a dining car, I bought a two-foot loaf of black
bread before getting aboard. There was no need for it in Poland. By the time I reached the
Soviet Union, where it would have made a welcome snack, it had hardened into a
shillelagh. The train rattled energetically across west Poland but became more and more
reluctant after it passed Warsaw, as if fearful of what was coming. I looked at the ragged
peasants and somber countryside and was reminded of the opening lines of "The Fall of
the House of Usher." I looked them up later on:

"During the whole of a dull, dark and soundless day in the autumn of the year, when the
clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, I had been passing alone, on horseback,
through a singularly dreary tract of country, and at length found myself, as the shades of
the evening drew on, within view of the melancholy house of Usher. I know not how it
was--but with the first glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded
my spirit... I looked upon the scene before me--upon the mere house and the simple
landscape features of the domain--upon the bleak walls--upon the vacant eye-like
windows--upon a few rank sedges--and upon a few white trunks of decayed trees--with
an utter depression of soul..."

Stolpce, the Polish frontier post, was reached at dusk. I strolled along the platform
waiting for Polish customs clearance and talking to the Wagons-Lits porter. "Americans
astonish me," said the man. "Now, I speak Polish, German, French, Russian, and a little
English. I've seen dozens of Americans on this train, and I've never found one who could
speak anything but American. But somehow they always get somebody to take care of
them." I was amused to see the Polish soldiers exchanging salutes every time they passed
each other as they strolled the platform. The Poles are the politist troops in the world, but
it is not true that their officers command: "Squads right, march, please."

Soviet frontier guards hopped aboard and took away my passport as the train proceeded
through the strip of no-man's land between the last Polish outpost and the Russian post,
Negoroloye, which is said to mean "unburned," presumably by Napoleon. The customs
room was done in gooey brown varnish, and its walls were rimmed with bigger-than-life
photos of Stalin, Lenin, Marx, Engels, Kalinin and Molotov, but not Trotsky. Running as
a frieze in foot-high silver letters were the words, "Workers of the World, Unite!" in half-
a-dozen languages.

I had fondly imagined that with official status I would be eased through customs, and I
was disconcerted to see that every bit of reading matter in my bags was set aside and
studied. There were a Saturday Evening Post, a diary which was discarded with a
contemptuous snort, an address book which was read minutely, an account book, the lists
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of the suitcases' contents, the instruction book for my camera, the pamphlet with a first-
aid kit, the forms and travel regulations from the War Department, and a Gregg shorthand
dictionary that was scrutinized like a secret code. Everything was returned to me except
two programs from the Staatsoper. The inspector, whose English was little better than my
Russian, held them up accusingly. "German," said he. I agreed.

"No," said he.

"You mean I can't take them in?"
"No, said he.

"But they're only opera programs."

"No," said he. On that date Germany was the enemy. What's the Russian word for
verboten?

It is written that when men began to build railways they based the gauge, or width
between the rails, on the common road wagons of the day. Because this happened to be 4
feet 8 1/2 inches, most of the railways of Great Britain, Canada, and the United States
have a 4' 8 1/2" gauge. The Russian troika being of a different width, the Russian
railways are five feet (1.524 meters), but I found the extra width not all that noticeable. |
shared a compartment with a German newspaper man who told me in fluent English that
the car dated back to the days of the Tsar. He didn't say which Tsar.

The newshawk got the porter to bring glasses of tea with lumps of beet sugar and said he
had represented his paper in the Soviet Union for four years. Asked how he liked it, he
raised his voice and said loudly: "I like it fine; it's paradise," then grinned. Lying in the
upper bunk, I doubted that the rails were really laid in sand as I had read somewhere.
More likely the wheels ran without rails directly over rocks. The old car had a voice like
a hog caller, and I was astonished to open my eyes at eight in the morning and realize I
had been asleep.

My first glimpse was of a heavy blanket of mist that weighed against the panes.
Gradually this cleared, and a rolling country emerged, intermittently wooded with scrub
trees. Now and then the train passed a tableau in the railway embankment done in some
sort of mortar and consisting of a red star and Cyrillic words of propaganda that I could
not read.

As I'looked at the bleak countryside, at the kerchiefed women in dresses the color of the
soil, who served as train dispatchers and platform sweepers, and at the men dressed in
anything they could lay hands on, I wondered which was preferable, two years in
Moscow or two years in an apartment on Devil's Island. My spirits were not boosted by
the lack of breakfast. When my newspaper companion arose, tea was obtained, but that
was all. In 1900, railways in Russia totaled 28,000 miles. By 1950 the figure had risen to
59,000 miles, including the trans-Siberian completed in 1905 under the Tsars. Based on
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my experience of the Minsk-Moscow line, I had no wish to sample the rest of the
network. If anybody cares, the United States had 196,000 miles of railway in 1909 and
241,000 in 1950 (Railway Figures from Imperial Encyclopedia, "Railways," and
Hammond's Complete World Atlas, 1951. Trans-Siberian data from Langer, An
Encyclopedia of World History, p. 707).

At the station the newsman, taking care of the helpless American, said he would
telephone the U.S. Embassy, and if they could not send a car he would send his own
chauffeur back. For it had not occurred to me to telegraph notice of my arrival. At this
point, the chauffeur remarked that there was a taxicab present. "A taxicab? Here? At the
railway station?" said the newsman incredulously. He installed me and bags in the taxi,
instructed the driver, and went off in his own car. At once the driver began asking
questions, holding up one finger. I sat mute. A crowd gathered, and urchins hung on the
running board offering smiling advice. The driver continued inquiring about his finger,
but at last concluding there was nothing to be got from the stupid foreigner he shifted
gears and took off down the crowded thoroughfare with his thumb on the horn.

This was Gorky Street, formerly The Tverskaya, since it runs from Red Square under the
arch commemorating the triumph over Napoleon and past the Alexandrovsky station to
Tver, a town on the route to Leningrad. The Bolshevik staff had its headquarters in the
palace of the governor-general on this street in November, 1917. David Bronstein, better
known as Trotsky, made his last Moscow appearance at the National Hotel on this street
in November, 1927, prior to banishment to the provinces. On it are the Anti-Religious
Museum, the Museum of the Revolution, the Lenin Institute, and the Moscow Soviet
(Eugene Lyons, Assignment in Utopia, p. 83). But I did not know these things as the taxi
threatened the pedestrians, nor did I realize when I entered the Embassy that the Kremlin
was looking at me from across a small park.

I was brought to Colonel Philip R. Faymonville, the Military Attache. "I'm Ed Thrasher,
your new clerk." Said the Colonel, "What new clerk?" Nobody in Washington had
thought to tell him that a new clerk was on the way. Official notice arrived some weeks
afterward.

Two days later, on September 30, 1938, the representatives of Germany, Italy, Great
Britain, and France signed a memorandum accepting the partition of Czechoslovakia. On
his return to England, Prime Minister Chamberlain declared: "I believe it is peace in our

time...." A has-been named Winston Churchill aroused a storm of protest when he
asserted in Parliament: "We have sustained a total and unmitigated defeat." (Winston
Churchill, The Gathering Storm, Chapter 17, and p. 326)
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Chapter 2
Moscow

(October 1938-February 1939)

"The first English embassies to Russia arose altogether from commercial interests. The
constant interference which those interests necessarily occasioned between the subjects of
the different states of Europe, has probably introduced the custom of keeping, in all
neighboring countries, ambassadors or ministers constantly resident even in the time of
peace. This custom, unknown to ancient times, seems not to be older than the end of the
fifteenth or beginning of the sixteenth century,.... "

- Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations (1778), p. 690 (Modern Library Edition)

"I cannot forecast to you the action of Russia. It is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside
an enigma; but perhaps there is a key. That key is Russian national interest...."

- Winston Churchill, radio broadcast
October 1, 1939, quoted in The Gathering Storm, p. 449

The chancery of the American Embassy in Moscow was on the Mokavaya, next door to
the National Hotel and two blocks from Red Square. The building had the offices on the
lower two floors and the living quarters of most of the twenty-seven American staff
members and their families on the upper. You entered from the street through an archway
that led to a parking courtyard in the rear. A door on the right of the arch opened into the
consular and diplomatic offices, a door on the left to the offices of the Military Attache.
When personnel in the M. A.'s office spoke of people on the "other side" they meant not
the Russians but the State Department personnel on the other side of the arch.

The Military Attache offices occupied a suite on the ground floor. Beyond them on the
same floor was a large room used for billiards and ping-pong by the Embassy staff. It
caught fire toward the end of 1938 and was gutted by Russian firemen. Up one flight of
stairs were the Colonel's apartment and, across the hall from it, the two rooms k. & b.
shared by me and Francis Flavin, the other American clerk. Major Hayne, the Assistant
Military Attache, was one of the few Embassy Americans who had lodgings outside the
Mokavaya chancery. The M. A. office had four Russian employees: Miss Tolstoy, a
maiden lady interpreter who claimed to be related to the great writer; Gleb, a translator;
his brother Vladislav, a messenger; and the Colonel's chauffeur. Shortly before I left
Moscow I took a few Russian lessons from Gleb. I learned afterward that Gleb went mad
and had to be committed.

In our apartment, Flavin and I had a cabinet-sized radio-phonograph (on loan from the
Colonel), government-issue metal furniture, and a chubby maid-cook named Tanya. It
was taken for granted that Tanya reported on us to the G.P.U. A placid woman of middle
age, she spoke almost no English and showed no remarkable characteristics except on the
occasion when I found a two-foot fish swimming in the bathtub. Tanya had decided to
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serve it on the morrow and wanted to keep it fresh.

The working-living arrangement encouraged personality clashes. Flavin was my
immediate boss. We worked at adjoining desks during the day and in the evening walked
up one flight to share the same apartment. Swallow and Gulp (not their real names, of
course), two predecessors who had worked under the same conditions, had come to detest
each other so positively they strung a rope down the middle of the apartment. "You stay
on your side; I'll stay on mine." My immediate predecessor, Gerry, had had little in
common with Flavin. Like me he was slight, idealistic, and mercurial in temperament,
whereas Flavin was six foot three, practical and stolid. We got along because Flavin was
not easily provoked, but we never became real pals.

Just before I left Washington a colonel had given me a bit of last-minute information.
"The man you are replacing," said he, "had to leave Moscow under mysterious
circumstances. I can't tell you the story. Just do your work, don't meddle in things that
aren't your business, and you'll be all right." This cryptic warning, together with stories of
the Great Purge, hung over me during my five months in Moscow.

Flavin said he did not know the reasons for Gerry's sudden departure. He only knew that
Gerry had conferred urgently with the Colonel and high officers of the Embassy, had
hastily packed in a state of near hysteria blurting through tears to Flavin that he had been
a fool and everything was his own fault, and had left in a frantic hurry to make the 11:00
p.m. train. According to Flavin, only one American other than the top officers knew the
story, an American clerk with whom Gerry had been close. This man declined to give me
any particulars, saying he had sworn secrecy, and in any case nothing would be served by
revealing what had happened.

It was thirty years later in Washington that I heard the details, and perhaps they did not
deserve all the mystery. Gerry had gotten involved in a multiple sexual relationship.
G.P.U. agents had burst in on him and companions and had taken photographs of a
compromising situation, then threatened blackmail. Gerry had had the good sense to
report the matter immediately to the Colonel. There is no telling what complications
might have ensued if he had tried to conceal the affair, but his prompt confession enabled
the Embassy to get him out of the country at once.

Daily Grind. I settled into a routine. The alarm clock woke me in darkness, for as winter
approached the sun did not rise until after 9:00. A fruit juice and tea man, I had to talk
Tanya out of giving me bacon, eggs and coffee every morning. After breakfast, Flavin
and I walked down one set of stairs and were at work. My job was mostly typing
despatches and occasional letters. Flavin as chief clerk did reports and letters, handled the
accounts, took care of the files, and encoded the small volume of cablegram traffic.

At one o'clock we walked back upstairs for a half-hour lunch at which I was likely to get
the eggs I had refused for breakfast. The Embassy commissary imported most of the food
from Riga, Latvia. Tanya bought in the market only black bread, lettuce, tomatoes, and
tiny potatoes. Then to work until 4:30 by which hour heavy darkness had settled. For
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recreation I read, wrote letters, listened to records from the Colonel's private collection of
symphonic music, studied French, got stewed if invited to a party by Embassy personnel,
or went to theater, ballet or opera.

For exercise I walked around the Kremlin, sometimes with others but often alone. The
great, grim walls, closed to outsiders in that era of Stalin, watched me as I puffed with
frosty breath around them, clockwise one evening, counter-clockwise the next. The
counter-clockwise route took me down the Manezh to the Moscow River, left along the
Kremlin Quay, left again into Red Square past St. Basil's Cathedral and the Lobnoya
Mesto or place of execution, then past Lenin's Tomb (I sometime stopped in if there was
no queue), and back to Mokavaya. The walks, lasting approximately half an hour, grew
more demanding as the weather grew bitter. Before long I began to do without the walks
now and then, and after Thanksgiving I gave them up altogether. By late December I was
remaining inside the Embassy building for days at a stretch.

All staff members complained of the monotony and lack of diversion. Every man could
tell to the day when he was due for home leave or transfer. The purge of Marshal
Tukhachevsky and other high ranks had made the Russians afraid to consort with
foreigners, and the Embassy people were isolated in the middle of a great city. Officers
had official contacts with the Russians and acquaintances in other diplomatic missions,
but such contacts were rare for the staff.

Maybe Moscow is a sylvan glade in the springtime. I knew only its autumn and winter
faces, gloomy, drab, misty and moist, with cold ranging from teeth-chattering to marrow-
chilling. With the setting in of November frost, Muscovites bundled themselves into
earth-colored wraps topped by kerchiefs on the women and fur contraptions on the men.
"That look on their faces," commented one of the staff, "is called grim determination."
Rarely one saw a woman in a coat of gray squirrel and black shoes; most wore shapeless
quilts and dun felt boots. The best dressed men were soldiers in uniform, of whom there
were legions.

The monotony of the people was complemented by the monotony of the buildings.
Utilitarian is the word for most, and the grime and damp could not hide the shoddy
workmanship. Near the Mokavaya was a movie house with a gash in the middle where
the building split settling into its foundations. Charles Thayer reports that when
Beaverbrook and Harriman came to Moscow in 1940 to lay the groundwork for Lend-
Lease their aides were deceived by the run-down condition of most of the buildings and
commented on the "bomb damage". At that time Moscow had suffered little from bombs,
and Embassy personnel had to reveal that the cracked walls, broken cornices, and
fragmented streets were the result of the way they were built (Charles Thayer, Bears in
the Caviar, p. 223).

Incongruities abounded. In retail shops the cashier worked with an electric cash register
alongside an abacus. Sidewalk beggars soliciting alms raised doubts about official
assertions that the Soviet Union had no unemployment. Peddlers sold shoelaces, candles,
pirozhki (doughy cakes), and home-made coat hangers despite the official ban on private

15



enterprise. Roasted but unground coffee beans were a popular sidewalk item a tumblerful
at a time, and you supplied your own tumbler. Soda water carts were plentiful, but these
were state-owned. Square boxes on wheels, about the size of a baby carriage, and on top
glass tubes of colored liquids. You chose the flavor; the vendor drew a squirt from a tube
and added mineral water from the box. She had only three glasses, but it was all right
because she rinsed them between users.

Street sweepers worked with brooms they made themselves from bundles of twigs. Many
were women, as were trolley conductors and motormen, even steamroller operators. One
day I saw a massive person, over six feet, and carrying a double-bladed axe, a woman
woodcutter. In Russia women drove tractors and railway engines, broke stones on roads,
dragged rails and sleepers, and worked on construction projects. One observer reports
seeing women at a port near Stalingrad carry hundred-kilo sacks of corn to ships from a
magazine a hundred meters away (Leon Make, Russia by the Back Door, Sheed & Ward,
London, 1954, p. 123). That's 220 pounds; could you do it? But using women for heavy
labor is not the monopoly of the U.S.S.R. I was to see the same thing years later in
Macao. And it must be remembered that use of women for heavy tasks was the accepted
thing in Europe not so long ago:

"...An immense building near our hotel, occupying a whole block, is in course of
erection, on which not less than four hundred persons are employed, fully three hundred
of whom are women. All the hard laboring work is done by women, such as making and
carrying mortar in buckets on their heads to the workmen, and handling the brick. They
are not allowed a moment's leisure, several overseers being on guard to keep them
constantly in motion. We found the same proportion of women at work on all the new
buildings, and there must be many thousands of them to-day doing this species of
laboring work...."

- The writer is an America newspaperman touring Europe; the year is 1873; and the city
is Vienna (Charles Carroll Fulton, Europe Viewed Through American Spectacles, J. B.
Lippincott & Co., Philadelphia, 1874).

The Russian attitude toward religious practices was another incongruity. In 1929 Sunday
was declared a working day, which meant that workers could go to church only if they
took time off and risked loss of job. Industries were pressured to adopt the uninterrupted
work week. Every fifth day became a free day for one-fifth of the employees, the idea
being that with the day of rest staggered the wheels of industry would never stop turning.
Some years later this unbroken work week was replaced by a uniform day of rest for all
workers every sixth day, making the whoopee night for everybody the night before the
sixth day, or "free eve" (Eugene Lyons, Assignment in Utopia, pp. 210 and 453).

Sunday, nevertheless, remained taboo as a day of worship, and a militant campaign
continued against the church, as characterized by a tablet, "Religion is the Opiate of the

People," affixed to the Shrine of the Iberian Virgin at the entrance to Red Square.

But shortly after I arrived I heard a choir from Leningrad do the Requiem of Verdi. Why
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the godless government should permit the performance of a religious work was one of the
riddles in the Russian enigma. Christmas was not celebrated, but you could buy
Christmas tree bulbs and Santa Claus figurines. Faust was regularly performed at the
affiliate of the Bolshoi Theater, although Marguerite was not allowed to ascend to heaven
at the end. A full-length portrait of Liszt in his abbe's cassock hung prominently in the
concert hall. Was it because he, so it is said, took religious orders to escape the attentions
of ladies? The one major composer whose works were never performed in the Soviet
Union was Wagner, reputedly an atheist.

Music and a blond. My first visit to the Bolshoi was to hear Podnyahtah Tselina (The Soil
Upturned), an opera by Dzerzhinsky, not to be confused with the Dzerzhinsky who
headed up the Cheka and G.P.U. Ivan Ivanovich Dzerzhinsky also composed Quiet Flows
the Don (based on the novel) and Far from Moscow. All three have been enthusiastically
declined by opera houses in the west. Strolling in the promenade between acts |
encountered Jimmy Lewis, one of the Embassy's accountants, with beautiful Shura, his
Russian girl friend. The rosy blond, who spoke exotically accented English, explained the
story of the opera.

