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CHAPTER 1

GRANDFATHER

here is a picture of all the men in the family waiting at the

Tarrytown station for the train carrying Grandfather’s casket from
his winter home in Ormond Beach, Florida. He died quietly in his bed on
May 23, 1937, at the age of ninety-seven. While the official cause of
death was sclerotic myocarditis, it would be simpler to say he died of old
age. I had known him as “Grandfather,” not the “robber baron” or great
philanthropist of the history books. He had been a constant presence in
my childhood: benign, indulgent, revered by my father, John D.
Rockefeller, Jr., and by the family as a whole.

Looking at that picture today, I find it remarkable how well it
captured our relationships with one another, where we were in life, and,
perhaps, where we would all be going.

John, characteristically, stands on the periphery. Thirty-one years old,
he is the oldest son, inheritor of the dynastic name. After he graduated
from Princeton, Father put him on the boards of many family
institutions, among them the Rockefeller Foundation, the Rockefeller
Institute for Medical Research, and Colonial Williamsburg, grooming
him to be the family leader, but he is shy and uncertain of his abilities.

Nelson, also characteristically, has managed to situate himself at the
exact center of the picture and stares authoritatively at the camera. At
twenty-nine he will soon become president of Rockefeller Center.

Laurance, twenty-seven, the philosopher and businessman, gazes into
the middle distance. He was emerging as a leading investor in the
aviation industry and, with Eddie Rickenbacker, the World War I flying
ace, would soon buy a large stake in Eastern Airlines.

Winthrop is the handsomest. Somehow Mother’s Aldrich features—
which one might describe as having a lot of “character”—combined with
the Rockefeller genes to produce almost movie-star good looks. Win is
the most troubled of us and never quite fitted in. Now twenty-five, he is
working as a “roughneck” in the Texas oil fields.



I am the youngest, twenty-one years old, and look very wet behind the
ears. I have just completed my first year of graduate work in economics
at Harvard and will leave that summer to continue my studies at the
London School of Economics.

Father, beginning to show his sixty-three years, presides over us all,
completely forthright, a friendly, kind face. Perhaps a little distant.

We brought Grandfather back to the mansion that he and Father had
built twenty-five years earlier on the family estate at Pocantico Hills.
Called Kykuit, the Dutch word for “lookout,” its hilltop site commands a
magnificent view of the Hudson River. The next day, with only
immediate family and a few close friends present, we held a service for
him. I remember it was a beautiful spring day, the French doors open to
the terrace, and the Hudson River a glistening blue below us. His
favorite organist, Dr. Archer Gibson, played the large pipe organ in the
main hall, on which we used to pretend to perform when we were
children. Harry Emerson Fosdick, senior minister of Riverside Church,
which was built by Father, gave the eulogy.

After the service, as everyone milled about, Mr. Yordi, Grandfather’s
valet, gestured to me. Yordi, a dapper Swiss fellow, had been
Grandfather’s valet and constant companion for thirty years. I knew him
well, but he had always been reserved in my presence. I went over to
him, and he pulled me aside, into a deserted hallway. “You know, Mr.
David,” he began (from as early as I can remember, the staff always
addressed us in that way, “Mr. Rockefeller” being too confusing with so
many of us having that name, and first names would have been too
familiar), “of all you brothers, your grandfather always thought you
were the most like him.” I must have looked very surprised. It was the
last thing I expected him to say. “Yes,” he said, “you were very much his
favorite.” I thanked him somewhat awkwardly, but he just waved his
hand and said, “No, no, I just thought you should know.” I didn’t really
know what to make of it. I thought it would have been Nelson, but I
couldn’t pretend I wasn’t pleased.

“THE STANDARD”



Grandfather had started at $5 a week as a clerk in a dry goods store
in Cleveland, Ohio, and went on to found and run the Standard Oil
Company, which for all practical purposes was the oil industry in the
United States until the Supreme Court ordered the trust dissolved in
1911 after a long period of acrimonious litigation. Many of the
companies that emerged from the breakup still exist: ExxonMobil,
Chevron, Amoco, and about thirty others as well.

Standard Oil made Grandfather rich, possibly “the richest man in
America.” He was also, for much of his life, one of the most hated. The
tabloid press attacked Standard’s business practices and accused it of
crimes—including murder—in its relentless efforts to eliminate all
competition and perfect its monopoly of the oil industry. Grandfather
was the target of Progressives, Populists, Socialists, and others
discontented with the new American capitalist order. Robert La Follette,
the powerful governor of Wisconsin, called him the “greatest criminal of
his age.” Teddy Roosevelt used him as a whipping boy in his effort to
bring the industrial monopolies to heel. Ida Tarbell, who through her
writings probably did more than anyone to establish the image of
Grandfather as a greedy and rapacious “robber baron,” wrote: “There is
little doubt that Mr. Rockefeller’s chief reason for playing golf is that he
may live longer to make more money.”

Today most historians would agree that the picture painted of
Standard in those contemporary accounts was highly partisan and often
inaccurate. Grandfather and his partners were tough competitors, but
they were guilty of no more than the common business practices of their
day. It was a different world then. Few of the laws that regulate business
competition today were in place. Standard was operating on the frontiers
of the economy; it was new, unexplored territory, in some cases literally
like the Wild West. Muckrakers idealized the first years of the petroleum
industry as some kind of entrepreneurial Eden. It was, in fact,
exceedingly cutthroat. Prices gyrated wildly, with huge swings in
production and alternating gluts and droughts of oil. Refiners and
producers were bankrupted and driven out of business overnight.
Grandfather was no romantic; he thought the situation was speculative,
shortsighted, and wasteful, and he set about to correct it in a tough-
minded fashion.



The accusations that Standard cheated widows of their inheritance,
bombed rival refineries, and drove competitors into ruin by any means
available—all gleefully repeated by Tarbell and others—were absolute
fiction. The real story is that Standard was considerably more honorable
in its dealings than many of its competitors. During the process of
consolidation, Standard offered not only an honest, but often a generous
price for competing refineries—so generous, in fact, that competitors
often reentered the business simply for the opportunity to be bought out
again. Grandfather’s partners complained bitterly about this persistent
pattern of “blackmail,” but he continued to buy in order to complete his
plan.

Standard was a monopoly. At its height it controlled 90 percent of the
domestic oil industry and was trying hard to buy up the last 10 percent.
Grandfather, however, never saw anything wrong with dominating the
market, not only for the owners and workers in the industry, but for
consumers and the country as a whole. This runs so contrary to textbook
assumptions that many people find it hard to credit his sincerity on the
matter. But as Standard’s market share increased, the cost of petroleum
products to the consumer—principally kerosene during Standard’s first
decades—dropped dramatically. Kerosene became universally available,
and Standard’s product was cheaper and better. The company invested
in new technologies to improve the range and quality of its products and
to develop new uses for by-products that earlier had simply been poured
onto the ground or dumped into the nearest river. Gasoline is the most
obvious example of a waste product that eventually found a prime use in
the internal combustion engine and became the most valued petroleum
product.

It was Grandfather’s policy to lower prices, believing that the less
expensive the product, the more of it people would buy; and the larger
the market, the more economies of scale Standard would be able to
employ. Without having studied economics, he understood the meaning
of “elastic demand.” He always believed that it was good practice to “do
a larger volume of business at a smaller profit per unit.” Many
economists talk of business as “responding to market demand”; but that
isn’t how Grandfather operated. He also created demand by setting up
new channels of distribution at home and abroad. For instance, as a
marketing device, Standard often gave away lanterns to ensure that



consumers would buy kerosene to burn—much as Gillette gives away
razors so that the customer will continue to purchase razor blades.
Grandfather drove his associates to buy refineries, to develop new oil
fields, and to increase production long before demand existed. Standard
acted most aggressively during economic downturns when others
retreated, because Grandfather had a long-term vision of the industry
and how it should be operated.

A number of factors distinguished Standard from its rivals: a willingness
to invest in new technologies, a constant concern for the cost of
production, and great attention to the marketing of its products.
Grandfather successfully integrated within one cohesive organization the
diverse elements of the industry from production at the wellhead to the
final delivery to the customer. Standard was the first modern, fully
integrated economic enterprise. That was Grandfather’s greatest
achievement: building the petroleum industry and, in the process,
creating the modern corporation. It was an organizational triumph that
transformed the business world.

The American public welcomed the Supreme Court’s dissolution of the
Standard Oil Trust in 1911 with great acclaim. However, it should be
remembered that the ultimate result of Grandfather’s consolidation of
the oil business was a cheaper, better, and more reliable supply of
petroleum that helped the United States make the transition from a
decentralized, agrarian nation to a highly centralized industrial
democracy.

EQUANIMITY IN THE FACE OF THE STORM

y father, who later had his own troubles with the press, used to

describe with a kind of envy Grandfather’s equanimity in the face
of the storms raging against him. When Grandfather read the Tarbell
book, he remarked to everyone’s consternation that he “rather enjoyed
it.” In my view it was Grandfather’s deep religious faith that gave him
his placid self-assurance in the face of personal attacks, and supreme
confidence that enabled him to consolidate the American oil industry.



He was a devout Christian who lived by the strict tenets of his Baptist
faith. His faith “explained” the world around him, guided him on his
way through it, and provided him with a liberating structure. The most
important of these principles was that faith without good works was
meaningless. That central belief led Grandfather to first accept the
“doctrine of stewardship” for his great fortune and then to broaden it by
creating the great philanthropies later in life.

Grandfather was raised in modest circumstances in central New York
State. William Rockefeller, his father, was something of an absentee
parent and had a shady past, but his mother, Eliza Davison Rockefeller,
who actually raised Grandfather and his siblings, was an extraordinarily
devout and principled woman.

In our secular age it is difficult for us to understand a life that was so
governed by religious faith. For many, too, a life lived according to the
strictures of the Baptist faith—no drinking, smoking, or dancing—seems
a painfully dour existence. But Grandfather wore the commandments of
his religion, all the things that would seem to us such burdens, with ease
and even joy. He was the least dour man I have ever known; he was
constantly smiling, joking, and telling shaggy dog stories. Often at
dinner he would start to sing softly one of his favorite hymns. He wasn’t
singing to anyone; it was as if a feeling of peace and contentment were
welling out of him.

As a boy I would occasionally walk up the hill to Kykuit from my
parents’ home, Abeyton Lodge, a distance of about a quarter mile, for
breakfast or lunch with Grandfather. For breakfast Grandfather
invariably ate oatmeal, but with butter and salt rather than cream and
sugar. He ate very slowly, chewing every bite very thoroughly, because
he thought this an important aid to digestion. He said one should even
chew milk, which he did!

Grandfather rarely took his meals alone. Friends and associates, many
from the old days in Cleveland, often stayed with him, frequently for
extended periods. Meals were long and leisurely, and the conversation
informal and congenial. Business was never discussed; instead,
Grandfather would joke with his cousin and longtime housekeeper, Mrs.
Evans, a rather stout and kindly woman who would return his good-
natured jibes in kind. On a few occasions I dined with him at Kykuit as
well. After the meal we all moved to a sitting room where, as his guests



talked, Grandfather would doze quietly in his easy chair. He always
retired for the night at a very early hour.

At other times Grandfather enjoyed playing a card game -called
Numerica. The cards were square with only one number on each, and
the game was designed to test and improve mathematical reasoning.
Grandfather always served as the dealer—and the winner of each round
always received a dime and the losers a nickel.

On one occasion when I was a bit older and Grandfather was in his
nineties, he accepted my invitation to a chicken dinner at the Playhouse,
which I prepared. Both he and Mrs. Evans came and pronounced the
meal “quite delicious!”

I also visited Grandfather at his homes in Florida and Lakewood, New
Jersey. Grandfather loved golf and built private courses at Pocantico and
Lakewood. When I was a teenager and just learning the game, we would
play a few holes together. By then Grandfather played for the exercise
and rarely completed a full round.

In June 1936, as Grandfather’s health began to fail, I paid him a short
visit in Ormond Beach. He was pleased, as always, to see me, but he was
noticeably feeble and tired. He spent most of his time sleeping or sitting
quietly in his room. We spoke briefly about matters of little
consequence, but he seemed content just to have me in the room with
him. He allowed me to take several photographs of him sitting in his
chair. It was the last time I saw him alive.

Grandfather was a deeply religious man, but he never judged or
condemned others who did not share his beliefs. As a teetotaler his
entire life, Grandfather was a rarity at Standard, where most of his
closest associates were anything but pious men. John Archbold, a
onetime rival who became a close friend, was a very heavy drinker, and
Grandfather made it a lifetime project to reform him. Grandfather
formed intense friendships with his business partners, including
Archbold, Henry Flagler, and his brother, William, who were with him
from the earliest days at Standard. On the rare occasions when I heard
him mention his business career, he spoke of the fun they had, despite
the hard work and long hours, as confederates in a grand new enterprise.

Grandfather was modest by nature, and while he lived a life possible



only for those of great wealth, he was comparatively frugal. At a time
when the Carnegies, Fricks, Harrimans, and Vanderbilts were building
grand mansions along Fifth Avenue, Grandfather bought a home on a
side street whose previous tenant, Arabella Worsham, was the mistress
of Collis P. Huntington. It was a very large brownstone, and Grandfather
bought several lots beside it into which the family would later expand,
but it says something about him that he never bothered to redecorate it.
Miss Worsham’s red plush wallpaper and heavy, ornate Victorian
furniture remained there as long as Grandfather lived.

His one indulgence seems to have been trotting horses. He kept a
number of matched pairs, and he enjoyed driving them at Pocantico and
in Central Park, where he would occasionally become involved in races
with his brother and close friends.

Grandfather was totally lacking in vanity. He gave little thought to
surface appearances. As a young man he had been good-looking, but in
the 1890s he contracted a painful viral infection, generalized alopecia,
which affected his nervous system. As a result of the disease he lost all
his hair. In one photograph from this time he is wearing a black
skullcap, which made him look a bit like the Merchant of Venice. Later
he wore wigs.

Some people, notably Ida Tarbell, thought his physical appearance
repugnant; others disagreed. Initially, John Singer Sargent was reluctant
to paint Grandfather’s portrait. However, after lengthy conversations
during the sittings, they became friends. In the end, Sargent told Father
he wanted to paint a second portrait because he had become intrigued
with his subject and said that Grandfather reminded him of a medieval
saint.

“THE ART OF GIVING”

he truth is that Grandfather found managing his fortune, which had
reached almost a billion dollars by 1910, to be a problem. His
annual income from Standard Oil and other investments was enormous,
and given Grandfather’s meticulous nature, it had to be spent or invested
properly. Since he was uninterested in acquiring French chéateaus or
Scottish castles and was appalled at the idea of buying art, yachts, or



suits of medieval armor—all activities engaged in by his more
extravagant contemporaries—Grandfather worked out a characteristic
solution: He invested a good portion of his income in coal mines,
railroads, insurance companies, banks, and manufacturing enterprises of
various kinds, most famously the iron ore business, and eventually
controlled much of the rich Mesabi Range in Minnesota.

But increasingly, after Grandfather retired from Standard in 1897, he
occupied himself with a different form of investing: philanthropy, which
he referred to as the “art of giving.” In doing this he would have as
profound an effect as he had with Standard Oil.

From the time he was a young man just starting in business,
Grandfather recorded every item of income and expense, including
charitable donations of as little as a penny, in a series of ledgers,
beginning with the famous “Ledger A,” which are preserved in the
Rockefeller Archive Center in Pocantico Hills. Keeping records became a
family tradition. Father followed Grandfather’s example and tried to
have my generation do the same with varying degrees of success. And I
tried it with my own children with even less success than Father.

In doing this Grandfather was following the religious injunction to
tithe, or give a tenth part of his income to the Church and other good
causes. As his earnings grew, his charitable donations kept pace, usually
reaching the tithe to which he had committed himself. By the mid-
1880s, Grandfather found it difficult to handle charitable contributions
by himself. It was, in fact, one of the chief causes of stress for him in
those years. He felt obliged not only to give but to give wisely, which is a
lot more difficult. “It is easy to do harm in giving money,” he wrote. By
then his annual income exceeded a million dollars, and disposing of just
10 percent of it was a full-time occupation. His eventual solution was to
employ the Reverend Frederick T. Gates, a Baptist minister, to develop a
more thoughtful and systematic way to assess the individuals and
organizations who requested funds. Fortunately, Gates was a man with a
broad education and considerable wisdom. Over the next several
decades they planned the distribution of more than half of the fortune;
most of the rest ultimately went to Father, who dedicated his life to
carrying on and expanding their work.

Some have said that Grandfather and Father, along with Andrew
Carnegie, invented modern philanthropy. That may be true, but it may



also claim too much. What the two of them did was emphasize the need
to move charitable activities away from treating the symptoms of social
problems toward understanding and then eliminating the underlying
causes. This led them both to embrace a scientific approach and to
support the work of experts in many fields.

Grandfather’s first major philanthropic project was the creation of the
University of Chicago in the 1890s. It was only after the turn of the
century, however, that Grandfather put his business cares behind him
and devoted himself primarily to philanthropy. One of the first
initiatives he undertook was the Rockefeller Institute for Medical
Research, founded in 1901.

Grandfather’s vision, developed in close collaboration with Gates, my
father, and the first director of the institute, Dr. Simon Flexner, was to
establish a research facility modeled on the Pasteur and Koch institutes
in Europe. In creating the institute Grandfather followed the same
principles he had first tested at Standard Oil: He hired good men and
gave them scope. While he had been intimately involved in the inception
and planning, once the institute was up and running, he made it a point
not to interfere with its management. He felt it appropriate to hand over
the reins to the educators and scientists who were specialists in their
field. Father became president of the board of trustees to ensure that the
policy of independent scientific research was strictly maintained.

The General Education Board, Grandfather’s next major initiative,
grew out of his desire to create a public education system in the South
that would benefit blacks as well as whites. Grandfather provided the
GEB with almost $130 million in endowment and operating funds over
its thirty-year existence. The GEB worked closely with local and state
governments to achieve its goals. It is one of the first and most successful
examples of public-private cooperation that our family has always
promoted.

The Rockefeller Foundation, founded in 1913, was the first
philanthropic organization with a specifically global vision and the
culmination of Grandfather’s efforts to create a structure capable of
wisely managing his assets for benevolent purposes. Grandfather
provided more endowment for the foundation—approximately $182
million, more than $2 billion in present dollars, over a period of ten
years—than for any other institution. The foundation fought against



hookworm, yellow fever, malaria, tuberculosis, and other infectious
diseases. In later years it became a leader in developing hybrid varieties
of corn, wheat, and rice that served as the basis for the Green
Revolution, which has done so much to transform societies around the
world.

“PUBLIC RELATIONS”

he charge has often been made that Grandfather’s charitable giving

was no more than a public relations ploy to burnish his image after
a lifetime of rapacious profit-making. If that had really been his
motivation, would he have needed to spend half a billion dollars to
achieve that end?

Public relations pioneer Ivy Lee is often credited with developing the
plan that included everything from the creation of the great foundations
to having Grandfather give away shiny dimes, which would replace his
image as a ruthless robber baron with that of a genial, kindly, and
benevolent old man. Most of this is quite preposterous. Grandfather
handed out dimes as a means of establishing an easy rapport with people
whom he met casually on the golf course, at church, or walking down
the street. It helped break the ice with them, and put them at ease, and it
usually worked.

In fact, Grandfather had so little interest in the public relations
benefits of his philanthropy that he wouldn’t allow his name to be used
for the University of Chicago or the General Education Board, and it was
only with great reluctance that he agreed to use his name for the
Rockefeller Institute. It is hard to imagine that Grandfather, who refused
to allow Standard Oil to refute the libels being spread by the
muckrakers, would instead devote the larger part of his fortune to
manipulating the public’s view of him. One would have to believe,
which I do not, that he experienced a crisis of conscience that compelled
him to throw off his “ill-gotten gains.”

Grandfather never breathed a sigh of remorse to my Father, his
grandchildren, or anyone else about his business career. He believed
Standard Oil benefited society, and he felt comfortable with his role in
creating it.



What, then, explains Grandfather’s philanthropy? In my view it flowed
from his religious training and the experiences of his own life. Ida
Tarbell and her intellectual descendants have chosen to picture
Grandfather as the essence of greed and the epitome of selfish
individualism. Grandfather was a strong individualist, but he defined the
term differently. He rejected the idea of individualism as selfishness and
self-aggrandizement. Instead, he defined individualism as the freedom to
achieve and the obligation to return something of value to the
community that had nurtured and sustained him. I believe this was both
the source and object of his philanthropy.

As for Father, far from being ashamed of Grandfather, he was
immensely proud of him and his many achievements. If Father had
conflicted feelings—and he did—they were that he didn’t measure up.
For much of his life my father, one of the greatest philanthropists in
history, thought of himself as simply following in the footsteps of a
greater man.



CHAPTER 2

MOTHER AND FATHER

hen my parents married on October 9, 1901, the press headlined it

as the union of the two most powerful families in America: the son
and heir of John D. Rockefeller and the daughter of Nelson Aldrich,
Republican majority leader in the U.S. Senate and, according to some,
“the General Manager of the Nation.”

Father had been taken with my mother from their first meeting, but he
agonized over whether to propose to her for an almost fatal length of
time. It is indicative of Father’s earnestness that when he finally asked
the Senator for his daughter’s hand, he launched into a lengthy
explanation of his financial prospects, apparently anxious to demonstrate
that he was a sound match. The Senator, somewhat amused, stopped
him in mid-sentence and said, “Mr. Rockefeller, I am only interested in
what will make my daughter happy.”

That Father did make Mother happy, and she him, I have no doubt.
They were exceedingly close—perhaps too close, as I will explain in a
moment—and I believe they loved each other very much. Mother
brought to Father and to the marriage a sense of joy and fun that he
desperately needed.

Mother grew up in a large family of eight siblings, five boys and three
girls, in Providence, Rhode Island. Mother was third in age, the second
oldest daughter, and was particularly close to her father. Her father
played a key role in setting high tariffs and creating a more flexible
currency and a more stable banking system through the formation of the
Federal Reserve System. Mother recalled him and his Senate colleagues
debating legislation while playing poker and enjoying a few drinks at his
Washington home. Grandmother Aldrich had been an invalid for many
years, so for a decade or so prior to her marriage, Mother often served as
hostess for her father. She was thrust into the center of the Washington
scene and was not only comfortable but supremely adept at handling the
demands of “society.”



Grandfather Aldrich loved travel and greatly appreciated art. Mother
and her siblings often accompanied him to Paris, Rome, and London,
where he attended official conferences. At an early age she came to
know Paris and its art world, and became comfortable with the new
forms and ideas emerging at that time.

INFLUENTIAL STANDARDS, EMOTIONAL FRAGILITY

he family Mother married into couldn’t have been more different

from hers. Her siblings, especially her older sister, Lucy, kidded her
about the “straitlaced” Rockefellers, and in the beginning worried if she
would be able to adapt.

For most of Father’s childhood his mother, Laura Spelman Rockefeller,
was the dominant figure in his life. She had the principal responsibility
for his upbringing and education, and was a strict disciplinarian. Her
parents were deeply religious and had been active in both the
antislavery and temperance movements. Her portraits and photographs
reveal a formidable individual not easily given to mirth.

Grandmother Rockefeller provided Father with most of his religious
training, his strong sense of moral rectitude, and the first intimations
that he would bear a heavy responsibility for the stewardship of the
family’s immense fortune. Grandmother Rockefeller joined the Woman’s
Christian Temperance Union soon after its founding, firmly convinced
that “demon rum” lay at the heart of all the social problems of the time:
poverty, vice, and crime. As a young boy Father attended temperance
meetings regularly and, when he was ten, signed a pledge to abstain
from “tobacco, profanity, and the drinking of any intoxicating
beverages.” Until he entered college, Father’s life was centered on his
family and the Baptist Church. Father’s college years at Brown
University provided him with the first opportunity to break free from his
mother’s influence, but it was a difficult task and he never quite
succeeded. He did, however, explore new ideas that gradually broadened
his understanding of the world around him and formed a number of
friendships that lasted his entire life. Most important, at least from my
perspective, he met my mother and began the courtship that would end
in their marriage more than eight years later.



Even with the leavening of a college education, a secure family life,
and a large circle of friends, Father approached life with a considerable
amount of insecurity. His marriage, despite his initial doubts and
hesitation, was a godsend. Mother’s high spirits, gregariousness, and
sociability helped him deal with his shyness and introspection, and
helped compensate for what he felt keenly were his deficiencies. In
Mother he found someone who could understand, care for, and protect
his emotional fragility. He wanted her to be with him always—if not
immediately by his side, then immediately available. He wanted to
retreat with her into their own private circle of two. From one point of
view it was romantic, and I believe their relations with each other were
extremely intense and loving. From another point of view the bond they
shared was exclusive of all else, including the children. And therein lay
the source of much tension for Mother.

We grew up realizing that if we were to have any of Mother’s
attention, we would have to compete with Father for it. We knew how
much she cared for us and enjoyed spending time with us, and it was
apparent to us that the conflict between his needs and ours caused her
much anguish. It was a never-ending struggle for her and the cause of
great stress; and it was something she was never able to resolve. Father
expected Mother to be there for him when he needed her, and his needs
in this regard were practically insatiable.

A BEAUTIFUL WOMAN

Despite that tension—which strongly underlies my memories of
childhood—whenever I think of Mother even today, it is with a
sense of great love and happiness. I suppose by contemporary standards
she would not be considered a beautiful woman. Nelson and I inherited
her Aldrich features, most prominently the Aldrich nose. However, I
thought of my mother as beautiful, as did many of her friends and
acquaintances, because those features were animated by such liveliness
and infused with such warmth. It was a beauty that was hard to capture
in a photograph or a painting, and, in fact, few visual images do her
justice. Strangely, the best likeness of her is a drawing done after her
death by Fred W. Wright, who took it from a very good photograph of



her holding Nelson’s eldest son, Rodman, when he was a small boy.
Somehow it captures her expression better than any formal portraits.

Along with the Aldrich physiognomy I inherited from Mother a good
deal of the Aldrich temperament. Her calm disposition was in distinct
contrast to the more tense, driven quality of Father and some of my
siblings. I always felt a special rapport with her. Mother loved small
children, and no doubt being the youngest gave me an advantage. My
brothers often accused me of receiving special treatment, though both of
our parents made a conscious effort never to show any favoritism. But
Mother and I had an easy relationship. We enjoyed many of the same
things. One of my strongest memories is her love of art and how she
subtly and patiently conveyed it to me. Beautiful objects came alive in
her hands, as if her appreciation provided them with a special aura of
beauty. The longer she looked at a painting, the more she would find in
it, as if by some magic she had opened new depths, new dimensions not
accessible to ordinary people.

There was little of the “collector” in Mother; having a complete set of
something was of much less interest to her than enjoying the quality of
each object. By her side I absorbed some of her taste and intuition,
which in her was unfailing. I learned more from her about art than from
all the art historians and curators who have informed me about the
technical aspects of art history and art appreciation over the years.

While “officially” Mother and Father agreed on all vital questions of
our upbringing and spoke to the children with one voice, they were
poles apart in temperament. It wasn’t lost on us children that Mother
didn’t attend our morning prayer meetings, preferring to stay
comfortably in bed, reading the paper or answering correspondence. Or,
that she brought into the house daring new art forms—often along with
the artists who produced them—that upset Father. Or, that her face lit
up whenever she had a chance to be with us or play with us alone. She
loved adventures and the unexpected. Being spontaneous came naturally
to her, and she derived the greatest pleasure from doing things on the
spur of the moment.

DUTY, MORALITY, PROPRIETY



ather was the opposite. He wanted life to follow an orderly pattern.

He liked to know what he was going to do and in what order, with
whom and how. Whether in the city or on vacation, the day would be
planned out in advance, and deviations from the plan were not greeted
with pleasure. I remember his saying, when someone proposed a new
activity, “But we planned something else.” For him that was reason
enough not to do it.