A Worker from Leningrad tries to persuade the peasants to collectivize their farms. The
kulaks resist, and one of them stirs up counter-revolution until Comrade Stalin announces
that certain officials who gave the peasants hard times have been purged. Now that
Tovarich Stalin is on the ball the peasants are sure everything will be all right. They
counter-counter-revolt against the counter-revolutionary and encourage him to jump out a
window. But the Worker still has problems. A mob of women believes he has hidden the
keys to the granary and, as the song says, they "tore his clothes, broke his nose, punched
him in the face/ Gave him a prize of two black eyes, with him they swept the place." The
Worker is nursed back to revolutionary vigor by a keg-shaped temptress who tries to
brew a romance with him. He is dedicated to the Party, but she joins up, and with no
further reason to disdain her love he chases her around the stage until they find the
spotlight and sing a love duet. At the end, all the farms are collectivized, and the peasants
stand at the footlights telling the audience it's just great to give all to the communal farm.

I had no trouble forgetting the music of this opera, but the memory of the stage direction
lingered for years. Nobody posed with a spear; the mob was a collection of individuals,
questioning, seething, fighting, but always leaving open the point where the soloists had
to grapple with the next high note. At one point a group of peasants received a bit of
news, and you could see it spreading through them bit by bit, not hitting them all at once
like a draft notice. When the women attacked the Worker, only a few actually clawed his
hair and stuck their fingers in his eyes, yet the impression was that every girl in the bunch
was taking him apart like an Erector set. Amazingly spontaneous realism.

Jimmy Lewis, who had come to Moscow before the purge, had met Shura at the
University of Moscow where she was studying to be a teacher of English and French. The
then University adjoined the Embassy's Mokavaya building; the modern university with
its fantastic tower was built after the war. "Jimmy's been going with her for years," said
Flavin. "He wants to marry her and take her home. It's a bad situation. The Russians will
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never give her an exit visa."

But Adolf Hitler invaded Russia, and the U.S.S.R. and the U.S.A. became allies. Jimmy
married Shura in 1943 and was permitted to export her to the States. He enrolled at
George Washington University after the war, and Shura helped the family budget by
teaching Russian at a private school in Washington and giving talks about her native
land. And suddenly she awoke to find herself infamous.

On May 7, 1947 the Washington Post reported that four students had walked out of a
public high school assembly in protest against what a seventeen-year-old called a
communistic speech by Mrs. Aleksandra P. Lewis. The walkout was triggered by a
statement that everything in Russia was free -- schools, even having babies -- whereas in
the United States it cost money to go to school or have a baby. The school principal, N.
A. Danowsky, told reporters he had invited Mrs. Lewis to speak on the Soviet
educational system after hearing her give a talk, "I Lived in Russia," at a local teachers'
college. He said Mrs. Lewis had digressed into political aspects that he had expressly
asked her not to discuss. The newspapers, however, reported no political aspects beyond
the remark about babies.

Congress roused itself. On May 7 Representative Karl Mundt, acting chairman of the
House Committee on Un-American Activities, said the incident would be investigated.
Representative John M. Rankin spoke on the House floor in praise of the students who
had walked out. Dr. Robert Corning, the Superintendent of District of Columbia Schools,
sent a letter to Congress: "The reported statements of Mrs. Lewis are repugnant to all
who are working with youth in Washington schools." He absolved Principal Danowsky
of blame and praised him for loyal and faithful service. The students of Western High
School adopted a resolution of confidence in their Principal.

On May 9, in a ceremony broadcast over the Mutual network, Representative Alvin E.
O'Konski, president of the American Anti-Communist Association, presented scrolls and
silk flags to the four students on the steps of the Capitol, as well as a letter lauding them
for "helping to expose enemies of the American way of life". The senior vice commander
of the District Department, Veterans of Foreign Wars, gave them gold-plated American
flag pins. But Shura Lewis told reporters she thought the students had enjoyed her talk.
On May 11 the Un-American Activities Committee was reported to be checking her
citizenship status to see whether she could be deported. Then she dropped from the
headlines as abruptly as she had made them and went back to being a housewife (New
York Times, May 7, 1947, 19:4. Washington Post, May 7,

1947, 1:4. May 8, 1947, 1:3. May 9, 1947, 3:5. May 10, 1947, 1:3. May 11, 1947, 3:1.).
Satisfied that the threat to America's values had been stifled, Congress returned to
lawmaking.

The Foreign Service. The American clerical staff consisted of two groups, those who
intended to make a career of the Service and those who didn't. Many of the latter were
youngsters who joined for a few years to see the world at public expense or to work on
projects such as university dissertations. The permanent staff were mostly middle-aged
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men who liked the nomadic foreign service life with its privileges and lack of roots.
Some of these were confirmed bachelors or men whose marriages had not worked out.
Some clerical personnel, on the other hand, had families and intended to make a career,
and several had applied to take the examinations for officer commissions.

The Foreign Service examinations, given once a year by the Department of State, were
highly selective. It was expected that some 2,500 applicants would take the "writtens,"
fewer than 100 would progress to the orals, and only a handful would receive
appointments. Personnel who entered the Service without examination and served a
specified number of years in staff positions were exempted from the written examinations
but still had to demonstrate their fitness to an examining board. At that time there were
twelve classes or grades of career Foreign Service Officer. If you passed writtens and
orals, you were appointed officer of career "Unclassified" and served a probationary
period, after which you were promoted to a higher degree of officer of career. Thereafter
you had to achieve promotion to Class 10, Class 9, and so on up the line to Class 1 within
designated periods or suffer "selection out".

If you wished to rise above clerical status but were reluctant to take the examinations,
you could apply for appointment as a non-career vice-consul. Such an appointment meant
you could rise no higher, unless you tried for career officer, but you were not subject to
selection out. There were three non-career vice-consuls on the Moscow staff and five
officers of career, with only the latter holding full diplomatic status. In 1938 these were
the Ambassador, Counselor, First Secretary, two Second Secretaries, and one Third
Secretary, or a total of six, but actually only five because Ambassador Joseph E. Davies
had just transferred to Brussels. Twenty years later Embassy Moscow was to have ten
officers in the political section alone and twenty-seven in the Embassy entire, not
counting those in the administrative section. Note, however, that such expansion was
endemic to the diplomatic corps of all countries, not just that of the United States. In
1930 the diplomatic corps in London totaled 56 embassies and legations, the largest made
up of only 17 staff members. In 1964 London had 96 embassies and legations, with an
average staff of 13.6 each (Article "Diplomacy" in Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences
1968).

George Kennan has left us a portrait of Alexander Kirk, who headed the Embassy as
charge d'affaires ad interim pending the replacement of Ambassador Davies:

"...Kirk worked at giving himself the aspect of exactly that sort of American career
diplomat of which the American Philistine has always been most suspicious; elegant,
overrefined, haughty and remote.... "The only thing worth living for (he once said) was
good form'...."

- George F. Kennan, Memoirs, pp. 112-115)
Kirk, who was an heir to the Kirkman Soap fortune, was addressed by the staff as "Mr.

Ambassador," and in due course he became one. In 1939 he went to Berlin as Minister of
the U.S. Embassy and was interned with other allied diplomats when the United States
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declared war with Germany. Later he became Ambassador at Cairo and still later
Ambassador at Rome.

Of the other four officers, First Secretary Grumman left the Service shortly after
completing his tour of duty at Moscow. Second Secretary Norris Chipman rose steadily
in the Service and became Counselor at Rome, but succumbed to unexpected illness at an
early age. The other two Secretaries became legends. Charles "Chip" Bohlen, who was
serving his second tour at Moscow, came back in later years as First Secretary and still
later as Ambassador. Bohlen served as interpreter for President Roosevelt at Tehran and
Yalta, held top posts in the Department of State, and ended as Ambassador, first to
Manila, and then to Paris. Angus Ward was to open a consulate at Vladivostok, be
imprisoned for more than a year by the Chinese Communists while Consul General at
Mukden in 1946-47, and wind up as Ambassador to Kabul.

I came to foreign service life with biases about cookie pushers and striped pants based on
fictional portraits like the cold-creamed vice-consul in Fitzgerald's Tender is the Night.
Because I had pre-decided that officers were stuffed shirts, I tended to avoid them.
Officers and staff mixed more freely at Moscow than at many other posts, but at the same
time there had to be an area of reserve. It was recognized that discipline depended on an
officer's being one of the gang and at the same time above it. My introduction to the
diplomatic service came at a time of transition. The "before and after" are illustrated by
articles on Diplomacy in successive editions of the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences.
Said the edition of 1931:

"In almost every country the diplomatic service is practically closed to all but the most
wealthy class. In some countries not even the sons of wealthy merchants or industrialists
obtain easy entrance into the service, which is reserved for those who bear names of
ancient dignity. In the United States the practice is supported by the governments'
refusals to provide public moneys for the use of diplomats in carrying on the lavish and
extravagant entertainment functions expected of them."

By contrast, the edition of 1968 said:

"Until the twentieth century members of the diplomatic corps were recruited from the
wealthy classes. Those selected were generally amateurs whose rank and social position
entitled them to consideration for diplomatic appointment.... By World War II an
appreciable democratization and professionalization of foreign services had occurred.
Competitive substantive examinations requiring high educational attainment had been
instituted in most major countries...."

Angus Ward illustrates this transition. Whereas Chipman was Dartmouth and Bohlen was
St. Paul's and Harvard, Ward was Valparaiso University and a businessman before
entering the Service. Ward's hard-handed background was reflected in his postings to
Mukden, Tientsin, Moscow, Vladivostok, Tehran, Mukden again, Nairobi and Kabul.
The other two served in glamor posts, Bohlen for example in Prague, Paris, Moscow,
Tokyo, Moscow again, Paris again, Moscow once more, Manila, and once again Paris. It

20



was not until after the war that the Service encouraged entry of young people from non-
Ivy colleges.

Flavin and I had several talks about becoming clerical staff in the Service for, as clerks
for the War Department, we were in foreign service but not The Foreign Service. There
was an advantage to having "permanent" status as compared to the contract status under
which Flavin and I worked. But permanent or not, overseas service offered quarters and
other allowances you did not get working in the States. It offered pay rises up to a ceiling,
vacation leave while at post, home leave with transportation paid to the United States
every two years, a pension system, and relatively high salary in terms of the Depression
wages then prevailing. Beyond the material rewards were the aesthetic and educational;
you could see lands, works of art, sites of history you could never hope to visit if you had
to pay for the travel yourself, the opportunity to meet persons of distinction and to move
in social circles that would not be available in clerical jobs at home.

On the other side of the coin, you were a vagabond, with diminishing home ties and a
fluid body of friends. You would have little choice of posts and might have to spend your
working life in a succession of disagreeable holes. One compensation, though; if you
didn't like a particular assignment you could take comfort from the knowledge that after
four years you would be assigned somewhere else. Your children (and here was the
roughest part of the deal) would have to be pulled out of school and their circle of friends
at least every four years and might find themselves without roots. I was to weigh and
review these considerations many times over the next few years.

Diplomatic bags and the rouble. Embassy staffers had a choice of receiving personal mail
by diplomatic pouch or open mail. In the days before air service, diplomatic pouches
followed circuitous routes. Material from Washington traveled to Embassy Paris no
matter what its final destination. Embassy Paris re-assembled the materials into pouches
according to transit point. Embassy Berlin, for example, was responsible for onward
transit to U.S. consular posts within Germany.

A diplomatic pouch is a canvas-leather bag that is padlocked and wired, and the wire
sealed with wax or lead. Classified materials are hand-carried by diplomatic couriers, and
pouches containing materials classified secret or higher must be chained to the courier's
wrist. Couriers in that era, who were often military officers detailed to Embassy Paris,
followed southern and northern circuits throughout Europe, Embassy Moscow being
serviced by the northern circuit. The courier traveled by train to Berlin where the
Embassy removed materials for posts in Germany and re-sealed the pouches. This
operation took one to two days, depending on train schedules. Next to Warsaw, where the
procedure was repeated, and then to Riga, Latvia. The arrangement was for Embassy
Moscow to send a staff member to meet the courier in Riga and bring the pouches on to
Moscow. Because the trip to Riga provided a change from the Moscow monotony,
Embassy Moscow clerks sought the courier assignment although they had to spend most
of their two days in Riga carrying out shopping errands for the Moscow staff. To our
chagrin, Flavin and I were not permitted to participate in trips to Riga. We were officially
part of the Embassy and had the requisite security clearances, but because we were not
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employees of the State Department we were judged not eligible to carry State Department
pouches (or so ran the story).

Pouch materials took approximately twenty-one days to travel from Washington to
Moscow. Because of this length of time, many staff members used open mail for
correspondence. Open mail usually took only fourteen days, but the risk hd to be
accepted that one's letters might be held up by the Russian censors.

In addition to personal mail and official correspondence, the diplomatic pouch brought
Russian roubles. Most European nations in the pre-World War II days had official rates
of exchange and unofficial or black market rates. Diplomatic missions customarily
bought their local currencies at black market rates with the tacit approval of the host
government. This was true of diplomatic missions in Moscow, except that they had to
buy the roubles at the black market rate outside Russia and bring them in by diplomatic
pouch. With export of roubles prohibited, the only way large amounts of roubles could
regularly make their way abroad was with the connivance of the Soviet Government.
Soviet agents would carry sacks of roubles to Riga where couriers from the various
embassies would purchase them and bring them back to Moscow. Why the Soviet
Government insisted on this arrangement was just another missing piece in the Russian
jig-saw.

During the negotiations for recognition of the Soviet Government, the United States
objected to this state of affairs and stipulated that its Embassy should be supplied legally
with roubles at the black market rate by the Russian central bank. Under heavy pressure
to obtain recognition, Foreign Minister Maxim Litvinov acceded to this condition, but the
Soviet Government reneged on it after diplomatic relations were established. Like other
missions, our Embassy had to buy roubles on the black market abroad and bring them in
by pouch (Charles Thayer, Diplomat, pp. 211, 212).

The official rate of exchange was five roubles to the dollar, and at the time of my arrival
the black market rate was nineteen. When Flavin had arrived one year earlier he had
received only seven, for the rate varied in accordance with the capitalist law of supply
and demand. Oddly, he was better off with R7.00 to $1.00 than with R19.00 to $1.00.

The reason was the Foreign Exchange Relief Act by which Congress compensated U.S.
Government employees overseas with enough extra dollars to realize that quantity of
foreign currency which they could have realized before the dollar was devalued in 1934.
The bountiful feature was that this Act was interpreted as if the overseas employee
converted his entire salary into the foreign currency, whether he actually did so or not.

To illustrate with round figures, assume that an employee's monthly salary is $100 and
that before 1934 the rate of exchange was R20 to $1, meaning he would receive R2,000 if
he converted the entire salary. Now, pretend that after devaluation the rate slips to R10 to
$1, meaning that he would receive only R1,000. Under the Act, he would be paid an
additional $100 to bring him back up to R2,000. But since nothing in the Act required
him to convert his entire salary, if he could get by on R1,000 he could keep the extra
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$100 as gravy. In Moscow there were few expenses in local currency because there was
little to buy. Flavin and I had to pay Tanya's wages, buy a few foodstuffs on the market,
and pay for theater tickets in roubles, but virtually everything else we used was imported.
Thus, Flavin had been better off with a rate of R7 to $1 because he had been compensated
with a greater amount in dollars.

Roubles and shops. Spending roubles in Moscow could be an adventure. Walking with
Flavin one evening, I spied some figs in a shop window. At my request, Francis asked the
price in his uncertain Russian. One rouble twenty kopeks per kilo. I paid R1.20 to the
cashier, received a ticket, presented it to a salesgirl, and was dismayed to see her weigh a
chunk of melon. Pantomime negotiations followed. Flavin's Russian had backfired. It was
the melon that was R1.20 per kilo; the figs were R4.00. I took a closer look at the figs,
saw that they were full of wormholes, and decided to accept the melon, for who knows
what international incident might have resulted if I had asked for my money back? In our
apartment I put the melon in the refrigerator. Tanya threw it out two days later and
bought a watermelon instead. This was my introduction to shopping.

Subsequent expeditions were equally frustrating. Telling Flavin I wished to buy a chess
set, I understood him to say that the phrase for "How much is it?" was "shakmatz". Using
this, I bought a board and men for R21.50 in spite of an undefined hesitation by the
salesgirl. I then tried to buy a phonograph record at the Mostorg. The girl brought the
record, but "shakmatz" failed to bring out the price though repeated confidently,
authoritatively, beseechingly, and winsomely. Bystanders joined in, and finally it was
realized that the silly foreigner was trying to ask the cost. Four roubles, tovarich, and it's
yours. At home, Flavin cleared up the misunderstanding. "Shakmatz" is the word for
chess.

At the state-operated international book store I bought the works of William Shakespeare
in English, complete in four volumes, of which only three were available, and including a
preface proving that Shakespeare was a forerunner of Karl Marx. The cost was 18 roubles
per volume, or about 90 cents at the diplomatic rate of exchange. The print was large, but
the paper and binding were little better than newsprint, and the whole reeked of fish glue.
Flavin said Gerry had kept a dog that was passionately fond of this glue and would riddle
anything that smelled of it.

The system followed in the shops was not consumer oriented. Most were sardine-packed.
You shoehorned your way in and made the rounds of the counters to see whether what
you wanted was available and to jot down the prices. When you had your purchases
figured out, you totaled the prices and got in line before the cashier, who made no attempt
to verify your total but accepted your money and gave you a receipt. You elbowed your
way back to the counter and handed the receipt to a salesgirl. If you were lucky, your
choices had not been sold while you were waiting at the cashier; the salesgirl wrapped
your purchases in newspaper, and you had achieved your objective. But if you had
figured the price wrong, or if all the goods were sold, you had to get back in the cashier
line and ask for a corrected receipt or a refund.
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Krasnaya means both beautiful and red in Russian, and it was Beautiful Square before
the communists. It was also a market place famous throughout the world, and while I was
in Moscow the great department store across from the Kremlin was called the Mostorg.
Later on it was closed because somebody thought it detracted from the dignity of the
Square, and still later it was re-opened under the name G.U.M. (Gosudarstvennyy
Universalnyy Magazine or State Department Store). The Mostorg had the widest variety
of goods of any shop I got to know in Moscow and was also the most crowded.

Scads of small shops lined the side streets and the arcades. Of special interest were the
government second-hand or "commission" stores. A Muscovite who had something to
sell could leave it with a commission store where an expert would place a value and affix
a price tag. If the item were sold within a month, the store deducted seven percent
commission and remitted the balance to the seller. If the item remained unsold, the store
might suggest a reduction in price or recommend another store. About half of Moscow's
twenty commission stores dealt in general wares, while the remainder were divided into
"art" stores specializing in paintings, sculptures, carpets, and the like, and "hardware"
stores offering radios, cameras, bicycles and sporting goods. Foreigners were not
permitted to sell goods through the commission stores, only to buy.

You could still find ikons in the art stores (later on the Government prohibited their
export) and also paintings which I did not buy because I did not trust my own taste.
Lacquered cigarette boxes with pictured lids depicting wolves chasing troikas were
popular, as were red-gold lacquered peasant-made end tables. A small shop sold stamps
for collectors and even packaged them neatly. My most successful purchase in Moscow
was, of all things, a pair of spats that proved a marvelous antidote to cold ankles. Finding
this article of the elite in the dictatorship of the proletariat was just one more incongruity
(Section on shops based on personal observation supplemented by Norton, Only in
Russia, pp. 13, 35 and 151, and National Geographic for March 1966, p. 309.).

I could almost always buy phonograph records at the Mostorg without waiting in line,
although the selection was limited. These were 78 r.p.m. shellacs made in the Soviet
Union. Because the surfaces shortly became scratched and unplayable, I soon gave up
buying them but continued to visit the record counter because I had vague hopes of
dating a pretty salesgirl in a tight sweater after I should have learned a little Russian.
(Nothing came of this romance.)

Incredibly on one occasion an import appeared on the posted list, a French Columbia
recording of the Overture to Le Roi d'Ys on two ten-inch discs. I had never heard of Le
Roi d'Ys or its composer but decided to go ahead although the price was R15 per disc (75
cents at the current rate) rather than R4 per Russian disc. Big spender or not, it was not to
be. The sweater girl brought one disc but shrugged when I asked for the second. Only
half the overture had been imported. Later I acquired a complete Russian recording of
Eugene Onegin of which only three records of seventeen were missing. And then one day
in February 1939 I found a long queue at the record counter. The reason, the Mostorg had
got in a stock of crank-em-up phonographs. Now I understood why no Russians had been
waiting to buy records; they had no machines to play them on.
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Also plentiful in Moscow shops were guitars. I ordered a self-instruction book from the
States and set out to buy an instrument. Until the book arrived I had assumed that a guitar
is a guitar. Now I learned that a guitar has six strings but that all those in the Russian
shops had seven. Consulting an encyclopedia, I learned that guitars can have four to
seven strings, depending on local preference. The problem of how to play a seven-string
guitar with a six-string instruction book set my musical education back by weeks. I
thought of taking one string off a seven-string but could get no authoritative opinion on
whether this would work. Continued searching located a second-hand shop with a six-
stringer for the equivalent of five dollars, and I began to teach myself. Today, some fifty
years afterward, I still can't play Swanee River, and I'm beginning to suspect I have no
talent.

Ballet and opera. My second trip to the opera was to hear Faust at the "Filial," which was
the way Americans pronounced the name of the Bolshoi's affiliate theater. This smaller
house drew from the same roster of singers but held its performances to a less grandiose
scale. Not that the Bolshoi artists were premier singers. Some of the bassos were
sonorous, but tenors and the women used a type of voice production that sounded oddly
constricted to one accustomed to Western voices. On the other hand, the stage presence
of many performers was outstanding, and the sets, costumes, and choral organization
were magnificent. Butterfly and other familiar pieces at the Filial (done in Russian, of
course) were on the level of an Italian small town house, but the Bolshoi with its flair for
spectacle made a tremendous impact with the Russian repertoire.

Alongside Radio City Music Hall or the Berlin Staatsoper, the Bolshoi (Grand or Big) is
just another theater, although its seventy-foot deep stage does justify its name. Completed
in 1824 and rebuilt after a fire in 1856, it has six horseshoe-shaped balconies, painted in
gold and with red seats and curtains. Contrary to popular notion, the national colors of the
Soviet Union are red and gold, not just red. At the rear of the theater, stretching through
the first and second balconies, is the royal box, now wearing the hammer and sickle. Is it
significant that in opera houses the royal box is always at the most distant point from the
stage?

The great curtain is gold and covered with the letters U.S.S.R. (in Cyrillic characters) and
the dates 1871, 1905, and 1917; and when the curtain goes up a wave of cool air sweeps
over the footlights carrying an odor of scenepaint and fishglue. I never was sure of the
dates: presumably 1871 was the fall of the Paris commune, 1905 the October Manifesto
granting Russia a constitution following the Great General Strike, and 1917 you know.

The Bolshoi has a staff of 3,000 to entertain an audience that at top capacity numbers
2,000. It has its own costume and scenery factory, a seven-story building housing twenty-
two shops where 600 full-time workers make everything that goes onto the stage or into
the auditorium. One enthusiastic statistic claims that it turns out 1,500 pairs of hand-made
ballet shoes a month; since this would mean at least 50 pairs of hand-made shoes a day
even with a 30-day work month, it is open to question. The Bolshoi has a print shop for
tickets and programs, a power plant to produce its own electricity, a warehouse where
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more than 100,000 costumes are catalogued and stored, a fleet of trucks, and a complex
of apartment houses for its employees (what's this footnote? I seem to have forgotten to
put it down.). Thus do the resources of the state support an enterprise that, if it
entertained 2,000 people twice a day 365 days of the year, could be seen by only
1,460,000 of Russia's 250 million comrades. T.V. of course can expand the audience.

Although the Bolshoi's operas were competently done, they were notable largely because
of their ballet scenes, and indeed the full-scale ballets were unforgettable. The most
impressive opera [ saw was Tchaikovsky's Fugene Onegin, which has begun to regain the
place it once held in Western opera houses although it has never been wildly successful
outside Russia. Tchaikovsky wrote eleven operas, but with rare exceptions only this one
is exported. As others have said, it is a collection of episodes rather than a true dramatic
work, but it offers so much histrionic conflict, tuneful music, elaborate costuming, and
varied dancing that it makes for superb theater. No other Tchaikovsky opera was on the
boards while I was in Moscow. I regretted not having heard The Queen of Spades. I'm
told it is the only extant opera that opens with a chorus of wet nurses.

After Swan Lake, which has become a staple with Bolshoi troupes performing in Europe
and America, | found The Fountain of Bakhchisaray (sometimes called The Fountain of
Tears) most memorable. Bakhchisaray is a city in South Crimea which was the seat of the
Crimean Khanate, a kingdom on the Peninsula that got along by itself for a while but fell
to the Tartars in the 13th Century and passed to Russia in 1783. The Fountain was one of
37 ballets and 10 operas composed by Boris V. Asafyev (1884-1949), who wrote music
criticism under the pen name Igor Glebor in his spare time. His The Prisoner of the
Caucasus and The Three Fat Men also hold the stage in Russia.

This ballet has so much going for it you wonder why it isn't a favorite in the West. The
music is adequate, the costumes and sets are lavish, the situations are packed with drama,
the styles of dancing include traditional ballet, pulsating harem beauties, and barbarian
frenzy, and there are major roles for four soloists. One would think it would be a
welcome change from Giselle and Les Sylphides, but to my knowledge it has never been
seen in the United States except on a Soviet-made film.

Borodin's Prince Igor is a pleasant but conventional opera except for its third-act ballet.
Prince Igor (1150-1202) is the hero of a Russian epic, The Lay of the Host of Igor,
discovered in 1795 and attributed to the Twelfth Century, which was used by Borodin's
librettist. In 1185 the Prince led the Russians in an unsuccessful expedition against the
Cumans, a nomadic people of Turkic language. They were also called Kipchaks, but you
probably think of them as the Polovtsi. They raised considerable hell in southern Russia
until defeated by the Mongols around 1245, after which they moved to Hungary and
merged with the Magyars, and that's why you don't hear much about them any more.

Borodin left the opera incomplete, and it is thanks to Glazonov and Rimsky-Korsakov
that we have it today. In a prologue, Igor announces he's going to pummel the Polovtsis,
and an eclipse darkens the sky. In the theater, this dramatic moment falls flat, with little
excitement in the music and the chorus just standing around and yipping. During Act |
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Prince Galitsky, Igor's basso brother left in charge of the store while Igor is out on the
steppes, gets nastily drunk, sings a braggart aria (the best song in the opera), and chases a
pretty girl. There is a fire at the end of the act, and everybody beats his breast and wails
as the flames consume something.

Act Il makes it a great show. Igor, the silly ass, has got himself captured by Khan
Konchak and tells us in a despair song his head is going to decorate a tent pole.
Improbably, old Konchak sits down with him for a fatherly talk and tells him he can go
back home. Rimsky-Korsakov disclosed in My Musical Life that Borodin intended to
have a scene of Igor's escape from the Polovtsi, which would have made better sense, but
never got around to writing it. At any rate, Konchak claps his hands to order the girls to
do the dance of the Polovtsi maidens, and it is at this sort of thing that the Bolshoi excels.

Then Igor's son sings a duet about romance with the beautiful daughter of Konchak, after
which comes the great punch of the opera, the tremendous ballet done to the Polovtsian
Dances. The deep stage of the Bolshoi comes into play and assists the Russian genius at
organizing chaos into pandemonium. You think there are hundreds of savages flinging
themselves in hordes of directions, berzerking into frenzy, yet somehow without turning
the stage into shredded wheat. I have seen this ballet done in other opera houses, but none
has matched the Bolshoi.

At the end of Act II the opera fan is advised to head for the nearest exit as Act Il is a
soggy letdown. Igor comes home, the naughty Galitsky is not to be seen, there is no
struggle for the throne or even a P.T.A. debate, everybody just stands and sings except
for two comics who fail to amuse, and you're better off sipping beer and trying to re-live
the tremendous ballet you have just seen. The Russian word for beer is pivo (pee-voh).

I heard several other Russian works at the Filial. The dullest was Rimsky-Korsakov's
Snyegorochka (Snow Maiden) in which the vinegar-faced heroine walks around holding
onto her own long braids. More interesting musically is The Tsar's Bride. Its motivating
character is Ivan the Terrible, although he is on stage only long enough to cast a
lascivious look at the soprano, who is about to marry the tenor. The plot hinges on this
look, for Ivan is so snared by the soprano's beauty he decides to liquidate the tenor and
take over the girl himself.

The pleasantest R-K opera [ saw was The Tale of Tsar Saltan. The Tsar, misled by
suggestions from wicked sisters that his Tsarina is unfaithful, has her and her infant son
thrown into the sea in a barrel. They sail away for a year and a day, while the son grows
to manhood, and land on a magic isle where good fairies promise to help restore them to
their kingdom. The fairies change the young prince to a bee, and you've got it, there's the
Flight of the Bumblebee. The flight runs throughout the act, not just the two-minute
version you hear in the concert hall. The bee-prince buzzes around the wicked aunts and
his stupid father through several scenes, meaning that the violins keep buzzybuzzybuzzy.
The characters are less intense in this opera, and perhaps that's why it's less of a bore
although it runs over three hours.
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Diversions. One evening I stretched to my full five-seven and walked beside six-foot
Flavin through Sokolniki Park. When we smiled at two girls, they giggled and kept
peeking girl-fashion from the corner of their eyes as we followed to a building where
they bought tickets and disappeared inside. There was a placard over the door, but we
could not translate it. "A lecture on communism," hazarded Flavin. Since there was one
sure way to find out, we plunked down three roubles each and entered. It was a ballroom
dancing hall.

I was amused to see an electric sign tell the dancers what was being played: fox trot,
tango, boston. Fox trot and tango I could figure out, but what was a boston? A waltz; in
fact it's in Noah Webster and in Petit Larousse; "Danse lente sur une mesure a trois-
quatre". The Russian boys wore business suits with padded shoulders, the ladies wore
house dresses of the customary sackcloth, and the musicians wore tuxedos. The girls
stood in clumps or danced in pairs; the stags stood in other clumps until they screwed up
their courage to ask for dances or cut in on the pairs.

Seeing the Russian chaps cutting in, we said what the hell we might as well try it, and we
began approaching the ladies, making a bow, and saying pashalsta (please). Refusals
were unanimous, so Francis changed the tactics. Dragging me in tow, he broke up a pair
of girls, and I grabbed No. 2 before she could flee. International relations did not prosper.
The foxtrot was paced for the third race at Pimlico, the girl danced like the broom in The
Sorcerer's Apprentice, and I was too winded at the close to prevent her from scurrying
back to the safety of the herd. Flavin was equally unsuccessful. We stuck it gamely for an
hour but made no progress. The girls were courteous, they let us cut in, but they declined
to stay with us although Francis turned loose all fifty words of his Russian vocabulary.

We tried again at Sokolniki a few weeks later. I gave up after an hour, but Flavin stayed
on. When he returned to the apartment he began talking excitedly, an amazing
metamorphosis from his customary reserve. He had been the lion of the evening, had
danced with a dozen girls, and had even given one his phone number. (No use asking for
hers; nobody in Moscow has one.) I hoped the girl would call; never had I seen Francis so
light-hearted.

She did not, but Flavin doggedly went out to Sokolniki again, alone this time, and again
gave his number to a girl. This one did call. I overheard his side of the phone
conversation and had to laugh at the obstacles to intercultural communication, every
other sentence being, "Nye panimayu" (I do not understand). A date was arranged and
kept, but no lasting friendship developed. Flavin, who was to stay in the Soviet Union
seven years without home leave, eventually found the right girl on the staff of the
Swedish Embassy.

The principal night spot for foreigners and many natives was the Metropole Hotel, a great
barn three blocks from the Embassy. The first time [ went there the place was jammed
because of "free eve," the evening before the working man's day off. The dance floor was
a ring around a pool filled with live fish, railed to keep revelers from falling in. It was
said that if you had enough prestige and valuta (foreign currency) the chef would net a

28



fish of your choice and prepare it for you. The narrow dance floor was crowded, the food
indifferent, the service slow, and the band mechanical. The merriest prank of the evening
was to buy gas-filled toy balloons, light the strings, and allow them to float up to the
vaulted ceiling to pop. Here at the Metropole were the only attractively gowned girls in
Moscow. This was the place to rent yourself a romantic liaison if you didn't mind her
connections with the G.P.U.

During the early years of the communist regime the Metropole was out of bounds for
Russians. The idea was to let it earn foreign currency, and its tariffs were listed in dollars
(pounds, francs, marks, of course were acceptable). This policy was changed because
there weren't enough foreign visitors to make it pay, but even after the place was opened
to Russians there was a period when they were allowed only into the grand salon and not
the bar. Eventually this restriction was also relaxed. Russians were given a menu in
roubles; foreigners were asked whether they wanted to pay in roubles or valuta. If they
chose valuta, the meal and the service showed improvement.

The National Hotel next door to the Mokavaya building (the U.S. Embassy) was also
patronized by foreigners. Then there was the famed Moscow Circus, notable for its lion
act, but not because of the derring-do of the trainers. An iron cage protected front-row
spectators from tooth and claw but not from other perils. The lions had not been
housebroken, and a male lion does not pause beside a fire hydrant like faithful Fido. The
front rows of spectators were drenched without warning. I was amazed at the range and
trajectory.

Not all diversions were indoors. When freezing weather set in, the Embassy staff skated
at the public rink, which was made by flooding tennis courts with a hose. Later on
Ambassador Kirk provided a private rink in the garden of Spaso House, the official
residence. Although this had the advantage of a charcoal brazier and refreshments, I
never warmed up to skating.

In January came snow, and the staff headed for skis like lemmings for the sea. They
pooled resources to rent a dacha or wooden bungalow some miles out in the country.
From the dacha they set out on ski across country for some two miles to a valley ringed
with small hills. Raised in Washington, D. C., which has little snow or ice, [ was new to
skis and skates, and once the novelty had worn off I lost my enthusiasm, though I had
bought skis left by my predecessor, and I kept to the Mokavaya where I could play
records and stay warm.

"...What new acquisition of House Berghof was it which at length released (Hans
Castorp) from his patience-playing mania and flung him into the arms of another passion,
nobler, though at bottom no less strange...? It was an overflowing cornucopia of artistic
enjoyment, ranging from grave to gay. It was a musical apparatus. It was a
gramophone..."

This substitute for musical ability, this mechanical and later electronic caterer to one's
enjoyment called the gramophone or phonograph, so took the fancy of Thomas Mann he

29



devoted an entire chapter to it in The Magic Mountain (Chapter headed "Fullness of
Harmony," beginning page 635).

"...Of course, it was scarcely like a real orchestra playing in the room. The volume of
sound, though not to any extent distorted, had suffered a diminution of perspective. If we
may draw a simile from the visual field, it was as though one were to look at a painting
through the wrong end of an opera-glass, seeing it remote and diminutive, though with all
its luminous precision of drawing and colour...."

In a Broadway play of the 'forties, The Voice of the Turtle, 1 think it was, the hero
remarks that he's not much good at doing things but he sure is good at appreciating. I
could have been that hero. As a child I put up dogged resistance when I was told to
practice the violin, but I was hooked by the windup phonograph in the front parlor. First
it was a comedy record:

Gus, Gus, Gasoline Gus,

Gasoline Gus and his jitney bus,

He bought a pound of dynamite,

He bought a pint of gin,

That had the zip and pepper for

His old machine of tin.

'It's got a bigger kick than gasoline,'
Said Gus as he loaded his tin machine.
Gus, Gus, Gasoline Gus,

Gasoline Gus, and his jitney bus.

- (that's all I remember) (I'll cite composer and title if I ever find them.)

Then it was a record of Weber's Invitation to the Waltz, and when at Christmas I was
given the Overture to Oberon 1 decided that Weber was the greatest composer of all time,
and I turned my feet on a path from which I was not to deviate for fifty years, the pursuit
of recorded music. Louis XIV could crook a finger and Lully would perform, but what
king in history was so well served as I have been, who can command thousands of artists
to play by pushing a button?

The records bought at the Mostorg were not very satisfying, but Colonel Faymonville
gave me liberal access to his amazingly large library of classical records, all of them 78
r.p.m. shellacs, for long-plays were not to come for nearly ten years. I also ordered a few
classical records from the States that arrived in good condition although held several days
in Customs. Rumor had it that the Russians had to play them first to make sure they were
not capitalist propaganda, but maybe it was just bureaucracy at work. Also received was a
record featuring Louis Armstrong called Shadrack over which the Embassy staff went
mad. Pierce and Pressley exclaimed over it one night at our apartment, and Pressley
borrowed it to play for himself. Costello and McKee dropping in, Pressley played it for
them ten times. "There were three children in the land of Israel; Shadrack, Mishack,
Abednego...." Others heard about it and called on me to hear me play my wonderful
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record. If I could have charged a dime for each playing, I would have earned a week's
pay.