When we moved to Maine for the summer, Father’s trunks would be
brought out three days before we left; some were the old-fashioned
steamer trunks which had a lid that opened from the top. Others were
known as “innovation trunks”; they opened out and had room on one
side to hang suits, and drawers on the other for linen. He would fill half
a dozen or more trunks and bags for the two or three months he would
be away. To begin with, he and his valet, William Johnson, would start
selecting and laying out what to take—overcoats, sweaters, suits, riding
clothes, and so forth. Then William would do the actual packing.

Dress was decidedly more formal in those days; in the winter Father
wore a black tie to dinner every night, and Mother a long dress, even
when the family dined alone. Still, the quantity of clothes they carried
everywhere was astounding. Father never ventured out even in the
summer without a coat in case the weather turned cold, and he always
wore a hat outdoors. A photograph of Father and me taken one summer
during my college years on a motor trip through the Southwest shows us
seated on a wool lap robe under a lone pine tree in the middle of the
Arizona desert. Father is wearing a suit and tie, felt hat on his head, and
the ever-present coat lying nearby.

I have no doubt Father loved his children, all of us, very much, but his
own rigid upbringing undoubtedly contributed to his inflexibility as a
parent. He was formal, not cold, but rarely demonstrably affectionate.
Nevertheless, he was physically more present during my childhood than
many fathers, and perhaps more than I was with my children. He
worked hard, but mostly in his office at home where he did not wish to
be disturbed. He was with us in Pocantico on weekends and spent
summer vacations with us in Maine, but on the emotional level he was
distant.

There were exceptions. When we took walks, rode horseback, or



traveled together, he would sometimes talk candidly about his own
boyhood and listen to my concerns with real interest and tenderness.
Those were important moments in my life.

However, the procedure Father preferred whenever we had something
important to deal with, especially an issue with significant emotional
content, was an exchange of letters. This happened more frequently
when we went off to college and when my parents were on extended
trips, but it was the preferred mode of communication even when we
were all living under the same roof. Father dictated his letters to his
secretary, who typed and mailed them—with one copy for the files!

Although Father’s love for us was heartfelt and sincere, his sense of
parental duty prodded him into frequent soliloquies on duty, morality,
and proper behavior. My brother Laurance to this day remembers with
some distress the letter he received from Father after he was voted “most
likely to succeed” by his class at Princeton. Father reminded him that he
would have to spend the rest of his life truly earning the good opinion
his classmates had of him. Such a response was fairly typical of Father.

But underneath Father’s formal, correct exterior was a tender, warm
side that came out if one of us was in trouble. This revealed an aspect of
his personality that was very precious to me. It helps explain Mother and
Father’s close relationship over nearly five decades. I knew I could count
on his love and support when I really needed him even if he might
disapprove of something I had done.

Father was a complicated person. Grandfather was a self-made man
who created a great fortune starting with nothing, an accomplishment
Father would have no opportunity to emulate. Even after he had built a
solid record of achievement, he was plagued with feelings of inadequacy.
He once described his brief involvement in the business world as one of
many vice presidents at Standard Oil as “a race with my own
conscience,” and in a sense Father was racing all his life to be worthy of
his name and inheritance.

In his early thirties Father suffered a “nervous collapse”—we would
now call it depression. It was then that he began to withdraw from
active involvement with Standard Oil. In order to recover his health,
Father took Mother and my sister, Abby, then only a year old, on a
month’s vacation to the south of France. Their stay there lengthened into
six months, and even when they came back, Father retreated to his home



and rarely went out. It was almost a year before he felt able to return to
the office, and then only part-time.

Perhaps it is understandable that he never told me directly of this
episode, although once or twice he hinted that as a young man he had
some emotional problems. The first time I became aware that he had
gone through some difficult times was a few years after I graduated from
college when a close friend of mine was experiencing a similar bout of
depression. Father spent hours with him, and my friend said that when
Father spoke about his own experience, tears rolled down his face. It was
only then that I understood how serious his depression had been.

Once Father overcame his depression, he resigned from Standard and
devoted himself exclusively to philanthropy and the management of
Grandfather’s personal affairs. As a result, during the decade of the
teens, Grandfather began to transfer some stocks and other properties to
him, but it was still in relatively small quantities. In 1915, the year I was
born, when Father was forty-one years old, he owned outright only
about $250,000 of Standard Oil stock.

What was Grandfather waiting for? I am not sure he ever intended to
leave a great fortune to his children. His original plans for Father’s
inheritance were probably the same as for his daughters: He would leave
Father enough to be comfortable, to be “rich” by most measures, but by
several orders of magnitude less than it turned out to be. Grandfather
truly believed it when he said, in the context of philanthropy, that “there
is no easier way to do harm than by giving money,” and he felt it
applied most particularly to his own children. Frederick Gates wrote
Grandfather a memo about how Grandfather’s fortune was “piling up”
into “an avalanche” that would “bury him and his -children.”
Grandfather was probably a bit stunned at the size of his fortune as it
continued to appreciate long after he had retired from Standard Oil. He
saw his son, who was struggling to deal with his own emotional
problems and to find his place in the world, already weighed down with
more responsibility than he could bear, and he probably concluded that
dumping an immense fortune on him wasn’t going to help matters. Thus,
until 1915, Grandfather probably planned to give the bulk of his fortune
to philanthropy either before his death or through his will. What
changed his mind was Ludlow.



LUDLOW

he “Ludlow Massacre,” as it has come to be referred to in history

books, was one of the most famous or infamous events in American
labor history. It was also one of the seminal events in my family’s history
as well.

Ludlow, a coal mining town in southern Colorado, was where
Colorado Fuel & Iron (CF&I), a company in which Grandfather owned
nearly 40 percent of the shares, operated a number of mines and other
facilities. Grandfather, already well into retirement, still maintained
large holdings in many companies, but he looked upon them as a passive
investment in securities and did not pay close attention to their
management on a daily basis. Father sat on the board of CF&I, but
corporate meetings were held in New York, and he never visited the
company’s operations in Colorado.

In September 1913 more than nine thousand miners represented by
the United Mine Workers struck all the coal operators in the southern
Colorado fields, including CF&I, over a number of grievances, including
wages, hours, safety conditions, and, most important, union recognition.
Months of sporadic violence between the strikers and guards employed
by the companies forced the governor of Colorado to call out the
National Guard. The situation worsened through the winter, and on
April 20, 1914, open warfare erupted. During the course of a pitched
battle between the strikers and the guardsmen, eleven women and
children suffocated to death in a small crawl space under their burning
tent; scores of others on both sides were killed and wounded in the days
following this event, eventually forcing President Woodrow Wilson to
dispatch federal troops to enforce an uneasy truce.

It was a terrible tragedy, and because the name Rockefeller evoked
such powerful emotions, Grandfather and Father were dragged into the
middle of the conflict. There were even demonstrations outside our West
54th Street home denouncing the Rockefellers for the “crimes” of
Ludlow.

Father appeared before several congressional committees investigating
conditions in Colorado, both before and after the Ludlow tragedy. At
first he took a hard-line position against the strikers, undoubtedly
influenced by Gates, who considered the strikers little better than



anarchists. After Ludlow, Father began to question the soundness of
Gates’s position. He removed the despised head of CF&I and hired Ivy
Lee, who suggested that Father retain a labor expert to help him resolve
the issues. Lee was much more than an image maker. He convinced
Father that he would have to address the underlying causes of the
miners’ discontent.

Father then hired William Lyon Mackenzie King, who would later
become prime minister of Canada. Mr. King became Father’s closest
friend, and at his recommendation, Father implemented an “industrial
representation plan” at CF&I that became a milestone in labor relations.
Father traveled to Colorado with King and spent several days meeting
with the miners and even dancing with their wives at a square dance.

Father’s objective was to improve labor relations in the United States
by addressing the grievances of labor and persuading businessmen to
recognize their broader responsibilities to their workers. For that reason
his involvement with labor issues did not end with Ludlow but remained
a central interest for the rest of his life. In the early 1920s he established
a company, Industrial Relations Counselors, to advise corporations on
labor relations. It was well received, and a number of large American
corporations, including several in the Standard Oil group, used its
services.

Ludlow was a rite of passage for Father. Although not a businessman by
talent or inclination, he had demonstrated his skill and courage. What
must have impressed Grandfather most was Father’s determination and
strength of character under very trying circumstances. Moreover, he had
displayed these qualities during a time of intense personal tragedy; in
March 1915 his beloved mother, Laura, died after a long illness, and his
father-in-law, Senator Aldrich, died of a massive cerebral hemorrhage a
month later. These events took place only a short time before my birth
on June 12, 1915. It was a period of trauma for both my parents.

Ludlow and its aftermath seem to have convinced Grandfather that his
son was fully qualified to bear the burden of managing his great fortune.
Beginning in 1917, Grandfather began to transfer his remaining assets to



Father—about one-half billion dollars at the time, which was equivalent
to about $10 billion today. Father promptly set about restructuring his
life to deal with the responsibilities that great wealth had brought him.
Essentially, his goals would be the same as those expressed by the motto
of the Rockefeller Foundation: improving the “well-being of mankind
throughout the world.” This meant continuing his active involvement
with the institutions started by Grandfather: the Rockefeller Institute for
Medical Research, the General Education Board, and the Rockefeller
Foundation, where he already had significant leadership responsibilities.
But it also gave him the opportunity to initiate projects of his own—
projects that would range over practically every field of human activity
from religion to science, the environment, politics, and culture.



CHAPTER 3

CHILDHOOD

was born in my parents’ home at 10 West 54th Street on June 12,

1915. Their home wasn’t a chateau with turrets, crenelated walls, and
expansive ballrooms of the sort built by the Vanderbilts and others along
Fifth Avenue, but it wasn’t exactly simple, either. At the time it was the
largest private residence in New York City and had nine floors and an
enclosed play area on the roof. Below it there was a squash court, a
gymnasium, and a private infirmary, where I was born and where family
members would go if sick with a contagious disease such as the measles
or mumps. On the second floor was a music room with a pipe organ and
a large piano; it was here that my parents hosted recitals by such noted
artists as Ignacy Jan Paderewski and Lucretia Bori.

SURROUNDED BY ART

he house was filled with art from many parts of the world, the style

and period of which reflected my parents’ very different tastes and
personalities. Mother’s taste was eclectic and ranged from the art of the
ancient world to contemporary work from Europe and the United States.
Her interest in contemporary American artists emerged during the
1920s. Under the guidance of Edith Halpert, owner of the Downtown
Gallery, Mother acquired works by Sheeler, Hopper, Demuth, Burchfield,
and Arthur Davies. It was during this time that Mother came to know
Lillie Bliss and Mary Quinn Sullivan, who shared her excitement about
modern art. The three of them were concerned that talented artists had
little prospect of being shown by a museum until they were dead—if
then. They decided to establish a museum of modern art where the
works of contemporary artists would be shown. It was through their
initiative that the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) came into being in
late 1929.



Although Father provided Mother with ample funds for her personal
needs, she did not have independent resources to buy expensive works of
art; oil paintings by Monet, Manet, Degas, Matisse, and others were
beyond her means. Instead, she acquired prints and drawings by several
of these artists, eventually forming a remarkable collection, much of
which she later donated to MoMA.

Father disliked modern art. He considered it “unlifelike,” ugly, and
disturbing, and discouraged Mother from hanging contemporary art in
those areas of the house that he frequented. Though respectful of his
views, she remained undaunted in her growing interest. In 1930, Mother
retained Donald Deskey, the designer who later supervised the
decoration of Radio City Music Hall, to transform what had been the
children’s playroom on the seventh floor of Number 10 into an art
gallery.

Father’s more traditional tastes prevailed in other parts of the house,
although Mother’s influence and good taste was very much in evidence
there as well. Indeed, Mother fully shared Father’s appreciation of
ancient and classical art, as well as the art of the Renaissance and post-
Renaissance periods. Mother loved beauty wherever she found it, but
Father’s taste was restricted to the more conventional and realistic art
forms.

Shortly after building Number 10, my parents ran out of space for
some of the large and important pieces they had acquired, so they
bought the house next door. Connecting doors were cut through the
walls from Number 10 on three floors. It was here that Father displayed
some of his favorite works, including ten eighteenth-century Gobelin
tapestries, The Months of Lucas, woven originally for Louis XIV, and the
early-fifteenth-century set of French Gothic tapestries, the famous Hunt
of the Unicorn.

I was fond of the Unicorn Tapestries and often took visitors through
the room where they were hung, explaining to them, panel by panel, the
story of the hunted unicorn. One of the visitors was Governor Al Smith
of New York, who, as a guest at my sister’s wedding, listened patiently to
my monologue and later sent me a photograph of himself signed “To my
pal, Dave, from Al Smith,” as a thanks. In the late 1930s, Father gave
both sets of tapestries to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and the
Unicorn Tapestries continue to be the central feature in the



Metropolitan’s Cloisters Museum in Fort Tryon Park near the northern
tip of Manhattan Island.

Father’s pride and joy was his comprehensive collection of Chinese
porcelains from the Ming and K’ang-hsi dynasties. He had acquired a
significant portion of J. P. Morgan’s enormous collection in 1913 and
maintained his intense interest in these beautiful objects for the rest of
his life. Many of the K’ang-hsi pieces were huge beakers, taller than I
was as a boy. They stood on specially made stands and were
conspicuously displayed in several rooms on the second floor at Number
10. They looked very imposing—and overwhelming. He also bought
many smaller pieces, including figures of mythical animals and human
figures that were delicately painted and beautifully wrought. To this day
I have a picture of him in my mind, examining the porcelains he was
thinking of buying with a magnifying glass to ensure they had not been
broken and restored.

Mother also loved Asian art, but she preferred the ceramics and
sculpture of the earlier Chinese and Korean dynasties, as well as
Buddhist art from other parts of Asia. She had what we called “the
Buddha room” in Number 12, filled with many statues of the Buddha
and the goddess Kuan-Yin, where the lights were kept dim and the air
heavily scented with burning incense.

Mother had another partner in her collecting, her oldest sister, Lucy.
Aunt Lucy had been almost completely deaf since childhood, and one
had to stand very close to her and shout into her ear to be understood.
Despite this handicap she was an intrepid traveler, and during the 1920s
and 1930s she wandered the world visiting many out-of-the-way places
at a time when travel was much more precarious, particularly for
unmarried women. In 1923, while traveling on the Shanghai Express
between Peking and Shanghai, Aunt Lucy’s train was attacked by
bandits. Several people on the train were killed, and she was kidnapped.
She was taken on the back of a donkey into the mountains, where the
plan was to hold her for ransom. When the bandits learned that
government troops were in hot pursuit, they abruptly abandoned her.
Aunt Lucy made her way in the middle of the night to a walled village.
She was refused entry and spent the night in a doghouse outside the gate
before being admitted in the morning. She was rescued later that day.

Aunt Lucy bought art everywhere she went—often in remote spots and



at modest prices. Not infrequently she bought things for Mother and
would ship them back in large crates to our home in New York.
Fortunately, Aunt Lucy had excellent taste. She developed a keen
interest in Japanese bird and flower prints and Noh dance costumes,
highly prized in Japan and quite rare, from the Edo Period (1600-1868),
acquiring a rather large number of both over a period of forty years. In
addition, she accumulated a superb collection of antique European and
English porcelains, including a complete set of the eighteenth-century
Meissen Monkey Band, modeled by Johann Kandler. Before her death in
1955 she left most of these collections to the Rhode Island School of
Design, to which my mother also gave her important collection of
eighteenth-and nineteenth-century Japanese prints by the great artists
Hokusai, Hiroshige, and Utamara.

SCHOOL DAYS

During the week our daily routine never varied. We were roused
early for a quick breakfast, preceded by morning prayers in Father’s
study. Father required us to learn selected verses from the Bible, which
he called upon us to recite. Each of us then took turns reading a psalm or
another passage from the Bible. We ended with a prayer. Father, strict
but gentle, would explain to us the meaning of what we were reading.
Making jokes or cutting up was sternly discouraged. Prayers lasted ten or
fifteen minutes; neither Mother nor my sister, Babs, attended.

Except for John, we all attended the Lincoln School at 123rd Street
and Morningside Drive near Harlem. Father considered it important for
boys to get exercise, so every morning we strapped on our roller skates
in the front hallway and headed uptown on Fifth Avenue along the
border of Central Park. When we were younger, Winthrop and I got only
as far as 72nd Street, whereas Nelson and Laurance often went to 96th
Street. Following along behind us in a Nash sedan to pick us up when
our energies flagged was one of the three Irish Concannon brothers, who
had originally worked as coachmen and who all learned, with varying
degrees of success, to drive a car. They had difficulty adjusting to sitting
behind a wheel and were happiest driving one of our electric cars, which
were popular before the advent of Henry Ford’s Model T, because, like a



hansom cab, the driver perched on top like a coachman.

Lincoln was not a typical private school like Browning or St. Bernard’s
for boys or Chapin or Brearley for girls, where the children of most
wealthy families studied. Tuition was quite low to make it accessible on
a competitive basis to children from all backgrounds. Lincoln was
coeducational, and the student body was representative of the City’s
diverse population. In my class there were a few children from the
families of wealthy businessmen and bankers, but most of my classmates
were from middle-class academic or artistic families. One of them,
Tessim Zorach, was the son of the well-known sculptor William Zorach,
whose wife, Marguerite, painted and wove tapestries. A few were the
children of very recent émigrés to this country; one was even a White
Russian émigré. My classmates were quite intelligent and, like me, were
more interested in activities other than sports.

It was Lincoln’s experimental curriculum and method of instruction
that distinguished it from all other New York schools of the time. Father
was an ardent and generous supporter of John Dewey’s educational
methods and school reform efforts. Father and the other founders of
Lincoln believed that modern schools had to be more than places where
facts and formulas were memorized and recited verbatim; schools had to
become the place where individuals learned how to think and solve
problems on their own. Teacher’s College of Columbia University
operated Lincoln, with considerable financial assistance in the early
years from the General Education Board, as an experimental school
designed to put Dewey’s philosophy into practice.

Lincoln stressed freedom for children to learn and to play an active
role in their own education. In most subjects we did not have detailed
reading assignments from a textbook but were instructed to go to the
library and find information for ourselves. Essentially, we were taught
how to learn rather than being forced to simply repeat facts that had
been drilled into our heads. But there were some drawbacks. In my case,
I had trouble with reading and spelling, which my teachers, drawing
upon “progressive” educational theory, did not consider significant. They
believed I was simply a slow reader and that I would develop at my own
pace. In reality I have dyslexia, which was never diagnosed, and I never
received remedial attention. As a result my reading ability, as well as my
proficiency in spelling, improved only marginally as I grew older. All my



siblings, except Babs and John, had dyslexia to a degree.

On the other hand I had some very good teachers at Lincoln. I
attribute my lifelong interest in history to Elmina Lucke, my sixth grade
teacher, who made the past come vividly alive. While Lincoln may have
left me in some ways unprepared, I was able to enter Harvard at age
seventeen and complete my academic requirements there with moderate
success.

POCANTICO

uring the winter the family spent the weekend at the estate in

Pocantico Hills in Westchester County, just north of where the
Tappan Zee Bridge now crosses the Hudson River. We drove up in a
Crane Simplex sedan with a roof high enough for a person of average
height to stand upright inside. It had folding side seats and could
comfortably accommodate seven people including the chauffeur. For
children it seemed like an endless journey—there were no modern
highways, and the trip from Manhattan took about one and one-half
hours—and I remember distinctly the smell of the plush fabric on the
seats that always made me feel a little carsick.

Grandfather started buying property in Pocantico in the early 1890s
close to his brother William’s estate on the Hudson River. Southwestern
Westchester County was still very rural then and had large areas of
woodlands, lakes, fields, and streams—all teeming with wildlife.
Eventually the family accumulated about 3,400 acres that surrounded
and included almost all of the little village of Pocantico Hills, where
most of the residents worked for the family and lived in houses owned
by Grandfather.

The wooden house my grandparents occupied burned down in 1901.
Rather than rebuild, they simply moved down the hill to a smaller place,
known as the Kent House, where they were perfectly content. After a
great deal of prodding by Father they finally built a larger and more
substantial house on the top of the hill near where the original structure
had stood. Grandfather occupied Kykuit from 1912 until his death in
1937, and then Mother and Father moved into it.

My parents’ first home in “the Park,” Abeyton Lodge, was a large,



rambling wooden structure down the hill from Kykuit. Abeyton’s
cheerful interior was filled with oak paneling and floors, which gave it a
warm and comfortable feeling. A wide golden oak staircase ascended
from the entrance hall to the second floor, and a huge oak table almost
filled the front hall. It was on that table that I recall seeing the front
page of the New York Herald-Tribune the day the stock market crashed in
1929. There were fireplaces in many rooms, including several of the
bedrooms. The one in the living room was always lit in cool weather and
contributed to its friendly and inviting atmosphere. Bookcases with glass
doors lined an entire wall and held sets of books by well-known authors,
Charles Dickens and Robert Louis Stevenson among them, as well as
bound copies of Country Life and St. Nicholas magazines, both relics of
Victorian America. The only painting in the house of any distinction was
a large George Inness landscape.

There was a long hallway between the living room and dining room
where the heads of big-game animals lined the walls. I have no idea
where they came from, because Father certainly never went on an
African safari, but this wasn’t too long after Teddy Roosevelt’s time, and
mounted animal trophies were much in vogue. There was also a stuffed
Emperor penguin standing in the front hallway. Admiral Richard Byrd
had presented it to Father in gratitude for the financial support Father
provided for his expeditions to the polar regions. Admiral Byrd visited us
frequently in those days, and on his first expedition to Antarctica he
telegraphed me from Little America saying he was naming a relay camp
after me. That was an exciting thing for a thirteen-year-old boy. Byrd
discovered mountain ranges near the Ross Sea, and he named one of
them the Rockefeller Range, a name it still bears to this day. Another
famous visitor was Charles Lindbergh, who spent a weekend with us
soon after his solo flight across the Atlantic in 1927.

A spur of the New York Central, the Putnam Division, ran right
through Grandfather’s property, and there was a small station just
outside the entrance gate. I recall hearing the whistle and the chugging
of the steam engine as I lay in bed at night. Outside my bedroom
window stood a big maple tree that turned bright red in the autumn.
When the leaves fell, I could see up the sloping lawn past the sheep
grazing on the golf course—a Scottish shepherd herded a flock of sheep
around the property to keep the grass down—and all the way up the hill



to Kykuit.

I had developed an avid interest in nature study, particularly
collecting beetles, as a result of a class in natural history I attended,
along with Henry Ford II, one summer in Maine. On warm spring nights
I would hang up a linen sheet against the stucco wall on the porch off
my bedroom and put a light in front of it. Beetles and other insects
would swarm toward the light in large numbers, and in a short period of
time the sheet would be covered with crawling life. On a single evening I
could easily collect thirty or more species of beetles. It is a sad fact that
the same result could not be produced today, clearly due to the extensive
use of insecticides. As a child the strident sounds of the katydids,
cicadas, and other members of the insect orchestra would keep me
awake at night. Now, late in the summer, we sometimes hear a few
katydids sawing away, but very few. Sadly, Rachel Carson’s The Silent
Spring was all too accurate about the impact that pesticides would have
throughout the world.

There were two electricians who lived on the estate, named,
appropriately, Mr. Bell and Mr. Buzzwell. Mr. Buzzwell’s daughter,
Louise, was exactly my age, and this fact convinced me when I was five
that the two of us were destined to be married. When the snows fell, the
endless sloping lawns around Kykuit were ideal for sledding, and Louise
and I often raced down the hills together. Except for Louise and a few
other children of estate employees, there wasn’t much companionship. I
would sometimes bring friends out for the weekend, but more often I
spent my days alone.

The estate was nevertheless a child’s paradise. When I was in my early
teens, Father built a huge playhouse just up the hill from Abeyton Lodge
with a gymnasium, indoor pool, bowling alley, squash court, and the
kitchen where I had prepared Grandfather’s chicken dinner. A decade
later Father added an indoor tennis court lit by a vast glass dome, with a
sitting area for observers and fireplaces to keep them warm in the
winter. There were an infinite number of places to play, but I remember
usually having to play alone or with a tutor who came out for the
weekend.

SUMMERS IN SEAL HARBOR



Summers were always spent in Maine at the Eyrie in Seal Harbor on
the southeast shore of Mount Desert Island, not far from Bar Harbor.
We would celebrate Grandfather’s birthday on July 8 in Pocantico and
head north the next day. The movement of the household was a
complicated logistical task and required weeks of preparation. Large
trunks and suitcases were dragged out of storage and packed with
everything we might need during the nearly three-month stay. On the
day of our departure, workers loaded them on trucks along with ice
chests containing pasteurized Walker-Gordon milk for the children on
the train. Everything was delivered to Pennsylvania Station and loaded
on the train. Abeyton Lodge was filled with a wonderful bustle and sense
of anticipation as we hurried about collecting all of those things that we
had to have with us: books, games, and athletic equipment.

In the mid-afternoon of what was invariably a hot and humid summer
day, we would leave Pocantico for the drive to New York City. The
family and household staff filled an entire Pullman sleeping car. In
addition to Mother, Father, and the six children, there were nurses,
tutors, personal secretaries, Father’s valet, waitresses, kitchen maids,
parlor maids, and chambermaids—each a distinct vocation—to take care
of some one hundred rooms in the Eyrie, which had been enlarged
considerably by my parents after they bought it in 1908. In addition to
the Pullman sleeping car, Father had a horse car hooked onto the train
to accommodate the horses and carriages he always brought for the
summer. A groom would sleep there so that no accidents occurred
during the sixteen-hour train ride.

The Bar Harbor Express originated in Washington and stopped in
Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York to add sleeping cars. We boarded
at about five in the afternoon for the overnight trip through New
England. The following morning, as if by magic, we would be passing by
the sparkling blue waters along the rugged coast of Maine.

We would climb down excitedly from the car when it arrived at the
Mount Desert Ferry at the head of Frenchman’s Bay, breathing in the
balsam-scented Maine air and pointing to Cadillac Mountain looming in
the distance. Father supervised the unloading of trunks, luggage, horses,
and people. Each of us boys helped carry parcels down the dock to the
Norumbega, a side-wheeler, which would carry us to the island.



With everything safely stowed aboard, the Norumbega would pull
slowly away from the pier for the four-hour voyage to Seal Harbor. The
ferry stopped first in Bar Harbor, where many of our fellow passengers
would disembark, along with their many steamer trunks and other
possessions. Then the Norumbega would steam round the headland,
toward Seal Harbor, and finally, in mid-afternoon, we would dock. After
a journey of almost twenty-four hours we had finally arrived, with the
whole summer stretching deliciously before us.

In contrast it now takes barely two hours to reach Ringing Point, my
Seal Harbor home, by plane from Westchester. While it is a good deal
faster, I am nostalgic for the sights and sounds of the train and ferry, and
the sweet anticipation of an endless summer in Maine.

One of my earliest memories is from Seal Harbor. There was a report
that a dead whale had washed ashore on a nearby island. Father
arranged for a boat to take family members over to view the carcass.
Barely three, I was considered too young to accompany them. I
remember standing on the dock weeping bitterly as the others left and
complaining to my governess that “in my whole life I had never seen a
whale” and would probably never see one ever again.

By 1900, Bar Harbor had become one of New England’s most fashionable
summer resorts, on a par with Newport, Rhode Island. The rugged
coastline along Frenchman’s Bay flanking Bar Harbor was covered with
immense gabled mansions of the rich, and the harbor was filled with
large pretentious yachts. Seal Harbor, although only nine miles away,
remained much quieter and more conservative. My parents thought Bar
Harbor too flashy and ostentatious, and spent little time there. Families
such as the Atwater Kents of radio fame, the Dorrances of Campbell
Soup, and the Potter Palmers from Chicago gave elaborate parties, with
bands playing on yachts anchored just off their property and dancing all
through the night. Speedboats carried guests back and forth, and
champagne flowed for all ages.

My parents disapproved of such opulent displays, especially because of
the liquor that was in abundant supply even during Prohibition. Many
rumors circulated about the high society of Bar Harbor; it was even
whispered that Mr. Kent kept a mistress! Of course, I was too young for



most of this and heard about it primarily from my brothers.