I held decided opinions about jazz. The greatest dance band of all time, bar none, was
Jimmy Lunceford, and his greatest arrangement was Rain, followed closely by Jealous.
I'm still inclined to this opinion, even today. Duke Ellington had a good dance band, too,
although not as good as it was cracked up to be. For a short time, Cab Calloway was on a
cloud of his own. The old Dorsey Brothers band, with its unique one trumpet and three
trombones, was vastly superior to either the Tommy or the Jimmy band; its classic was
Honeysuckle Rose. Guy Lombardo always played one-eighth interval sharp, but he went
on forever. Benny Goodman, Artie Shaw, Woodie Herman were late arrivals and too full
of squawk. A great, really serious band was Isham Jones, dance music without strain all
the way. Ray Noble's English band was much better than his American, and its best
number was Who Walks In When [ Walk Out?, although his smoothies like Love Locked
Out with crooner Al Bowlly (who was killed in a London air raid) were tops in their
realm. The finest of the conventional swing bands was Glen Gray and the Casa Loma.
Gray was precision; Lunceford was so dispersed you wondered if his men would end on
the same chord, and in any case at least one instrument was usually outside it. Gray
always turned out a competent job, Lunceford gave you either filet mignon or hash.

Sheltered in my office job, I had but one brush with Soviet officialdom. Colonel
Faymonville sent me to pay a bill at a Moscow bank, and for this routine junket he
supplied me with the bill, roubles, a letter from the Government, a car with chauffeur,
and Miss Tolstoy, the office interpreter. This lady, somewhere in her fifties I suppose,
had an aristocratic way of carrying herself, a knack of looking chic even in Soviet
clothes, and a trick of managing to smile without showing her teeth, presumably because
she needed dental work. The chauffeur drove us to the bank building, and Miss Tolstoy
started making inquiries.

A girl directed us to another girl. The other girl directed us to another building. Here we
found not the desired caisse but an information booth. The information booth directed us
to a nearby room. When we tried to enter, a policeman demanded our passes. The letter
from the Government was produced, but the policeman insisted on passes. He directed us
to the office of the pass-giver-outer. The pgo demanded our passports. All this, of course,
in Russian, and I could see that Miss Tolstoy, who dealt with matters like this every
week, was losing her temper. She now made the mistake of telling the pgo that no
passports were needed because of the letter from the Government. Oh, says the pgo, is
that so? Well, maybe you have a letter from the Government, comrade, but all he had to
say was he wanted to see you get the pass without showing your passport, that's all he
had to say. We had to return to the Colonel with bill, money, car, chauffeur and
interpreter, and the debt still unpaid. The Colonel did not seem astonished.

Change at the top. My boss, Colonel Philip R. Faymonville, left Moscow on February 15,
1939, after more than five years in Russia as Military Attache. It was his third tour of

duty in Russia and was to be followed by a fourth. A graduate of Stanford University and
West Point, Faymonville served on the Mexican border and in the Philippines, and during

31



the first World War was assigned to Ordnance Corps duties. In 1918 he was promoted to
temporary major and sent as chief ordnance officer in the American expeditionary force
to Siberia. This weird episode in U.S. military history merits a digression.

The execution of Tsar Nicholas II and family on July 16-17, 1918 provoked an Allied
reaction. On August 2 the British disembarked several thousand Allied troops at
Archangel, overthrew the local soviet, and set up a provisional government of the north.
A few days later British and French contingents landed at Vladivostok, followed by a
Japanese division on August 12 and two U.S. regiments on August 15 and 16. By the end
of 1918, reinforcements had brought the number of U.S. troops among the Allied forces
in eastern Siberia to approximately 7,000.

What they were doing there was a matter of doubt to themselves and their governments.
In May 1918 about 100,000 Czechoslovak troops which had been organized by the tsarist
forces from Austrian Army prisoners, began hostilities against the Bolsheviks while
being transported across Siberia to Vladivostok. This Czech legion became split, some of
them occupying Samar, Simbirsk and Kazan in western Siberia and others Omsk, Irkutsk,
and other points on the trans-Siberian railway in eastern Siberia. In July they entered
Vladivostok and appealed to the Allies for aid. The Allied Supreme War Council
proposed a joint Allied expedition to help them form a junction with their compatriots in
the west, and they sent in the British, French and Japanese contingents. President Wilson,
believing erroneously that German-Austrian prisoners of war were controlling sections of
the trans-Siberian and keeping the two groups of Czechs apart, sent the U.S. force to
guard the line of communication as the Czechs moved westward.

Ironically, the junction between the two Czech groups had been effected two days before
the American forces under General William S. Graves reached Vladivostok, and the War
ended a few weeks after they arrived. The Americans remained in Siberia, guarding
limited sections of the railway until April 1920, because of President Wilson's
preoccupation with the Paris Peace Conference and with the struggle for acceptance of
the Covenant of the League of Nations, followed by his sudden paralytic stroke (George
F. Kennan, Russia and the West Under Lenin and Stalin, pp. 102 ff. Also Encyclopedia
Britannica, and William L. Langer, ed., An Encyclopedia of World History, pp. 947 and
1032.).

Faymonville, a participant in this exercise in futility, returned to Russia briefly in 1922 as
an American military observer, and from 1923 to 1926 he was U.S. Military Attache in
Tokyo. This was followed by training in ordnance and in military industrial and chemical
warfare fields until 1934, when he was sent to Moscow as military attache under
Ambassador Bullitt, remaining until February, 1939.

On August 23, 1939 the U.S.S.R. signed a non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany and
sat back to watch the capitalist-imperialists destroy each other. Approximately two years
later, however, Hitler invaded the Soviet Union, and Russia suddenly became "our brave
ally" and a recipient of aid under Lend-Lease. "It is an open secret here (Washington) that
Colonel Philip R. Faymonville, in charge of Lend-Lease aid to Russia, already is
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supervising arrangements for shipment of existing war supplies to Russia," reported the
New York Times on August 5, 1941. By September 12 Faymonville was back in Russia
designated as the link between U.S. production facilities and the Soviet forces (New York
Times September 13, 1941, p. 7:4).

The Times noted on January 23, 1942 that President Roosevelt had nominated
Faymonville for promotion to brigadier general because of his work as permanent
secretary of the American Mission to Moscow in expediting American aid to the Soviet
war effort. Star ascendant. But what goes up can come down.

Twenty months later the 7imes said it had learned from reliable diplomatic sources that
Faymonville would soon be recalled to Washington, as would also Brigadier General
Joseph A. Michaela, his successor as military attache in Moscow. According to the
article, for some time it had been well known in Moscow that there was a conflict of
ideas and aspirations between the Lend-Lease Mission on the one hand and the Embassy
and its military attache office on the other.

On November 18, 1943 it was reported that former Brigadier General Faymonville was
currently on duty as a colonel in the Office of the Chief of Ordnance in Washington and
that Brigadier General Michaela would also revert to colonel. The Times said it was
known that the recall of the two officers had ended a situation which had given great
concern to American officials for many months. Friction within the U.S. group in
Moscow had been reported by official emissaries on their return to Washington.

Faymonville's successor as head of the U.S. Supply Mission, General John R. Deane,
explained in The Strange Alliance (p. 91) after the war that the President had instructed
Faymonville to attach no strings to our aid and to avoid using the program as a lever to
obtain information from the Russians. In the opinion of his colleagues, Faymonville
observed these instructions too literally. A conflict developed between him and the War
and Navy Departments, which tried to get him to supply information on whether effective
use was being made of the supplies, information that Faymonville did not have.

The impression left by the newspaper accounts is that there were personal differences
between Faymonville and Michaela, but historians suggest that the causes lay elsewhere.
Our Ambassador in 1943 was Admiral William H. Standley, former Chief of Naval
Operations. Standley is said to have been annoyed that Faymonville handled the
important lend-lease contacts on direct authority from the White House. Although every
cablegram Faymonville sent and received was placed on Standley's desk and the
Ambassador was kept fully informed, he felt it a derogation of his position that he had no
authority over the disposition of lend-lease aid.

On March 8, 1943 Standley called in American and British newspaper correspondents
and made a public charge that the Russian people were not being informed about the
lend-lease aid they were receiving. He even threatened to have lend-lease stopped.
Although the Department of State declared that the Admiral's statement was not an
expression of official policy, the smooth working of lend-lease was seriously disturbed. It
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is contended that Standley was really striking at Faymonville and that the State
Department, too, resented Faymonville's authority to communicate directly with the
White House, the War Department, and the Lend-Lease Administration (D. F. Fleming,
The Cold War and Its Origins, Doubleday, 1961, pp. 138 and 141-143. Waverly Root,
The Secret History of the War. Vol. Ill, Casablanca to Katyn. New York, Scribners,
1946. pp. 343-350.).

Faymonville disappeared into the obscurity of Stateside Army assignments, retired as a
brigadier general, and died at his home in San Francisco in 1962, aged 73 (New York
Times, March 31, 1962 (obituary)). I remember him gratefully as a kindly, cultured,
generous and tolerant gentleman under whom I was most lucky to work as a green,
hyper-emotional kid in my first assignment (A notice in the New York Times Book
Review of May 10, 1970 asked readers to send any available information concerning the
position of Brigadier General Faymonville to the Department of History, U.S. Air Force
Academy, for use in a book that was currently in preparation describing and evaluating
Faymonville's role in Soviet -American relations.).

You're going to Warsaw. With Flavin doing three-fourths of the clerical work of the
office, including virtually all the clerical duties, I had no basis for judging the quality and
utility of the military attache intelligence output. The contributions of military attaches as
a group were held in low esteem by Army upper echelons. Witness General Eisenhower:
"Within the War Department a shocking deficiency that impeded all constructive
planning existed in the field of intelligence. ...(D)uring the years between the two world
wars no funds were provided with which to establish the basic requirement of an
intelligence system -- a far-flung organization of fact finders. Our one feeble gesture in
this direction was the maintenance of military attaches in most foreign capitals, and since
public funds were not available to meet the unusual expenses of this type of duty, only
officers with independent means could normally be detailed to these posts. Usually they
were estimable, socially acceptable gentlemen: few knew the essentials of intelligence
work. Results were almost completely negative...."

- (Crusade in Europe, Garden City Books 1948, p. 48)

Faymonville was an exception to this indictment. He knew the Russians and he knew
their military capability. After Stalin's 1937 purge of the Red Army, the consensus was
that the Russian military machine had been greatly weakened. But in 1938 Ambassador
Davies wrote to Washington: "...It is generally considered here that the liquidation of the
older and experienced generals has weakened the army very materially. Personally I
agree with our Military Attache, Colonel Faymonville, that while this is measurably true,
it is much exaggerated." (Mission to Moscow, 1941, p. 409) Root notes that Faymonville
was almost the only U.S. Army officer to contradict the general prediction that Russia
would be beaten in a few months and indeed expressed the belief that it was unlikely
Russia would be beaten at all (The Secret History of the War, op. cit., circa. p. 345).

Of these matters, I formed no opinion. During my five months under the Colonel I typed
routine correspondence, kept out of Flavin's way, and spent many hours searching for
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means of killing time. I had a high opinion of the Colonel as a person but no clue
whatever as to the importance of the military attaché office contribution. I learned
nothing of codes, accounts, files or drafting. In view of the hours that hung on my hands,
I sometimes wondered why the military attache office had asked Washington to send out
a second American clerk.

Washington must have wondered the same thing. A telegram in code arrived seven days
after Colonel Faymonville's departure. Flavin decoded it and, in accordance with standard
procedure, declined to reveal what was in it until he had shown it to Major Hayne, the
Acting Military Attache. Unusually, however, he volunteered that it concerned both him
and me. This was one of the few days that I went skating, and when I got back to the
apartment Flavin was eating Tanya's dinner. To my question about the telegram he
responded with: "How'd you like to go to Warsaw?" The War Department had asked the
Major to wire his opinion as to which of us could be spared.

There was no hesitation about the answer. I was ignorant and inexperienced, Flavin was
knowledgeable and proven. Flavin wanted keenly to go. He pointed out to the Major that
he had been in Moscow eighteen months, that he was fed up with Russia, and that he had
earned a change. He even praised me as eminently qualified to be chief clerk. The Major
remained unconvinced, but he did agree to request a raise for Flavin as a reward for
staying. An answering telegram was sent to Washington the following day, somewhat
remarkable in phrasing: BOTH MEN WORKING AT CAPACITY BUT IF ONE MUST
GO PREFER KEEP FLAVIN HERE.

For the first time I knew what it was to wait for orders from home base, but not for too
long. A telegram came in two days later, and I waited tensely while Flavin decoded it.
"Pal," said Francis earnestly, "you asked for it. You're leaving in twenty-four hours for
Addis Ababa." In accordance with instructions he declined to let me read the telegram
until he had shown it to the boss, and by the time he returned I was ready for a strait-
jacket. When he saw how worked up I was, Flavin apologized. The telegram had
contained nothing concerning a transfer.

But only half an hour later a second telegram came in, and after consulting with the
Major Flavin handed it over. It said orders transferring me to Warsaw would be issued
shortly. "Shortly" turned out to be approximately two weeks. The orders arrived on
March 7, 1939.

Francis remained in Russia seven years in all, transferring to Kuibyshev when the
Embassy moved with the Russian Government before the advancing Germans. On my
side, I was to spend three weeks in Warsaw, two months in Bucharest, three more weeks
in Warsaw, two weeks running from the German forces, and a year in Budapest, before
going home.

Flavin's joke about Addis Ababa brought a recollection that someone on the Embassy

side had received orders transferring him to Pretoria. "Where in the world is that?" 1 had
asked. I could not foresee that two years later I would be heading there myself.
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Last days. After weeks of trying, I managed to obtain tickets to the Moscow Art Theater
performance of Anna Karenina only a few days before my departure. Four hours, and |
could not understand a single sentence, but I sat enthralled at the twenty-odd scenes, the
beauty of the costumes, the lavishness of the sets, and the technique of the actors. Again,
it was the realism of mobs that was outstanding. There was a drawing room filled with
finely appareled ladies and gentlemen who had to keep up hubbub and yet permit
dialogue between main characters to come through. There was a scene at the races where
the actors actually "saw" the imaginary horses. There were the opera boxes where Anna
overhears the insults of her neighbors and shows the audience that she cannot face their
sneers. There was a scene of breathtaking splendor at the Royal Palace. There was the
incredible final scene where you, in the audience, go under the wheels of the train with
her.

The stage is black, impenetrable, except for a spotlight on Anna as she waits on the
railway platform, down right. You can make out the rails dimly receding upstage. In the
distance the red light of a semaphore and green of a switch. The rails run from the gloom
of the stage straight at you in your seat. As Anna voices her despair you hear the hum of
wheels on rails, gradually becoming louder. Now the shrill of a whistle; Anna starts and
looks up the tracks at a pinpoint of light. It rapidly grows larger as it comes at you,
becomes three lights, the searchlight and two cowcatchers. And now you hear the puff of
the stack and the clank of the drivers, and the train is here. A scream from Anna as she
jumps onto the tracks. The train is on top of you; and blackout. You have just committed
suicide. Eugene Lyons wrote:

"I took in the Russian theater, ballet and opera in great droughts. Ardently if illogically, I
gave the revolution credit for everything cultural that it had inherited from the tsarist era.
A hundred years of classical ballet, the meticulous art of Stanislavsky's theaters, the
piled-up treasures of Russian music and stagecraft were for me, as for all foreign
worshipers, subtle confirmation of Karl Marx's theories. Tchaikovsky and Mussorgsky,
Moskvin and Madam Geltzer have made more converts to Sovietism among visiting
outsiders than the marvels of the Five Year Plan or the adroitness of the guides.”

- Assignment in Utopia, p. 63

At one of my last parties in Moscow we danced to a tune much in vogue, The Lambeth
Walk. Flavin gave a cocktail party in my honor, Fahrenholz took me to a performance of
Eugene Onegin, and a small crowd turned out to see me off at the railway station at 11:00
p.m. on March 9, 1939.

The Embassy asked me to carry some official materials to our Embassy at Warsaw and
provided special documents designating me a diplomatic courier. These passed me
through customs at Negoroloye at noon on March 10 without inspection. Few blessings
are unflawed. Under State Department regulations a courier must occupy a compartment
alone, but in the U.S.S.R. all first-class compartments were for two. The War
Department, which was paying the fare, provided only enough money for one first-class
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ticket, and I had to buy the second myself. The convenience of passing customs
unmolested more than compensated me for the seven-odd dollars.

The train reached the outer Warsaw station about 9:00 the night of March 10, 1939. I had
intended to get off at the central station, but a stately lady of dowager age cried through
the pane to ask if I were Mr. Thrasher. Thus began a treasured acquaintance with Miss
Juljana Mikwitz, the linchpin of our military attache office in Warsaw. The official
Chevrolet and chauffeur took me, Miss Mikwitz, and the two diplomatic pouches to the
Embassy and then to the Hotel Bristol, with the luggage following in a taxi. [ was quite
the distinguished traveler as I entered the lobby with five bags, a pair of skis, and a guitar.
The distinguished traveler had so lost his poise that he left Miss Mikwitz to pay for the
taxi, but he remembered to apologize and repay her next morning.

The hotel porter (bellhop captain) said in accented English: "If I knew somebody was
coming from U.S.A., I would asked him bring me cigarettes." He looked at me hopefully.

I answered that I had not come from the United States but from Russia.

"If you just come from Russia," said the porter, "you ain't got nothing."
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Chapter 3
Warsaw

(March 1939)

"The foreign policy of Poland since the (First World) War has been that of the nut in the
nutcracker."

- John Gunther, Inside Europe, p. 427

"The partition of Poland is now something more than an accomplished fact.... (T)he rule
of Russia has been harsh, and there has been no disposition, at least until the last few
years, to conceal the character of the claim by right of which Russia rules in Warsaw...
The penalties are dreadful for those who receive a stranger without at once giving notice
to the police of his country and his quality. No hotel exists with out a passport bureau;
and travelers are not 'ushered', as reporters say, into their apartments, but are rather
"interned' to await,..., the good pleasure of the Russian police as to their liberty within the
city, and the time of their departure...."

- (Sir) Arthur Arnold, Through Persia by Caravan, p. 21; Harper & Brothers, New York,
1877

Lavender was fashionable that spring of 1939. Although early March, the weather was
warm, and each girl showed a lavender ribbon or hatband or scarf. As I ambled from the
Hotel Bristol, I kept one eye on shop windows and the other on the ladies' silk stockings.
Compare the felt boots of Moscow! Clothes make the man, especially on a woman.

I reported to Miss Mikwitz at the Embassy and was presented to my new boss, Major
William H. Colbern, six-three, blue-eyed, red-headed, who introduced me around the
Embassy. Names and faces sorted themselves out later. On this first round, I was
impressed with Ambassador Anthony J. Drexel ("Tony") Biddle, a slender gentleman
impeccably tailored, with sleeked hair, huge nose, and homely smile who, in saying
"Glad to have you here," made me feel that the Embassy had been barely limping along
without me.

Biddle, of the Philadelphia family, was the son of that "happiest millionaire" who used to
hold public sparring matches with Jack Johnson and Jim Corbett. While at St. Paul's
School in Concord young Tony became engaged to Mary Duke, the tobacco heiress,
whose brother, Angier, had become engaged to Tony's sister, Cordelia. Newspapers
estimated at the time that the combined fortunes of Mr. Biddle and Mr. Duke exceeded
$50 million. Tony served in the Army in World War I and left the service as a captain. He
was a director of a number of commercial firms and reportedly had interests in several
night clubs and in the Central Park Casino and the St. Regis Hotel. The marriage ending
in divorce in 1931, he married Mrs. Margaret Thompson Schulze, the daughter of
Colonel William Boyce Thompson, a Montana copper mine owner. She was said to have
inherited $40 million when her father died. This marriage, too, was to end in divorce in
1944, but in March 1939 Mrs. Biddle was resident in Warsaw.
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Mr. Biddle was appointed Ambassador to Norway in 1935 and transferred to Warsaw in
1937. After being forced to leave Poland by the invading German Army in 1939, he
became deputy to Ambassador William C. Bullitt in Paris, Angers, Tours, and Bordeaux,
and after the fall of France was appointed Envoy Extraordinary and Minister
Plenipotentiary near the Governments of Belgium, Norway, the Netherlands, Jugoslavia,
Czechoslovakia, and Greece, all established in England.

Leaving the diplomatic service in 1944, Mr. Biddle resumed active military duty and in a
few months was appointed brigadier general and named deputy chief of the European
Allied Contact Section of the Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF). At the time of his
retirement from the Army in 1955 he was a special assistant to General Matthew B.
Ridgway, the Army Chief of Staff. He then became Adjutant General of the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and chairman of the Pennsylvania Aeronautics
Commission.

In March 1961 President Kennedy appointed Mr. Biddle Ambassador to Madrid, but he
had been in Spain only a few months when he became seriously ill and was flown back to
Washington. At Walter Reed Hospital he was found to have lung cancer. He died in
November 1961, aged 64. President Kennedy and former President Eisenhower issued
statements of tribute, and the New York Times wrote: "Few United States diplomats have
ever participated in such a variety of diplomatic missions as the trim, personable and
athletic scion of the famous Biddle family (November 14, 1961. 39:2. Also Department
of State Biographic Register, 1961-62)."

Other officers of the small staff had careers of distinction. Counselor North Winship was
to become Minister to South Africa in later years. Second Secretary Landreth Harrison
went on to high posts in London and Paris. Third Secretary C. Burke Elbrick became a
deputy assistant secretary of state and Ambassador to Portugal and Yugoslavia, and he
was to have the dubious distinction of being kidnapped while Ambassador to Brazil.

The Warsaw chancery was smaller than that of Moscow, the consular officers occupying
a separate building in the heart of town. Warsaw's greatest development had taken place
during the reign of Poland's last king, Stanislaw II Poniatowski (1732-1798). The
Chancery occupied a two-storey mansion on the broad, tree-lined Aleja (avenue)
Ujazdowskie in the Ujazdow to the south laid out under the plan of King Stanislaw.

Miss Mikwitz suggested that I take up quarters in a pension, and although I was
suspicious of boarding houses I let myself be installed in a room with bath for 23 zlotys
per day, or about $4.60, including three meals. The pension was on the Szopena, which is
the Polish way of spelling Chopin Street. Grove's Dictionary of Musicians, however,
denies the story that Frederic Chopin was the son of a Polish emigre named Szop and
says that his father was Nicolas Chopin, from the Vosges, and of purely French stock,
who took up residence in Poland in 1787 at age 16 to avoid conscription into the French
revolutionary army. The Poles, nevertheless, claim the composer as particularly their own
because his mother, Tekla-Justyna Krzyzanowska, was Polish and he was educated and
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lived in Poland until 1830.

The first day at the pension I survived on a breakfast of two eggs, ham, rolls, jam and tea;
a dinner of soup, meat cakes, chicken, potatoes, rice, bread, endive, tea and dessert; and a
supper of beefsteak, endive, bread and tea. The pension was clean, comfortable and
gracious, but my prejudice against boarding houses prevailed, and I persuaded Miss
Mikwitz to help me find an apartment.

Miss Mikwitz was a gray-haired beauty d'un certain age, obviously once a dish but now
running to poitrine. A White Russian of aristocratic family, she came from St. Petersburg
(she refused to call it Leningrad) and had been imprisoned by the bandits (her term for
the Bolsheviks) and released in exchange for a bandit held by the Pilsudski forces. She
lived with her antique aunt, a ramrod erect lady of bones and parchment, in a small flat
not far from the Embassy and had earned their joint livings as a clerk for the Americans
since 1925. Following Hitler's invasion of Warsaw in 1939, she and her aunt emigrated to
Holland and then to the States, and she ended her career working in the Pentagon.

Over the years observers have contrasted the Poles as persons and the Poles as a nation.
In 1890 Jeremiah Curtin, translator of the novels of Henryk Sienkiewicz, wrote:

"The Poles, though intellectually sympathetic, brave, and gifted with high personal
qualities that have made them many friends, have been always deficient in collective
wisdom; and there is probably no more astonishing antithesis in Europe than the Poles as
individuals and the Poles as a people .”

- Preface by Jeremiah Curtin to Henryk Sienkiewicz, With Fire and Sword. Little, Brown
& Co., Boston, 1904, p. xix.

An instance in point was Poland's action at the time of Munich. The former principality
of Teschen had been part of Austria (as Silesia) for nearly four hundred years, 1526 to
1918. After World War I the western section of Teschen was awarded to Czechoslovakia,
the eastern to Poland. To one not familiar with the centuries-old animosities of eastern
Europe it would appear reasonable that Poland should have united with Czechoslovakia
against the common enemy, Nazi Germany. Instead Poland took advantage of the Munich
dismemberment of Czechoslovakia to seize the western section for itself. It can be argued
that Poland, having itself been three times partitioned beginning in 1772, was justified in
taking its neighbor's territory, but the move was strongly criticized in the West. Winston
Churchill's censure was harsh:

"The heroic characteristics of the Polish race must not blind us to their record of folly and
ingratitude which over the centuries has led them through measureless suffering.... We
see them, in 1919, a people restored by the victory of the Western Allies after long
generations of partition and servitude to be an independent Republic and one of the main
Powers in Europe. Now, in 1938, over a question so minor as Teschen, they sundered
themselves from all those friends in France, Britain and the United States.... It is a
mystery and tragedy of European history that a people capable of every heroic virtue,
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gifted, valiant, charming as individuals, should repeatedly show such inveterate faults in
almost every aspect of their governmental life.

Glorious in revolt and ruin; squalid and shameful in triumph. The bravest of the brave,
too often led by the vilest of the vile...."

- Winston Churchill, The Gathering Storm, p. 323

After grabbing Teschen, Poland renewed a non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union in
November 1938 to assure its eastern frontier, but this was not enough to balk Hitler.
While I looked for an apartment in Warsaw, Tiso, the premier of Slovakia, declared
Slovakia and Carpatho-Ukraine (Ruthenia) independent from the Czechoslovakia that
had already been mutilated at Munich. Hitler used this declaration as a pretext to send
German troops into Bohemia and Moravia on March 15, 1939. A deeply shaken Neville
Chamberlain reproached him for breaking the pledge he had given at Munich: "This is
the last territorial claim which I have to make in Europe."

By March 31 Chamberlain had steeled himself to tell the House of Commons: "I now
have to inform the House that... in the event of any action which clearly threatened Polish
independence and which the Polish Government accordingly considered it vital to resist
with their national forces, His Majesty's Government would feel themselves bound at
once to lend the Polish Government all support in their power. They have given the
Polish Government an assurance to this effect (Churchill, op. cit., pp. 342-346).” The
seeker of Lebensraum had at last forced the seeker of Peace in Our Time to commit the
British people to war.

As Poland had seized Teschen, so too Hungary marched into Ruthenia and annexed part
of it after stiff fighting. But Poland was not allowed to be complacent. On March 23, only
eight days after he had occupied Bohemia, Hitler annexed Memel, which had been an
autonomous city in the Lithuanian state since 1923. Now Poland had Germany on its
borders to the west, south, north, and northeast, and it began preparations for war as
Hitler posed stiff demands regarding Danzig and the Polish Corridor.

On the day that Hitler took over Memel, I moved into my new apartment, remaining
unworried and serene in the teeth of the war scares. I would like to claim clairvoyance,
some prescience that told me war was still months away. The fact is, I was just too damn
dumb to know better. I even wrote home: "There may be a war, I suppose, but I do not
think Warsaw or [ will be in any danger." In the same letter, however, I did admit that a
war could have grave consequences. "...War time means increased work for us: the
Embassy staff works overtime every day now at the mere threat of war. In the event of
war all leave would be canceled.... Frankly, if there is war in any part of central Europe
during July, then my vacation is out."

Polish personnel on the Embassy staff told me my apartment was the only one of its kind

in the city. An "efficiency" in a modern building on the bank of the Vistula close to the
Poniatowski Bridge, it offered a lovely view of the railroad tracks out the only window. If
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it had been a front apartment, I would have had a lovely view of the river, if a small hill
had not been in the way. The kitchenette had a tiny refrigerator (a luxury in Europe of
that day) and hot plate, and the bathroom had the usual fixtures and also a sitz bath, a
device that I eyed warily. Because I spoke no Polish, the manager arranged that when I
telephoned for room service I had only to say: "Osm, jest." (meaning Room Eight, Eat)
and food would be brought to me. The tariff, including heat, hot water and maid service,
was 250 zloties per month, or about $50.00.

My crony in the Embassy was an American, Charles Mosczynski, who had come to
Warsaw to gather research materials for a Ph.D. dissertation in Slavic history and had
joined the staff as a telephone operator. Charles lived a few blocks from the Chancery at
the Polish Y.M.C.A., pronounced Polski Imka, and I joined in order to use the
gymnasium and swimming pool. My routine was to walk the mile or so from my
apartment in the morning, lunch at the /mka, and frequently dine there as well after a
swim or game of basketball. The Y.M.C.A. served plain, hearty meals that always
included boiled kassa or buckwheat. In Alabama you always get grits; in the Y.M.C.A.
you always got kassa.

The Military Attache offices were not set apart as in Moscow but took up two rooms on
the second floor of the Chancery. The office that I shared with Miss Mikwitz looked over
the lawn to the spacious Aleja Ujazdowskie and the British passport office across the
street. The imposing mansions and gardens were a marked improvement over grimy
Moscow, and even the typewriter seemed to work better. I had enough sense to let Miss
Mikwitz run the show although I was nominally her boss, taking precedence over the
local employee. After all, she had been there since 1925 and she had met me at the train,
put me in the hotel, installed me in the pension, helped me locate the apartment, padded
through shops to help me buy blankets and utensils, and instructed me in the niceties of
sending calling cards to members of the Embassy and Consulate, a procedure that had
been ignored in Moscow where everybody lived in the Chancery building.

Miss Mikwitz did the translations, handled the Major's social engagements, took care of
telephone calls, and instructed me in maintaining the files and keeping the accounts. I
typed the classified reports and did the encoding and decoding. There was relatively little
telegraphic traffic because of limited funds. When the Major wanted to tell Washington
something important, he had it incorporated into the output of the Embassy, which spent
much time and money on cablegrams.

Not only were my working and living conditions improved, so was my pay. My salary
was still $2,000 per year, but in Warsaw I also received $600 for quarters, plus exchange
relief. Before the United States went off the gold standard, one dollar would buy nine
zloties, but now it bought only about five. To compensate, I received an extra $150.00 (in
round figures) per month in exchange relief. Thus, I received approximately $4,000 all
told rather than $2,000. Whether or not I chose to convert all the dollars into zloties was
up to me.

A disturbing note in my new flat was an order by Warsaw authorities to fit black paper to
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windows in preparation for three days of air raid drills. Apartment house areaways were
designated as "shelters" to which people were to report during the drills. The Embassy
began installing a shelter in the garden behind the Chancery. When night drills were held,
the populace stood outside and watched the search- lights try to track the fictional
invading German planes. But it was just an exercise. | felt no uneasiness and was happily
content to be part of the Embassy family.

But after only three weeks, all this was upset. It was the morning of March 28, my 24th
birthday. Major Colbern had sent a telegram to the War Department requesting routine
authorization for certain disbursements, and as I began to decode the incoming massage |
assumed from the opening words that this was a response to the Major's request. As I
continued decoding, however, | was astonished to read: "Quartermaster General
authorizes you to send Thrasher to Bucharest for temporary duty immediately...." There
was a good deal more about appropriations, pay, per diem, and the like, but nothing as to
why I was ordered or for how long. The Major raised his eyebrows. He had been without
an American clerk for months, and now he was losing me after only a few days.
Moreover, to his knowledge, there was no U.S. Military Attache to our Legation in
Bucharest. The presumption was that the War Department intended to establish one.

"Immediately" meant in three days as the next train for Bucharest did not leave until
March 31st. Despite the words "temporary duty" there was no offer to pay a rental
allowance in Warsaw in addition to per diem while in Bucharest. This meant I had to give
up my cherished apartment. [ had to pay a month's rent to break the lease, but I was more
concerned about the apartment than the money because it would probably be rented to
someone else when I returned, if I returned.

I packed my blankets and utensils in a hastily-bought trunk and stored it in the basement
of the Chancery. The three girl clerks of the Embassy fed me a farewell luncheon at the
Hotel Europejski, my friends at the Y.M.C.A. wished me godspeed, and the Major's
chauffeur put me aboard the train. I was grateful for the chance to see more of Europe but
saddened by the thought that I might not be returning to Warsaw, Major Colbern, and
Miss Mikwitz.
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Chapter 4
Chrysalis
(1915-1938)

My maxim was, "La carriere est ouverte aux talents, without distinction of birth or
fortune."

- Napoleon Bonaparte, On St. Helena [1816]

Pop. James Nelson was born February 14, 1843, in Ballydehob, County Cork, Ireland. If
you are looking for Ballydehob, it is on Ireland's route 71 at the head of Roaringwater
Bay, not too far from the seacove called Baltimore. At about age 12 he, his sister, and his
widowed mother emigrated to New York where, hearsay has it, she enjoyed modest
success as a singer of operettas. Apparently the success did not trickle down to the
children, for at about age 17 Pop enlisted in the Union Army. He was not a writing man,
but he did leave this entry in a brief journal:

"James Nelson, son of John Hussey Nelson and Hester Wright. Born in Ireland February
14, 1843. Came to New York City in 1852. Enlisted in Company "D," 40th Indiana
Infantry (Captain Jack Caster) December 15, 1863. Was with my company for service on
all occasions of duty being only one night in hospital (for an attack of diarrhea) and
joining my regiment next day. Was in 11 skirmishes and battles, including the battles of
Reseca, Dallas [N.B., believed to be Dallas, Georgia], New Hope Church and Kenesaw
Mountain. Was wounded at Kenesaw Mountain June 27, 1864 by an Enfield rifle ball in
left knee, being at the time within 30 or 35 yards of the breastworks of the enemy and on
the point of attempting to penetrate their abattis. I crawled off the field carrying my rifle
and equipment, and after getting a considerable distance to the rear (I judge it was a mile
and I crawled on hands and knees with my musket and all accoutrement).

I was picked up by some stretcher bearers and taken to a surgeon who cut the ball out of
my leg. He extracted a piece of the leg of my drawers which the bullet had carried into
the wound but failed to find a piece of my pantsleg which was also in there, and this
substance, combined with the dirty ways of dressing the wound used by the hospital
attendants brought on gangrene which hollowed out the entire calf of the leg and also cut
through a branch of the artery. I was discharged from the Army at Madison, Indiana, June
21st, 1865, being then unable
to set the left heel upon the ground and being obliged to limp along painfully with the aid
of a cane.

The wound was then healed, but having hired a year or so later to drive cattle on
horseback (being unable to do anything on foot) the wound again broke out and gave me
great trouble, but having finally got it healed I enlisted some time later in Co. C, 43 U.S.
Infantry, Captain Henry Brownson, now a major on the retired list of the Army and a
prosperous lawyer at Detroit, Michigan. I enlisted March 1st, 1867 for 3 years. I was
appointed company clerk in the month of April, sergeant in the month of June, and 1st
sergeant in the month of November following. I was stationed then at Fort Wayne, near
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Detroit, Michiga. I was transferred to Co. C, 1st Infantry, a year or two later and served in
that as sergeant and 1st sergeant until June 23, 1873 when I was appointed commissary
sergeant and in April 1877 was sent to Fort Totten in North Dakota where I remained
until Feb. 29, 1880, when I took my discharge.

I resided at Fargo, Dakota, that Spring & Summer and in May 1881 went to Miles City,
Montana, and took up a ranch on Tongue River, 20 miles south of Miles City, and this
ranch still belongs to me. It is described as the east half of the northeast quarter and the
east half of the southeast quarter of Section 26d, Township 5, North Range 47, east. I
resided there until July 1885 when I went to St., Paul, Minn., passed a civil service
examination, and was appointed to a department clerkship in Washington. I was
naturalized as a citizen of the United States Dec. 20, 1865 at Lafayette, Indiana. The
original of this paper is with the Agricultural Department as I had to send it on from
Montana before I could get my title to the 160 acres of land on Tongue River. A copy of
the paper is in Box 235, Washington Loan & Trust Co."

He stumped on this leg, blackened, and with a never-healing scab the size of a silver
dollar at the knee, for the rest of his 85 years. Details are lacking, but according to family
legend he lived for a time in Buffalo, New York, and there acquired a wife. Returning
west without her, he was granted a divorce in Fargo December 20, 1880 from DeEtta
Nelson, last known address Boonville, New York.

He took advantage of the land grant program and for seven years scratched a living on
150 acres a few miles south of Miles City, Montana, living alone in a one-man shack.
Settling in Washington, D. C., he got a job as a government clerk, married Annie
Blackburn Rose of Fredericksburg, Virginia, on December 19, 1889, bought a house at
417 M Street, N. E., and raised three daughters plus a handlebar moustache that he tamed
with mutton tallow. Florence (Toddie) died of typhoid in 1908, Anne (Nan) became my
mother, and Caroline (Cass) became the mother of my cousin, Robert Nelson Jones.

Nan married Edward Whelan Thrasher of Camden, New Jersey, in January 1914. In 1915
occurred two events: the mathematician-physicist Albert Einstein published the general
theory of relativity; I was born March 28 in Philadelphia. If you ask my Mom, she will
tell you which of the two was more important. The marriage had long been sour, and six
weeks after my birth she returned to the parental home in Washington. My dad made no
attempt at reconciliation, and I grew up without contact with him or his relatives.

Pop's House was on M Street between Fourth and Fifth, Northeast, in the vicinity of
Gallaudet College for the hearing impaired. If you walked one block north on Fifth to
Florida Avenue, N. E., you came to Camp Meigs, a staging area for U.S. Army troops in
World War 1. After the war the fields, which today are occupied by a wholesale produce
market, stood vacant for years and were used in spring and summer by Barnum and
Bailey, Johnny J. Jones, Ken Maynard, and other traveling shows. We kids could
sometimes earn places in the last row by small jobs like setting up chairs. Another benefit
was watching the elephants shuffle past the house to water from horse-troughs at 3rd and
M. Horse troughs are hard to find these days, but I believe you can still chance across one
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or two around Washington.