Father spent much of his time during the summers riding horses and
driving carriages along the fifty-five miles of carriage roads he had built
on land he owned as well as within Acadia National Park. They were
marvels of engineering and meticulous planning, and provided
spectacular views of the ocean, mountains, lakes, and forests.

Father didn’t like sailing and rarely ventured out on the water. He
preferred outdoor activities on the ground: horseback riding, carriage
driving, and long walks through the woods. This was a great
disappointment to Mother who had been raised on Narragansett Bay
among a family of sailors. Eventually Father bought a beautiful thirty-
six-foot racing sloop, an “R” boat named the Jack Tar, undoubtedly as a
concession to my older brothers. Being the youngest, I didn’t get much
sailing time on it, although when I was seventeen, a friend and I sailed
one hundred miles east to Saint Andrews in New Brunswick across the
treacherous waters of Passamaquoddy Bay. Jack Tar had no engine, so
Captain Oscar Bulger, who worked for the family for many years,
followed along in his lobster boat in case two very inexperienced sailors
got into real trouble.

I have always loved Maine, but I now realize that I felt a certain sense
of isolation during my summers there. There was a large household of
servants, tutors, and governesses, but because everything was available
at the Eyrie, I never took tennis lessons at the club or went to a sailing
class at the Northeast Harbor Yacht Club with other children. I never
became part of a group as most children did whose parents summered at
Seal Harbor. At the time I am not sure I realized what I was missing. I
liked the series of French tutors whom Father had selected to be our
companions, and they did their best to keep me entertained, but they
were hardly substitutes for the companionship of children my own age.

I do fondly remember my nurses—governesses, really—who took me
under their protective wings. My first was Atta Albertson—for some
reason I called her “Babe”—who was with me until I was ten years old.
She had served as a nurse with the U.S. Army in the Philippines during
World War I, and I remember hearing about the delectable qualities of
mangoes for the first time from her. Many years later on my first trip to



Asia I tried them, and they have become my favorite fruit. After Babe
came Florence Scales, whom I called “Puss”; one of the kindest, sweetest
ladies imaginable, she would read to me as I worked on my beetle
collection.

My sister’s companion, Regina DeParmant, a Russian aristocrat whose
family had fled the Revolution, was beautiful with dark hair and eyes;
she spoke exquisite French but could barely get by in English. She was
very kind and would often play a board game with me called Peggaty, at
which I was very good, or thought I was, because she would usually let
me win.

SIX DIFFERENT PERSONALITIES

y siblings viewed me as being far too young to be worth playing

with. The eldest, my sister Abby, whom we called Babs, was
twelve years older than me. When I was a young child, she was already a
debutante, out every night until early morning; once or twice I
remember her getting home as I was strapping on my roller skates and
heading off for school. John, two and a half years younger than Babs,
was next in line and already in long pants—Iliterally; we all wore
knickerbockers and long socks until well into our teens—so I also
considered him almost part of the adult world. Nelson and Laurance
were also quite a bit older, seven and five years, respectively, and Win,
the closest to me in age, was my senior by three years.

It’s interesting how very different siblings can be despite the
similarities of their upbringing and genetic inheritance. The two oldest,
Babs and John, bore the brunt of Father’s own severe upbringing and
personal rigidity.

From my earliest memory Babs had already entered her rebellious phase,
which in one way or another lasted most of her life. Father clearly
wanted his first child to be a devout Christian woman and to do things
he felt a well-brought-up lady should do. He truly adored Babs, but in
his eagerness to have her become a paragon of modesty and charity, he
badgered her constantly with lectures on good behavior and the



obligations of wealth. Babs would have none of it. If Father wanted her
to do something, she would refuse or do the opposite. For instance,
Father strongly disapproved of alcohol and tobacco, and offered each of
us $2,500 if we didn’t smoke before the age of twenty-one, and another
$2,500 if we made it all the way to twenty-five. This was not an
insignificant sum, either, considering the size of the allowances we
received. I don’t think Babs even tried. She smoked as ostentatiously as
possible in front of our parents.

Babs was most adamant in her refusal to give money to charity.
Grandfather and Father expected all of us to follow their example and
encouraged us to contribute 10 percent of our allowances to church and
other charitable causes. In the beginning these were very small amounts
—only a few dollars a month—but Father saw this practice as an
essential part of our moral and civic education. Babs refused to give a
cent, as a way of showing her independence. She suffered for it
financially because Father was less generous to her than he was to his
five sons.

The rebellion was not a happy one on either side. Father was
distressed by her behavior and hurt by her animosity toward him. For
Babs, life just became more and more difficult. One episode when she
was in her early twenties had a lasting impact on her life. She was
ticketed for speeding in her Stutz convertible and was terrified at what
Father might say when he found out about it. Her fiancé, Dave Milton,
was an attorney and tried to get the ticket “fixed” through a judge he
knew. The press picked this up, and the story appeared on the front page
of the tabloids for several days. My parents were upset, but my sister
even more so. In the end, seeing her real distress, Father was
understanding of her plight and did not react as she had feared. But from
that day forward she was terrified of public notoriety. She retreated into
herself and ceased being the gay, fun-loving party-goer she had been.

Babs was intelligent, capable, and beautiful, but after that event life
never seemed to work for her. She loved to travel, but the most trivial
inconveniences or delays overwhelmed her; she was upset if the
bathwater wasn’t the right temperature or if meals weren’t served
precisely on time or if she had not brought just the right clothes for the
weather or a dinner party. As a result she could think of nothing else and
viewed all her trips as failures. It was as if her rebellion had been turned



inward, where the struggle would continue, forever unresolved.

When I was ten and Babs twenty-two, she married Dave Milton. His
family had been friends of our family both in Seal Harbor and in
Pocantico. At first she saw marriage as a way to escape from Father, and
while she attended major family events and kept in touch with Mother,
she lived a very separate life.

John, of course, had the name. He was John D. Rockefeller 3rd, the
eldest son and the heir apparent. Of all the children, John was the most
like Father in personality; he was hardworking and conscientious, and
had a strong sense of duty. But Father’s standards were so high and
exacting that John could never hope to win any final or complete
approval from him. Every achievement or success was taken for granted
—that’s how a Rockefeller should behave, after all—and, furthermore,
one should be careful not to get a swelled head about it and think you’re
superior. Since perfection was the norm, all John could do was fail.
Though probably not articulated in words, Father’s response always
made him feel he should be able to do better.

It’s not surprising that John had a “nervous disposition.” He was
extremely shy and awkward in social situations, so self-conscious that he
would agonize for days over things he had said or thoughts he was
thinking. He was, like Father, something of a hypochondriac, always
concerned about his health and plagued throughout his childhood by a
series of allergies and illnesses, though none of them was serious.
Perhaps because he was so much like Father, John was destined to have,
apart from Babs, the greatest conflict with him, but that would not come
out in the open for a number of years.

John and Abby took opposite approaches in dealing with Father. Abby
rebelled and tried to be in every way as different as possible; John,
especially in his youth, tried to please Father, to be everything he could
ask for, to be as good, dutiful, and giving as Father wanted him to be. In
some ways it was just as futile. While at Princeton, John asked Father if
he could bring a car down for use during prom week. Father acceded to
his wish but expressed deep disapproval. Characteristically, Father
elevated what was a simple and almost classic request from a son to his
father—to use the family car—into an opportunity to teach a moral



lesson. He said that in his own college days he had not had a horse
because he did not want to be different from the other boys, and he
stressed the valuable “democratic” role John would play by “getting
along without a car when others were having them.” John wrote back
that he felt there was a limit to the sacrifice Rockefellers ought to feel it
their duty to make to promote the democratic spirit. It was as close to
sarcasm as John ever allowed himself to get, and in fact he ended the
letter with an apology.

It can’t have been easy for John, either, to have Nelson always nipping
at his heels. Nelson was the first in my generation to test successfully the
limits of Father’s precepts on the proper way to raise children.

The contrast between John and Nelson was dramatic. Where John was
painfully shy and self-conscious, Nelson was sociable and outgoing and
loved to be the center of attention. The duties and obligations that
weighed John down seemed to roll off Nelson easily. It was as if Nelson
had looked at Babs and John and decided he wasn’t going to make either
of their mistakes in his relations with Father—there would be no futile
rebellion and no slavish subordination to the Rockefeller image. If he
broke the rules, as Babs did, it wouldn’t be done ostentatiously to anger
Father but to have fun, get away with it, or secure some important
result. If, like John, he was setting out to please Father, it was to achieve
a clear and calculated objective—to get what he wanted—and he often
succeeded.

Nelson was named for Mother’s father, Senator Nelson Aldrich. But
even though Nelson admired both grandfathers, he thought it significant
that he had been born on Grandfather Rockefeller’s birthday. He let one
infer from this coincidence that he was the true Rockefeller standard-
bearer. Yet his own career more closely paralleled that of Grandfather
Aldrich, the career politician. In any case, Nelson was politically astute,
even wily, within the family. He was a natural leader and radiated self-
confidence. The burdens of duty, as defined by Father, did not weigh
him down, and he seemed to relish being a member of a prominent
family. He was also the mischievous one in the family; he surreptitiously
shot rubber bands at the rest of us during our morning prayers and was
not the slightest bit concerned when Father reprimanded him.



I idolized Nelson. In a household full of duties and constraints, Nelson
knew how to have fun and acted as if the constraints were only minor
obstacles that could be easily avoided. Most of the time he miraculously
escaped serious discipline, and even the punishments that were meted
out to him never really seemed to stick, because Mother enjoyed his
liveliness and independence and, perhaps, in the secret and subtle ways
that mothers can, encouraged his jaunty misbehavior. On the rare
occasions when he took notice of my existence and asked me to join one
of his adventures, my life was immediately transformed into something
larger, better, and more exciting.

Laurance—the unusual spelling is because he was named after our
grandmother Laura—was the philosopher and the creative one. Quiet
like John and a bit detached, he was less shy and more venturesome.
When he was at Princeton and roomed with a rather fast crowd, he told
me that he believed in trying anything once. He was quick and witty, but
not an especially good student. His natural charm and whimsical manner
made him very attractive to girls, to whom he warmly responded. As a
young man, however, he searched endlessly for the right road to follow
in life. Later on he became a highly successful venture capitalist as well
as a conservationist. His interest in unconventional ideas never
diminished.

Nelson and Laurance formed an inseparable team, and they remained
uniquely close within the family throughout their adult lives. Nelson, as
the more aggressive and outgoing of the two, was invariably the
ringleader in their exploits, but Laurance, in his more quiet and
engaging way, would keep his end up. Zane Grey’s western novels were
their favorites, and they emulated characters from these stories in their
behavior. As a result Nelson took to calling Laurance “Bill,” because that
sounded more Wild West than Laurance, and he continued calling him
that until the day he died.

Even as a young boy Laurance showed evidence of his later financial
acumen. He and Nelson bought several pairs of rabbits from the
Rockefeller Institute, bred them at Pocantico, and then sold back the
offspring for a handsome profit. A few years later the two of them, with
some help from John, built a log cabin as their secret hiding place in the



woods near Mother’s garden in Maine. It was built with logs from trees
they chopped down and dragged to the site with a pony. It was quite
skillfully done, though I only saw the cabin as an adult because they had
strictly forbidden Win and me from going anywhere near it, and I was
sufficiently intimidated by their warning that I never attempted to find it
until years later.

Winthrop faced an unusually difficult situation within the family. Nelson
and Laurance were a club to which he wasn’t invited. I, three years his
junior, was a club he didn’t want to join. He was teased unmercifully by
them and gave me full measure of the grief they inflicted on him. Win
did not have a particularly happy childhood. He was, as was I, somewhat
overweight and awkward, and received a great deal of ridicule from
Nelson and Laurance, who gave him the nickname Pudgy. Once Nelson
coaxed Win onto a seesaw, and when he was high in the air, jumped off,
sending poor Win crashing to the ground. Win picked up a pitchfork and
chased Nelson, fully intending, I'm sure, to skewer him if Father hadn’t
intervened.

Later in life, after Win had been governor of Arkansas for two terms
and was suffering from chronic alcoholism, Nelson made some gestures
of support, but Win saw them as halfhearted and very belated. Win was
deeply embittered about the condescending treatment he felt he had
always received from Nelson.

As the youngest I received the special attention of my Mother, but
there were fewer compensations for Win. Win had exceptional natural
qualities of leadership, which he demonstrated during his distinguished
military service in the war and later during his political career in
Arkansas. But he was never comfortable with his social and intellectual
peers. He spent much of his time with fair-weather friends, who looked
up to him because of his money and position. He hated school and was
actually somewhat relieved when he was expelled from Yale during his
junior year. Win was restless, iconoclastic, and full of energy. I think he
desperately craved Father’s approval, but his academic failures and
undisciplined comportment with friends of whom my parents did not
approve meant that Father rarely granted him the acceptance and
approval he sought.



As children we recognized that we belonged to an unusual, even
exceptional family, but the effect was different on each of us. For some it
was a burden, for others an opportunity. Mother and Father cared for
each of us deeply, wanted the best for us, and tried to show us, each in
his or her own way, the kind of life they thought would be most
fulfilling. Mother was a remarkable woman whose elegant style and
gracious behavior affected everyone, especially her children, in a
positive way. Father was a more austere and certainly a more awesome
figure. However, much of what I learned about myself and my family’s
traditions came as a result of his efforts to expose me to the special
travails associated with the Rockefeller name and the realities of the
world I would inevitably inherit. His accomplishments were an
inspiration to me.



CHAPTER 4

TRAVELS

ather, busy as chairman of the Rockefeller Foundation and the

Rockefeller Institute, as well as many other activities, was a
somewhat remote figure to me and my siblings. Virtually the only
opportunity we had to see his less formal side was on the many
memorable trips we took with him during our childhood years. These
early trips, as much as my formal education, helped develop the interests
I would pursue and the man I would become.

The trips—four of which I will allude to here—were not typical family
vacations. We traveled from the down-at-the-heels town of Williamsburg
in Virginia to the towering Grand Tetons in Wyoming and from the
resplendent palace of the Sun King at Versailles to the banks of the
upper Nile in Nubia. They were extraordinary adventures, which gave
me an insight into the values that motivated Father to make
philanthropic gifts, not always as part of a grand design but
spontaneously, because there were opportunities to do things that
needed to be done. These trips also planted the seeds of my own later
passion for travel and international affairs.

LIFE SAVERS AND HERSHEY BARS

Father understood that children become restless, especially on long
automobile trips, and invariably brought along Life Savers, Hershey
bars, and other goodies, which he doled out at appropriate moments
along the way. He also used the trips as a means of teaching us how to
travel. He showed us that by packing a bag neatly we could fit in more
clothes than if we simply threw them in a jumble. He taught us to fold
suit jackets so that they would not be rumpled when we took them out
of the bag. He assigned each of us jobs, such as seeing that the luggage
was distributed to the proper rooms when we arrived at a hotel and



tipping the baggage carriers, the doormen, and others who helped us
along the way. The older children handled paying the hotel bills.

RESTORING THE PAST: THE SPRING OF 1926

n the spring of 1926, Mother and Father took Nelson, Laurance,

Winthrop, and me on a trip to Philadelphia and then on to Virginia to
visit Revolutionary War and Civil War sites. Father also had agreed to
speak at Hampton Institute, the famous Black college in Hampton,
Virginia, that had received a great deal of financial support from the
family. We spent a day on the campus speaking to students and
attending a church service.

The next morning we climbed into the car for the trip to Richmond,
where Father was to meet with Governor Harry F. Byrd to discuss
conservation work in the Shenandoah Valley. Father had decided earlier
that he wanted to stop in Williamsburg, home of the College of William
and Mary, to see the work that was being done to renovate the national
memorial hall of Phi Beta Kappa, the first chapter of which was located
on the college campus. Father had been elected to this national honorary
fraternity when he was an undergraduate at Brown and had agreed to
lead the fund-raising campaign for the building. Our guide for this brief
portion of the trip was to be the Reverend Dr. W.A.R. Goodwin, rector of
Bruton Parish Church and a part-time development officer for the
college.

Dr. Goodwin met us on the road into town early in the morning of a
glorious spring day, with the dogwood and azalea in full bloom. He
showed us the memorial hall and then led us around the sleepy village
that had been the capital of Virginia before the American Revolution.
But after the Revolution, when the capital moved to Richmond, the town
entered a long period of slow decline. Many of its splendid public
buildings, including the Governor’s Palace and the House of Burgesses,
had literally fallen into ruins. Dr. Goodwin was an eloquent tour director
and a very good salesman. When we visited a handsome but dilapidated
brick building known as the George Wythe House, he extolled its fine
architecture but pointed out with sadness its state of disrepair. Father
picked up on the observation and later agreed to provide the funds



needed to restore the house.

That was the modest beginning of Father’s most significant project in
historic restoration, a project that gave him as much pleasure as
anything he did in the field of philanthropy during his lifetime. Over a
period of more than thirty years he spent some $60 million in acquiring
and restoring the central portion of the town to its authentic colonial
condition. Today Williamsburg is a pilgrimage site for millions of
Americans and a place to which presidents of the United States have
proudly taken visiting heads of state to catch a glimpse of an earlier
America and its customs and traditions.*

EXPLORING THE WILD WEST: THE SUMMER OF 1926

he first extended trip I took with my parents was to the American

West in the summer of 1926. We traveled in a private Pullman
railway car, the Boston, which was usually reserved for the chairman of
the New York Central Rail Road. We left the car on sidings at various
points along the way and visited national parks and other sites of
interest by automobile. In addition to Mother, Father, Laurance,
Winthrop, and me, our group included a French tutor, who wrote long
letters every day to his fiancée in France which he claimed were purely
philosophical, and a young doctor from the Rockefeller Institute
Hospital. We completed a ten-thousand-mile circuit of the country in a
period of two months.

Father was a committed conservationist and used his western trips (he
traveled there almost every year) to learn about the national park system
and meet park superintendents. Two men in particular impressed him:
Horace Albright of Yellowstone and Jesse Nusbaum of Mesa Verde in
southwestern Colorado. We saw both of these men on the 1926 trip, and
the meetings had important consequences.

We stopped first in Cleveland, Ohio, where we visited Grandmother
Rockefeller’s grave. Father stood there quietly for a few minutes as the
rest of us watched him from a distance. Then we toured the old
Rockefeller home on Euclid Avenue where Father was born and had



spent his boyhood. He told us stories about his boyhood days and how
different things were before electricity and the automobile. We also
visited Forest Hill, where Grandfather had a summer home for many
years. Father was then developing it into a middle-class suburb, really a
planned community similar to the ones in Radburn, New Jersey, and
Sunnyside, New York, in which Father also had an interest. The
“Rockefeller Homes” were an innovative departure and had attracted a
great deal of national attention, although the project never proved to be
a financial success.

Just as important to Father was a visit to the coal fields of southern
Colorado, scene of the Ludlow Massacre. We spent a day in Pueblo
touring Colorado Fuel & Iron’s large steel mills and meeting
representatives of the company union. Father greeted a number of the
men by name, and they seemed pleased to see him. I remember being a
bit startled by the experience but impressed with my father’s forthright
manner and the easy way that he dealt with the men and their families.
It was an important lesson for a young boy to learn.

We began our real vacation, at least from my point of view, when we
reached Albuquerque. The Southwest was incredibly mysterious and
interesting to me, and filled with all sorts of exotic characters: Indians,
cowboys, ranchers, and artists. We visited a number of the famous
pueblos along the Rio Grande, and at San Ildefonso we met the
celebrated potter Maria Martinez and watched her make her black-
glazed pots, which would later become so famous and valuable. I
celebrated my eleventh birthday in Taos, and that evening our group
perched on a roof to watch the traditional fire dance ceremony at Taos
Pueblo.

Mother was impressed by the artistic merit of Indian artifacts, as she
often was by the simple beauty of good handicrafts. She and Father
purchased Navajo rugs and silver jewelry, Pueblo pottery, baskets,
beaded saddlebags, and other objects wherever they could find them.
Mother was also quite taken by the paintings of Indians and other
western subjects done by American artists who had established an art
colony a few years before in Taos. She and Father were particularly
drawn to the very realistic work of Eanger Irving Couse and Joseph
Henry Sharp and bought a number of their paintings.*

Father became more aware of the need to preserve Indian art and to



protect ancient archaeological sites as a result of this trip. We spent
several days at Mesa Verde with Jesse Nusbaum, who took us through
the Anasazi cliff dwellings there. Nusbaum also spoke to Father about
the depredations of “pot hunters” and others who invaded old sites and
totally ruined the historical record for the sake of unearthing a few
pieces of pottery. Largely as a result of this trip Father supported the
creation of the Laboratory of Anthropology in Santa Fe, an institution
that continues to exist to this day as part of the School of American
Research.

After Mesa Verde we visited the Hopi villages in the Painted Desert and
the south rim of the Grand Canyon before moving on to California. After
a few days in Los Angeles, where I got my first glimpse of the Pacific, we
boarded the Boston for the ride through the Sierras to Yosemite National
Park. We spent almost a week at Yosemite and saw El Capitan, Bridal
Veil Falls, and Glacier Point. Father spoke here also, as was his custom,
with the national park people, who brought to his attention the need for
funds to improve public access within the park and to acquire additional
acreage to protect the giant redwoods, Sequoia gigantea, from the
woodman’s axe.

After a short stopover in San Francisco we headed south for Santa
Barbara, where I experienced my first earthquake, and then back north
again for a few days on the Monterey peninsula. We then headed for the
great groves of coastal redwoods, Sequoia sempervirens, north of San
Francisco. The year before, Father had made an anonymous pledge of $1
million to the Save-the-Redwoods League to enable this group to
purchase one of the last remaining virgin stands of these trees in the
area around Dyerville Flats. Even now, more than seventy years later, I
can recall the incredible beauty of those redwoods standing like tall
sentinels in the groves near Eureka.

Our party finally reached Yellowstone on July 13. We had been on the
road for more than a month and had grown a bit weary of constant
traveling. Yellowstone quickly revived our spirits.

Horace Albright presided over Yellowstone, the crown jewel of the



National Park System. He took us to see Old Faithful and a number of
other sites in the park, many of which could only be reached on
horseback in those days. Albright urged Father to visit Jackson Hole, just
south of Yellowstone, and we drove with Albright to see for the first
time the Grand Teton Mountains, probably the most magnificent peaks
in the Rocky Mountains, which only recently had been set aside as a
national park. As Albright pointed out, however, the drive through
Jackson Hole, from which one had the best view of the Tetons, was
marred by ugly signs and tumbledown roadside stands.

Both Father and Mother quickly saw Albright’s point, and Father
would later acquire anonymously the sagebrush-covered floodplain of
the Snake River at the foot of the mountains in order to extend the park
and preserve its beauty. Over a period of several years he bought more
than thirty thousand acres and then offered it to the federal government
if they would include it and a number of other parcels controlled by the
Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management within the park. It
was nearly twenty years, however, before the Roosevelt administration
would finally accept the gift.

A collateral benefit from Father’s purchase of the Snake River land
was his acquisition of the JY Ranch, a beautiful dude ranch on the
eastern end of Phelps Lake, nestled at the foot of the Tetons. We had
lunch there in 1926, and it became a favorite place for our family
members to visit in subsequent years.

We started the homeward trek in late July and made one final stop in
Chicago to see Aunt Edith Rockefeller McCormick, one of my father’s
sisters, at her palatial home on North Michigan Avenue. Aunt Edith was
quite flamboyant and had recently divorced her husband of many years,
Harold Fowler McCormick, the son of the founder of International
Harvester, Cyrus McCormick. Aunt Edith was a devoted patron of the
Chicago Opera and had also spent a great deal of time being analyzed by
Carl Jung. She obviously relished her position as one of the grandes
dames of Chicago society; she entertained us at a formal luncheon
complete with liveried footmen in tights behind every chair.

FRANCE AND THE RESTORATIONS: THE SUMMER OF 1927



Ithough my parents felt their children should first get to know their

own country, they believed it was just as important for us to learn
about European cultures and civilization. So in 1927 they took Winthrop
and me to France. Four years earlier Father had offered to place a
million dollars at the disposal of the French government to repair
sections of the Rheims Cathedral damaged by German artillery, and to
restore the portions of Fontainebleau palace and the Palace of Versailles,
where the leaking lead roof threatened the integrity of the limestone
walls and made the famous Hall of Mirrors, where the treaty ending
World War I had been signed, too dangerous to be used.

France was still reeling from the enormous human loss and physical
destruction of the Great War, and neither the French government nor
wealthy citizens of France were in a position to assume responsibility to
protect or restore these monuments of incomparable architectural beauty
and historic significance.

Once the French government had accepted Father’s offer, he retained
his old friend and the Beaux Arts-trained architect Welles Bosworth to
supervise the restorations. Over the course of the next decade he
provided more than $2 million for these projects.

We had a chance to inspect the work that had been completed to that
point during our 1927 trip. We spent a week at Versailles in the lovely
old-fashioned Trianon Palace Hotel so that Father could spend time with
Bosworth and the French architects going over the details of the work
under way. The conservator of Versailles gave Winthrop and me a
special pass to ride our bicycles in the park and to climb over the vast
lead roofs of the palace.

Winthrop and I were particularly intrigued by the restoration of Marie
Antoinette’s “Le Hameau,” an exact replica of an eighteenth-century
farm village filled with miniature houses, barns, and a dairy. Marie
Antoinette had been a devotee of the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
the great romantic philosopher, and seems to have heeded his advice
about returning to nature, at least on occasion. She constructed a bucolic
fantasy where she could escape from the stress of court life and palace
intrigue with a few of her friends. There she dressed as a shepherdess
and tended a flock of sheep. Not wanting to be too removed from the
conveniences of court life, however, the Queen also built a small opera



house, seating less than one hundred people, where she would go to be
entertained by great musicians and singers. The story is also told that the
Queen objected to the smell of the sheep and would send word of her
arrival so that they could be perfumed.

During the remainder of the trip we traveled in two huge Spanish-built
Hispano Suissa limousines with uniformed chauffeurs through the
chateau country of the Loire Valley and then on to Mont-Saint-Michel
and the wonderful coasts of Brittany and Normandy, which Mother
particularly loved because of its associations with the great masters of
the Impressionist school.

I returned to France in 1936 with my parents to participate in the
ceremony rededicating Rheims Cathedral. Jean Zay, the minister of
culture in Leon Blum’s Popular Front government, gave a banquet in
Father’s honor at the Palace of Versailles to express the French
government’s appreciation for Father’s assistance, and named a street for
him there as well. A few days later President Albert LeBrun decorated
Father with the Grand Croix of the Legion d’Honneur, France’s highest
decoration, in front of a large and distinguished gathering at the Elysée
Palace.

Sixty-four years later the French government generously awarded me
the same decoration at the Palace of the Legion of Honor in Paris. It was
a particularly meaningful occasion because the only other living
American to hold that rank is President Ronald Reagan.

THREE MONTHS AMONG THE PYRAMIDS: THE WINTER OF 1929

Father was enthralled by the discoveries of archaeologists who had
uncovered so much about the emergence of the great civilizations of
antiquity. As a young man he had taken a special interest in the work of
the University of Chicago’s Oriental Institute, headed by the
distinguished Egyptologist Dr. James Henry Breasted. For a number of
years Father supported Breasted’s work in Luxor and at the Temple of
Medinet Habu across the Nile just below the Valley of the Kings.

In late 1928, Dr. Breasted invited Mother and Father to visit his “dig”



in Egypt and to review the work of the institute. Neither of my parents
had ever been to that part of the world, and after some discussion they
readily agreed to go. I was in the ninth grade at the time and quickly
made it obvious to my parents that I wanted to go with them. I had read
about the discovery of King Tutankhamen’s tomb only a few years
earlier, and a trip to Egypt seemed to me the most exciting of
adventures. Father was concerned about my missing so much school
because of the length of the trip, which would last for more than three
months, but I finally persuaded him to let me go on the grounds that I
would learn so much from the experience. He agreed on condition that a
tutor went along to keep me up to date on school-work. This was the
best deal I could get, so I eagerly agreed.

We sailed from New York on the S.S. Augustus in early January 1929.
At the last moment Mary Todhunter Clark, known as Tod, who was a
close friend of Nelson’s from summers in Seal Harbor, came along as
well.

In Cairo we spent a week at the elegant old-world Semiramis Hotel,
where a colorfully dressed dragoman served as our interpreter and
guide. We visited the Sphinx, and I rode a camel out to Giza, where I
climbed the Great Pyramid. We saw whirling dervishes dance in the
Arab Quarter one evening and visited mosques and the ancient Arab
university of el Azhar. Best of all for me were the bazaars, where I spent
as many hours as I could, fascinated by the women dressed in black
robes whose faces were always veiled, and by the exotic wares sold by
hundreds of small shopkeepers from their tiny stalls facing onto narrow
streets of the souk. The pungent smells of the spice market, the sounds of
hammering on copper pots and bowls that were being fashioned, and the
colorful displays of rugs and textiles caught my fancy, and I quickly
learned to bargain for everything, offering but a fraction of the listed
price for anything I was interested in. There were swarms of flies
everywhere, clinging to freshly dressed meat hanging from hooks in the
butchers’ stalls, and hordes of beggars, many of them children with
trachoma who had fluid running from their milky white eyes.

From Cairo we headed up the Nile on a large dahabiyah (a passenger
boat) to see Dr. Breasted’s excavations at Luxor. I still remember the
picturesque feluccas sailing on the Nile, the farmers patiently raising
buckets of water from the river with shadoofs (a counterbalanced sweep)



to irrigate their fields, which for centuries has fed millions of people in
defiance of the desert. There were many other important ancient sites on
the way, and each evening after we tied up along the riverbank, Dr.
Breasted gave a slide lecture on the monuments we would see the
following day.

After Luxor and Karnak we continued on to the Second Cataract at
Wadi Halfa, the first town in the Sudan. On the way we passed the
beautiful Temple of Philae, now submerged under Lake Nasser following
the construction of the High Dam at Aswan in the 1960s. We also saw
the magnificent Temple of Ramses II at Abu Simbel with its four colossal
statues of a pharaoh carved into the face of the cliff. Half a century later
I visited Abu Simbel again after the entire temple, including the great
statues, had been cut free and lifted hydraulically to the top of the cliffs,
to protect it from the rising waters of the Nile behind the Aswan Dam.
Reinstalled in this new setting in front of an artificial cliff, it looked as
imposing as when I had first seen it in 1929.

I continued to pursue my interest in beetle collecting and even
managed to find a sacred scarab, a beetle that lays its eggs in a ball of
dung and then buries it in the sand. The ancient Egyptians worshiped
the sacred scarab, believing it to be an intermediary between the living
and the underworld of the dead. Tod playfully teased me about my
hobby, so I bought an inexpensive wedding ring and gave it to her in the
presence of my parents and others, claiming that I represented Nelson in
asking for her hand in marriage. Everyone except Tod thought this was
quite amusing, since we all knew she had high hopes for just such an
event. Indeed, soon after we returned from the trip, Nelson did propose,
and they were married the following year.

We also visited the Cairo Museum of Antiquities and found it in
appalling condition with mud-encrusted sarcophagi and beautiful
ornaments resting on bare shelves, poor lighting, and inadequate
identification. In 1925, at Dr. Breasted’s urging, Father had offered $10
million to rebuild the museum in order to provide a better setting for the
world’s greatest collection of antiquities. Inexplicably, the Egyptian
government refused, and Father always suspected it was the result of
pressure from the British government, which was not anxious to see an
intrusion of American influence even in cultural affairs.

We drove on to Palestine through the Nile delta and along the coast.



We toured the holy places in Jerusalem and traveled down to Jericho,
where I took a swim in the salty Dead Sea, a thousand feet below sea
level. We then proceeded north to Beirut through the Jordan Valley and
along the Sea of Galilee. The associations of this area with the Bible and
the ministry of Jesus Christ made this a deeply meaningful part of the
trip for Father and, I confess, for me as well.

Although Father’s proposal to build a new museum in Cairo foundered
on the rocks of international politics, he was much more successful with
a similar idea in Jerusalem. Wandering the Via Dolorosa, visiting
Bethlehem, the Garden of Gethsemane, the Dome of the Rock, and the
Wailing Wall on the site of the Second Temple convinced Father that
something needed to be done to preserve the antiquities of the Holy
Land after centuries of neglect by the Ottoman Turks. Again, with Dr.
Breasted’s encouragement, Father offered to build a museum of
archaeology to house these antiquities and provide the facilities for
scholars to study them. This time the British government, which
controlled the Palestinian Mandatory State, agreed with the proposal
wholeheartedly. The Palestine Archaeological Museum, often referred to
today as the Rockefeller Museum, still exists in east Jerusalem and
houses, among many other marvelous things, the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Looking back I realize the debt I owe to my parents for my education.
While the Lincoln School did a creditable job in providing me with a
formal education, my parents did more. They brought to our home some
of the most interesting people of the time. On our many trips and
excursions they opened our eyes to nature, to people, and to history in a
way that expanded our interests and stimulated our curiosity. They
made us feel the excitement of the opportunities open to us and
recognize the role the family was playing in so many areas. These
experiences gave us an education that transcended formal learning.

*Dr. Goodwin and I hit it off immediately. Father wanted his involvement with the project to
remain secret for as long as possible, and so Dr. Goodwin and he used the code name “David’s

Father” in their correspondence to throw the press off the scent.

*Mother and Father decorated a rest house near the Eyrie Garden in Seal Harbor with many of



these works of art. The house and its contents remain to this day just as my parents arranged
them. This is the only place left that shows Mother’s interest in furnishings coupled with Father’s

passion for Southwest Indian artifacts.



CHAPTER 5

ROCKEFELLER CENTER

During my childhood and teenage years Father was involved in a
number of major projects in and around New York City. He seemed
to have a hand in everything, from the creation of public parks and the
preservation of the natural landscape and the building of museums and
churches to the provision of adequate and affordable housing for the
City’s burgeoning population. Many of Father’s initiatives—the Palisades
Interstate Park, the Cloisters and Fort Tryon Park, and Riverside Church
—have become part of the City’s incredible physical landscape.
Ironically, however, Father will be most remembered for a project he
never intended to undertake and that inadvertently led him to become a
major real estate developer.

A NEW OPERA HOUSE

ather’s most important project was, of course, Rockefeller Center. It

was his most visible endeavor and has had a lasting impact on urban
design in New York and around the world. The project began quite
modestly, but it turned out to be an enormous venture that exposed him
to serious financial risks without bringing him any financial return. Yet,
paradoxically, Rockefeller Center is, with the possible exception of
Standard Oil, the business venture with which my family is most closely
linked. I will return to the story of Rockefeller Center again, but this is
the place to introduce it—at the beginning.

Mother commissioned Stefan Hirsch, a promising young artist, to paint
the view from my fifth-floor bedroom window at 10 West 54th Street in
1930. Hirsch’s cityscape, Midtown Range, is dominated by the glowing
white towers of the Chrysler and Empire State Buildings rising



majestically in the distance and punctuated by the graceful spires of
Saint Patrick’s Cathedral in the middle ground. The foreground, the
neighborhood just to our south, much of it owned by Columbia
University, is flat, featureless, and undistinguished.

The reality was even grittier. As commercial activity surged northward
through Manhattan during the first decades of the twentieth century,
older residential areas were overwhelmed and transformed. Columbia’s
property, bounded by Fifth and Sixth Avenues between 48th and 51st
Streets, was composed mostly of four-story residential brownstones,
many of which were being converted to small retail businesses or
subdivided into small apartments. With the advent of Prohibition in the
mid-1920s, nightclubs and speakeasies selling bootleg liquor also
appeared, and there were rumors that a number of brothels had opened
as well. The neighborhood, once the exclusive preserve of the
Vanderbilts and Astors, had become seedy and down-at-the-heels. Father
owned substantial property just to the north and was concerned about
the deterioration of property values.

By the mid-1920s the neighborhood had become a prime candidate for
redevelopment. Columbia University received little income from the
properties, and with most of the leases expiring between 1928 and 1931,
the trustees decided to look for a builder who could develop the entire
parcel. An attractive potential tenant, the Metropolitan Opera Company,
also appeared on the scene.

At the time, the Metropolitan Opera House was located in the heart of
the Garment District, at 39th Street and Broadway, a part of town not
much different then from what it is today. Built in the early 1880s, the
house also had become inadequate for the needs of the company—
especially its crowded backstage areas and poor sight lines. For some
time the Met directors had been searching for a site on which to build a
new opera house. Thus, in early 1926, when Otto Kahn, the Met’s
chairman, learned that Columbia wanted to improve its midtown
property, he decided to explore its potential for the opera.

At that point, in early 1928, Father came into the picture. He was
impressed by Columbia University’s aspirations and the opera’s plans to
build a new opera house as the centerpiece of a carefully planned
commercial and residential development on the Columbia property. This
would be just the thing, he felt, to upgrade the area and safeguard his



own properties.

After months of consultation with real estate experts, architects, and
businessmen, followed by detailed negotiations with the university and
the opera, Father signed a Definitive Agreement and Lease with
Columbia on October 1, 1928, agreeing to rent the twelve acres of
Columbia’s land for an initial period of twenty-four years at an average
rent of $3.6 million a year. The agreement with Columbia gave Father
the option to purchase the central block for $2.5 million, but only if the
construction of an opera house was firmly committed. If the opera house
plans failed to materialize, the land would revert to Columbia, which
would then be free to incorporate this block in the broader lease.
Although Father assigned the lease to a holding company, the
Metropolitan Square Corporation, he remained “liable as a principal and
not as a surety on all of the covenants and promises contained in the
Agreement.” This was a fateful clause in that it made Father personally
responsible for all financial obligations related to the development,
whether or not it reached fruition.

All participants agreed that the project would be called Metropolitan
Square because of the opera’s role as the “anchor tenant.” The first site
plan placed the opera house on the western portion of the central block
between 49th and 50th Streets—where 30 Rockefeller Plaza now stands.
Father proposed, and the leaders of the Met and Columbia agreed, that
the eastern portion of this block, fronting on Fifth Avenue, would be
developed as a small park with an open plaza to give the opera house
the proper setting, after which the park would be donated to the City.
This first plan envisioned apartment buildings, department stores, and
hotels on the two blocks adjacent to the opera house, which would be
subleased to developers who would be responsible for financing and
constructing their own buildings.

When Father signed the lease in 1928, everyone believed the plan
would go forward as originally envisioned: The opera would sell its old
house, and Father, having bought the land from Columbia, would
transfer the title to the Met, which would reimburse him for the cost of
the land and his expenses. The Met would then finance the construction
of its new facility, and Father would be off the hook financially for the
central block of the site.

In short, Father saw his role in the project as that of a facilitator. He



considered it neither a real estate investment nor a charitable gift. He
had no thought of making money from the deal, but he didn’t expect to
lose anything, either. He knew there would be carrying costs between
the time the lease went into effect in 1928 and when the area was fully
developed, but depending on the subleases negotiated, he expected to
come out even. Things did not work out that way.

GOING IT ALONE

year after Father signed the lease with Columbia, the stock market

crash changed the situation totally. The first domino to fall was the
Metropolitan Opera. The Met board found it impossible to sell its old
house and went to Father with a take-it-or-leave-it proposition: Unless he
donated the land to them outright and helped finance the construction of
the new opera house as well, they would withdraw from the project.
Father was outraged and promptly rejected their proposal.

Losing the opera was bad enough, but with the deepening economic
depression, the individuals and businesses that had earlier expressed
interest in building on the other blocks also began to back out, even
Standard Oil of New Jersey. For Father it was the worst of all worst-case
scenarios. Columbia refused to renegotiate the lease or even to modify it
significantly. Father was stuck with leasing the property on the original
terms—with no tenant. For the university, of course, the deal was a
bonanza that would turn out to be its principle source of income for the
next fifty years. Columbia had Father over a barrel and was very content
to keep him there.

The situation Father faced in the first months of 1930 must have been
frightening. If he did nothing to improve the property, he stood to lose
about $5 million a year (counting rent, real estate taxes, and other
expenses), which over the twenty-four years of the lease would amount
to approximately $120 million. Developing the land without the firm
promise of tenants, however, posed even greater risks. The construction
cost for a project of this kind was enormous, and given the state of the
economy, there was no assurance that tenants could be found once the
buildings were completed.

In later years Father would be praised for his courage in going forward



with the project. He once said to a friend: “Often a man gets in a
position where he wants to run, but there is no place to run to. So he
goes ahead with the only course open to him, and people call that
courage.” That may be so, but it still took a lot of courage for Father to
face the risks and uncertainties that confronted him. All of a sudden he
found himself thrust back into the world of business where he felt no
special interest or aptitude, and once again was faced with the prospect
that he might not be able to live up to the role he had been assigned,
that he wouldn’t be able to fulfill his obligations. But as Father had
demonstrated at Ludlow when he found himself with his back against a
wall, he accepted the challenge and moved forward unflinchingly to do
what had to be done.

Father consulted with the several distinguished architects and builders
who had worked with him in developing the original project, and an
alternative proposal was quickly devised. The new plan—the second
iteration of what would now be called Rockefeller Center—in contrast to
the original envisioned an entirely commercial development.*

To finance the project Father negotiated a $65 million line of credit
from the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, the largest such
arrangement any insurance company had made up to that time. Father
was furious at the 4.5 percent interest rate and told everyone that Fred
Ecker, the chairman of Met Life, had forced him to pay an exorbitant
premium. But it was the best deal he could get, and the high rate was in
itself an indication of the riskiness of the project. Met Life also insisted
that Father give his personal guarantee on the loan, making him the
ultimate guarantor of both the lease and the loan.

The Met Life loan took care of cash flow problems, but it did not
relieve Father of his own financial obligations to the project. For more
than five years in the 1930s during the main period of construction,
Father spent between $10 and $13 million a year on the Center, which
he financed from his personal income and through the sale of oil stock,
sometimes at very depressed prices. Father’s expenditures on
construction, taxes, lease payments, and other aspects of the project
from 1929 to 1939 totaled $125 million, or the equivalent today of more
than $1.5 billion. It might surprise people to learn that although he lived
until 1960, Father received no income from this massive investment and
recouped less than half of the capital he had invested.



But Father’s cost in building Rockefeller Center cannot be measured
only in dollars. As with everything he did, he applied himself
singlemindedly to the task, agonizing over minor details and
meticulously supervising the work of the architects and builders.
Constant worry took its toll. He was plagued by migraines and would
often come home from the office in such a state of nervous exhaustion
that he would have to lie down on his couch, not to be disturbed for an
hour or more in the evening before dinner. He often used the service of a
Swedish masseur who seemed to bring some relief. He suffered recurrent
bouts of bronchitis and other ailments, which the stress he endured
probably exacerbated. I recall that he was physically tired during much
of this time, and he and Mother spent several weeks each winter either
in Taormina, Sicily, or Tucson, Arizona, trying to get some rest and
relaxation from the ordeal.

Nevertheless, he persevered and in the process provided thousands of
jobs for New Yorkers during the worst part of the Depression. Union
leaders were vocal in their appreciation of Father, and years later my
friends in the building trades—men such as Harry Van Arsdale and Peter
Brennan—still spoke with deep gratitude of Father’s courage and
generosity.

RESCUING THE PROJECT

For the project to be viable economically, Father needed tenants. The
turning point, undoubtedly the salvation of the project, came in the
summer of 1930 when David Sarnoff, chairman of the Radio Corporation
of America (RCA), and Owen D. Young, chairman of General Electric,
which held a controlling interest in RCA and also owned Radio-Keith-
Orpheum (RKO), a major producer of motion pictures and a chain of
movie theaters across the country, agreed to lease one million square
feet of office and studio space in the project’s major building at $2.75 a
square foot and to pay an annual rent of $1.5 million for four theaters
that would be built on the property. With this major tenant in place,
architectural planning could move ahead for most of the site. Just as
important, by linking a real estate project with radio and motion
pictures, two of that era’s most dramatic new technologies and growth



industries, an excitement and cachet was created that would not have
been possible with the Metropolitan Opera. When the deal was
announced, David Sarnoff spoke enthusiastically of a “Radio City” rising
on the site, a name that caught on almost immediately.*

Securing NBC as the principal tenant of the main building was critical,
but the other sites remained open. Congress agreed to special legislation
that provided duty-free status for goods imported by firms taking space
in the Center, and a number of foreign firms took long-term leases in
some of the smaller buildings. This allowed construction to proceed on
the British Empire Building and La Maison Francaise, the two low-rise
buildings on Fifth Avenue between 49th and 50th Streets. The press
immediately christened the garden in between them the Channel
Gardens, a la the English Channel.

The Center had an enormous amount of space to fill, and this
produced an intense competition for tenants with other landlords in the
midtown area and even further afield. The Chrysler Building and the
Empire State Building, both completed in the early 1930s, were
especially strong competitors because of their proximity, superb
architecture, and modern conveniences. The Empire State Building even
had mooring posts for blimps!

As Rockefeller Center neared completion, Father persuaded Standard
Oil of New Jersey, in which he was still the largest individual
shareholder, to lease all of the final building that would be built on the
original site. Other companies and institutions with which Father had a
close identification also took leases. For example, Chase National Bank
agreed to open a branch, on condition that it would have exclusive
banking rights throughout the Center for a number of years. The
Rockefeller Foundation, the Spelman Fund, and Industrial Relations
Counselors—Father was chairman of each—also rented small amounts of
space in the Center.

Despite its difficult beginnings, Rockefeller Center became a universally
acclaimed real estate property. The clean, bold thrust of its modernist
lines and the Art Deco motif, plus its underground shopping malls, open
plazas, and rooftop gardens, gave it a simple beauty, elegance, and
imaginative quality that silenced even its harshest critics.



More than an architectural success, Rockefeller Center became a city
planning paradigm known for maintaining the highest standards of
security and cleanliness while promoting its creative design and
aesthetic appeal. In many ways it is better known and more respected as
a model of urban design today than it was in the decade after it was
built.

HELD HOSTAGE BY A LEASE

hile Rockefeller Center was a success aesthetically and

architecturally, its financial viability remained uncertain for many
years. The biggest problem, at least once the Depression eased and a
measure of normality returned to the nation’s economic life, was the
Columbia lease. Stated simply, while Father, and later my brothers and I,
owned the buildings, the university owned the land. The lease provided
Columbia with an unusual amount of control over a broad range of
routine business activities—for example, the types of businesses that
could locate in the Center and the amount of rent that could be charged.
Most important, the lease prohibited Father from selling any or all of the
buildings, offering outside investors a participation in the ownership, or
assigning the lease itself to any other individual or corporation without
Columbia’s prior agreement. Father tried to get the lease restrictions
modified, but the university routinely refused his requests. Essentially,
the lease held Father hostage and the next generation of the family as
well. The original lease ran for twenty-four years, until 1952, with three
option periods of twenty-one years each, potentially a full term of
slightly less than one hundred years. However, the specific terms of the
lease as well as its dollar amount were renegotiable each time it was up
for renewal.

The greatest financial burden to the family was the obligation to pay
the rent regardless of tenant income. The greatest financial threat to the
family was Father’s personal guarantee of the lease, an obligation that
passed on to my brothers and me when we bought the equity shares of
the Center after World War II. In addition there were several onerous
covenants. One required Father to maintain an escrow fund equal to
three years of lease payments that had to be invested in U.S. Treasury



Bonds, which carried a very low interest rate. Another restricted the
payment of dividends until all the original debt on the Center had been
paid off, an event that did not occur until 1970.

What all this meant was that during Rockefeller Center’s first five
decades the family received virtually no return on the investment despite
the fact that my father had poured his heart and soul—and a good
portion of his fortune—into the project.

A CONTROVERSIAL MURAL

An interesting subplot to Rockefeller Center’s early history concerns
the mural commissioned for the entrance lobby of the RCA Building.
As part of the plan to make the Center aesthetically pleasing, a number
of artists received commissions to decorate the buildings and the open
spaces. Paul Manship’s golden Prometheus, which still gazes silently over
the sunken plaza, was one of these works and has become a hallmark of
the Center. Father was less fortunate with another selection.

In the late 1920s my mother had come to admire the work of Diego
Rivera, an extremely talented Mexican painter and muralist who had
studied in Paris before and during World War I and became part of
Matisse’s artistic circle. Like many artists of his generation, Rivera was
left-wing in his political orientation and was even a member of the
Mexican Communist Party for a time.

Alfred Barr, the young director of the Museum of Modern Art, brought
Rivera to Mother’s attention. Barr and Rivera had lived for a short time
in the same rooming house in Moscow in 1928, and Barr was impressed
by the Mexican’s talent and personality. When Barr proposed that MoMA
give Rivera a one-man show in 1931, both Mother and Nelson were
enthusiastic. Mother commissioned a painting from him and also bought
a number of the watercolors he had done in Moscow in 1927. With this
money Rivera was able to visit New York for the first time.

Mother and Nelson came to know Rivera well, and he was a frequent
visitor in my parents’ home, where I met him on several occasions. He
was a very imposing and charismatic figure, quite tall and weighing
three hundred pounds. He spoke very little English but perfect French in
addition to Spanish. On one or two occasions he brought his wife, Frida



Kahlo, with him. Frida was a fascinating and exotic young woman whose
artistic talents were comparable to her husband’s. Today her works
command prices in the New York auction market that are even higher
than those paid for Diego’s.

The MoMA show in December 1931 firmly established Rivera’s
reputation in the United States. And when the time came to commission
a mural for the front lobby of the RCA Building, which was just being
completed, Mother and Nelson argued strongly in favor of giving it to
Rivera. He submitted a sketch for consideration, and after much
discussion among the architects and managing agents about Rivera’s
reliability, it was approved. On the basis of this sketch a contract was
drawn and signed by all parties, and Rivera agreed to a payment of
$21,500 for a project that he estimated would take about three months
to complete.

Rivera arrived in New York in early 1933 to start work on the fresco
after a very difficult experience at the Detroit Institute of Art, where his
just-completed murals were attacked as anti-Christian and anti-American
by many, including Father Charles Coughlin, the famous “radio priest.”

It would appear that Rivera decided to use the Rockefeller Center
mural to make a strong political statement. Mankind at the Crossroads, as
Rivera titled the work, was filled with contrasting images drawn from
the Marxist canon: class conflict, oppression, and war as the theme on
the “capitalist” side of the fresco; peace, cooperation, and human
solidarity on the “communist” side. The solution to these conflicts, at
least in Rivera’s view, would come from the application of science and
technology for the benefit of all. He filled the fresco with microscopes,
telescopes, movie screens, and gigantic gears and levers to underline his
point. When the mural was almost finished, he added a prominent and
quite unmistakable portrait of Lenin joining hands with workers from
around the world. This idyllic and somewhat fanciful grouping was
balanced by a deftly done scene on the “capitalist” side of well-dressed
men and women dancing, playing cards, and drinking martinis, all
positioned under a microscope examining a slide filled with viruses of
“social” diseases. The backdrop for this was a scene of policemen beating
workers while Catholic priests and Protestant ministers looked on
approvingly.

It was quite brilliantly executed but not appropriate for the lobby of



the RCA Building. Nelson tried to persuade Rivera to eliminate, at the
very least, the portrait of Lenin. But the artist refused to change
anything, saying that rather than mutilate his great work he would have
the whole mural destroyed! Nelson pointed out that he had not been
commissioned to paint communist propaganda and that, based on the
original, much less provocative sketch, there was no reason to accept the
work as finally executed. In the end, when no compromise could be
reached, Rivera was paid in full and dismissed. An attempt was made to
remove and preserve the fresco, but it proved impossible, and this work
of art had to be destroyed.

In the late 1930s, Rivera reproduced the mural, with more than a few
embellishments, including a portrait of Father drinking a martini with a
group of “painted ladies.” This mural is prominently located on the
central staircase of the Palacio de Belles Artes in Mexico City. In the
immediate aftermath of the destruction of Rivera’s mural, there were
expressions of outrage from the arts community in New York, Mexico,
and elsewhere. They accused the family of committing a sacrilege
against art and of violating Rivera’s freedom of expression. In the view
of artists and liberal thinkers more generally, the fact that the artist was
guilty of deceit, meanness, and publicly insulting a family that had
befriended him and helped promote his career seemed not to matter.*

BICYCLING THROUGH BRITAIN

hile I was aware of Father’s worries about Rockefeller Center, as a

teenager I had other interests and concerns. I graduated from the
Lincoln School in June 1932, and as a graduation present I set off on a
bicycle trip in the British Isles with a school friend, Winston Garth, and a
French theological student and tutor, Oswald Gockler. The trip was
inspired by tales Father had recounted to me of a similar trip he had
taken in England when he was about the same age.

We sailed tourist class on a Cunard liner to Southampton and then
went by train to London. We had no sooner arrived at our hotel than the
telephone rang and a very English voice announced that she was the
Marchioness of Crewe, that she and her husband, the Marquis, had just
returned from New York where they had taken part with my parents in



the dedication of the British Empire Building in Rockefeller Center. My
parents had told them of our proposed bicycle trip, and she was calling
to say that on that very evening the Duke of York—who later became
King George VI—was giving a dinner dance at Saint James’s Palace and
that I was invited to attend with her. The event was in honor of his
brother, the Prince of Wales—who would, of course, succeed to the
throne within a few years as King Edward VIII and then abdicate—and
other members of the Royal Family. Dinner would be at 8:30, white tie
and tails. I should pick her up at 8:00.

I was stunned and nervously replied that I had no evening clothes with
me and could not possibly attend, to which the Marchioness replied with
authority that this was a royal invitation I could not refuse. I mumbled
something to the effect that I would see what I could do and hung up,
looking petrified at my friend Win who had not been invited.

Fortunately, my aunt Lucy was in town, so I called her in desperation.
She said it was a great opportunity and that I should go. I should call the
concierge about renting evening clothes and get the hotel to order a
Daimler with a liveried chauffeur in which to fetch Lady Crewe. My day
was ruined, but I followed instructions and arrived on time to pick up
the Marchioness, only to find when I appeared at Crewe House, her
grand mansion in Mayfair, that I was to ride with her in her Rolls-Royce.
My Daimler could follow.

Saint James’s Palace is a sixteenth-century stone structure at the end
of St. James’s Street, facing out on Green Park and Pall Mall. For
centuries it has served as the residence of senior members of the Royal
Family. On our arrival we were greeted by Coldstream Guards standing
rigidly erect with their red jackets and high beaver shakos, an imposing
beginning for the evening.

We entered the palace and proceeded down long corridors paneled in
dark wood. Kings and queens from the Stuart and Hanoverian dynasties
peered down at us from the walls as we walked slowly toward the great
drawing room to be presented together.

I was received with great courtesy by the Duke and Duchess of York,
who made a real effort to make me feel comfortable. But small talk with
a seventeen-year-old American boy did not come easily for them, and
the conversation was difficult for me. Lady Crewe introduced me to the
other “royals” present that night and to a bewildering variety of dukes,



earls, and countesses. The only other American present was Lady Nancy
Astor, the wife of Lord Waldorf Astor and herself a viscountess. Lady
Astor, the first woman ever elected to the House of Commons, was a
formidable intellectual who presided over the somewhat notorious
Cliveden Set, which would later be accused of pro-German sympathies.
She, too, did her best to put me at ease, but after a few embarrassing
pauses, Lady Crewe whisked me off to meet her brother, Lord Rosebery,
whose father had been prime minister in the 1890s.

Before I left—alone in my rented Daimler—Lord Rosebery invited my
two friends and me to spend a night with him in his castle in the north
of England. Our visit gave me my first exposure to the formalities of an
English country estate with its hierarchy of servants headed by an all-
powerful Jeeves-like butler who unpacked our saddlebags filled with
dirty clothes as if we were British royalty.