The house was a three-storey row brick, built about 1890, with a small yard fenced with
spiked iron and a flight of iron steps leading up to the second floor entrance. Usually you
entered through a door at the sub-basement level, and on summer afternoons Pop would
doze in the areaway, a flyswatter in his hand and the Evening Star in his lap. He bought
the paper at a shop on H Street for two cents, preferring to walk a mile rather than wait
for newsboy delivery at four o'clock. I read only the comics, Mutt and Jeff and Keeping
Up With the Joneses. Sundays I would visit a neighbor who took the Times to read the
Katzenjammer Kids and Bringing Up Father. The other Washington newspaper, the Post,
had The Gumps.

My grandmother died of pneumonia two days before my first birthday, and after her
death the second floor door was rarely used. Pop was very security conscious. At bed-
time he wedged a board between the door and the foot of the stairs, effectively sealing it.
He did this not only for the basement and second floor entries but also, after the family
left and he lived alone, for his own bedroom. If he woke during the night he would
unsheathe his Masonic dress sword, whip the door open, and lunge into the darkness
before making his way to the bathroom. Anybody unlucky enough to be standing on the
other side of the door would have been split like an Oreo. Happily, it never happened. If
he walked on the street at night, Pop carried a hammer by the handle. If you had tapped
him on the shoulder to ask the time, he would have bonked you first and spoken second.
Again happily, it never happened.

The sub-basement door brought you into a hall with an ice chest the size of an upright
piano. Pop had no faith in refrigerators but insisted on setting food direct on ice, and
twice a week the ice man delivered a hundred-pound chunk of it. Every evening before
bed Pop would get down on his bum leg to empty the drip pan. Beyond the ice chest were
the stairs to the upper floors. When I came to schoolboy age I would arm myself with a
match, mount the stairs in darkness whistling to keep up my courage (I had read that the
goblins will get you if you don't watch out), scratch the match on the wall, and light the
gas jet on the third floor landing to go to bed.

Each floor had two rooms. On the ground floor was a dining room that was never used
for dining and a 20-foot kitchen in which we lived. On the second floor were the front
parlor and a back room. The parlor was used only for formal occasions, and these were
few after grandmother died. Here stood the Franklin piano and the Regina music box that
played 15-inch metal platters. The feature of the room was a wall-sized, framed
engraving of a 17th century military procession with the title "Wallensteins Zug Nach
Eger." Why Pop should have a drawing of Wallenstein's march to Eger was a never-
solved mystery as he was Irish in origin, spoke no German, and never showed the
slightest interest in the Thirty Years War. He was, however, self-trained in reading
French. One of the first books he gave me was a sprightly child's tale, Les Malheurs de
Sophie. Since it was about a little girl, I despised it heartily.

Pop had converted the back room into a gymnasium with dumb-bells, Indian clubs, and
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weights on pulleys. He was still exercising with ten-pound bells in his eighties; he also
went regularly to the gym at the YMCA. He carried his zest for physical fitness to his
daughters, trained them in fencing with foils -- "Tierce, not carte, you lunkhead!" -- and
required them to descend a knotted rope hand under hand from the third storey window
as a precaution against fire. Nan captained the girls' rifle team at Business High School
and was an enthusiastic basketball player in an era when girls had to play in middie and
bloomers. She and Cass won cups for swimming, especially long distance events in the
Potomac River.

Two bedrooms and a bath with a tub lined in copper were on the third floor. Because the
plumbing did not include a hot water heater, you carried a steaming kettle up three flights
for your bath. All rooms had latrobes or special fireplaces named after the engineer, but
because it was too much to keep fires burning in five grates, the only heated room in the
house was the kitchen. When he read his paper by the window in the "dining" room, Pop
would sometimes park a portable kerosene heater beside his chair. In late years he would
wad snuff-saturated pads up his nostrils to deter colds. As the pads also prevented him
from smelling smoke, he did not notice until too late that Nan's pet canary had suffocated.

In the kitchen was a coal/wood stove on which a kettle of water always simmered. There
was a gas range for cooking, but the coal stove was both cooking and heating. Evenings
we sat at the oilcloth-covered kitchen table after the dinner things were cleared, Pop
reading by the light of the single gas jet and the rest of us yattering, playing games, and
doing homework. It wasn't until about 1925 that the house was wired for electricity.
There were speaking tubes so that you could talk from the top floor to the bottom.

Neighborhood. Trash and garbage collectors came through the back alley in horse-drawn
wagons. The garbage man announced himself with a blast on a brass horn, and as a
toddler I wanted to be a garbage man so I could toot that horn. Hucksters in horse-drawn
wagons peddled produce at the front door. Some were specialists, like the watermelon
and oyster men. I still hear the singsong: "Watteemelon/Red to de rine/Sellem cheap/And
pluggem alla time". The oysterman called his shucked wares, carried in a great copper
pot, with a sound like clearing his throat. The lamplighter made his rounds at the close of
day, carrying a ladder on his shoulder and turning on the gas lamps with a hooked stick.

Early mornings I would walk to Abraham's grocery, at Sixth and M. The man from
Corby's bakery had already left the bread, double loaves unwrapped of course, in wooden
boxes on which you sat while you waited for the store to open. The boxes had padlocks,
but as they were never locked you could split the loaves apart and grub the warm insides.
Abraham's was a poppa-and-momma store. Bananas were sold by the dozen, potatoes by
the peck, and you told the butcher how thick you wanted your round steak. In 1923, 1
think it was, there was a food exposition at the Washington Auditorium, 19th and New
York Avenue, where they exhibited a marvelous machine that sliced the loaves and
wrapped them in wax paper, but it was months before sliced, wrapped bread showed up
in stores.

If Abraham's didn't have what you wanted, you could walk to where M Street joined

47



Florida Avenue near Seventh. There, across from Gallaudet College, was an outlet of the
Sanitary Grocery Company. Years later the Sanitary merged into the Safeway chain, and
eventually the little shop proved too small for the supermarket era and had to close. On
the corner of Fifth and M was Rockecharlie's general purpose store where you bought
thumb tacks and flypaper and licorice sticks and jawbreakers and five-cent ice cream
cones (The Velvet Kind). On request, Rocky would ladle you a pickle from the barrel of
brine. My chain-smoking neighbor used to send me to Rocky's to fetch packs of
Piedmonts or Sweet Caporals. Rocky's store served at least three generations of
customers.

Most of the area around M Street, which today includes houses and police station and
commercial establishments, was open ground. We played bang-bang-booie and
buckbuck-how-many-horns-are-up. In the fields we spun tops, flew kites, and played
mumbleypeg and marbles. I was never any good at marbles (toys, we called them)
because I shot cunnythumb instead of knucklethumb and could never learn the difference.
But I got along all right with snake purgy, where you dug winding trenches in the ground
and shot the marbles according to elaborate rules I have long forgotten.

Saturdays my 15 cent allowance took me to the Apollo Theater on H Street to see a
chapter from a serial and a feature. The serials were Ruth Roland and Art Accord and
The Green Archer. The features were William Farnum and Milton Sills and Hoot Gibson
and Lon Chaney. I remember there was this film where Lon Chaney in the role of a
crazed doctor transformed his soul into her body, or was it the other way around. For
excursions the family would take the H Street streetcars to the Chesapeake Beach
Railway terminal at Seat Pleasant. Chesapeake Beach had a boardwalk built over the
water with carousel and dance hall and roller coaster. All were destroyed in a fire in the
late twenties and never rebuilt.

Nan enrolled in normal school, as teacher-training colleges were then styled, and later on
she completed her B.A. in night classes at George Washington University. Because her
elderly father with a game leg was ill equipped to take care of a toddler, she confided me
to a neighbor widow. This family had a set of books by L. Frank Baum, and I would pass
hours curled up in a rocker with Ozma, the Sawhorse, The Patchwork Girl, the
Gingerbread Man, and Queen Zixi of Ix. I don't know how old I was when I discovered
the pleasures of reading, except that [ was already reading when I entered Blair School
kindergarten at age five. Pop had The Book of Knowledge encyclopedia, and I devoured
its stories, poems, biographies and histories but studiously avoided all articles that
threatened to be instructive.

Schools. During the 1920s the Washington public schools weaned themselves from the
eight-four to the nine-three-three system, and in 1926 I entered a newfangled institution
called a junior high school. Nan, by that time teaching at one of these schools, bought a
house on a dirt road close to Catholic University. Then the edge of town, today it is a
thoroughfare to the Shrine of the Immaculate Conception at 4th and Michigan Avenue.
Pop was persuaded to have surgery on his leg in his 70s but the operation was only partly
successful. Living by himself, he tried to lug a roll of linoleum to the second floor, fell
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backward down the stairs, and lay unconscious the better part of a day. After he woke, he
walked to Sibley Hospital at M and North Capitol about a mile away. Nan brought him to
our house to die of old age in 1929.

Nan's house was two blocks from the seminary of the Paulist Fathers, one of the many
colleges of various priestly orders dotted around the Catholic University campus. We
kids played baseball and football under the supervision of the seminarians on open fields
that have since been built up by other orders. Today kids who play on neighborhood
teams are outfitted with helmets, pads, cleats, but in that epoch sports shops had not
awakened to the profits from equipping kids' teams, and the only uniforms we ever
achieved were baseball caps. My career in contact sports fizzled early. At age 15 I arrived
at the status of skinny little runt, and I have stayed there ever since.

I learned tennis on public courts, and though I graduated from holding the racquet like a
flyswatter I got myself into sins of commission that I never afterwards overcame,
particularly failure to keep an eye on the ball. I always thought of golf as a patsy game,
nothing to it. When the dream tennis player Ellsworth Vines became a golf pro and
reaped only a modest success I should have realized there is a great deal to golf, but I was
age 70 before I took it up and with difficulty achieved a 40 handicap.

I was undistinguished at Langley Junior High except that perhaps I was more noisy than
most. A new school building, McKinley High, was rising next door, and I moved there
when it opened in 1929. High school was for me a mixed bag physically, socially, and
intellectually. Except for mathematics I had no troubles with studies and got good enough
marks to qualify for the Pharos honor society. I had no particular bent and could not
imagine what I wanted to do in life, in fact for most of the high school years it never
occurred to me that someday I would have to earn a living. I contracted a bad case of
acne rosacea that made me miserably self-conscious. My nose swelled to the size of a
potato, and my face and back were studded with semi-boils. Over the years Nan took me
to six doctors and quacks who offered six different remedies, all of them unavailing. The
rosacea has stayed with me for life, though it became less virulent as I approached age
30. In high school it generated alternate fits of shyness and aggression. I was ill at ease
when it came to making acquaintances but querulous and dominant once I had been
accepted as a friend.

My salvation socially was ballroom dancing. In that epoch you grabbed the girl and tried
trick steps, and I got pretty good at it, especially something called the shag which was not
so much a dance as a frenzy, although not in the same class as the athletic contests that
grew out of jitterbug. Dances held by clubs, organizations and fraternities were common,
almost weekly, and girls were willing to go out with me if no better bid materialized. At
every dance there was a stag line, boys without dates, and it was accepted practice to let
stags cut in. You went stag when you had no money, and since this was a common
condition in those years of the Great Depression you tried to crash without paying, often
with success. Thus my social life prospered despite the acne, and I was a cruising prince
Friday and Saturday nights. Rarely, however, did I emulate other boys and try to pitch
woo, although somewhat to my astonishment on the few occasions that I did try to steal a
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kiss I found girls tolerant. I formed no strong attachments and broke neither any girl's
heart nor my own.

Looking back from the 1980-90s atmosphere of drugs and mayhem, I marvel that [ never
went in for self-destruction. Simply, I was never tempted. The boys I associated with
took for granted we would sneak into a dance without paying, but it never occurred to us
to abuse ourselves with anything stronger than Lucky Strikes. On one occasion I went out
with three boys not in my regular group and was taken aback when they stopped en route
to pick up a pint from a bootlegger, but I took no nip and was not pressed because it was
they who had paid for it.

When you're a teenager you will do anything if all the other guys are doing it. It just
happened that the other guys never went in for booze or crime or vandalism, although this
is not to say I never did anything foolish. About a mile from our house was a rainwater
pond where dozens of us would skinny dip. It was a cesspool, not yet stinking but filled
with cardboard boxes, broken bottles, discarded tin cans, and boards with rusty nails.
Why we didn't all come down with lockjaw cannot be explained by modern medicine. If
my poor mother had known I was swimming in such a pit she would have had apoplexy.
Today I would swim in it as soon as I would bed down in a leprosarium, but then I did
what everybody else did. If drugs had been the in thing, I would probably have been into
drugs, but I was lucky and stayed out of trouble.

Organized high school sports were outside my realm. The gods were the Circle T Club,
the members of the football team which won the city championship (only five segregated
schools competing) three years in a row. How times change! We would make jokes about
the left tackle, the heaviest boy on the team. "Here comes Jake. Feel the building
tremble?" He weighed 175 pounds. In today's milieu of double cheeseburgers he wouldn't
make the first string, but that was the time when Albie Booth quarterbacked Yale at 145
pounds. What became of the dropkick?

I was strongly involved in the boys' glee club, under the inspiration of the worshiped
Bella Brooks "Ma" Thompson. For undefined reasons I obdurately refused Nan's
recommendation to try for the dramatic club, but I was strong in the operetta club,
singing in the chorus of Robin Hood and lolanthe and having a minor lead in The Chimes
of Normandy. Reginald de Koven's Robin Hood is something of a showbiz puzzle. Once
tremendously popular, it has roles for two sopranos, contralto, tenor, baritone, bass, and
buffoon, but it has faded from the boards and to my knowledge has not been recorded
since the acoustic era. A lasting result of taking part in the operetta club was an
unbounded admiration for Gilbert and Sullivan. I can still do numerous songs from The
Mikado, Pinafore, lolanthe, Patience, and The Pirates of Penzance. Give me a martini
the next time you invite me to a party and you'll see. Thanks to Nan, we never knew want
during the Depression. Her salary was $100 a month, and there was many an able-bodied
man in America who would have been glad to take home as much. She supplemented her
public school pay by teaching "Americanization" school to immigrants three nights per
week. On these funds she contrived to feed three (Bob lived with us), pay the mortgage,
and buy a Model A Ford. I delivered the Herald and Times for awhile, but I was such a
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poor businessman, failing to keep track of the number of papers I was charged and
collected payments for, I probably was a net loser.

Travel. Nan also contrived two trips to the west coast. In 1934 she signed up for a
teacher-tour by train to the Grand Canyon, Los Angeles, and Berkeley, where she took a
three-week summer course at the University of California. I went along although the
others in the party were women in the age range 30 to 60. At Berkeley I attended
Armstrong Secretarial College and played pickup tennis on the University courts. The
tour went on to Seattle, Vancouver, Banff-Lake Louise, and Chicago. It was so successful
that Nan did it again the following summer, this time with the Model A and a tent. We
drove at 40 m.p.h. across mid-America to Belle Fourche, Yellowstone, Grand Teton,
Portland and Seattle. At the University of Washington she took teacher courses and I took
drama courses, and then we drove back across Montana, which at forty miles an hour
goes on forever.

I graduated from McKinley in 1931 but being still eligible for schooling at age 16 and a
long way from maturity Nan felt I should stay a fourth year. The only achievement was
that I learned to typewrite, a tool for which I have been forever grateful. I occupied
myself outside school with amateur dramatics, conceiving that my incredible talent would
be recognized by a discerning critic. I saw myself as another Gary Cooper or Randolph
Scott, and I never grasped that other people did not picture my scrawny 120 pounds in the
same way though I was always cast as a cowardly policeman or lowly buckprivate or
creepy crawly villain. In 1936 I thought I had a foot on the yellowbrick road to Broadway
when I obtained a scholarship with the Little Theater of the Rockies at Greely State
Teachers College, Colorado. Nan loaned me the Model A, and I drove across country for
a six-week summer stay during which I had minor parts in three plays but remained
undiscovered by Hollywood. The notion that I should cast off the apron strings and try to
make a living as an actor was never given serious consideration.

There was never any question but that [ would go to college. I was indifferent myself, but
Nan had experienced enough rough times to be sure that the way to get ahead was to get
an education backed by a piece of paper called a degree. I enrolled at the University of
Maryland, College Park, in 1933 and during this freshman year day-dodged, that is, lived
at home and drove to the campus in the Model A. Getting the notion that I would really
experience university life by living on campus, I took up residence in a dormitory in the
sophomore year but had the ill luck to be given a single room and made few
acquaintances. At the start of the second year I came down with a whopping case of
croupe or bronchitis or influenza, you name it, was ill six weeks and unable to complete
the second semester. When I went back in the autumn I found that the second-semester
courses would not be given until the succeeding February and meanwhile I would have to
while the time with the History of Maryland and Lives of the Victorian Poets. Nan, who
was paying for all this, did not think much of this state of affairs, and switched me to
American University. At that time A. U.'s student body numbered about 500 and it
offered only a B.A. undergraduate degree, although it did have graduate degrees as well.
As in high school, I had neither troubles nor distinctions in studies, was shy about making
friends because of the acne, and was active in the glee and dramatics clubs. I also played
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Number 7 on the six-man tennis team. I graduated by myself in February 1937, meaning
that it is not clear whether I can call myself Class of '36 or Class of '37.

Career. In the months following my illness I worked as a bicycle messenger boy for
Western Union, and in my final semester at college I earned a bit off tuition by working
in the university library. After graduation the only job I could find was as a teacher of
shorthand at the private Washington School for Secretaries three nights per week. I still
had no fixed goal for life work. Nan had been salvaged by teaching. It was a steady job, it
had pulled her through the Depression, it had bought her a house, it had educated her son,
and since her son was too dumb to set a path for himself she suggested that I try teaching.
I went back to the University of Maryland for a master's degree in pedagogy, was
assigned to practice teach a class of junior high squirmers, and confirmed that I just
wasn't cut out to be a teacher unless perhaps at the college level where the students could
be expected to sit still. I did not complete the master's degree. It was the head of the
Washington School for Secretaries who told me about the clerical job overseas with the
War Department that sent me to Moscow and foreign service.
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Chapter 5
Bucharest

(April-June 1939)

"No woman is so highly placed that she can afford to neglect her beauty. Personal
appearance is vital to her success -- she cannot allow the usual marks of fatigue or
exposure to show in her face. I believe her beauty can be thoroughly guarded by a daily
use of Pond's Two Creams."

- Marie, Queen of Rumania (Advert in Woman's Home Companion, April 1925, p. 58)

The train left Warsaw Friday evening and arrived in Bucharest the following afternoon.
The only incident occurred at the frontier where the matter of currency bothered the
Rumanian inspector. I declared the $100 in travelers checks that I had bought at the Bank
Polski Amerikanski in Warsaw, but the inspector felt that the traveler must be concealing
additional funds. Eager to please, I produced a book of blank checks from a Washington
bank. The triumphant inspector counted the blanks and solemnly entered a note in my
passport.

I stepped out of the station into shirtsleeve weather. April Fool's day, and 'tis said that
Bucharest jumps directly from winter to summer. European cities have character,
distinguishing attributes. There are lots of towns with ornate, domed structures of
uniform height, with a snarl of boulevards and lanes, with here a monument and there a
park. Bucharest had all these, but it was obviously Bucharest, not Warsaw. Maybe I'm
making this up, because I don't know anything about architecture, but there was a mix of
what I shall style Turko-Germanic-Slavic romance in the public buildings that stamped it
as unique. But in the final analysis, what sets a place apart is people. Warsaw had a set of
solid citizens; Bucharest had a stratified society, a meld of people accustomed to urban
life and people evidently brought up in the country. In Bucharest you either had money
and lived well or you had nothing and lived hand-to-mouth. There was no in-between.
And the women. Those in Warsaw were well-dressed, but those in Bucharest were
fashionable. Such are first impressions.

No one met me, although I had sent a telegram. I registered at a hotel and then called the
Legation, instead of the other way around like a man of sense, but [ was complacent that
the Legation would be deserted on a Saturday afternoon. My new boss answered the
phone, and I took a taxi to the Legation to introduce myself to Major Lowell M. Riley.

Three years previous, Major Riley had been assigned to Embassy Paris and for a few
months had made courier swings around Europe carrying diplomatic pouches. Then he
was assigned to Legation Vienna as assistant military attache but soon found himself
without a post when Hitler took over Austria. He was transferred to Prague as military
attache and again lost his job because the Germans occupied Bohemia. Like me, he had
received a War Department telegram ordering him to Bucharest, and he had left by car
within twenty-four hours for fear the Slovaks or Rumanians might close the border.
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His clerk had been on leave in the States when Hitler overrode Bohemia. For reasons of
its own, the War Department sent her to Berlin and assigned me to help Major Riley set
up the office in Bucharest. I was kept wondering for several weeks whether I was to
remain indefinitely in Bucharest, but in due course word came that a new clerk would be
assigned to Major Riley and I would some day go back to Major Colbern.

Menage a 2 1/2. Milos, an American boy of about 20, of Czech parentage, whom the
Major had hired as chauffeur, proposed sharing a double room at the Hotel Union, ten
minutes' walk from King Carol's royal palace. I was not keen on doubling up but was
lured by the promise of a private bathroom, a scarcity in Bucharest hotels. Major Riley,
the boss, resided at the plush Hotel Athenee Palace but had to walk down the corridor.
The double room at the Union, moreover, was on a street corner, something like New
York's old flatiron building, and had windows on both sides and front balcony, all on the
ninth floor. The cost of this luxury was 330 lei per day. At the official rate of exchange
this would have been $2.20, but at the prevailing black market rate it came to $0.66 per
day, of which Milos and I each paid half.

All foreign missions bought lei at the black market rate with the tacit but unofficial
knowledge of the Rumanian Government. Because the Legation accounts duly recorded
the advantageous rate, staff members drew no exchange relief, but with Bucharest full of
German-made consumer goods and home-grown produce the exchange relief was not
missed.

Resident in Bucharest less than week, Milos had already cultivated a girl friend. The
Major had sent him to a farmacia for dental floss. "Bua seara, Domnule," said the neatly-
packaged girl at the counter. Milos spoke Czech, German, French and American, but
what does one say to a girl in Rumania? The best he could do was an incompatible: "Bon
soir, mademoiselle. Parlez-vous allemand?"

"Oui, monsieur,' Anita replied gravely. "Je parle allemand."

But this left him no better off than at the start. "Now how," he muttered aloud, "do I say
dental floss in German?"

"Why don't you say it in English?" asked Anita, and a beautiful friendship was formed.
Of Rumanian birth, she had relatives in the States and had arranged to emigrate in June,
two months hence. Meanwhile she was pleased to know a young American. Picnic
lunches, in which I was permitted to join, became a daily routine on the ninth-floor
balcony. Anita would bring rolls and pungent sausages; Milos would bring bottles of
green wine costing about 20 cents per liter, raw, mildly alcoholic, and generously
cathartic; I would bring Jaffa oranges at three cents each plus succulent strawberries and
thick cream in little cardboard boats, but sour.

You could live frugally but lavishly in Bucharest if your salary was based in dollars. An

entrecot (sirloin steak) with cartofi (potatoes) and salata verde could be had in
unpretentious restaurants for about fifty cents, and you could choose the steak yourself
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and watch the chef grill it over charcoal. Rates of exchange are amazing things. The piece
of paper called a dollar that would buy only franks and beans in New York would convert
into pieces of paper called zloty that would buy beef and kassa in Warsaw and into pieces
of paper called lei that would buy filet and wine in Bucharest. Economists can explain it
to you. They also can explain why few economists are rich.

Bucharest had shoe shine parlors -- lustragea Americana. It had American cars and taxis
on the streets, and there were American-style gas stations on the corners; it pays to have
oil fields in Ploesti. The trolley cars ran in pairs, the first car with woven-straw seats and
costing one leu more than the second car with hard benches. I always rode in the second
car, not to save one-third of a penny but to stand on the rear platform in the open air. The
Rumanian school of cooking puts great stress on garlic. Sitting in the enclosed first car
was equivalent to sitting in the San Quentin gas chamber. A novelty on street cars was
the mailbox. If you wanted to mail a letter, you waited for the next street car and dropped
it in a box on the front.

In movie houses I innocently offended the ushers by declining to buy a ten-lei program.
After suffering audible sneers I observed that other customers slipped the usher one or
two lei even if they did not buy the program, and once I began complying with this
custom I grew more popular. Tipping the usher used to be common everywhere until
Richard d'Oyly Carte proscribed it when he opened his new Savoy Theater in London,
October 1881, with Gilbert and Sullivan's Patience (Deems Taylor, ed., A Treasury of
Gilbert and Sullivan, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1941). Although the practice has
disappeared from American theaters, it has cropped up again at baseball games.

The Legation revolved about Ajutor. Any age you like over sixty, flap jowls with
perpetual five-o'clock shadow, brown bald pate sprouting stray wisps; he wrapped his
prominent tummy in a soiled brown suit that dated from Francis X. Bushman and got
things done for everybody in the mission. If you wanted to find an apartment, get a
license for your car, obtain a good seat at the races, rent a cottage in Transylvania, you
went to Ajutor. His specialty was foreign exchange. You just handed your personal check
to him and next day he would bring you a fistful of lei. Months later, Ajutor dropped in at
my office in Budapest and produced from his rumpled left pocket a bundle of Rumanian
lei. When I declined to buy these, he pulled from the right pocket a bundle of Bulgarian
leva, then from other pockets Jugoslav dinars, Austrian schillings, German marks. "Don't
you have trouble crossing frontiers?" I asked. "They all know me," said Ajutor airily.

When Ajutor went back to the States on home leave every other year, he unabashedly
took along a dozen Zeiss cameras, declared them to U.S. customs, and sold them for a
profit. An American of Rumanian ancestry, Ajutor became a clerk in the Foreign Service
after serving in the Marine Corps in World War I and spent his working career in
Bucharest.

Despite his 60-odd years, Ajutor boasted continually of his sexual prowess and as

evidence was continually passing around photographs of unclothed young ladies he had
taken himself. I lunched at his Bucharest apartment on one occasion and was introduced
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to a lovely Rumanian girl. "A sort of relative," explained Ajutor. "She's getting married
next week." "Prettiest girl in Rumania!" I exclaimed, and the girl gave me a ravishing
smile when Ajutor translated. Two days later Ajutor showed me a snap of the bride-to-be
in the nude. The surprising thing about Ajutor's art was that it offered neither excitement
or gratification. He was neither pornographer nor portrayer. There was nothing obscene
about his photographs, and neither was there any pretense at posing or lighting, simply a
matter-of-fact lump of flesh.

I who had never set foot in an opera house until I had arrived in Berlin only six months
previous now felt condescending about patronizing the little Bucharest house, although
the Rumanian singers were quite competent. It was at the Bucharest opera that I became
acquainted with Puccini's comic masterpiece, Gianni Schicchi. The Rumanian National
Symphony, which held forth at the Atheneum, was on the same level as the opera house,
not the greatest but still of high rank. The bit of music that stuck in my memory was a
service at a Rumanian Orthodox Church where the soprano, tenor and bass soloists half-
chanted and half-sang, wandering vaguely through a queer sequence of notes but
returning to the tonic, on which the choir would utter amens and every now and then
burst out in a clump of sound, after which a soloist would resume in a fresh key. The
congregation came and went as it liked. I was told that the usual service lasts four hours.

Romance. We were frequently joined by Phreddie the Phallic Phrenchman, who lived in a
hotel across the street. A photographer on assignment for Paris Match, Phreddie knew
what Bucharest was notorious for and pursued it single-mindedly. "I took that girl to bed
last night," he indicated. "But she's from the sidewalk!" I protested. "I didn't know," said
Phreddie gloomily. "I thought it was for love, but when we were finished she asked for
money."

Although the Hotel Union was a bowshot from the Royal Palace, sidewalk girls solicited
business openly. Higher priced girls made arrangements with the hotels. A carefully
groomed lady frequented the lobby of the Union, and I assumed she was one of the office
staff. Coming in alone one evening, I nodded to her as one does to a desk clerk and was
startled to find her at my elbow in the elevator. She had misconstrued my nod as a request
for personal services.

Phreddie was so devoted to his quest for amour that anyone in skirts was eligible. When a
group of peasants came to town for some sort of crafts exhibition, he brought a buxom
woman to his hotel room on the pretext of photographing her costume and began making
advances. As she seemed amused, he started to undress her. She shook her head violently,
but he put it down to coyness, and although she waved a red handkerchief at him he
failed to get the message. He unpeeled her almost all the way before he realized it was the
wrong time of month. On another occasion I was definitely irked when Phreddie made a
conquest of another girl and enjoyed her in my bed while Milos and I were out. "My own
hotel would not let me take her upstairs," he explained cheerfully, "so I asked the clerk in
the Union for your key."

Some weeks later when Milos was about to leave Bucharest and the double room would
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no longer be needed, I went to look for other lodgings. I found an attractive hotel on a
street bordering a large park, with rooms giving a fine view over a pretty lake. Although
the rate was high in comparison with the Union, I was tempted to sign up, but the desk
man looked at me so oddly I decided to think it over. Anita explained afterward that
rooms in that hotel were usually rented by the hour. City of romance. The newspapers
carried pages, and I mean pages, of classified ads from doctors offering to treat sifilis.

His Majesty the King. In December 1933 Prime Minister lon Duca had been assassinated
by members of the Iron Guard, a fascist organization. In November 1938 Corneliu
Codreanu, the leader of the Iron Guard, was reported shot by guards when trying to
escape from prison. Prime Minister Armand Calinescu was to meet death from assassins
late in 1939. Aware that he, too, had potential as a target for assassins, King Carol
maintained a tight security cordon.

Hence, Anita was distinctly apprehensive when my roommate Milos proposed that she
and I attend the midnight Easter Eve service at the cathedral in order to see the King.
Major Riley had been invited along with the rest of the diplomatic corps. Milos would be
going along as the Major's chauffeur. His plan was to drive the two of us there well in
advance of the ceremony, leave us off at the cathedral, and go back for the Major. "Even
if you can't get in," said he, "you can stand on the sidewalk and see the King and all the
diplomats in fancy dress."

"They'll stop us," protested Anita. "They'll never let us near the cathedral.”

"We'll be in the Major's car," said Milos. The diplomatic license plates will get us
through."

Anita emphatically lacked zeal for the enterprise, but I thought it was great. There would
be a few police around, but what of it? If we were questioned, I could show my Legation
identity card. I who should have known better joined Milos in recommending the
proposal. Anita, who really definitely positively should have known better, allowed
herself to be persuaded. Half an hour before midnight Milos picked us up at the Hotel and
headed the Plymouth down the Calea Victoriei. I sensed something amiss, but it was
several moments before I realized just what.

The great boulevard was deserted and yet it was crowded. The curbstones on both sides
of the broad avenue were lined with armed men posted fifty feet apart. Down the Uhlea
and into the cross boulevard they extended, every soldier spruce in dress uniform,
alternately wearing spiked helmets (pickelhauben) or helmets with plumes of white
horsehair, all standing in rigid silence. The Plymouth was the only thing in motion, for
the official guests were not to start for another thirty minutes. Anita began urging Milos
to give up the project, and I dimly perceived that perhaps I was not so smart after all, but
Milos pooh-poohed and sped on.

The car turned into a driveway perhaps three hundred yards in length leading up the hill
to the cathedral. Here the soldiers were lined shoulder to shoulder, still ominously silent.
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Anita was nearly ill with fear, but we were committed. Milos let us out on the plaza
facing the portals, gave us a blithe, "See you later," and drove back down the hill. We
stood in the amber of the street lamps and wished we had gone to the wax museum
instead. In case you haven't tried it, you get stage fright when you are the focal point of
several hundred soldiers, all with fixed bayonets.

Plainclothes men emerged from shadows and began to ask harsh questions. I should have
responded in English, but I stood petrified and let Anita reply in faltering Rumanian. The
men were acutely suspicious, and they gave Anita some tense moments before she
managed to convince them that we were harmless nitwits. If [ had ever had a firm
intention of smoothing all difficulties with my identity card, it never entered my mind
now that the moment had come. We were firmly invited to depart, and two of the men
walked us down the long hill between the rows of soldiers and thereafter a full block
away before turning us loose.

When funeral services for the murdered Prime Minister Duca had been held at this
cathedral, King Carol had developed a sudden illness that prevented him from attending.
The extraordinary array of troops on this night in April 1939 testified that the
Government feared the Iron Guard had not forgotten or forgiven the reprisal shooting of
Codreanu. Irresponsible and thoughtless young people that we were, we were lucky to get
off so lightly.

I have forgotten whether or not I ever told Major Riley of this episode. Since it sort of
suggested that I was not of sound judgment, I rather doubt that I did.

No transportation being available at that hour, Anita and I had to walk home through the
Cross of Stone or red light district. The ladies standing before their parlors had a great
deal to shout at her, and she told me they were commenting pungently on her lack of taste
in escorting a man through their domain. "If you were alone," she said, "you would not
pass without becoming a customer."

Travel. The advantageous rate of exchange led me to buy a short-wave Blaupunkt radio,
made in Germany. It would have cost more than $100 in Warsaw but was only $30 in
Bucharest. On April 7, 1939, almost as soon as I plugged it in, the BBC brought the news
that Mussolini had invaded Albania. The Franco-British pledge already made to Poland
was extended to Rumania and Greece on April 13.

Major Riley took Milos and me on several trips by car through the countryside. Some
twenty-two miles north of Bucharest is Lake Snagov, a boating and fishing recreation
spot. We rode a motorboat on the fourteen-mile lake and visited a 16th Century church at
its head where the priest accepted a cigarette and chatted in German. The building was so
small it was more chapel than church, with exterior of weather-beaten brick and interior
covered with faded paintings of saints. Nothing was said of the first printing press in
Wallachia which, according to the guidebooks, was established here in the 17th Century.

On Easter Monday 1939 the three of us set off to the south of Bucharest, crossing the
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Danube by barge from Oltenitza to Tortucaia, two villages of no distinction whatever.
Turning east we motored across the southern Dobrudja, a windblown, sandy waste over
which the Bulgarians and Rumanians have quarreled for decades. It's amazing what
nations will get excited about. You remember the big stew a few years ago over the
desert called the Rann of Kutch, or was it the Kutch of Rann (the Kann of Rutch?). For
reasons not immediately apparent, Rumanians and Bulgarians are willing to kill each
other for the southern Dobrudja (Dobrogea), although lots of people if offered a choice
between the Dobrudja and 10,000 green stamps would take the stamps. Bulgaria had it
for awhile after the two countries pried themselves loose from Turkey but lost the Second
Balkan War in 1913 and with it the Dobrudja. When Russia took back Bessarabia in 1940
it made Rumania give the Dobrudja to Bulgaria, but Rumania recovered it when the
Germans took over in 1941, only to lose it once more at the end of World War II.
Probably the last has not been seen of this game of shuttlecock.

Silistra, a town dating from Roman times, is on the Danube about half-way through the
Dobrudja to the Black Sea, but otherwise the only things noteworthy are dusty bullock
carts, a few dusty sheep, and occasional dusty inhabitants in turbans and Turkish pants.
When you reach Constanza, however, you come to a modern city, Rumania's principal
port on the Black Sea and the terminus of an oil pipeline from Ploesti. We did not explore
this metropolis but turned north to the seaside resort of Mamaia, with its unique salt water
sea on the east and fresh water lake on the west, and there we sheltered for the night. We
eschewed the gaudy Casino that was put there to separate us from our money.

Next day we headed south along the coast through a swank resort called Carmen Sylva,
after the pen name of the queen of King Carol I (1839-1914), who wrote poetry (you
remember The Bard of Dimbowitza) and dressed in white draperies and veil. South of
Carmen Sylva came excruciating ox-trails that stayed within sight of the sea all the way
to Balcic, near the Bulgarian border. When Queen Marie sensed her own death
approaching in 1938 she left instructions for her funeral. No black but a deep shade of
violet was to be worn for mourning, and although her body was to be entombed in
Bucharest her heart was to be buried in Balcic.

That she looked on Balcic with affection is remarkable because she was virtually exiled
there by her son, Carol II, after the death of King Ferdinand. Two motives are ascribed to
her choice of Balcic, the one patriotic and the other scandalous. The first is that she
wished a sort of monument to the efforts she had made toward a greater Rumania, for she
helped steer Rumania into World War I on the side of the Allies. Rumania had been
committed to the Axis, but as a result of this switch it received Transylvania, Bessarabia
and the Dobrudja, including Balcic, following the defeat of Germany, Hungary and
Bulgaria. The second is that she had a small summer palace built in Balcic for Hassan,
her twenty-year-old Turkish lover, and wished her heart to be near him (Harold Rose,
Your Guide to Bulgaria. London: Alvin Redman, 1964. p. 164). The Poles also tried this
ploy and buried the heart of Marshal Pilsudski in Wilno as a symbol that Wilno was a
Polish city. In neither instance did it work. Wilno went to Soviet Russia and Balcic to
Bulgaria.
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From Balcic we travelers turned west through Bazargic, a village of mud and thatch, back
to Silistra, the barge across the Danube, and Bucharest. A hurried trip but instructive. I
was grateful to Major Riley for giving me a chance to see and inhale so much of the
country.

Bucharest Scene. Major Riley handed me a letter that originated in Moscow and traveled
via Prague, and asked: "Did you type this?" I had indeed. Colonel Faymonville had
dictated it to me just before he left for the States. Major Riley dictated a reply, and I had
the unique experience of typing both letter and answer. I was reminded of a vaudeville
act in which a man on ice skates plays badminton with himself.