The bicycle trip was a great adventure and quite unlike my brief and
unexpected introduction to the Royal Family. We covered a considerable
part of Britain, from Cornwall in the southwest to the Highlands of
northern Scotland, stopping mostly in small inns along the way. We
interspersed a few days of bicycle riding with train rides to the next area
we wanted to visit. In those days this was easy to do since trains were
run very informally. One bought a ticket for a seat and another for the
bicycle. When the train pulled into the station, one simply put the
bicycle in the baggage car and found a seat in a passenger car. There
was no red tape, and no one ever thought of the possibility of the
bicycle’s being stolen.

We had no letters of introduction and relied on our guidebooks for
modestly priced places to stay. In Scotland, however, we visited our
Lincoln School classmate Donald Barrow, whose father managed Skibo
Castle, Andrew Carnegie’s estate near the northern tip of Scotland. Our
hostess was Mrs. Carnegie, a friend of my parents and the widow of the
great industrialist and philanthropist who had been a friend of my
grandfather’s.

Altogether we bicycled some six hundred miles and covered a good
deal more ground by train. It was a wonderful learning experience—far
away from Rockefeller Center and Father’s troubles—and left me with a
lasting affection for the United Kingdom and fit and ready for my
freshman year at Harvard.



*Among the architects was the young Wallace K. Harrison, and the principal builder, the man
who really built Rockefeller Center, was John R. Todd, grandfather of Christine Todd Whitman,
the former governor of New Jersey.

*In a project filled with ironies, this was a rather intriguing one. Father disapproved of mass
popular entertainment. A few years earlier there had been a bit of a family crisis over whether or
not to buy a radio. Father was adamantly opposed but eventually agreed to buy one on the
conditions that the instrument would be played quietly and would not be placed in the main
sitting room of the 54th Street house.

*Perhaps Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan had the last word on this controversy. He noted at
a dinner in Washington soon after the breakup of the Soviet Union that it was a shame the mural
had been destroyed because the almost complete eradication of monuments to Communist
leaders throughout the Soviet Union and the old Eastern Bloc might have left it the only

remaining image of Lenin anywhere in the world!



CHAPTER 6

HARVARD

other strongly influenced my choice of colleges. Father had

deliberately avoided stating a preference to any of his sons,
believing the choice should be ours alone and refusing to influence our
decisions in any way. The result was that, somewhat to his
disappointment, none of us attended his alma mater, Brown. Mother, on
the other hand, wanted one of us to go to Harvard. Her favorite brother,
Winthrop Aldrich, was a Harvard man, and she hoped one of us would
follow in his footsteps. My brothers had attended other colleges, so I was
her last hope, and although she put no overt pressure on me, her quiet
persuasion influenced me greatly.

Although I entered college at seventeen, this was not due to academic
brilliance. I entered first grade at Lincoln when I was five—a year earlier
than most—because all my brothers were in school and I didn’t like
being left alone at home. Lincoln’s strong focus on individual
development allowed me to keep up with my class, and I graduated at
the age of sixteen. What Lincoln had not taught me was disciplined work
habits, and it had done a poor job of teaching me reading, spelling, and
grammar, although my dyslexia certainly played a role in that also. This
made my first year at Harvard a bit of a grind, but I did manage to attain
a B average by diligently applying myself to my studies. Academically,
the year was not a serious problem for me.

SOCIALLY AWKWARD

It was socially that I felt like a misfit. I was not only a year younger
than most of my classmates, but I had grown up in a protected
environment and was unsophisticated and ill at ease with my
contemporaries. My brothers had largely ignored me, so most of my
social interaction had been with adults. In fact, I was far more



comfortable talking with public figures or famous artists than I was with
people of my own age.

I entered Harvard with eleven hundred other men, of whom only two
had been classmates at Lincoln, and neither was a close friend. I lived in
a single room on the fourth floor of Thayer Hall, the oldest freshman
dormitory in Harvard Yard, and took my meals in the Union, located
across Plimpton Street from the Widener Library. Wandering around the
yard, in classes, and at meals in the Union, I came into contact with
many boys from elite prep schools, such as Groton, Saint Mark’s, and
Saint Paul’s. They all seemed to be my antithesis: good-looking, athletic,
self-confident, and smartly dressed in Harris tweed jackets and gray
flannel trousers. I admired them from afar. They represented the epitome
of college fashion and sophistication, but I had little to say to them, and
they showed no great interest in talking with me, either. Instead my
closest relations were with other residents of Thayer Hall, including
Walter Taylor, my class’s sole African American. Walter also seemed out
of his element and a bit lost, so we had much in common. Sadly, for
reasons I never learned, Walter did not return to Harvard after that first
year.

I realize now that had I gone to boarding school, as so many sons of
wealthy parents did, I would have been part of the very group I secretly
envied but with which I felt so ill at ease, and my life at Harvard would
have been more immediately pleasurable and certainly very different
from what it was. Upon reflection almost seventy years later, however, I
do not believe the rest of my life would have been as interesting or
constructive as it has been. Having to deal with my early insecurities at
Harvard and to struggle for academic achievement and social acceptance
made me a more open-minded and tolerant person.

THE ALDRICH FAMILY

hile my freshman year had lonely moments, two circumstances

laid the groundwork for my becoming more fully and happily
engaged in college life.

The first was that several of Mother’s family lived in the Boston area.

Mother’s youngest sister, Elsie Aldrich Campbell, lived with her family in



Brookline, only a few miles from Cambridge. She invited me to meals
and encouraged me to bring my college friends. She always made us feel
welcome. A good many years later Benjy Franklin, one of my roommates
and a frequent visitor to the Campbells’, married Aunt Elsie’s daughter,
Helena.

I also made numerous trips to Providence to visit Aunt Lucy Aldrich at
her home, 110 Benevolent Street, where she, Mother, and their siblings
were born and raised. Outspoken in her opinions and mercurial in her
feelings, Aunt Lucy was full of life and great fun to be with.

BENJY AND DICK

he key moment in my freshman year was meeting George S.

Franklin, Jr. (for obvious reasons known as Benjy) and Richard
Watson Gilder. Benjy was the son of a prominent lawyer in New York
City and two years older than I. He had a brilliant mind and was an
excellent student. He was serious-minded and a strong competitor in
anything he did—a good tennis player and excellent racing sailor. He
won the summer championship in the Atlantic Class of sailboats at the
Cold Spring Harbor Yacht Club on Long Island for nine years in a row.

Dick Gilder was more lighthearted but no less brilliant. He was the
grandson and namesake of the founder of The Century Magazine as well
as a grandson of the great artist and founder of Tiffany & Company,
Lewis Comfort Tiffany. Dick was a fine athlete and played on Harvard’s
varsity squash team. He was also quite handsome, and girls found him
almost irresistible. Dick loved to argue and to take strong positions,
usually contrary to the conventional wisdom, on political or economic
subjects.

As prep school graduates, Benjy and Dick had many friends at
Harvard. They included me in their circle, thereby dispelling my sense of
isolation. We lived together in Eliot House for our three final years at
Harvard in close proximity to several other friends. In fact, by our senior
year our suite of rooms—consisting of four bedrooms and two living
rooms—was called the “goldfish bowl.” I am not sure exactly what
people meant by this, but it may have been because all of us were from
prominent families and had a certain level of recognition around



campus.

Oliver Straus of the R. H. Macy family was also a suitemate until he
left college his junior year. Walter Rosen, Jr., took his place. Walter was
the son of the head of a prominent New York private bank, Ladenberg,
Thalmann. His mother played the theremin, a black box containing an
electrically charged field. It was played by passing one’s hand through it
in mystifying, languorous motions; this changed the electrical field and
produced ethereal sounds somewhat like the music in science-fiction
movies. We all thought this very amusing, although for a time she had a
serious coterie of musical admirers.

In senior year we connected a third suite occupied by two other
friends: Ernst Teves, the son of a German industrialist, and Paul Geier,
whose family had founded the Cincinnati Milling Machine Company.

I went out for soccer as a freshman but disliked it immediately since I
had no experience or talent for competitive sports. I switched to squash
racquets in the winter and golf in the fall and spring. I had a short stint
as assistant business manager for the Harvard Daily Crimson, but
otherwise I remained unconnected with most organized school activities.
My social life revolved around debutante parties in Boston and visiting
the homes of my relations and classmates who lived in the area. Junior
year I was asked to join the Signet Society, a lunch club that I greatly
enjoyed because many interesting faculty members lunched with
undergraduates on a regular basis; this included Harvard Law professor
Felix Frankfurter, who soon after was appointed to the Supreme Court.

CHALLENGING COURSEWORK

y father expected me, as he did all his sons, to take courses that

were challenging and meaningful and that would be helpful later

in life. Father had an excellent academic record at Brown and was

elected to Phi Beta Kappa, and although he never said so, I am sure he

hoped each of his sons would do at least as well as he had done. As it

turned out, Nelson did the best of all, despite a dyslexic condition far
worse than mine, and was elected to Phi Beta Kappa at Dartmouth.

All freshmen were required to take at least two yearlong introductory

courses. The most memorable of these courses was History 1, Modern



European History, taught by the flamboyant Master of Eliot House,
Professor Roger Merriman. It was an enormously popular and interesting
course that covered the political and economic development of Europe
from the Middle Ages to the outbreak of World War I. Merriman was a
forceful lecturer who made history come alive.

My long-term interest in beetles and other insect life enabled me to
take a graduate-level course in entomology during the second semester
of my freshman year. Professor William Marton Wheeler, the great
authority on the social life of ants, taught the course, and I got an A-, my
only A during four years of college!

My interest in entomology led to another outside activity my first year
at Harvard. Through the Philips Brooks House, an organization
sponsored by Harvard to encourage volunteer student activities, I taught
a class once a week in nature studies to a group of young teenagers at
Lincoln House, a settlement house in south Boston. Every spring I took
members of the class out to the country to hunt for insects and learn
about trees and wildflowers. One of the boys, Fred Solana, the son of a
Spanish stonemason, showed much more interest and aptitude than the
others. As a result I asked him to help with my beetle collection, which I
had brought to Harvard. For the next three years I employed Fred to
catalogue and care for the specimens. I also helped modestly with his
expenses at Boston College. After the war Fred joined the Chase National
Bank where he had a fine career, but he never lost his interest in beetles.
For twenty-five years he came to Hudson Pines every Saturday to work
on the collection. My children loved to sit with him in the basement
while he worked and became very attached to him.

A SUMMER IN HITLER’S GERMANY

atisfying Harvard’s language requirement caused me some real

difficulties. I had not studied classical languages at Lincoln—Dewey’s
philosophy viewed Greek and Latin as irrelevant to the modern world—
and so I was required under Harvard’s rules for graduation to
demonstrate proficiency in two modern languages. My French was good
enough so that I was able to handle an advanced course in French
literature my sophomore year where the lectures were given in French



by a well-known scholar, Professor André Maurice.

German was a different matter. I found it difficult to keep up with the
introductory course and dropped it at the end of the first term. My
alternative was to pass a reading examination, and to prepare for it I
decided to spend the summer of 1933 in Munich studying German.

I lived in a pension run by Hans Defregger and his wife, and took
German lessons every day with Frau Berman, a remarkably talented
teacher. Her intensive “immersion” program worked well, and while I
could not have translated Goethe by the end of the summer, I did pass
the reading exam when I returned to Harvard that fall!

The Defreggers were well known in the Bavarian art world. My host’s
father, Franz von Defregger, was a respected nineteenth-century
Romantic artist whose paintings were well represented in the
Neuespinakotec in Munich. Frau Defregger took a great interest in her
guests and took us on weekend trips by car to nearby parts of Bavaria
and sometimes even farther afield. She was well versed in German art
and history, and we visited many historic sites, including the wildly
exuberant rococo churches in southern Bavaria, such as the Wal Fahrt
Kirche auf dem Wies. During the course of our tours she introduced me
to the magnificent paintings of Albrecht Diirer and Lucas Cranach and
the exceptional wood carvings of Tilman Riemenschneider. Frau
Defregger explained the architectural mysteries of the Nymphenburg
Palace and the development of beautiful medieval towns such as
Rothenburg and Nuremberg. I came to appreciate the relaxed fun-loving
ways of the Bavarians and acquired a feel for German history and the
incredible culture that had produced those marvelous works of art. In
the evening we would often visit Munich’s renowned Hofbrau Haus, an
immense beer hall, where we would drink giant steins of beer and sing
along with the rest of the huge crowd.

At the same time I saw the new Germany that Hitler was bringing into
being, a glimpse that left me uneasy and uncomfortable. The Defreggers
introduced me to one of Hitler’s close friends, Ernst (Putzi) Hanfstaengl,
who handled press relations during the Fiihrer’s rise to power in the
1920s and 1930s. Putzi, a tall, bushy-haired man with an easygoing
artistic temperament, was part American and had graduated from
Harvard. The deferential way in which he was treated suggested the
apprehensions that people felt even then about anyone with a close



connection to the iron-willed new leader of Germany. Later he broke
with Hitler and fled to the United States.

Already, only a few months after Hitler had taken power, people were
speaking in hushed terms about the Gestapo, and there were reports of
“concentration camps” where political opponents of the new regime had
been sent. The first laws purging the German civil service of Jews and
those of Jewish descent had already been implemented. I found it
personally offensive that the worst kinds of anti-Semitic language were
openly tolerated, not least because I was working closely with Frau
Berman who was Jewish. I was indignant as well that quite a few people
seemed to accept without serious question the Nazi claims that Jews
were responsible for all of Germany’s economic problems and that they
deserved to be punished.

THREE MEMORABLE PROFESSORS

hat fall in Cambridge I had to select a more specialized area of

study, and I chose English history and literature. I also opted to
pursue a “degree with honors,” which entitled me to have a tutor, in
effect a faculty advisor, whose role was to help with course selection and
to recommend outside reading that would broaden my base of
knowledge in a field of concentration. It was customary for an honors
student to meet with his tutor two or three times a month to discuss
academic progress and even issues of a more personal nature.

My first tutor was F. O. Matthiessen, a highly intellectual professor of
English literature. Unfortunately, he and I had little in common. I felt as
uncomfortable with him as he did with me. I simply was not ready to
take advantage of his subtle and sophisticated mind; therefore, for my
last two years I switched to Professor John Potter, a historian and later
Master of Eliot House, who was more accessible.

I was also fortunate to study under three men who opened my mind to
creative thought and powerful new ideas. The titles of their courses now
sound narrow and pedantic, but the way in which they taught them
opened up a new world that I had previously only dimly perceived.

Professor Charles Mcllwain taught British constitutional history from
the time of the Magna Carta to the sixteenth century. A distinguished



lawyer, Mcllwain traced the political evolution of England from its
feudal origins to the emergence of a centralized state in which the rule
of law was an increasingly important element. Mcllwain used legal and
historical documents, beginning with the great charter itself, to illustrate
his points, but he breathed life into those dusty documents and made us
see them in their historical and human context. I began to understand
the reasons that democracy and the rule of law are so important in any
society, as well as why it has been so difficult to achieve them.

The same year I took Professor John Livingston Lowes’s course on the
poetry of Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth. The most
exciting part of the course was the analysis of Coleridge’s two greatest
poems, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” and “Kubla Khan.” We used
Lowes’s book, The Road to Xanadu, which painstakingly identified the
influences on Coleridge as he wrote those two masterpieces. Lowes had
read not only everything Coleridge had ever written but everything he
had ever read as well, and he identified all the personal and literary
influences that inspired this great Romantic poet when he wrote his epic
poems. I also learned that good writing—writing that conveys ideas
lucidly and elegantly—is the result of a combination of factors that may
begin with inspiration but also includes personal experience, formal
learning, exhaustive research, and a great deal of hard work.

Abbott Payson Usher’s economic history of England from 1750 to
1860 was a revelation of a different kind. Usher was a dull lecturer but a
meticulous scholar who uncovered the hidden processes of economic
change. He showed how successive inventions and innovations in
plowing, fertilizing, and the use of improved seeds had revolutionized
agricultural production in England. Over the same period, the
introduction of the one-cylinder steam engine, coupled with the many
inventions relating to the manufacture of iron, textiles, and other
industrial products, had changed the lives of the ordinary man and
woman in England. The facts were not new, but Usher explained their
interrelationships in a manner that was a model of clarity. He made
history come alive and seem real to me. Years later, as I wrestled with
the difficult problems of economic development and social change in
Latin America and other parts of the world, I would often recall
Professor Usher’s analysis of the complex process by which history
unfolds.



As I discovered a number of times in the course of my education, an
inspiring teacher can stimulate thinking in a manner that has little to do
with the subject matter in question. I will always be grateful to
Professors McIlwain, Lowes, and Usher for teaching me how to reason.

SUMMER INTERLUDES AT HOME AND ABROAD

he summer following my sophomore year, Paul Geier and I took part

in an entomological expedition in the Grand Canyon organized by
the American Museum of Natural History. The expedition was led by Dr.
Frank E. Lutz, curator of entomology at the museum, with whom as a
boy I had spent two summers at the Station for the Study of Insects near
Tuxedo Park, New York. The purpose of the 1934 expedition was to
study the variation of insect species at different altitudes between the
bottom of the Grand Canyon and the top of the nearby San Francisco
peaks. It was an ecological study, a term little used at that time, which
demonstrated that insect species at the bottom of the canyon were
common to Mexico, whereas species at the summit of the peaks a few
miles away, but ten thousand feet higher, were indigenous to Alaska. In
short, altitude, with corresponding temperature changes, may be as
important as latitude in determining the distribution of insect species.
That summer I understood more clearly than ever before nature’s
underlying order.

At the end of the summer, to my pleasant surprise, Father joined me
for a week. This had not been planned, and I have never fully
understood why he decided to endure the two-day train trip to meet me;
it was so uncharacteristic of him to do anything impulsively. We spent a
week visiting the Hopi villages in the Painted Desert, Monument Valley
in northern Arizona, and the great Anasazi ruins in Canyon de Chelly.

Although I was nineteen years old, it was really the first time that
Father and I had been alone for any length of time. We were both
relaxed, and he talked openly about himself and his childhood. It was
one of the best times we ever had together.

In the spring of 1935, Dick Gilder and I decided to spend the summer



touring Europe by car. We were motivated in part by two art courses we
had taken and a desire to see firsthand some of the masterpieces of
European art we had studied. In fact, we managed to visit some thirty
museums in six countries. At the same time, however, we became
absorbed by the ominous political situation in Germany, which left us
deeply concerned about the future.

We sailed tourist class on the S.S. Olympic and took with us in the hold
the Model A Ford touring car that Father had given me for use while I
was at college. We drove across the Low Countries and stopped in Paris
for a few days before driving on to Germany, where we spent two weeks.

The country had visibly become the Third Reich. As we made our way
through Germany, we saw posters in public squares with slogans
denouncing the Jews as Germany’s “ruination.” Half the population
seemed to be in uniforms of one kind or another. One evening when
Dick and I were in a tavern on the outskirts of the Black Forest, a group
of soldiers came in, sat at a nearby table, and entered into conversation
with us. They were curious about the United States and very talkative;
by the end of the evening they had told us their life stories. They could
not have been friendlier—until a couple who had been hiking in the
Black Forest entered the tavern. A pall fell over the room. We only began
to understand what was going on when the soldiers conspicuously
turned their backs on the new arrivals and began talking in a loud voice
about the Jews and the menace they represented to Germany. When the
couple left, a soldier turned and with a raised right arm said, “Heil
Hitler’—the obligatory salutation in Germany. The woman very politely
said that she didn’t use the official salute but wished them a good night
anyway. They then walked out the door. We felt very uncomfortable and
left soon thereafter.

Dick and I would often listen to the radio at night, and I would translate
the broadcasts of Hitler’s impassioned diatribes as best I could. Even
without being able to understand every word, we sensed Hitler’s
powerful hold on the German people, which we also saw in the growing
regimentation of daily life. Just hearing the cadence and drama of
Hitler’s oratory left Dick enraged and terrified, and by the end of a
speech he would have tears of anger in his eyes. Dick later said that it



was those bloodcurdling broadcasts that had convinced him we would
eventually have to fight the Nazis. Anybody with that kind of hypnotic
power to move and mold people was dangerous, he said.

MEETING PADEREWSKI AND FREUD

From the Black Forest we drove into Switzerland where we crossed
the Rhine and continued on to Geneva. On the way we stopped in
Morges to call on Ignacy Jan Paderewski, one of the world’s great
musical figures who had also been prime minister of Poland for a brief
period right after World War I. I had met him when he gave a concert at
my parents’ home in New York the year before and had been charmed
by his personality as well as his playing. He was an impressive man with
a shock of long gray hair. He greeted us with great warmth and
enthusiasm and took us on a tour of his property. From there we visited
the library Father had built for the League of Nations a few years before.

Soon afterward my sister-in-law Tod joined us for a portion of the trip.
Tod and Nelson were living in England that summer while Nelson
worked at the London branch of the Chase National Bank. Before leaving
New York, Dick and I had invited her to join us for a week but had little
hope she would be able to make it. We were pleasantly surprised when
she actually agreed to come. She met us in Lucerne, and from there we
drove through the Swiss and Austrian Alps. My Model A had no trunk,
and there was barely room for Tod and our bags, but we managed well
and had a congenial time. This happy adventure thoroughly scandalized
Aunt Lucy, who thought it terribly inappropriate for a married woman to
travel unchaperoned with two young men. In fact, it was all quite
innocent. Tod and I had developed a good relationship on our Egyptian
trip six years earlier, and she and Nelson had served on several occasions
as chaperons at the house parties I gave at Abeyton Lodge during college
vacations. Tod was like an older sister to me, and I think she was very
pleased to get off on a spree with two college boys.

After our tour of the Alps we drove through Austria to Vienna, where
we visited Sigmund Freud. The visit was arranged by Dick’s aunt, who
had been analyzed by Freud and had stayed on with the family as a
companion and coauthor with Anna Freud of many books on child



psychology. Freud by that time was quite old and was suffering from
cancer of the jaw, but despite his evident discomfort, he was very
friendly to us. He seemed less interested in discussing Freudian
psychology—about which we knew next to nothing anyway—than in
talking about his extraordinary collection of Egyptian, Greek, and
Roman artifacts, which crowded his study and living areas. He was
intrigued that I had been to Egypt and questioned me closely about what
I had seen and learned. I found out later that Freud had become almost
obsessed with the idea of phylogeny, specifically the historical evolution
of the ego, and thought about little else. We also spent some time with
Anna Freud discussing the more familiar aspects of psychology. She must
have been persuasive because I informed my parents that “certainly the
Freudian doctrine has been much twisted by half-baked critics, as what
we heard from her was most sane.”

THE ROCKEFELLER INHERITANCE

he fall of 1934 proved to be a crucial time for me and for the future

of my family. In December 1934, Father decided to set up a series of
irrevocable trusts for Mother and each of his six children with an initial
value of approximately $60 million. The 1934 Trusts, as they are
referred to within the family, allowed Father to pass on at least a portion
of the family’s wealth without estate taxes through three generations.
Today these trusts hold the majority of the family’s wealth. Without
them, much of the Rockefeller fortune would have gone either to the
government in taxes or to charity.

As strange as it may seem, I never took for granted that I would inherit
great wealth. Naturally, I knew Father was very wealthy, but I also knew
the Depression was taking its toll on his fortune as well as everyone
else’s. I well recall receiving a letter from Father during my freshman
year in which he stated that the way things were going, I was very likely
going to have to “work for a living.” While admittedly this is what most
people expect to do, it was more surprising coming from one of the
wealthiest men in the country.



I knew Father was balancing many competing and even contradictory
demands from among his extensive philanthropic commitments and
financial obligations for Rockefeller Center and the necessity to make
provisions for his family. Father understood that we needed a certain
amount of economic independence, which he would have to provide. But
he believed all of us were too young and too inexperienced to handle
large amounts of money without expert supervision and guidance. His
father, after all, hadn’t begun passing on any sizable sums to him until
he was in his forties, and as I have noted earlier, it may not have been
Grandfather’s initial intention to leave him a major part of his fortune at
all. My guess is that Father would have preferred to wait some years
before he decided how to distribute his fortune.

Ironically, it was Franklin D. Roosevelt’s tax policies targeted at the
wealthy that persuaded Father to act when he did. Steep increases in
both gift and estate tax rates in 1934 convinced Father that he had no
alternative if he wanted to provide us with independent means.
However, his real concerns about our maturity and inexperience led him
to establish trusts with very strict limits on access to income and
invasion of principal by any of the beneficiaries.

Father’s original intention was to give each of his children a small but
gradually increasing income until we reached the age of thirty. The
trusts were set up to accomplish that objective. Until we reached thirty
the income from the trusts in excess of what was paid out to us, rather
than being reinvested, was distributed to a number of named charitable
institutions, among them the Rockefeller Institute and the Riverside
Church.

In 1935, the first full year the trust was in operation, I received only
$2,400, a tiny percentage of a much larger income. This income was to
cover all my living and college expenses, apart from tuition, then $400 a
year, which Father continued to pay during the remainder of my college
years. On occasion I did find myself a bit short of cash and had to ask
Father for an advance. He usually viewed my requests as an opportunity
to impart wisdom and guidance. In one letter he wrote me in 1935, he
noted disapprovingly that

you have spent far more during the period than your anticipated
income—which as you say is, of course, poor financing and is a



mistake. . . . That I am somewhat disappointed at you again being in
financial difficulties, you have of course imagined. When you were
getting $1,500 a year you had no difficulty. As increases have been
made, the difficulties have seemed to grow greater. The old saying
that one is apt to lose one’s head with growing prosperity is a very
true one. I hope from now on your financial plans will be such as to
give no further occasion to believe this is true in your case. The
$400 will be sent today to your bank account.

At the time the 1934 Trusts were created, Father informed Laurance,
Winthrop, and me that our trusts would contain assets of significantly
less value than the ones he had established for Mother and our older
siblings. Father wrote me a letter to explain his reasons. It gives a good
sense of his feelings about the dangerous mixture of youth and money:
“When 1 first talked with you about this matter, I had in mind to
establish trusts for you three younger boys in the same amounts as for
the older children. On further thought, I have come to the conclusion
that to do so would be unfair to you ... first, because it might result in
your being put in a position where you would find yourself bewildered
and unprepared because suddenly saddled with heavy and relatively new
obligations ... Secondly, it would ... seriously curtail the opportunity for
current guidance and advice during formative years which it is a father’s
duty to provide.”

However, when Congress increased the gift and estate tax rates in
1935, Father had to change his strategy. He reluctantly concluded that it
was now or never if he was to increase the value of the trusts for his
three youngest children, so he added additional assets to ours and
thereby equalized the value of all the trusts at about $16 million. It was
not until several years later that I was told the value of my trust.

In mid-June 1935, Father wrote to me shortly before Dick and I left on
our trip to Europe:

I should have preferred not to take this step now but circumstances
seem to have forced me to do so. The knowledge of how to manage
and handle property wisely is best acquired through gradually
increasing experience. That thought has been uppermost in my mind
in all the gifts I have made for your benefit. . . . [ am putting great



trust in you. I know, however, that you will never give me a cause
to regret it.

Affectionately, Father.

CHOOSING A CAREER

y senior year was occupied with writing my senior thesis on

Fabian socialism, “Destitution Through Fabian Eyes.” The essay
pointed to the fact that the traditional European approach to poverty
was based on the Christian precept of atoning for one’s sins by giving
alms to the poor. The focus was more on the benefits in the afterlife to
the donor than on the notion that individuals had a social obligation to
provide assistance to people in need. Fabian Socialists, under the
leadership of Beatrice and Sidney Webb, took the opposite view. They
saw the provision of a minimum standard of living for everyone as a
basic right of all citizens and an inherent responsibility of government.

The concepts advanced by the Webbs and other Fabians established
the foundation for the work of Sir William Beveridge, then the director
of the London School of Economics, where I would soon go to study. Sir
William, later Lord Beveridge, became one of the principal architects of
the welfare state, which began to gain acceptance in Britain in the mid-
1930s.

With my undergraduate years coming to an end, I had no clear idea of
what I wanted to make of my life or even what I wanted to do
immediately after graduation. I was inclined toward pursuing something
in the international field, and I leaned toward something independent of
the Family Office since three of my brothers were already there.
Postgraduate studies in business or economics had some appeal, but
even that was not a clear objective. I felt the need to get advice from
someone I respected and whose own life had been successful.