For a few days three United States military attaches to Rumania were on the scene. Major
Villeray, accredited to Jugoslavia and Rumania but resident in Belgrade, flew in to make
farewell calls on Rumanian officials. Major Riley, as we have seen, had assumed the post
of military attache in Bucharest following the abandonment of Prague, but already Major
John P. Ratay had arrived to replace Major Riley, whose tour of duty in Europe was
ended. Old and new-style dress blues were on parade. Fresh from the States, Major Ratay
wore the new, lapel-collar blues whereas the two officers who had been living in Europe
still had the old-type choker-necks.

After leaving Bucharest Major Riley served as an artillery commander under General
George S. Patton and received a number of combat awards. Retiring as a colonel in 1952
to a Leesburg, Virginia, farm, he rode with the Loudoun County Hunt and dabbled in real
estate. He died in 1971, aged 78. Of interest is an article: "Duty as Military Attaché," that
he wrote for the Field Artillery Journal shortly after returning from Bucharest, in which
he reviewed the qualifications desirable in an officer selected for military attache duty:

"First, he must be an officer of experience and must have behind him the basic training of
his (Service) arm.... If he has served in more than one branch, it will be to his advantage...

"In addition... the prospective military attache must have certain personal attributes which
experience has shown are desirable... -- initiative, intelligence, force, judgment and
common sense...

"An officer will prove of little use abroad unless he can speak the language of the country
to which he is assigned...

"It has always been thought, and there is some ground for the belief, that considerable
outside means, a large independent income, are prerequisites for service as military
attache. While desirable and perhaps essential in one or two of the most expensive and
important capitals, it will be less and less the case as time goes on... Even in our
democratic army, birth and breeding still have their place -- but principally ours is an
aristocracy of accomplishment, a 'noblesse' of recorded and proven worth....”

If you were looking for someone to play a military officer in a movie, you would pick

Major Ratay over Faymonvile, Colburn, or Riley. In civilian dress the latter three were
casual gentlemen, but Ratay, so to speak, wore his uniform to bed. Of German origin, he
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spoke with a bit of accent, and he walked in cadence. Major Ratay was every bit as
amiable and relaxed in the office as the others, but you felt at all times that with this man
all things were military. Owing to the course of events, his tour of duty as military attache
to Rumania was to be relatively short, but he served with distinction in the war and
afterward retired as a brigadier general to Mexico. For he had the foresight to buy
property in Acapulco when all the rest of us thought of it as a place to go fishing.

More touring. "Haven't you a basque?" asked Miss Gheorghiu, a woman of a certain age
hired as an interpreter. "What's a basque?" I inquired. "A small chapeau. A hat," said
Miss G. "You mean a beret?" I cried scornfully. "I wouldn't be caught dead wearing a
beret!" At that moment Major Ratay came out of the house wearing, you guessed it, a
beret. Major Riley had departed and with him Milos. No new

chauffeur having yet been hired, I was driving Major Ratay and Miss Gheorghiu on a
two-day tour of nearby towns. I don't know how the Major came to select Miss
Gheorghiu, and she was an agreeable and helpful lady, but I have to say she could talk
the ear off a cornstalk, in French, German, and of course Rumanian. From Bucharest I
pointed the Plymouth northwest some fifty miles through wooded, gently rolling country
to Tirgovista, a town on the edge of the oil lands and featuring the Dealul Monastery, to
which the head of Michael the Brave was brought following his assassination in 1601 by
an agent of Vienna. Except in remote areas like the Dobrudja, Rumanian roads were two-
lane asphalt, requiring no special driving skills. Turning due west, we crossed another
seventy miles of lush countryside to Pitesti, among the foothills of the Transylvanian
Alps. Here we lunched at an outdoor restaurant accompanied by the inevitable string
orchestra with cimbalom, the keyless piano whose strings you hit with little hammers.
Then on to Sibiu at about 1,400 feet where we found an adequate hotel for the night.

Originally a Draco-Roman village, Sibiu was settled by Saxons in the 12th Century and
called Hermannstadt. Tartars destroyed it in 1241, but fortifications were built that helped
it withstand attacks from the Turks until the 15th Century. In between the fights it knew
plagues, fires and an earthquake. It has two levels connected by picturesque staircases
and sloping streets, and some of the houses built into the city walls still survive. But of all
this we travelers saw little, turning eastward early the following day for Brasov. On the
way we asked directions of a Rumanian soldier, who answered in German.

"Und wo haben Sie deutsch so gut gelernt?" asked the Major (Where did you learn
German so well?). "Ich bin deutsch," was the reply. | am German, and so he was although
his forebears had been in Rumania for hundreds of years. Browning has explained it to
us:

"And I must not omit to say

That in Transylvania there's a tribe

Of alien people that ascribe

The outlandish ways and dress

On which their neighbours lay such stress
To their fathers and mothers having risen
Out of some subterraneous prison
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Into which they were trepanned
Long time ago in a mighty band
Out of Hamelin town in Brunswick land,
But how or why, they don"t understand."

Brasov too is an old German town. Scholars still go there to study mediaeval German.
The government of King Carol II, himself a Hohenzollern, had put up signs which Miss
Gheorghiu translated as: "Let's all speak Rumanian," but with little effect. The Teutonic
Knights who occupied it in the Twelfth Century named it Kronstadt, and the ruins of their
fortress look over the city from a towering hill. Like Sibiu it has suffered from siege, fire
and pestilence. Some fifteen miles distant is a castle at Bran that is believed to have been
the home of Vlad Dracul or Vlad the Devil, a 15th Century tyrant who was the prototype
for Bram Stoker's Dracula.

Time was limited, and the Plymouth headed south for Sinaia. Long a health resort
because of its mineral springs, this Pearl of the Carpathians was nominated by King Carol
I as the royal summer residence. Here are three castles, one of the smaller of which was a
favorite haunt of Carol II and his red-headed Lupescu. Sinaia sits at the feet of high,
wooded slopes that offer beautiful hiking trails in summer and ski slopes in winter. It has
hotels, shops, restaurants and a casino built in 1912, and it remained a tourist resort even
after the Communists took over.

Ploesti, the oil city, was the last stop on our way back to Bucharest. Situated clear of the
mountains in a flat plain, its ten refineries and surrounding oil wells were admirable
targets for Allied bombers when Rumania became involved in World War II. But that
was not to happen for three more years. We voyageurs drove the last thirty-seven miles
back to the capital, and Major Ratay immediately set me, fagged out from driving the
whole way, to typing some papers by midnight preparatory to an official visit to London.

The police again. A few days earlier the four of us -- Anita, Milos, Phreddie the Phallic
Phrenchman, and Our Hero -- were strolling back from an afternoon in a park. Milos and
Phreddie were walking down the middle of a narrow street discussing some absorbing
topic, like maybe the philosophy of Sumerian phylogeny. Anita and I, following, stood
aside to let a taxi pass, but Milos and Phreddie, oblivious of traffic, did not realize the
taxi was stalled behind them and continued to block the street. Because of a strictly
enforced Bucharest ordinance, the taxi driver did not dare toot the horn, and he crawled
behind the two promenaders growing furiouser and furiouser until finally, popping his
cork, he nudged Milos with the bumper.

Unaware that he had been holding the man up for several minutes, Milos believed the taxi
had come from behind at speed and barely managed to stop. Screaming hysterically, "He
tried to kill me" he ripped open the door, got his hands on the driver's throat, and tried to
drag him from the car. Phreddie got in through the door on the opposite side and began to
pummel the unfortunate man with his fists. Although I knew Milos was in the wrong, I
ran to get in the action but was lucky to arrive too late, lucky because a nearby policeman
darted forward and arrested Milos, Phreddie and the driver, but not me because I had not
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yet become involved.

The culprits were brought before a plugugly police official who clearly favored the taxi
driver but seemed inhibited by my Legation identity card, which I showed in my role as
interested spectator. The brouhaha lasted half an hour, with the driver and the official
voluble in Rumanian and the two defendants voluble in French. Finally the matter was
declared a draw, and all parties separated in good humor except the police official. Anita,
who had stood silent and white-faced, heaved a sigh of relief when we were allowed to
leave.

Wind-down. With Milos and Major Riley departed, Phreddie the Phrenchman gone back
to Paris, and Anita off for the States, I decided to leave the Hotel Union. I had never
adjusted to this neighborhood where girls on the sidewalk kept offering themselves for
rent, and placards and newspaper ads kept warning against syphilis. I could not afford the
Athenee Palace, and I did not want to live in the decaying Splendide which faced it
across the Calea Victorei, but if you walked through the lobby of the old Splendide and
out the back door you came to a third hotel, the Splendide Parc. This was quite a new job,
with modern plumbing and garish white plaster that the management did not propose to
improve because King Carol had informed them he intended to tear the hotel down in
order to extend the royal palace. About a year later both the Splendide and the Splendide
Parc did indeed come down, but the royal palace was never extended while Carol
occupied it.

I transferred from the Union to the Splendide Parc and had a spacious room with blank
walls, a private bath, and an alcove containing a double bed and another occupant. Yes,
on my first night [ was aware of little nips, but it took me three more nights to lay hands
on the aggravating beast and give it a strong pinch twixt finger and thumb. Letting go, |
was dismayed to see it give a terrific hop, and I realized that for the first time in my life I
was eyeball to eyeball with a flea.

My knowledge of fleas was limited to the discourse in Tom Sawyer Abroad which
explains that a flea is proportionately stronger than a man but gives no instructions on
how to destroy one. Night after night I would waken at a nip and frantically search the
bedclothes. When I did catch the pesky thing, I could not contrive to squash it. Several
times when I was sure I had given it the coup de grace it would leap away and the game
would start afresh. Not until the fifth night did I get the idea of pinning it against a glass
table top and scrunching it with the flat of a nail file. After this bout I could appreciate
why the flea was immortalized by Goethe in poetry and by Mussorgsky and Berlioz in
music.

Freeman Bates, the permanent clerk for Bucharest, arrived the first week in June, but no
word about re-assignment came from the War Department, and I stayed on. By this time |
was yearning for "home," meaning Warsaw, and this was odd because Bucharest was a
more ingratiating city than Warsaw and offered many more diversions for a young man,
not to overlook the advantages from well-stocked shops and a favorable rate of exchange.
The atmosphere at the Legation, however, was much more formidable than at Embassy
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Warsaw. No one ever introduced me around. I had met the Minister only by insisting I
ought to pay a courtesy call, none of the American personnel were my age, and I had
received not a single invitation to a Legation social function, official or personal. Only
Ajutor had extended the hand of friendship, but Ajutor was a bit seasoned to be a steady
pal for a stripling of twenty-four.

So I wandered aimlessly around town taking snapshots with a newly-bought Retina and
waiting for orders to come, of course demonstrating the office routine to Bates on his first
assignment. It was curious to find myself in the role of instructor, but Miss Mikwitz had
grounded me well in the few weeks I had been under her wing. The orders did come
toward the end of June 1939, backed by a letter from Major Colbern urging me to return
soonest. | took the train for Warsaw on June 28, 1939, glad to give up the less inhibited
society of Bucharest for the more austere but friendly atmosphere of Embassy Warsaw.
About one month earlier Hitler and Mussolini had concluded a political and military
alliance marking the full development of the Rome-Berlin Axis. June 8 to 11 King
George VI and Queen Elizabeth had made a good-will visit to the United States.
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Chapter 6
Invasion

(September 1939)

"L'ordre regne a Varsovie."
- Sebastiani

Embassy Warsaw was tense with the threat that Germany might invade Poland. The
bomb shelter in the garden back of the Chancery had been completed; the staff worked
into the nights cranking out cablegrams and despatches; Ambassador Biddle and
Counselor Winship were visited by numerous American newsmen consulting the crystal
ball about the proximity of war. Nevertheless the routine of city life went on as usual. A
few practice blackouts with restricted lighting were held, and instructions were published
on taking shelter during air raids, but people continued their accustomed rounds of
earning zloties and pursuing happiness.

Young Charles Mosczynski, the Ph.D. candidate at the Embassy switchboard, welcomed
me back into the familiar rut at the Y.M.C.A. The apartment by the Poniatowski Bridge
was no longer available but Albert, an Embassy interpreter, sub-let his luxury flat while
he was away on vacation, complete with cook-maid to take care of it. Albert, who had
been educated at Princeton, was a Polish Count and his sister was a Princess by marriage,
but even the nobility has to earn a living.

For several days the Y.M.C.A. buzzed over a minor crisis, the constipation of Mr.
Dennis. This was an elderly schoolteacher from the mid-west, earnest of mien, bald of
pate, and weighing 120 pounds in his overcoat. He had come to Europe on a shoestring to
gather first-hand impressions for his classes and had been incautious enough to confide
the state of his plumbing to one of the desk clerks. In no time it was all over the
Y.M.C.A., and poor Mr. Dennis became the object of sympathy, nostrums, and attempts
at ribald humor. Persuaded to consult a doctor, Mr. Dennis was even more distressed
when he was advised that his trouble would right itself and was charged twenty-five
zloties. My suggestion that he take an enema was rejected by all hands as totally bizarre.

Vacation interlude. Nan, my mother, came over from Washington for a three-week stay.
With me she attended lunches and dinners, a reception by the Ambassador for the visiting
Yale glee club, and an open-air concert by opera and movie stars Jan Kiepura and wife
Marta Eggerth in the Old Town square. Late in July we entrained for a week-end visit to
Danzig, the city-state that Hitler had said the previous March was his next objective.

Danzig claims Schopenhauer and Fahrenheit as native sons, although both of them lived
most of their lives elsewhere. Fahrenheit introduced the use of quicksilver in
thermometers; before him scientists used spirits of wine. Schopenhauer wrote books. Nan
and I walked the old streets, drank dunkeles Bier in the ancient port, admired the
ornaments of amber that filled the shops, and visited the 15th Century Artushof, the locus
of both a museum and the stock exchange. We paid no attention to the undistinguished
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Polish post office; we could not know that within a few weeks a dozen Polish workers
would be besieged in this Pocta Polska and afterward executed by a force of one hundred
Germans, or that years later novelist Gunther Grass would dramatize the episode in The
Tin Drum.

A rubberneck boat gave us a tour of the harbor and a glimpse of Gdynia, the port
expanded from a fishing village by Poland after the Treaty of Versailles authorized the
Corridor. At dockside was the great liner Batory, named after Stephen a duke of
Transylvania who became Poland's king, NOT after Elizabeth Batory, a relative who won
renown as a werewolf by slaughtering six hundred maidens and bathing in their blood.
The Batory made headlines in 1949 when accused Communist spy Gerhard Eisler used it
to jump bail and flee from the United States to Europe. Nan and I were not allowed to get
off in Gdynia, which was Polish territory, but landed at Zoppot, the seaside resort of the
Danzig city-state where the burghers splash in the water of the tideless Baltic. Mediaeval
Danzig was to be absorbed by Hitler's Reich within a month of our visit and to be almost
totally destroyed in the battle between the Germans and Russians in 1945.

Although hard-pressed for office help, Major Colbern spared me a week's vacation early
in August 1939. Nan and I spent three days in Cracow. We visited the Wawel, the great
castle where Marshal Pilsudski and many of Poland's kings are buried. We watched the
trumpeter blow the Hejnal, or warning of an approaching enemy, from the steeple of the
14th Century St. Mary's church, breaking off in mid-note in memory of the trumpeter
who took a Tatar arrow in his throat back in 1241. We strolled through the university
where Copernicus studied in his formative years. In the market place we watched
woodcarvers from the Tatra whittle figurines, ornaments, and plates. On the third day we
caught the train for Budapest, innocently unaware that we had offended the imp who
louses up travel arrangements.

Speaking French, I had understood the travel agency to say that the train left at 11:40.
Unluckily Nan and I arrived at the station at 11:00, and I saw that a train was scheduled
to leave for Budapest at 11:14. I thought that what I had understood as "onze heures
quarantes" was actually "onze heures quatorze" and that we had nearly missed the train. I
grabbed Nan's hand and rushed her through the gate just in time to hop aboard.

For a time [ was pleased at the accident that had led us to the station early, but I began to
feel uneasy when the conductor hesitated over our tickets, started to say something, then
shrugged and punched the stub. I became more uneasy when a second conductor on the
Czech side of the frontier also hesitated, started to say something, and likewise shrugged
and punched the ticket. That things had gone amiss became evident as hours slid by and
the train kept puffing. The trip should have taken about four hours. It continued into the
weak moments of the following morning, fourteen hours in all.

The proper train did indeed leave at 11:40, but mischance had led us to an earlier train
that, while it did go to Budapest, turned latitudinally after it crossed the Czech border and
traversed the length of Slovakia. The countryside was beautiful, but the uncertainty of
what was happening, the inability to find anyone who could communicate more than a
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few words of French or German, and the strain of sitting up fourteen hours put me in a
vile temper.

When the train stopped at a hamlet, I leaned out the window and took a picture of its
name (Satoraljaujhely) which seemed longer than the town itself. A watchful station
guard sprang aboard and demanded that I either destroy the film or surrender the camera.
I tried to convince him that I was an important diplomat, a difficult job since the man
understood only Slovak and Magyar, and poor Nan became nearly frantic for fear that her
son might take up residence in a Slovakian dungeon. Perforce I opened the camera and
destroyed not only the offending snap but most of the pictures I had taken in Cracow.

This misfortune made me so grumpy I was virtually snarling when we reached Budapest
at 3:00 in the morning, but more was to come. The Hungarian conductor marched us into
a room at the Budapest station and made me pay extra fare. Because the passengers had
traveled many more kilometers than their tickets called for, they had to be charged for the
difference.

A sorry introduction to Hungary, but it did not destroy our enjoyment of beautiful
Budapest, its shops, restaurants, hotels, magnificent buildings, mineral springs, Danube
bridges, and nearby mountains. We did the standard tourist things, took a sightseeing bus
during the day and a nightclub tour in the evening, ate confections at Gerbeaud's, ooh-
aahed at the artificial waves in the Gellert Hotel pool, and attended an open-air
performance of The Gypsy Baron on the Margaret Island. Our few days sped quickly by,
and all too soon I had to put Nan on the train for Vienna, Paris, and LeHavre. As for me,
the memories of the trip through Slovakia were enough to overcome fear of flying. I got
on an airplane for the first time in my twenty-four years and in less than two hours was
back in a Warsaw that was girding for war.

The situation looks grave. On August 21, 1939 the British Consulate General advised
British residents of Poland to leave the country at once. The Consulate had issued a
similar notice in the crisis of September 1938 and was roundly damned when war was
averted. At that time the United States had taken no action, but now the portents were
more alarming. On August 23 the United States Consulate General issued a warning to
Americans, recommending that they travel home via Stockholm and the Baltic.

Those who disr