Over the years I had come to admire William Lyon Mackenzie King,
who had become a close friend of Father’s through their work together
in the aftermath of the Ludlow strike. Mr. King later assumed leadership
of the Liberal Party in Canada and became prime minister in 1935. He
often stayed with my parents when he was in New York and sometimes



visited Seal Harbor as well. He was always warm and friendly to me, and
I felt comfortable talking with him. The Mackenzie King I knew did not
correspond at all with the steely, remote, and offbeat reputation I later
learned he had in Canada.

After consulting Father, I wrote Mr. King asking if I could visit him in
Ottawa to seek his advice. Mr. King quickly responded by inviting me to
spend a weekend with him in the spring of 1936. During our long hours
of conversation on my options and interests, it became clear that a
career in either government or international banking made the most
sense for me. In either case, Mr. King felt I would be well served by
taking a Ph.D. in economics, a course that he himself had pursued many
years earlier. Not only would this be good training in a field of
knowledge useful to both government and banking, but it would also
give me credibility with people who otherwise might feel that any job I
had was principally because of my family’s influence.

Mr. King’s arguments were convincing, and I decided to remain at
Harvard for one year of graduate work in order to begin my study of
economics under Joseph A. Schumpeter, the famous Austrian economist.
After that year my plan was to attend the London School of Economics
and then finish my studies at the University of Chicago so that I could
acquire as broad a background as possible. By spending time at three
universities I would have a chance to work with many of the world’s
greatest economists.



CHAPTER 7

LEARNING FROM THE GREAT ECONOMISTS

n mid-September 1936, Dick Gilder and I attended the Republican

Convention in Cleveland and watched the nomination of Governor
Alfred Landon of Kansas as the forlorn hope to run against the
immensely popular President Franklin D. Roosevelt. My family had
supported the Republican Party since the 1850s—Grandfather told me
that he had voted for Abraham Lincoln in 1860—and I considered
myself a Republican as well. The party regulars were pessimistic about
their chances and deeply divided between the progressives, who opposed
the New Deal but saw a necessary role for government in the economic
life of the country, and the conservatives, who were convinced that the
United States was undergoing a Bolshevik revolution and wanted to
return to the laissez-faire world of the nineteenth century.

With the convention over, Dick and I returned to Cambridge and
reoccupied our old suite of rooms in Eliot House. Dick entered Harvard
Business School, and I, with some trepidation, began the demanding
course of graduate study in economics.

SCHUMPETER AND KEYNES

Isoon knew I had made the right decision. I began graduate work just
as John Maynard Keynes’s controversial ideas on state intervention to
stimulate economic activity provoked an explosive debate within the
profession and more broadly.

I was most influenced that year by Joseph A. Schumpeter. In fact, one
of the intellectual high points of my graduate work was his basic course
in economic theory. Schumpeter was already considered one of the
world’s premier economists. He had been active in politics in Austria and
had served briefly as minister of finance in 1919. He had also run a
private bank in Vienna for a time in the 1920s. He arrived at Harvard in



1932 and was in his mid-fifties when I met him in the fall of 1936.

Schumpeter was most interested in the entrepreneur’s role in the
process of economic development, and by the mid-1930s he had
emerged as one of the principal champions of the neoclassical economic
tradition. But he was not a simple defender of the old order. He agreed
with Keynes that something had to be done to deal with the
unprecedented levels of unemployment of the Depression and the
political and social instability it had produced. However, he rejected the
central element of Keynes’s theory that without government intervention
the capitalist economy is vulnerable to prolonged periods of massive
unemployment and reduced levels of economic activity.

Schumpeter feared that Keynesianism would permanently substitute
government control for the normal and healthy operations of the
marketplace. He was quite alarmed at the impact these “unorthodox”
ideas were already having on the fiscal, tax, and monetary policies of a
number of Western countries, including the United States.

Fit, trim, and aristocratic in bearing, Schumpeter had driven horses
competitively when he was younger. He was also a great admirer of the
female sex and was rumored to have had many elegant amours. He once
said in class that he had three goals in life: to become the greatest
economist, the greatest lover, and the greatest horseman of his
generation, but felt he had not yet fulfilled his ambitions—at least in
respect to horses! Unlike most Harvard professors he dressed stylishly in
well-tailored suits, with a silk handkerchief jutting out of his jacket
pocket. Arriving in class with an air of being in a great hurry, he would
throw his overcoat on a chair, whip his handkerchief from his pocket,
flip it out toward the room, then fold it and carefully mop his brow and
the top of his balding head before saying, in his heavy German accent,
“Ladies and gentlemen, let us begin.”

Paul Samuelson, who has since become a renowned economist in his
own right, was also in Schumpeter’s class that term. Paul already had a
master’s degree in economics and was a superb mathematician as well.
Since economics was already becoming reliant on mathematical analysis,
Schumpeter would often call on him to go to the blackboard and write
out complex economic formulas, which I usually didn’t understand. I had
entered the graduate program with little knowledge of calculus, which
had already become critical to economic analysis. Although I had



written my senior thesis on a subject bordering on economics, I had
taken only two rudimentary economics courses as an undergraduate and
had a lot of catching up to do.

Paul’s formidable knowledge of economics made me all the more self-
conscious about my own modest background. However, at the end of the
first term I remember going to the bulletin board outside the classroom
to check our posted grades. To my great surprise and delight I got an A-,
a much better grade than I had expected. I was standing there feeling
thrilled with myself when Paul arrived. He had received a solid A. He
also looked quite pleased until he saw my grade, listed just above his.
His face fell immediately. Clearly his grade lost significance if a novice
like me could get an A—.

HABERLER AND MASON

Professor Gottfried von Haberler’s course on international trade also
influenced me greatly. A charming man with courteous European
manners, Professor von Haberler had just arrived on campus that fall
with a reputation as a staunch defender of free trade. His ideas were
ignored in the 1930s when nations around the world gave in to the siren
song of protectionism, but they would have a great impact after World
War II when international trade expanded and world economic growth
surged dramatically.

Professor Edward S. Mason’s equally interesting course covered the
nascent area of international economic development. Mason emphasized
the technical inputs needed to stimulate broader economic growth in
what we would later call the “underdeveloped world.” His pioneering
work would make him one of the leading proponents of foreign
economic assistance in the years after World War II, a subject that would
engage me deeply as I became involved with Latin America and Africa
later in my career.

The courses with Schumpeter, Haberler, and Mason provided me with
a superb introduction to the study of economics and a solid grounding in
economic theory as it was evolving during that critical period. I also
discovered that I enjoyed the subject and maybe even had a flair for it.



THE LONDON SCHOOL OF ECONOMICS

Since my first year of graduate study had gone well, I decided to go
on to the London School of Economics and Political Science,
commonly known as the LSE. Fortunately, I found a genial companion to
share the adventure. In the course of my graduate year at Harvard I
became acquainted with Bill Waters, a fellow resident of Eliot House
whose father ran a manufacturing company in Minneapolis. I discovered
that Bill also planned to spend the following year at LSE. We struck up a
friendship and decided to room together in London.

The night before we sailed from New York in late September 1937,
several friends gave us a farewell dinner at Giovanni’s Restaurant. Our
hosts included Benjy Franklin, Dick Gilder, and also Margaret (Peggy)
McGrath, the young lady whose company I had long enjoyed but still
just considered a good friend. Bill sat next to Peggy at dinner and was
greatly taken by her. After we settled into our stateroom on the S.S.
Britannic, he said, “What are you waiting for? Why don’t you marry
Peggy?” I was more than a bit taken aback, but somehow the suggestion
struck a responsive chord. I wrote to Peggy once I arrived in London and
to my delight had a prompt response. From this modest start was born a
relationship that meant everything to me for the next six decades.

My father’s connections with the LSE (both the Laura Spelman
Rockefeller Memorial and the Rockefeller Foundation had provided
sizable grants over the years) helped solve the problem of housing in
London. Father knew Sir William Beveridge, the director of the LSE, who
was retiring to become master of University College, Oxford. Sir William,
to whom I had written at Father’s suggestion, offered to lease us his flat
in Elm Court in the Middle Temple, one of the famous Inns of Court
nestled just within the ancient walls of the City of London between
Blackfriars Bridge and Fleet Street.

This was a rare opportunity for us, to live in the heart of London only
ten minutes’ walk from the LSE and in one of the few Elizabethan
buildings that had survived the Great Fire of London in 1666. The flat
was quite small, but there were two bedrooms, a dining room, living
room, and kitchen. Best of all, Sir William left us his laundress, Leily,
who agreed to cook for us and take care of our rooms. In fact, she did
everything for us except wash our clothes! Leily was an absolute gem,



and her presence allowed Bill and me to entertain guests and live very
comfortably.

Unfortunately, my close connection with Sir William made life more
difficult for me in some ways. As I wrote to my parents, Sir William
“definitely belongs to a regime that is past and which is none too well
liked by the great majority of the staff. . . . Most of the trouble seems to
rise out of petty jealousies and school politics. The fact nevertheless
remains that I am looked upon a bit skeptically by virtue of being such a
good friend.”

It was not the last time that I would encounter suspicion because of
the privileged or controversial company I kept.

HAROLD LASKI: PIED PIPER OF THE LEFT

In those days the LSE was widely considered a hotbed of socialism and
radicalism. Founded by the Webbs in the 1890s to help achieve their
Fabian Socialist goal of a just society based on a more equal distribution
of wealth, its walls had always given shelter to men and women who
tested the limits of orthodoxy. During the 1920s and 1930s its reputation
owed much to Harold Laski, a very popular political science professor
who enthralled well-filled classrooms with his eloquent Marxist rhetoric.

Laski dominated the teaching of government and sociology at the LSE
for three decades and was by far the most flamboyant and controversial
figure at the school. In person, Laski was a small, sharp-faced man with
a powerful and aggressive intellect; in his lectures he spoke in full
paragraphs, the final word or phrase of which drew his thoughts
together with a sudden and startling clarity. Although Laski was
enormously popular with the student body, I found the intellectual
content of his lectures superficial and often devious and misleading.
They seemed more propaganda than pedagogy; he was indeed a pied
piper.

I had one personal experience with Laski that revealed something of
his true character. Before I went to London, William E. Hocking, a
professor of religion at Harvard, gave me a letter of introduction to
Laski. The two had met when Laski taught at Harvard from 1916 to
1920. During the infamous Boston Police Strike of 1919, Laski sided



with the striking police and denounced the authorities, including
Governor Calvin Coolidge. Laski became persona non grata at Harvard;
people refused to speak to him when they passed him on the street.
Hocking befriended Laski and took him into his home during the most
difficult period. Though Hocking had no sympathy for Laski’s political
opinions, he apparently thought they had become friends.

When I presented Hocking’s letter to Laski, he scanned it briefly,
threw it aside, looked up with a bored expression on his face, and said,
“I have no more use for Hocking.” I was appalled! I wrote Father a letter
in which I didn’t mention the incident—I think in a curious way I found
it almost embarrassing—but I did observe that Laski’s radicalism
appeared to come more from “envy of those who are more successful
than pity for those who are less well off.”

Laski, who saw the state as “the fundamental instrument of society,”
was particularly influential with students from India, who flocked to his
classes and seemed bewitched by his rhetoric. In the judgment of many,
Laski had a greater influence on India’s and Pakistan’s economic and
political policy when those British colonies achieved independence after
World War II than any other individual. India’s dominant Congress
Party, for instance, was largely controlled by people who had learned
socialism at his feet, and his ideology exerted a powerful influence for
many years.

HAYEK AND ROBBINS

he economists at LSE were much more conservative than the rest of

the faculty. In fact, its economists comprised the major center of
opposition in England to Keynes and his Cambridge School of
interventionist economics.

My tutor that year was Friedrich von Hayek, the noted Austrian
economist who in 1974 would receive the Nobel Prize for the work he
had done in the 1920s and 1930s on money, the business cycle, and
capital theory. Like Schumpeter, Hayek placed his trust in the market,
believing that over time, even with its many imperfections, it provided
the most reliable means to distribute resources efficiently and to ensure
sound economic growth. Hayek also believed that government should



play a critical role as the rule maker and umpire and guarantor of a just
and equitable social order, rather than the owner of economic resources
or the arbiter of markets.

Hayek was in his late thirties when I first met him. Indisputably
brilliant, he lacked Schumpeter’s spark and charisma. He was a dull
lecturer, very Germanic and methodical. His writings were ponderous
and almost impossible to read—or at least stay awake while reading.
Nevertheless, I found myself largely in agreement with his basic
economic philosophy. Personally, he was a kindly man whom I respected
greatly. On more than one occasion I remember his taking from his
wallet a crumpled, dog-eared paper on which he had written a list of the
remaining “liberal economists.” He would look at it sadly and sigh. He
was convinced that the list was shrinking rapidly as the older believers
in the free market died off and most of the newer economists followed
the new Keynesian fashions. I feel sure that Hayek, who died in 1992 at
the age of ninety-three, felt greatly reassured by the resurgence in
support for the market among the majority of economists and many
political leaders in the 1980s. Unfortunately, I never had a chance to
discuss this with him or to find out if he had made up a new and longer
list!

My favorite teacher at the LSE was Lionel Robbins, later to become
Baron Robbins of Clare Market, who took over as head of the economics
department the year I arrived. At that stage of his career Robbins was a
firm advocate of the market and dedicated opponent of government
intervention. But he was much less dogmatic and more eclectic than
most of the other neoclassical economists I met during this time. He
stressed logic and sound reasoning over the new fashion of
econometrics. He would often say that one should make a distinction
between what actually happens in the real economy and what we might
wish to happen.

Robbins clashed with both Laski and Keynes during the 1930s over a
number of key political and economic issues. Robbins and Keynes first
tangled in 1931 while serving on a government advisory committee
examining the problem of unemployment. Keynes pushed his demand-
side ideas—public works, tax cuts, and deficit spending—which Robbins
successfully opposed. Later, though, Robbins joined the ranks of those
favoring an increased role for the state in the management of economic



life, calling his earlier disagreement with Keynes “the greatest mistake of
my professional career.”

Robbins wrote and spoke English with great elegance and style. After
the war his interest in the arts began to take precedence over economics,
and he became chairman of the National Gallery and a director of the
Royal Opera. Lionel was one of the most broad-gauged and cultivated
men I have ever known, and I valued his friendship until his death in
1984.

SOCIALIZING WITH THE KENNEDYS

Bill and I had a varied and pleasant year. We met a number of
interesting people and learned a great deal about the country and its
people. Bill was a delightful companion, and we spent weekends
bicycling in the countryside, playing golf, or visiting new friends at their
country homes. On a few occasions we went to Oxford or Cambridge to
see Harvard friends who were also studying in England. On one trip to
Cambridge we saw John Kenneth Galbraith and his wife, Kitty. I had
known Ken at Harvard when he was a young instructor in agricultural
economics. Ken was a great admirer of Lord Keynes and had gone to
Cambridge specifically to study under the great man. Although we had
sharply divergent views on economics and politics, that never prevented
us from maintaining a cordial personal relationship through the years.

On one occasion Randolph Churchill, Winston Churchill’s son, then
writing for The Evening Standard, came to interview the “Rockefeller”
who had come to study in England, and the next day his column
revealed that I was in the country to find myself an English bride. The
story was reprinted throughout the British Empire. Within a few weeks I
was inundated with marriage proposals, many accompanied by
photographs, from scores of prospective brides from as far away as
Nigeria.

Halfway through the year Joseph P. Kennedy arrived with his wife and
a number of his children to take up his post as ambassador to the Court
of Saint James. Within a relatively short time Kennedy would become
very unpopular in Britain, first for his allegedly pro-Nazi sympathies and
then for opposing U.S. aid to Britain and France after the outbreak of



war. But in early 1938 that was all in the future, and he was liked and
respected by the British political and financial establishment.

The Ambassador quickly became a fixture on the London social scene,
photographed often in nightclubs and at gala parties in Kensington. He
and Mrs. Kennedy also entertained lavishly at the American embassy.
They gave an extravagant dance to introduce their daughter Kathleen to
British society, to which I was invited. It was there that I first met John
F. Kennedy, who had come over from Harvard especially for the party.
Although we were contemporaries at Harvard, we had never met before.
Jack was an attractive, sociable young man, slight in build with an
unruly shock of dark red hair. He seemed eager to get my impressions of
the political situation in Great Britain.

Kathleen was pretty, vivacious, and a great success in London. She
later married William Cavendish, Marquess of Hartington, but that year
she was uncommitted, and I enjoyed her company on a number of
occasions. Tragically, the Marquess was killed during the Normandy
Invasion, and Kathleen died in an air crash in 1948.

PEDRO BELTRAN: FUTURE PERUVIAN PRIME MINISTER

made a number of enduring friends during that year in London, but

the most impressive was Pedro Gerado Beltran, a man almost twenty
years my senior. Pedro came from a prominent Peruvian landholding
family and was the owner and publisher of the influential Lima
newspaper La Prensa. He had taken a degree in economics from the LSE
twenty years earlier and had served as head of the Peruvian central bank
by the time I met him. Pedro was in England to take care of family
business interests, but he was an intellectual at heart and spent several
days a week at the LSE sitting in on economics courses that interested
him. A charming, urbane bachelor, he introduced me to some quite
beautiful women I probably would not have met otherwise.

Pedro was such an impressive man that I gave him a letter of
introduction to my brother Nelson, who had started to develop a keen
interest in Latin America. This proved to be serendipitous a few years
later when President Roosevelt appointed Nelson Coordinator of the
Office of Inter-American Affairs and Pedro became Peruvian ambassador



to the United States.

REVISITING THE THIRD REICH

During the Christmas 1937 recess, Bill and I traveled to Germany. I
remember particularly the “wool” clothing made out of wood pulp;
the real wool, I suppose, had been commandeered by the military.

In Munich we witnessed the massive funeral procession for General
Erich Ludendorff, the virtual leader of the German army during World
War I and Hitler’s compatriot in the Beer Hall Putsch of 1923. The
largest crowd I had ever seen jammed the Ludwigstrasse, Munich’s main
boulevard. Fully armed SS troops, standing rigidly at attention, lined
both sides of the street. As Bill and I pushed up to the front, the funeral
cortege began to pass with Hitler at the head of columns of goose-
stepping soldiers. I snapped his picture with my Leica camera as he
swaggered past acknowledging the stiff-armed Nazi salutes and the
thunderous cries of “Sieg Heil.” I had never seen anything like the
frenzied adulation of that crowd or experienced such an overpowering
sense of discomfort at what that adulation represented.

After this chilling encounter I spent the rest of the holidays in
Frankfurt with a close Harvard friend, Ernst Teves, and his father, a
prominent German industrialist. We attended a number of parties,
including an elaborate costume ball where the Frankfurt socialites
seemed almost frantically bent on having a good time. From my
conversations I learned that many people believed Hitler’s aggressive
demands for the return of German territory would lead inevitably to
war, although no one wanted to protest. It also appeared to me that the
growing regimentation of daily life, the menacing Nazi ideology, and the
flagrant persecution of Jews and others had produced a strong
undercurrent of fear and anxiety. People seemed to be afraid of saying or
doing the wrong thing. “Heil Hitler!” was the mandatory greeting for
everyone. Swastikas were everywhere, and people deferred obsequiously
to Nazi party officials whenever they encountered them. The gaiety of
the parties I attended seemed forced and hollow. I returned to England
feeling depressed about the future.



THE DALMATIAN COAST AND GREECE

uring our Easter holiday in 1938, Bill and I joined three Harvard

friends for a trip down the Adriatic. We took all of the passenger
accommodations on an Italian freighter sailing from Venice. The cabins
were small but clean and comfortable, and the food surprisingly good,
considering that the entire five-day voyage cost each of us five pounds
(then $25), everything included! We stayed for a few hours each in
Trieste, Zara, Split, and Dubrovnik in Yugoslavia and Durazzo in
Albania, and ended the trip in Bari, Italy.

We flew from Bari to Athens where we rented a car and drove through
the Peloponnesus to Sparta and Mount Parnassus and then back along
the Gulf of Corinth to Delphi. While having a drink at the bar of the
Grand Bretagne Hotel in Athens, I ran into Professor Kirsopp Lake, who
was famous for his popular course on the Bible at Harvard. He asked me
to go with him, his wife, and stepdaughter, Silvia Neu, to Salonika by
overnight boat. From there he and I would take a smaller boat to the
peninsula of Mount Athos, where he would be looking for manuscripts in
the libraries of orthodox monasteries. The invitation was too tempting to
turn down.

Silvia Neu turned out to be a very agreeable companion on the boat
trip, and the three days on Mount Athos were unforgettable. We stayed
each night at a different monastery as the guests of the monks, many of
whom Professor Lake knew from earlier trips. The monasteries, built
during the Middle Ages, are perched on the slopes of Mount Athos, with
the incredibly blue Aegean spread out below. At night the stillness was
broken by the hauntingly beautiful chanting of the monks, and the air
was thick with incense. To my disappointment, because I found Silvia
quite appealing, the monasteries were exclusively male; females—
human, animal, or otherwise—were strictly forbidden. As an
entomologist, however, I was amused to discover a number of copulating
beetles.

I had expected to spend several days in Rome with Ambassador
William Phillips and his attractive daughter, Beatrice, but that part of
the trip had to be cut short because of my trip with Professor Lake. My
plane from Salonika to Rome stopped unexpectedly in Tirana, Albania,
where I found there were no hotel rooms available. By good chance I ran



into an entomologist working for the Rockefeller Foundation on a
malaria eradication program, and he offered to share his small house
with me for the night. It had been a memorable vacation.

THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO

fter a year in London I was eager to return to the United States to

complete my graduate work at the University of Chicago, which
boasted one of the premier economics faculties in the world, including
such luminaries as Frank Knight, Jacob Viner, George Stigler, Henry
Schultz, and Paul Douglas. I had heard Knight lecture at the LSE and
found his more philosophical approach to economics quite compelling.
Lionel Robbins knew Knight well and urged me to study with him. The
fact that Grandfather had helped found the university played a distinctly
secondary role in my choice.

The Chicago “school of economics” has gained a great deal of fame and
not a little notoriety over the past fifty years for its unwavering
advocacy of the market and strong support for monetarism. These ideas
are intimately associated with Milton Friedman, whose views have now
come to symbolize a Chicago School that is strongly doctrinaire in its
insistence that government should not interfere at all with the market
and the natural pricing mechanism. Friedman also argues that business
should concentrate exclusively on optimizing profits and should not be
sidetracked by involvement in outside activities that are “socially
responsible.”

While Friedman later became an associate of Professors Knight and
Viner on the economics faculty, I have no doubt they would have
resisted being categorized as members of the Chicago School in the
narrow presentday meaning of the term. They both favored the
“invisible hand of the market” over government intervention as the best
means to sustain economic growth, but I believe they would have
objected to Friedman’s cavalier dismissal of corporate social
responsibility.



KNIGHT, VINER, AND LANGE

hen I arrived in Chicago in the fall of 1938, I was able to persuade

Professors Knight and Viner to become members of my thesis
committee. Oskar Lange, a refugee scholar from Poland, also agreed to
serve on the committee. I already had a general idea for a dissertation
topic—Professor Hayek had suggested the idea of economic waste to me
in London—but I sought the help of these distinguished economists to
help me formulate a more specific proposal.

Frank Knight occupies a revered position among the world’s
economists. His best-known book, Risk, Uncertainty and Profit, is unusual
in its insistence that ethical considerations had to be incorporated in the
process of economic analysis. His probing questions in books and
lectures, testing the moral validity of economic dogma, produced many
heated debates.

Knight doubted the claims of New Deal planners that an increase in
the coercive powers of government automatically leads to an increase in
people’s well-being and happiness. At the same time Knight criticized
those who talked only of the efficiencies of capitalism without
recognizing the moral issues involved and the obvious failures of the
existing system to address important social problems.

Jacob Viner was best known for his theoretical work on international
trade. Like Haberler at Harvard, Viner advocated unobstructed trade as a
means of generating economic growth. As a teacher Viner was known for
his tough and demanding manner in the classroom. Logical and incisive
himself, he was intolerant of students who did not meet his standards.
He was famous for throwing them out of class if they failed two or three
times in a row to come up with the correct response. He’d simply say,
“You’re not up to this class. Good-bye,” and that would be it. With me,
however, he was always friendly and willing to be helpful when I
consulted him on my thesis. Perhaps it was fortunate for me that I was
simply his advisee, not in one of his regular graduate seminars.

Oskar Lange was less renowned as an economist than either Knight or
Viner, but he added a different and important perspective to my thesis.
Lange was a Socialist and a leading exponent of market socialism. His
book The Economic Theory of Socialism purported to demonstrate that
“market socialism” was not a contradiction in terms and could be much



more efficient than laissez-faire capitalism. Clearly, this notion has never
been demonstrated in real life, but Lange carried off his argument with
elegance.

Lange was one of a large group of émigré scholars who came to the
United States with the assistance of the Rockefeller Foundation during
the 1930s, fleeing political and religious persecution in Europe. Chicago
hired Lange because of his capability in mathematical statistics and
knowledge of Keynesian economics, and he became an American citizen
in 1942.

After the war Lange resumed his Polish citizenship and became
ambassador to the United Nations. He later filled a number of posts in
the Polish government, which by then was increasingly dominated by
Communists. Lange was a kind, gentle, and eminently likable man, not a
demagogue like Laski. I believe he returned to Poland more out of a
sense of patriotic duty than because he was a committed Marxist. I saw
Lange several times at the U.N. after the war, and it was clear he was a
torn and unhappy man.

LIFE ALONG THE MIDWAY

he university contained a fascinating mixture of individuals, many

with strong personalities and convictions, beginning with the head
of the university. Robert Maynard Hutchins dominated the university
and consistently outraged the city’s business establishment. Known as
the “boy wonder,” Hutchins had resigned his position as dean of the Yale
Law School to accept the presidency of Chicago at the age of twenty-
nine. He quickly threw the campus into turmoil by abolishing football
and restructuring the undergraduate degree program. Hutchins favored a
broad-gauged liberal arts education for undergraduates focused on the
“Great Books” program developed by his friend, the Thomist philosopher
Mortimer Adler.

Hutchins’s reforms alienated many of the faculty, who were also put
off by his arrogance and dictatorial ways. Hutchins also fought an
ongoing series of battles with Chicago businessmen and politicians, of
whom he was contemptuous, viewing them as limited in their vision and
parochial in their interests. Mrs. Hutchins was of little help. An artist



with severe psychological problems, she refused to support her husband
in any way. She also raised eyebrows and started tongues wagging by
sending out as a Christmas card in 1938 her drawing of their nude
daughter.

Despite my family’s role in creating the university and sustaining it
during its early years, Hutchins never invited me to a function at his
home during the year I lived there. However, I suspect Hutchins may
have encouraged his vice president, William B. Benton, one of the
founding partners of the advertising firm of Benton & Bowles, to spend
some time with me. Benton introduced me to a number of interesting
people, including Beardsley Ruml, the enormous cigar-smoking
Hungarian who had been a close advisor to my father during the years
that he ran the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial, the foundation that
helped underwrite the development of the social sciences in many
American universities. Ruml, like my father, had been a strong supporter
of government reform efforts, not just by eliminating corruption and
graft but by strengthening the civil service and improving the
management of municipal and state governments.

Ruml put me in touch with the Public Administration Clearing House
in Chicago, which had received substantial funds from the Spelman Fund
(yet another family philanthropic foundation). It was through that
organization that I began to understand the important role government
at all levels should play and considered government service as a possible
career path.

Benton also arranged for me to see Philip La Follette, the governor of
Wisconsin, to discuss whether I should enter politics. La Follette’s advice
was that I could never get elected to public office with my name—unless
I bought a farm in the Midwest and established a new life and image.
That ended my thoughts of a political career. I could not imagine being
so hypocritical as to pretend to be something I was not. It would be a
subterfuge that people would quickly see through.

At the social functions I attended during that year in Chicago, I often felt
uncomfortable because many of the other guests were slavish followers



of the isolationist line trumpeted daily by Colonel Robert R.
McCormick’s Chicago Tribune and were outspoken “America Firsters,”
actively hostile to any involvement with the rest of the world. A famous
America First rally was held during the summer of 1939 at Soldiers
Field, and I recall the roar of approval from the crowd as it cheered the
speech of my childhood hero, Charles Lindbergh, who had become the
standard-bearer of the isolationist cause.

My year in Chicago was productive intellectually, but I longed to
return to a more congenial environment. Since I had completed my
required year of residency and passed my general qualifying exams (not
an easy task with fifteen economists peppering me for three hours with
searching and very technical questions), I decided to write my
dissertation back in New York at Kykuit.

I had another and much more important reason to do this: Peggy
McGrath. I had been courting her much more seriously since my return
from London and wanted to be closer to her, hoping our relationship
would continue to grow.

I owe a great intellectual debt to the remarkable economists with whom
I studied. My mentors were truth seekers who believed that economics
could shed light on an important aspect of human behavior and thereby
help improve society. They were all political moderates who were
willing to listen to reason regardless of where they found it. I like to
think I have followed their example. I am a pragmatist who recognizes
the need for sound fiscal and monetary policies to achieve optimum
economic growth. I recognize, however, that otherwise sound policies
that ignore real human needs are not acceptable and that safety nets
have an essential place in our society. However, my greatest concern is
that the pendulum has swung too far in the direction of unaffordable
safety nets with too little attention given to sound policies that will
stimulate economic growth.



CHAPTER 8

A DISSERTATION, A WIFE, AND A JOB

y return to New York coincided almost exactly with the outbreak

of World War II. In the end, the Anglo-French policy of
appeasement had failed to mollify Hitler or to deflect him from his goal
of creating a Greater Reich and making Germany paramount once again
in Europe. I read the newspaper accounts and listened to the radio
reports with mounting dread as the irresistible blitzkrieg overwhelmed
Poland. It was a new kind of warfare, and I wondered what the future
held in store for me and my many friends in Germany, France, and Great
Britain.

My primary task that fall was completing my dissertation. I chose to
live in Pocantico rather than in my parents’ home on Park Avenue to
avoid the wonderful distractions with which New York City abounds.
Living at Kykuit worked out well for me on several accounts, not least of
which was my proximity to Peggy McGrath. My parents came out for
weekends, but otherwise I was alone. I made the sitting room next to
what had been Grandfather’s bedroom into my study. During meals I
played rolls of music on the pipe organ, which worked just like a player
piano. I especially liked the arias from Madame Butterfly and Tristan und
Isolde. Whenever I needed a break from the rigors of intellectual inquiry
or the “terror of the blank page,” I could play golf, ride horseback, go for
a swim in the Playhouse, or walk in the woods overlooking the Hudson.
Actually, it was a pleasant existence.

I began work on my dissertation with some trepidation since I had
never been involved in a project that required such concentrated
research, thinking, and writing. Moreover, I was totally on my own with
no professors to turn to for guidance. I was painfully aware that I had to
produce a document demonstrating original thinking on a subject of
economic significance.



“REFLECTING” ON IDLENESS AND WASTE

y subject, “Unused Resources and Economic Waste,” dealt with

one aspect of a much wider issue: whether to rely principally on
market forces or governmental intervention to correct the extraordinary
levels of unemployment and the underutilization of industrial capacity
that had characterized the era of the Great Depression. Hayek and the
neoclassical economists placed their faith in market forces, while Keynes
and many others argued that only government intervention, including
deficit financing or “pump priming,” along with fundamental economic
restructuring could return the United States and other advanced
economies to full employment and prosperity.

The narrower aspect of the contentious debate that I examined was
industrial plant utilization, a question that had received little attention
from economists until the 1930s. By then large industrial firms—
automobile plants, steel mills, and the like—employing thousands of
workers dominated the American economic landscape. As a result of the
Depression many of these plants were idle or operating at only a fraction
of their capacity. To many this situation was wasteful in the sense that
factories were not being used while enormous numbers of people were
without jobs and in great personal distress. Many argued that pumping
government funds into the economy through the construction of public
works or direct relief payments to the unemployed would raise the level
of national income and stimulate activity in the private sector, which in
turn would utilize idle capacity and increase employment. The specific
issue I addressed was whether idle plant capacity was wasteful in the
sense that many economists were asserting.

Both Hoover and Roosevelt had inadvertently pumped money into the
economy through annual budgetary deficits. Even though conditions
slowly improved over the course of the 1930s, there remained a large
and seemingly permanent body of unemployed in the country, and a
significant percentage of the industrial plants remained idle. Economists
sought the cause for this situation and offered a wide array of remedies.
I felt that many of the studies had failed to define their terms accurately,
and their conclusions might be used to justify inappropriate and unwise
fiscal and regulatory policies.

For instance, the Brookings Institution published a series of analytical



studies in the mid-1930s that supported the case for permanent
government intervention. One volume argued that “underconsumption is
a permanent malady, inherent in the present form of industrial
organization,” and that the failure to fully employ all resources was not
only wasteful but an inevitable part of our economic system. The
solution proposed was a permanent program of public works, the easing
of restrictions on lending and credit, and a greater role for government
in the planning of economic production.

More telling, I thought, was the explanation for the failure to achieve
the ideal of full and continuous use of plants—the “stupidity and lack of
foresight of entrepreneurs.” Thus, if businessmen could not be trusted to
plan intelligently, others had to assume the role.

Statements like this led me to delve into the economic and moral
meaning of waste and under what circumstances unused plants are in
fact wasteful. I found that at the heart of these arguments was an
unsound and fallacious premise that considered idleness and waste
synonymous. In fact, they are not. For instance, it would be wasteful to
reopen a factory if changes in taste and technology rather than
insufficient demand had forced its closing. More important, most of
these studies assumed that the primary reason for unused capacity or
idle resources—and therefore of high unemployment and low income in
both good times and bad—was the selfish decision of entrepreneurs and
corporate managers to keep production low in order to obtain high
prices and large profits.

I found this argument preposterous. There are many reasons that a
businessman decides not to use a portion of his available capacity:
difficulty in purchasing materials, seasonal fluctuations, high taxes,
excessive regulation, or even a failure to correctly read the market itself.
If a factory is closed because of changed technology or consumer taste, it
might be more wasteful to keep it running than to scrap it and build a
new factory.

I concluded that the failure to use an economic resource per se is not
evidence of waste. In practical policy terms this means that citing the
existence of idle factories as justification for interventionist government
policies can lead to inappropriate actions and counterproductive results.
On the other hand I also made it clear that in an extreme circumstance,
such as an economic recession that severely reduced aggregate demand,



pump priming was not only defensible but necessary.

At the time my thinking about how and why businessmen made
decisions had been molded to a large extent by the economists I had
studied with, but in rereading my thesis today, it is clear that I was
strongly influenced not only by Schumpeter, Hayek, and Knight, but also
by my grandfather.

In discussing the behavior of businessmen like him, I pointed out that
those who believe the entrepreneur is motivated solely by the desire to
“maximize profit” are mistaken. Clearly, the desire to make money is
one important motivation, but there are others, often just as important.
As 1 wrote in my dissertation: “Entrepreneurship offers at once an
opportunity to satisfy man’s creative, his power-seeking, and his
gambling instincts. . . . It would be misleadingly simple to ignore the fact
that interest in the process of achievement is itself a goal to many who
regard profit as a more-or-less worthwhile by-product.”

In other words, part of the joy of business is achieving what one has
set out to do, accomplishing goals that are important, and building
something that has permanence and value beyond oneself. In addition to
the profit motive and personal fulfillment, I argued that businessmen
make decisions based on their assessment of their impact not only on
their balance sheets and income statements but also on the needs of their
workers and the broader community.

Grandfather would have agreed with these propositions. The profit
motive provides the discipline for achievement, but individual goals are
formed by the larger society and only have meaning and value if they
embrace and mirror the needs and objectives of the broader society. I
have tried to put these principles into action during my own business
career.

I devoted about six months of nearly full-time effort to the project and
finished the dissertation in April 1940. I can still remember placing the
finished manuscript in envelopes and mailing them off to Professors
Knight, Viner, and Lange. I was anxious, as every author is, about my
readers’ reactions, but I was convinced that I had done a good and
thorough job. My committee agreed, and four months later I received my
doctorate.



PEGGY

hat fall and winter were not devoted solely to intellectual hard
labor. Courting Peggy McGrath provided me with a very pleasant
diversion and eventually with the most important relationship of my life.

Peggy and I had known each other for years, but we had started to see
one another more frequently and seriously only after I returned from
London. Her father, Sims McGrath, was a partner with Cadwallader,
Wickersham and Taft, a prominent Wall Street law firm. Her mother,
Neva van Zandt Smith, was the daughter of a former president of the
Pennsylvania Railroad. The McGraths had suffered financial losses
during the Depression but lived comfortably in an attractive, white
colonial-style house on “The Narrows” Road in Mount Kisco, exactly
twenty-two minutes’ drive from Kykuit. That route became well worn
during the winter of 1939-40.

Peggy preferred the quieter life in Westchester County. She adored her
horse, Soldier, whom she cared for herself and trained to jump and
foxhunt. She had many friends in and around Mount Kisco and enjoyed
dropping in on them unexpectedly during her rides, often staying for
dinner. Peggy was full of fun and adventure, and was always the first to
join in with something new and unconventional.

Even as a child she enjoyed playing practical jokes. Old friends who
attended the Rippowam School in Mount Kisco with her recalled the
time that she and one or two others, including her sister, Eileen, placed a
wedge of Limburger cheese behind a radiator on a wintry Friday
afternoon before leaving for home. School officials had to cancel classes
on Monday as they worked desperately to air out the building.

Later, Peggy spent one year at the Shipley School, a rather stuffy girls
finishing school outside of Philadelphia. She was known as Batty
McGrath and delighted in skirting the regulations, especially the ones
meant to keep the girls in their rooms in the evening. She had learned
through careful observation the location of every creaky board in the
building, a skill that allowed her to move about silently to visit her
friends.

I witnessed a number of Peggy’s practical jokes myself. One time she
planted a device on the engine of Benjy Franklin’s beloved new car.
When Benjy pressed the starter button, there was a loud bang and a



huge cloud of smoke. Benjy jumped from the car with a look of horror
on his face and searched frantically under the hood until he noticed the
rest of us laughing hysterically.

Peggy inherited her father’s strong sense of integrity and scrupulously
adhered to a high moral standard. She inherited her mother’s excellent
taste in many things, particularly the ability to select and wear attractive
and flattering clothes, a talent made easier by her having an exceedingly
good figure.

While Peggy preferred life in the country to the social whirl of the city,
she loved parties. In fact, we first met at a debutante party on Long
Island in the early 1930s and often saw each other at dances and other
parties during my college years. Both of us enjoyed waltzing, and this
interest led to many enjoyable evenings together. The St. Regis Roof and
the Rainbow Room were our favorite spots, and one evening we won a
polka contest at the Rainbow Room.

From the time I first met Peggy, I knew there was something different
and compelling about her. I was not yet in love with her, but I found
myself seeking her out more than other girls at parties. She had style,
she was fun to talk with, and she was a great dancer. So when I returned
to New York in the fall of 1939, my feelings changed significantly. I
wanted to be with her as much as possible and found myself calling her
on the phone several times a day. She often visited me at Kykuit. We
listened to the player organ together or picnicked at some beautiful spot
on the family property, where we would go on horseback. We took long
walks together through the woods, talking for hours on end. A strong
friendship turned into something much more passionate.

By early spring I was thinking seriously about asking Peggy to marry
me, but it was not until June that I actually got the courage. Peggy gave
me the answer—twenty-four long hours later.

When I told my mother—I had never mentioned the possibility to her
before—she said dryly but with amusement, “Well, David, I'm not
entirely surprised because I read the telephone bills, and there have been
a great many calls to Mount Kisco.”

In order to buy an engagement ring I drew out all my savings, about
$4,000, which comprised my available resources at the time. Asking



Peggy to marry me was the best decision I ever made. We spent fifty-five
wonderful years together. There were rocky moments along the way, but
our love deepened with each passing year.

THE LITTLE FLOWER

ith my dissertation completed and my doctoral degree in hand, it

was time to consider a career. I had no clear idea of what I
wanted to do, but I knew that I had no interest in joining the Family
Office where John, Nelson, and Laurance were already working.

While I was in Chicago, Bill Benton and Beardsley Ruml told me about
Anna Rosenberg, a labor and public relations advisor who had good
contacts with important political leaders, including President Roosevelt,
Governor Herbert Lehman of New York, and Mayor Fiorello La Guardia.
Benton contacted Anna and told her of my interest in government
service. After we met, Anna suggested that I take occasional days off
from my dissertation to learn about different aspects of New York City’s
government. She arranged visits to several City agencies, including a
municipal lodging house and soup kitchen. On another occasion I spent
the day sitting with a children’s court judge while he disposed of
juvenile delinquency cases.

These experiences piqued my interest in public service, and when
Anna suggested I might enjoy working with Mayor La Guardia, I quickly
agreed. Anna made the necessary arrangements, and on May 1, 1940, I
reported to City Hall to begin working as a secretary to the mayor for “a
dollar a year.”

I was assigned a large office separated from the Mayor’s more
resplendent chambers by a smaller room occupied by his two
stenographers. My responsibilities took me in and out of La Guardia’s
office a dozen times a day, and I sat in on many conferences and staff
meetings, which often were both contentious and loud. I also drafted
replies to the dozens of letters that came in every day. I dictated
responses to a stenographer and sent them in to the Mayor for his
signature. La Guardia seemed satisfied with my efforts, and more often
than not he signed my suggested letters without making any changes.

La Guardia, known as the Little Flower, had an explosive temper,



though he could turn it on and off at will. He often turned it on. While
sitting in my office answering correspondence or talking to a merchant
in Brooklyn who was complaining about the lamppost in front of his
store being too tall, I would suddenly hear him throw something down
on the desk and yell to a trembling subordinate something like “You
stupid SOB. How am I supposed to run a city with this kind of
incompetence?” The rant would continue for several minutes, and a
short while later I would see whoever had been the brunt of his rage
slinking from the office.

The commissioners who ran the departments of the City’s government
were not spared this treatment, either. One of them, William Fellowes
Morgan, Jr., the commissioner of markets, came from an old New York
family and had accepted La Guardia’s job offer out of a sense of civic
duty. However, whenever La Guardia received a complaint about
Fellowes’s department, he would summon him into his office and berate
him with the same foul language that he used with everyone. Poor
Fellowes would just sit there cowering, practically shivering in a mixture
of shame, anger, and fright.

La Guardia was cruel to his secretaries as well. These women worked
incredibly long hours and were completely devoted to him. But late in
the afternoon, if the Mayor discovered a typo in a letter or some such
thing, he would bawl them out unmercifully until they were reduced to
tears.

His negatives aside, La Guardia was an extremely impressive man and
an extraordinary politician. He was certainly the best mayor New York
City has seen in my lifetime—at least until Rudy Giuliani came along.
One has to recognize that if La Guardia was impatient and hot-tempered,
he had a lot to be impatient about: He was cleaning up a city whose
government had become synonymous with corruption. A few years
earlier the infamous James J. (Jimmy) Walker had allowed graft to
reach new heights of flamboyance and artistry. Most City employees
assumed they would be promoted only by paying off the proper person.
Robbery, extortion, murder, and prostitution flourished while judges
were paid to look the other way.

La Guardia cleaned up New York through the force of his personality
and the strength of his character. When he yelled at people, it was
because of some festering corruption, inefficiency, or sloppiness. He



drove himself hard and expected the same from the people around him.
He didn’t hesitate to call people in the middle of the night to demand
that something be ready for him by a certain time the next day.

He was also a showman: His huge seven-passenger Chrysler limousine
was equipped with flashing lights, siren, and a police radio to keep him
informed about major accidents and fires around the City. When he
heard about a fire, he would change course and race off to the scene, put
on his fireman’s hat, and start giving orders. He was so colorful that the
firemen didn’t mind, and the people of New York—and the newspapers
—loved it. La Guardia could be heroic, too; he once helped rescue a
firefighter pinned under a burning beam. He took an intensely personal
interest in every aspect of the City—even on occasion flagging down
speeding motorists and lecturing them on safe driving.

The Chrysler was a movable office. Not uncommonly he would grab
me as he left City Hall so that I could ride with him to edit his
correspondence or to discuss a project of interest to him. We would
spend the trip engrossed in business, and then he would jump out as we
arrived at the next event on his schedule and with no preparation—
sometimes I doubt he knew where he was going till he got there—
deliver a speech perfectly tailored to his audience. And he was sincere,
but not with the false sincerity that is the stock in trade of so many
politicians. La Guardia was a believer, and it showed.

I remember accompanying the Mayor to the opening of a new
Sanitation Department facility somewhere in Brooklyn built with money
provided by the federal government. The audience was the student body
of a local grade school. I know for a fact that he had no idea he was
going to be talking to children that day. But he launched into a
description of, first, the value of the Works Progress Administration and
its role in providing jobs during the Depression, and then of the
Sanitation Department and its critical importance to the working of the
City. From there he moved smoothly into a celebration of democracy, of
which the Sanitation Department was clearly a vital element, and then of
America itself. The children were spellbound. I'm sure all the sanitation
workers felt like heroes. By the end of the speech I had tears in my eyes.
It had all been impromptu, but it came from La Guardia’s heart and was
enormously effective.



The one commissioner who held his own with La Guardia was Robert
Moses. Moses was a power in his own right. He had been a legislative
aide to Al Smith when Smith was in the New York State Assembly and
worked closely with him after Smith became governor in the 1920s.
Moses was an intense man, the driving force behind the creation of New
York’s impressive system of state parks, and a large part of its
transportation system as well. Indeed, Moses remained a power in the
City and the State for more than fifty years. During that time he held a
variety of posts, but regardless of the titles, Moses was always a doer and
a builder. There were few things related to the City’s infrastructure that
did not go through one or another agency controlled by him. I would
have firsthand experience with this after the war when I worked with
him to redevelop both Morningside Heights and lower Manhattan.

Moses was a Yale graduate, and unlike many politicians he was
personally incorruptible. He was a dedicated public servant who
demonstrated what well-designed and well-managed government
programs could accomplish, but he could often be ruthless and
autocratic in reaching his goals.

Moses was a match for La Guardia in every way, in intellect as well as
in sheer strength of character. He would casually say hello to me as he
entered the Mayor’s office in a calm and gentlemanly manner. A few
moments later I would hear the two of them start a shouting match that
reverberated to the ends of the halls. But these arguments had a different
outcome when Moses was involved; La Guardia respected him, and
though he would get angry, he treated Moses as an equal and wouldn’t
try to humiliate him the way he did others.

During my year and a half with the Mayor, my biggest project was
renting commercial space at La Guardia Airport, which had opened in
1939. The airport was the Mayor’s pride and joy, and he wanted it to be
economically self-sustaining. The main terminal had been designed
without the inclusion of rentable commercial space, an omission that
made the Mayor’s goal difficult to achieve. William A. Delano, the
architect, and I found areas where stores and display cases could be
placed, and then I went out and leased the spaces. I turned out to be a
pretty good salesman. Cartier took a small area at the head of a curved



stairway for a jewelry counter, and I sold other space to a flower shop, a
bank, a haberdashery, a brokerage office, and a beauty salon.

Airplanes were still a novelty in 1940, and thousands of people visited
the airport daily just to watch them land and take off. We installed an
observation deck on an enclosed balcony overlooking the runways and
charged a modest admission fee. The “Skywalk” was an immediate
success and generated almost $100,000 a year in revenue.

In late May 1940, a month after I began work, I was alone in the car
with the Mayor and told him of my plans to marry. Assuming that Peggy
accepted, I told the Mayor we would be married in the early fall and that
I would like time off for a honeymoon. The Mayor expressed enthusiasm
and wished me success. A few weeks later I told him that Peggy had
accepted my proposal, and he took us out to dinner at the Tavern on the
Green in Central Park and then to an open-air concert at City College’s
Guggenheim Stadium to celebrate. He also agreed to give me time off for
my honeymoon!

Peggy and I married on September 7, 1940, in a charming little
Episcopal church, Saint Matthew’s, in Bedford, New York. My brother
John served as best man, and my other brothers and college roommates
were ushers. The McGraths held the reception at their home, and there
were more than two hundred guests, including Henry Ford, his son
Edsel, and a number of older friends of both families.

We honeymooned at the JY Ranch in the Grand Tetons, one of the
most beautiful places in the world. We took a five-day pack trip through
Yellowstone National Forest, where we each shot a bull elk. (In later
years both of us lost our interest in hunting, but our love for wilderness
pack trips continued unabated.) But mostly Peggy and I spent time with
each other, enjoying the first experience of marriage and making plans
for our future. It was a time that I still treasure in my heart. All too soon
we had to return to New York.

“PREPAREDNESS”



hile I continued to work for La Guardia after my marriage, by the

late summer of 1941, American entry into either the European
war or a hostile confrontation with Japan became more and more of a
possibility. Defense spending increased dramatically in mid-1940 after
the fall of France, both to increase our own “preparedness” and to
supply the British (and later the Russians) with armaments and other
supplies.

Government contracts for every imaginable item—from tanks to
chocolate bars—stimulated the conversion of old factories to new uses
and the construction of many new ones all across the country. The speed
with which all of this was done spawned a number of unanticipated
problems: inadequate medical facilities, nonexistent housing for war
workers, strains on the local water and food supplies, and overwhelmed
school districts. To cope with these and many other problems, the
Roosevelt administration set up the Office of Defense, Health and
Welfare Services (ODHWS), another of the hundreds of “alphabet
agencies” that existed at the time. Regional offices were established
across the United States, and Roosevelt asked Anna Rosenberg to head
the New York region.

Anna was a frequent visitor to City Hall, and one day she stopped in
my office to say that perhaps the time had come for me to become
involved with the “preparedness” effort and work with her as assistant
regional director of ODHWS. The timing seemed good to me. I had
enjoyed working for La Guardia and had learned a great deal about City
government, but a year and a half seemed long enough. The job Anna
offered me was salaried, and I felt it would give me the administrative
experience that I never had with La Guardia.

Anna assigned me responsibility for a large area of upstate New York.
The companies opening factories there faced a number of problems, but
employee housing was the most acute. At the tail end of the Depression,
people were still willing to move long distances to find a good job, and
the housing in many of the small cities and towns along the Saint
Lawrence River and Canadian border—Watertown, Massena, and
Ogdensburg—was inadequate to meet this large influx. I spent most of
my time trying to mediate among impatient businessmen, harassed local
officials, and the federal bureaucrats who controlled the funds needed to



build the housing. I learned to negotiate and to cope with the
unexpected on a daily basis.

Less than three months after I took the job, the Japanese bombed
Pearl Harbor. A new and very different chapter of my life was about to
begin.



CHAPTER 9

THE WAR

t was a wintry afternoon in New York, and Peggy, Dick Gilder, and I

were in a cab on Fifth Avenue headed to the Frick Museum. The cabby
had his radio on when the announcer interrupted to tell of the attack on
Pearl Harbor. We were all in shock. The three of us went on to the Frick
and walked through the rooms in silence. Dick especially liked the
Vermeers, and we looked at them together. Their beauty calmed us for
the moment.

The next day Dick quit his job at Tiffany’s and enlisted in the Air
Force. His action didn’t surprise me. Dick had believed war with Hitler
was inevitable since our trip to Germany six years before. His views
were not popular; most of the people I knew, including many of my
family and most of Dick’s, were opposed to the United States entering
the European war. That was natural enough given the horrors of World
War I, and it was a much more widely held sentiment than we
acknowledge today. The year before, Dick and I had been asked to join
the Council on Foreign Relations, and I remember Dick arguing strongly
for intervention on the side of the British. Many of our elders at the
council vehemently disagreed.

Shortly after college Dick had married his childhood sweetheart, Ann
Alsop, and they had two small children, George and Comfort. Dick was
devoted to his family, but duty to his country and to the principles he
believed in had to come first. After Germany invaded Poland, he started
flying lessons so that he would be prepared when war came. He rose at
five in the morning, drove to Floyd Bennett Field on Long Island, and
flew for an hour or so before reporting for work at Tiffany’s at nine.

In early 1942, before he left for flight training, Dick and I had lunch at
the Harvard Club. Neither of us had any experience with war, but we
had heard the reports from Europe and knew the life expectancy of
combat pilots was not great. Dick said he thought it unlikely that he
would return from the war. I remember his words: “David, I have a



wonderful wife and two beautiful children. I hope I can count on you
and Peggy to look after them if anything does happen to me.” For the
first time I fully understood the depth of his convictions and realized
that I might soon be losing my best friend forever. In a subdued and
shaken voice I assured him: “Of course we will, Dick. You can count on
us.”

Although I admired Dick for his strong beliefs and his decisiveness in
acting on them, I was ambivalent about enlisting immediately myself.
Peggy was not having an easy time adjusting to being a Rockefeller and
had just given birth to our first child, David, Jr. I also felt more than a
few misgivings about how I would handle military service. I persuaded
myself that my war-related job would exempt me from active military
service. Certainly Anna Rosenberg could pull a few strings if I asked. I
was classified III-A because of my dependents, which meant I would not
be drafted for some time, so I felt there was no need for an immediate
decision.

AN UNSETTLING CONVERSATION

Until, that is, I had an unsettling conversation with Mother in her
sitting room at 740 Park Avenue. My parents lived near us, and I
stopped by a few times a week to say hello. One evening she brought up
the war. Mother had long been a pacifist and, before Pearl Harbor,
firmly believed the United States should remain neutral. Starting in the
late 1930s, however, Mother became convinced that Hitler and his allies
posed a profound threat to the United States and, indeed, to the deepest
values of Western civilization. Her doctor told me later that with each
domino that fell before the Nazi war machine—Austria, Czechoslovakia,
Poland, and France—Mother experienced severe psychosomatic
reactions, becoming extremely anxious and physically ill.

No doubt one of the things Mother had long dreaded was the
conversation she was having with me. She was gentle but firm in
expressing her view that the United States had to fight to safeguard our
way of life and that men who were eligible ought to do their part by
enlisting. They should not wait to be drafted. It was their “duty.” I
remember her saying the word softly but emphatically. I was taken



aback, not because it appeared she had changed her mind about the war
but because she was telling me it was time to go off to fight and possibly
die in the process. It was upsetting for me, and obviously it wasn’t easy
for Mother, either. I knew Mother was right and that I had been
indulging in wishful thinking. I discussed it with Peggy, who agreed. In
mid-March 1942 I enlisted in the Army as a private even though Father
could have used his influence to get me a commission.

BASIC TRAINING

began basic training at Fort Jay on Governor’s Island on May 1, 1942.

Governor’s Island lies off the southern tip of Manhattan. I slept in the
barracks, which also housed the grooms for the officers’ horses. Each
room in the barracks accommodated several score of enlisted men who
slept in double-decker cots. I slept above one of the grooms. As the
weather got hotter, the “aroma” of my bunkmate’s clothes, reeking of
horse perspiration mingled with his own, grew stronger. He was an
amiable fellow with very little education, but we got on well—save for
the scent—and I valued his knowledge of horses and his many small
kindnesses to me.

Basic training consisted of endless hours of close-order drill,
calisthenics, learning how to care for and fieldstrip our weapons, and, of
course, the inevitable KP duty. At first the Army was something of a
shock. It was at once threatening because it was all so new and, at the
same time, boring and arduous. I had entered the Army with serious
misgivings about my ability to cope with its rigors physically or to adapt
socially. I had never been a good athlete, and I was not good at most
competitive sports. Thus, having occasional bits of time to play baseball
was more nerve-racking to me than close-order drill. At the outset I
wondered how I would fare mixing with people from very different
backgrounds, tastes, and skills.

As it turned out, basic training went surprisingly well. Submitting to
military discipline and getting on with my fellow trainees was much less
of a problem than I had anticipated. I had a strong sense of duty, of
doing what I was told (perhaps not so surprising, given my upbringing),
and following orders was the primary attribute demanded of an enlisted



man.

I recall at one point that a few of us were assigned to paint the kitchen
in the officers’ mess hall. I followed instructions faithfully, painting quite
a bit more steadily than some of the others who had a more lackadaisical
attitude toward Army orders and work. It certainly wasn’t my intention,
but this impressed the officer in charge of the detail and also the other
enlisted men. They were amazed that a Rockefeller was willing to do
manual labor. I soon realized that I wasn’t as inept as I had feared; that I
could get along and even become friends with people with whom I had
few things in common.

Of all the brothers, only Win and I enlisted. Win joined the infantry,
went through officer candidate school at Fort Benning, and saw combat
in the Pacific. He was seriously wounded when his troopship took a
direct hit by a kamikaze off Okinawa in 1945. My eldest brother, John,
first took a job with the Red Cross in Washington and then was
commissioned in the Navy as a lieutenant in 1943. He worked for a
special interagency group in Washington, the State-War-Navy
Coordinating Committee, that planned for postwar governments in
Japan and Europe. Nelson, as Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs,
was, of course, exempt from military service. Laurance, however, had
not yet decided what he would do, and that was the occasion of a
somewhat cruel but nevertheless funny practical joke that Peggy and I
played on him.

After the first few weeks of basic training I was able to spend
weekends at home with my family. Laurance and his wife, Mary, lived in
an apartment in the same building at 115 East 67th Street. One Saturday
they invited us for dinner. Peggy took some of Father’s office stationery
and wrote Laurance a letter, signing it “Father.” The letter mentioned an
admiral who had pulled a few strings and arranged for Laurance to be
inducted immediately into the submarine service. It was all set; Laurance
would sign up and enter training the following week. The letter closed
with heartfelt expressions of pride and warm good wishes to his brave
son in what Father knew would be a “challenging service for his
country.”

Peggy had the letter delivered that morning, so Laurance would be



sure to see it before dinner. When we arrived, Laurance looked quite
ashen. He showed us “Father’s letter,” and we played along for a short
while but didn’t have the heart to keep it up. Laurance was so relieved
when we told him the truth that he forgot to be angry with us.

Later, Laurance, who had learned a great deal about the aviation
industry through his early business investments, was commissioned a
lieutenant in the Navy and worked on the design and production of
aircraft.

PAINFUL LOSSES

got my corporal’s stripes shortly after finishing basic training and was

assigned to the CounterIntelligence Corps on Governor’s Island. In
August I was sent to Washington to join a counterintelligence task force
training for assignment in the Middle East. We met in the basement of
an obscure government building for two weeks and heard rumors that
we would be sent to Cairo in the near future. While I was awaiting
orders, however, Colonel Townsend Heard of the American Intelligence
Command asked for my transfer to his unit, which was about to be
moved to Miami. I confess this came as a welcome surprise. Somehow I
could not see myself as an “undercover agent” in the bars of Cairo. The
transfer was arranged, and early that fall I reported for duty in Miami
Beach, where Peggy and young David joined me. We rented a small
house on La Gorce Island, and I bicycled to work each day. My duties
were not very impressive or important—serving as a messenger and
standing guard duty.

During this time Dick Gilder was stationed at an air base in northern
Florida. When he learned that his wing was soon going overseas, Dick
wrangled a twenty-four-hour pass that allowed him to visit us before his
departure. I was on guard duty when he arrived—making sure the
colonel’s horses, stabled on the Firestone estate, were not hit by falling
coconuts!

Dick came out to be with me for part of the night. We talked of
nothing special, but everything seemed important at the time, and I
cared very much that he had made the effort to see me. He reminded me
of the promise I had made to him in New York, and I told him that he



could depend on us. When I was relieved, we went back to the house to
spend a few hours with Peggy. Early the next morning we took Dick to
the station. As the train pulled out, Peggy and I turned to each other,
both knowing somehow that we would never see him again.

We spoke to Dick one last time when he called from his home in
Tyringham, Massachusetts, just before he left for England. His wing
refueled in Gander, Newfoundland, and then took off for the North
Atlantic crossing. Dick’s plane and two others in his flight were lost
without a trace. Ann learned later that the planes had been held in
Gander because of indications that the engines had been tampered with.
One would have to suspect sabotage as the cause of their disappearance.
The war had barely begun, and already I had lost my best friend and
Ann was a widow with two small children.

Before the war ended, two other close friends would die. Walter
Rosen, whose mother played the theremin, tried to enlist in the Army
Air Corps but was rejected because of his eyesight. He then joined the
Royal Canadian Air Force and was killed during the Battle of Britain. Bill
Waters, my roommate from the LSE who only a few years earlier had
stood with me watching Hitler march through the streets of Munich,
died when his plane crashed outside of Kano, Nigeria. He and his crew
were part of the vast armada that flew across the South Atlantic and
Africa, and finally over the “hump” of the Himalayas to Chungking, to
supply the Nationalist forces of Chiang Kai-shek.

OFFICER CANDIDATE SCHOOL

fter a few months in Florida I asked Colonel Heard’s permission to

apply for officer candidate school. He told me the competition was
quite strong and that the best chance for getting a prompt acceptance
was to apply to the Engineer OCS School at Fort Belvoir, Virginia, which
had a reputation as the system’s toughest. My application was accepted,
and I began the demanding three-month course in January 1943.

OCS was much more rigorous than basic training, both intellectually
and physically. At the end of the course we had to complete a twenty-
mile march carrying an M-1 rifle and a field pack weighing eighty
pounds. That night we pitched, and then immediately dismantled, pup



tents in the deep snow and straggled back to camp at 5 am, only to be

awakened two hours later for calisthenics. I was pleased to discover that
I could handle the tough and disciplined side of the military as well as
excel in the classroom.

I was commissioned a second lieutenant in the Engineer Corps in
March 1943 and received orders to report to the Military Intelligence
Training Center at Camp Ritchie, Maryland, after a two-week leave.
Peggy was already well along in her second pregnancy, so I was grateful
for a short break that enabled me to be with her in New York. As the
fates would have it, Peggy went to the hospital to give birth to Abby
only a few hours after I left for Camp Ritchie. I got the news on my
arrival and was granted a three-day pass to return to New York to see
her and my newly arrived daughter.

The two-month course at Ritchie trained officers for intelligence work
with combat infantry units. The focus of our training was the battlefield;
we studied the order of battle and combat tactics of both Allied and
enemy forces, learned map-reading skills and reconnaissance procedures,
and mastered techniques for the interrogation of prisoners of war. Each
of us chosen for the course had been selected because we had special
talents, such as language skills and familiarity with foreign cultures, that
would be useful in the European Theater of Operations, our group’s
ultimate destination.

I met a number of interesting men at Camp Ritchie who would
intersect with my life later on: Philip Johnson, then a junior architect
who had already been involved with the Museum of Modern Art; John
Kluge, who was born in Germany and later would found Metromedia;
John Oakes, who later edited the New York Times editorial page; and
Fred Henderson, part Apache Indian and a regular Army officer who
made a career with the CIA after the war. His son, Brian, joined Chase in
the 1960s before going on to a senior position at Merrill Lynch.

After completing the course I was appointed an instructor in the
French section of the school and remained for an additional three
months to teach French army organization, giving the lectures in French.
This assignment provided me with a good background for the task that I
would face for the final years of the war in North Africa and France.



DUTY IN ALGIERS

n late August 1943 my pleasant interlude in the Appalachians ended.

On a lovely summer morning I opened sealed orders that assigned me
to the Joint Intelligence Collection Agency (JICA) of the War
Department and directed me to report immediately to Washington.

I spent the next month at the Pentagon, where I learned that I would
be assigned to JICA’s detachment at General Eisenhower’s Allied Force
Headquarters (AFHQ) in Algiers. My fluency in French, knowledge of the
prewar European political situation, and time as an instructor at Camp
Ritchie seemed to qualify me as a French “expert”—or so the War
Department believed.

I left Washington on September 23, 1943, with about one hundred
other servicemen crammed onboard a noisy, drafty DC-4. We crossed the
North Atlantic to Prestwick, Scotland, seated side by side along the
fuselage in “bucket” seats, a hard metal bench with shallow indentations
on which you planted your buttocks. The thirteen-hour flight was an
exhausting experience.

I had spent two days in Prestwick waiting for transport to North Africa
before I ran into William Franklin Knox, the Secretary of the Navy,
whom I had met when I was a student in Chicago. He offered to take me
on his plane—which had much more comfortable seats—as far as Rabat,
Morocco, where I was able to pick up a ride on a military plane to
Algiers.

Because I was entering a combat zone, the Army issued me a .45-
caliber pistol, two magazine clips, twenty rounds of ammunition, a first-
aid kit, a compass, and a pair of suspenders (which I promptly lost). I
was also given little information booklets with helpful advice on how to
behave in North Africa: “Never smoke or spit in front of a mosque.”
“Don’t kill snakes or birds. Some Arabs believe the souls of departed
chieftains reside in them.” “When you see grown men walking hand in
hand, ignore it. They are not ‘queer.” ” One book admonished the reader
that staring at Muslim women or touching their veils could start a riot!

None of this prepared me for the beauty of wartime Algiers. The city
stretched for miles in a crescent along the aquamarine Bay of Algiers.
The modern French city, built close to the harbor, had wide boulevards,
handsome government buildings, and private villas interspersed among



parks filled with date palms and flowering plants. Nearby was the older
Arab city with its winding streets, whitewashed buildings, and slender
minarets, crowned by the Casbah, the ancient Moorish citadel. The Sahel
Hills framed the city, and in the distance loomed the coastal mountains.
Allied shipping crowded the harbor, and the streets were filled with
military men from around the world: Americans, British, Australians,
Indians, South Africans, as well as Arabs and Berbers and, of course, the
French.

By the time I arrived in Algiers, the real war had moved on. Rommel’s
Afrika Korps had been driven from its last bastion in Tunisia, and
Eisenhower had captured Sicily in a lightning campaign. In early
September, Allied forces crossed the Straits of Messina and started the
long and bloody campaign up the Italian peninsula. The beauty of
Algiers masked the intrigue that simmered just below the surface. The
intense battle within the French Committee on National Liberation
(CNL) for control of the Vichy French civil and military authority in
North Africa absorbed everyone’s interest. And central to that struggle
was the question of whether General Henri Giraud or General Charles de
Gaulle would control the CNL.

Giraud was one of the leaders of France’s brief and ineffectual struggle
against the Germans in 1940. Captured and interned, Giraud escaped
from the fortress of Koenigstein in Austria and made his way to
unoccupied France. Untainted by collaboration with the Germans and
deeply respected by the French officer corps, Giraud seemed the ideal
candidate to replace Admiral Jean-Francois Darlan as chief of state in
North Africa. Following Darlan’s assassination in December 1942,
Giraud, with the full backing of President Roosevelt and his senior
advisors, became the commander of French military forces. It appeared
to be only a matter of time before he took control of the political
structure as well.

Charles de Gaulle, who would become one of the great figures of the
postwar period, was still an obscure military man with a small following
and few financial resources in 1943. After the French defeat in 1940, de
Gaulle organized the Free French from the remnants of the army that
had made it across the Channel after Dunkirk, and proclaimed the
French Government in Exile. Although most of the French officer corps
detested de Gaulle, Churchill respected his fighting spirit and pressed



Roosevelt at the January 1943 Casablanca Conference to include de
Gaulle’s Free French in whatever political structure was established in
North Africa. The outcome was that the two rivals were forced together
in a “shotgun wedding” and told to work out their differences.

INITIATING AN INTELLIGENCE NETWORK

y the time I arrived in Algiers, the Giraud-de Gaulle marriage was

on the rocks. The two had spent ten months maneuvering deviously
and incessantly against each other. While de Gaulle had clearly gained
the upper hand in the political struggle, it was by no means certain that
he would prevail. Their continuing conflict demanded solid intelligence
both because of its implications for the war effort and the impact it
would have on postwar France.

The Joint Intelligence Collection Agency North Africa (JICANA) was
composed of about ten officers and thirty enlisted men drawn from all of
the U.S. intelligence services. We operated from an office on le
boulevard du Telemly, and the officers shared quarters in a private villa
across the street. Our primary job was to “collect” intelligence produced
by the military intelligence services operating in North Africa and to
pass this material along to Washington and London. JICANA functioned
as a clearinghouse and a postal service. This was not a particularly
arduous task and left the officers with a great deal of leisure time, which
was devoted to sampling the quite palatable local vintages and
scrounging black market restaurants for rationed delicacies not available
to the general public.

I found the work disappointing. I had been led to believe that I would
be involved in a much more active intelligence-gathering operation that
would utilize my specialized training. Colonel Byron Switzer, my
commanding officer, felt differently. An engineer with little intelligence
background, the colonel believed JICANA had no mandate to originate
its own intelligence reports. Shortly after my arrival I wrote my parents
that “no one seems to know what I am supposed to do.”

After a few weeks of collating reports prepared by other agencies and
growing increasingly frustrated, I asked Colonel Switzer if I could try my
hand at reporting on political activities and economic conditions in the



region. After some hesitation he agreed to my request, and I set about
creating my own intelligence “network” from scratch.

Frankly, this was an almost impossible task for someone in my
position. I was only a second lieutenant and was competing with the
more established intelligence services—including Colonel William
Donovan’s Office of Strategic Services. However, I did have a few
advantages. I spoke French and understood the political and economic
situation better than most. In addition, I had letters of introduction to a
number of influential people, two of whom proved to be of immense
help.

Henri Chevalier, Standard Oil of New Jersey’s general manager in
North Africa, had lived in Algiers for many years and had wide contacts
within the business community across North Africa. Henri introduced me
to a number of colons (Algerians of French descent) and to others who
had left France after the German occupation. Among the latter was
Alfred Pose, the powerful head of the Banque National pour le
Commercial 'Industrie’s branch system in North Africa, who introduced
me to influential Arab businessmen and political leaders.

Prime Minister Mackenzie King, my father’s old friend, wrote on my
behalf to General George Vanier, the senior Canadian representative in
North Africa. The friendship I developed with General Vanier brought
me into contact with a number of people in the Allied diplomatic
community and with members of the CNL, whom it would have been
difficult for me to meet otherwise. Vanier’s military attaché, Colonel
Maurice Forget, invited me to join a ten-day trip through Morocco with
a group of military attachés. That trip provided me with a number of
new contacts and a broader understanding of the precarious French
position in North Africa.

I also began to meet senior people in Allied diplomatic circles and in
the CNL, among them Ambassador Robert Murphy, a staunch Giraud
supporter who had prepared the way for the Allied landings in North
Africa. T also met several of Murphy’s famous vice consuls, such as
Ridgway Knight, who would later join me at Chase. It was in Algiers that
I first became friends with William Paley, the founder of CBS, who ran
the psychological warfare program in the theater, and C. D. Jackson, one
of Paley’s deputies and later publisher of Fortune magazine.

Within a few months I developed a large and well-placed network of



informants, which enabled me to report thoughtfully on the evolving
political situation in North Africa. Colonel Switzer saw the merit of my
work and gave me a free hand, even to the point of allowing me to make
forays—about ten thousand miles of it in a jeep—throughout Algeria,
Morocco, and Tunisia, as well as a two-week trip to Cairo and Istanbul to
deepen my contacts with French intelligence officials. Presumably, the
reaction from Washington was favorable since I was not told to stop.

GIRAUD VERSUS DE GAULLE: AN INSIDE VIEW

he most valuable contacts I developed were within the CNL

command itself. Two men in particular enabled me to obtain an
inside view of the rivalry between Giraud and de Gaulle. A friend of
Mother’s introduced me to de Gaulle’s aide-de-camp, Etienne Burin des
Rosier. Like most of de Gaulle’s entourage, Etienne kept a chilly distance
from most Americans, but he was friendly to me and occasionally
provided me with useful information.

Even more responsive was Léon de Rosen, Giraud’s aide-de-camp. A
refugee from the Russian revolution, Léon had worked his way up from a
menial job to become director of the Fiat assembly plant in Provence. He
joined the French Foreign Legion in 1939 and became one of Giraud’s
aides in late 1942. Léon and I became good friends, and he was quite
willing to provide me with information on the struggle between de
Gaulle and Giraud, because, no doubt, he felt it would be communicated
to sympathetic ears in Washington.

Even Léon recognized that Giraud’s political ineptness and connections
to conservative political circles made winning the political struggle with
de Gaulle a difficult proposition. De Gaulle, on the other hand, was
astute and ruthless, and step by step he outmaneuvered his older rival.
As the year progressed, Giraud became increasingly isolated, and as I
drove down the boulevard de la République, the main street of Algiers, I
saw more and more flags displaying the blue and white cross of
Lorraine, de Gaulle’s liberation emblem, flying next to the tricolor.

By April 1944 the struggle was over. De Gaulle forced Giraud from the
CNL and sent him in exile to the town of Mostaganem, near Oran. A few
weeks later and shortly after Giraud survived an assassination attempt,



Léon invited me to visit them for a long weekend. I talked with the
general for several hours, and he told me in detail about his escape from
prison, his months hiding out in the south of France, and his
negotiations with the Allies in the weeks leading up to the North African
invasion. Giraud was a proud man with all the soldierly qualities, and he
had accepted his defeat with dignity and sadness. He gave me
fascinating insights into the political situation, which had important
consequences for the postwar period, which I passed on to Washington.

Much of my reporting focused on the anticolonial movement that was
gaining strength among the Arabs and Berbers throughout the Maghreb.
This was of considerable significance since the U.S. government was on
record as favoring the independence of colonial areas in Asia and Africa
after the war. In one report I said: “German propaganda in North Africa
among Arabs no longer effective. Arabs supporting the Allies. No
fundamental hostility between Jews and Moslems in Algeria. . . . Arabs’
principal antagonism is toward the Colons. . . . Communism said to be
spreading rapidly. . . . Ultimate objective of Moslems in North Africa
said to be political and economic equality with other national groups.”

It was clear to me that even though Algeria had been incorporated
within “metropolitan France,” the Arabs and Berbers resented French
control. The beginnings of the Arab revolt that would culminate in
Algerian independence in 1960 could already be seen during World War
II. However, it would take a savage colonial war and the near collapse of
the French Republic itself before that occurred.

Although my duties in North Africa were not hazardous, there were
moments of extreme danger. The closest I came to death was on a
routine flight from Morocco to Oran, and it wasn’t from enemy fire. I
was on a DC-3, sitting, by chance, with Adlai Stevenson, who was on a
mission as an assistant to Secretary of the Navy Knox. We encountered
severe turbulence, but the real problem was cloud cover, which made it
impossible to get visual bearings to land in Oran. The plane was not
equipped with radar, and the pilot circled for a long time hoping for a
break in the clouds. Looking over the pilot’s shoulder I saw the gas



gauge needle pointing ominously to empty. The pilot was visibly
nervous, Adlai had turned green, and I probably looked the same. As a
last resort the pilot took the plane down through the clouds to get his
bearings, hoping we didn’t hit a mountain in the coastal range. We
descended for what seemed like an eternity before breaking through the
clouds above the landing strip at an altitude of about one hundred feet.
The pilot landed safely, bringing a terrifying flight to a prosaic
conclusion.

TO HOME AND BACK

In July 1944, Colonel Switzer arranged for me to act as a courier to
escort our intelligence pouch to Washington. On my arrival I was
given a fifteen-day leave to visit Peggy and the children. There were now
three; Neva, the youngest, had been born in June, and I saw her for the
first time. It was a welcome respite and one that few Gl’s ever had. It
also gave me an opportunity to reassure Peggy that I cared for her and
missed her, and tell her how important she was in my life. She had cause
to wonder since my letters, though frequent, arrived after delays of
several weeks. The problem was the “V” mail system; one wrote letters
on a single sheet of paper, which were censored, microfilmed to reduce
their size for shipping to the United States, then blown back up to
normal size, and finally mailed. This cumbersome process caused Peggy
much stress and anxiety. My stay was painfully short; we hardly had
time to get reacquainted before I had to leave.

SOUTHWEST FRANCE

Ireturned to Algiers just before the Allied invasion of southern France
in August 1944. The city had become a backwater, and there was little
for me to do. I desperately wanted a transfer and finally received new
orders in early October transferring me on a temporary basis to “T”
Force, a frontline intelligence unit attached to General Alexander Patch’s
Seventh Army, which had moved north along the Rhone River to join
forces with General George Patton’s Third Army near Lyon. I joined the
unit near Dodle in eastern France. The front was only a few miles away,



and there was a constant movement of men and supplies toward the
Rhine and the steady rumble of artillery.

“T” Force was the brainchild of Colonel James Pumpelly, who had
been the deputy commander of JICA in Algiers when I first arrived. The
unit’s mission was to travel with frontline combat troops and seize
critical scientific and technological information before the enemy could
destroy it. However, the colonel had a different job in mind for me. He
had been impressed by my work in Algiers and asked for my transfer to
handle a special assignment. Eisenhower’s headquarters, Pumpelly told
me, had little reliable intelligence about the immense area west of the
Rhone and south of the Loire rivers, which had been bypassed in the
rapid pursuit of the German armies toward the Rhine. There were
reports of German SS units operating in this area, and other accounts
that the French Communist resistance controlled vast portions of the
countryside and would launch an insurrection when the time was right.
Along the border with Spain, units of the Spanish Republican Army were
known to be still active. As resistance groups evened old scores by
purging collaborators with drumhead courts-martial and summary
executions, there was a danger that the situation might degenerate into
civil war.

Colonel Pumpelly ordered me to assess the political situation, the state
of the economy, and the degree to which foreign forces or indigenous
radical groups posed a threat to Allied forces or the authority of the new
French government in extreme southwestern France. Although Pumpelly
gave me a general idea of my mission, he left it to me to make my own
way.

MEETING PICASSO

Since the successful completion of this mission would require
assistance from the newly established French Provisional
Government, I went to Paris to request help from some of my old friends
from Algiers who had moved to France with de Gaulle. I spent a few
days visiting government offices and the Deuxiéme Bureau of the Army
and was given several “To Whom It May Concern” letters that would
prove of great value.



One morning I ran into Henri Laugier, the former rector of the
University of Algiers who had been a member of the CNL in Algiers. He
invited me to lunch with him at the home of his mistress, Madame
Cuttoli, an art dealer in Paris with whom my mother had dealt before
the war. Her husband, an elderly, semi-senile former senator from the
Department of Constantine in Algeria, was confined to a wheelchair in
his upstairs bedroom. Much to my delight the fourth member of our
luncheon party was Pablo Picasso, who, Laugier informed me, had also
been a lover of Madame Cuttoli before the war.

Picasso, though not yet the preeminent artist he would become, was
already a well-known personality. He was subdued and did not talk
much about his wartime experiences, which he had spent quietly in the
south of France. Upon his return to Paris in the autumn of 1944, he had
immediately joined the Communist Party. Nonetheless, he was warm
and friendly to me, and was pleased Mother had been an early collector
of his drawings and prints, which she had acquired through Madame
Cuttoli in New York before the war.

It was a memorable if somewhat disconcerting meal. The aged senator
remained upstairs while his wife, Picasso, Laugier, and I enjoyed a
sumptuous meal. Neither Madame Cuttoli nor her amorous friends were
the least embarrassed by their past or present relationships, even when
we all visited her husband in his bedroom.

CUT OFF FROM THE WORLD

Ireturned to Luneville in early November 1944 to make final
preparations for the trip. Colonel Pumpelly assigned me a jeep and a
young Navy yeoman driver, Buddy Clark, who doubled as a
stenographer. We towed a small open trailer filled with five-gallon cans
of gasoline and large quantities of C rations since both fuel and food
were in short supply in the area. Buddy and I were completely on our
own during the entire six-week period. I don’t recall any other time in
my life when I was so completely cut off from the rest of the world for so
long.

The area we had been assigned was the ancient lands of the
Languedoc, the Midi, and Gascony. It was a glorious trip through some



of the most beautiful country in Europe. The last of the harvest was
being brought in, and the distant peaks of the Pyrenees were white with
the first snows of winter as we drove from Perpignan to Toulouse. Only a
few hundred miles away millions of men were locked in savage combat.
We visited the regional capitals of Nimes, Montpellier, Perpignan,
Toulouse, Pau, and Bordeaux, where I met the new commissioners of the
Republic appointed by de Gaulle. I was well received and had no
difficulty getting them to talk about the political and economic situation
in their areas. I also spoke with many people I met along the way who
represented a variety of backgrounds and points of view. In many of the
places we visited, we were the first Americans anyone had seen since
1940. It was a fascinating and, at some points, a nerve-racking mission.
Returning to Luneville in mid-December, I dictated reports on each
departement, which were sent to AFHQ and Washington. I had found
nothing to substantiate the reports of subversive elements roaming the
countryside, but there was great political and economic uncertainty, as
well as anxiety about the progress of the war. With winter fast
approaching and food and fuel supplies low, I suggested the situation
could deteriorate quickly if supplies were not sent in from the outside.*

INTELLIGENCE GATHERING IN PARIS

Ithough I had hoped to remain in France after completing my

mission, the Army had other plans. I was sent back to Algiers and
spent a desolate Christmas there waiting for a new assignment. Finally,
in February 1945, just after I was promoted to captain, I received orders
to report to Paris as an assistant military attaché.

A few weeks later General Ralph Smith was appointed military
attaché. General Smith had served in France during World War I,
married a French woman, and spoke the language well. He had fought in
the Pacific and commanded the assault on Makin Island in 1943. General
Smith brought with him as an aide Captain Warren T. (Lindy) Lindquist,
who had won the Silver Star for bravery at Makin. Lindy and I became
friends and also got along well with General Smith, who asked us to
share his quarters on the boulevard Saint-Germain. Once again my
responsibilities as an AMA were not clearly defined. General Smith was a



combat officer with little intelligence experience. When I told him what I
had done in North Africa and southwestern France, he suggested that I
set up a similar political and economic intelligence unit, reporting
directly to him. He assigned Lindy to work with me, along with two
lieutenants, one of whom, Richard Dana, had been a friend of mine in
New York and would, like Lindy, work for me after the war.

I built the intelligence operation around my contacts with members of
de Gaulle’s government. Rather quickly we were reporting on the
Provisional Government and its internal conflicts. We kept a particularly
close watch on the competing French intelligence services—the Army’s
Deuxieme Bureau, the Gaullist Secret Service, and the remnants of
Giraud’s intelligence apparatus. We learned that Jacques Soustelle, head
of the Gaullist operation, had been ousted after a “heated cabinet
discussion.” André DeWavrin, who used the nom de guerre Colonel Passy,
replaced him. The Colonel was believed to have been a member of the
Cagoulards, the rightist group that had almost toppled Léon Blum’s
Popular Front government in a 1937 coup attempt. I had written a
report on Passy the year before, saying, “There are few people in Algiers
more generally feared, disliked, or distrusted. . . . He has openly
expressed the desire to get control of the police of France so that he can
eliminate the elements he considers undesirable.”

Somewhat naively I sent out a questionnaire to U.S. military
commands asking for all material on French intelligence. Not
surprisingly, Colonel Passy learned about my inquiries. Although
everyone did it, it wasn’t comme il faut to be caught spying on one’s
allies. Within days Colonel Passy summoned me to his office. He seemed
in a good mood and ushered me to a seat with a friendly wave of his
hand. We chatted amiably, then he said, “Captain Rockefeller, we have
come to understand that there is information you would like to have
about our services.” He looked at me and raised his eyebrows as if to
say, “Isn’t that so?” I nodded. I could tell he was clearly enjoying my
agony. “But my dear captain,” he continued, “really, all this is readily
available to you if you will just ask us for it. Please tell me what you
would like, and we will be glad to provide the information.” I thanked
him for his offer and left as quickly as possible.

Fortunately, not all our efforts were quite that inept. We prepared a
steady stream of reports on the critical economic situation and the



increasingly unstable political scene. De Gaulle was running into serious
trouble by the late spring of 1945. His arrogance, inflexibility, and
single-mindedness, qualities that had been so essential to his political
triumph over Giraud in Algiers, created serious problems as the French
went about the task of forming a permanent government and drafting a
new constitution. Within a year he would fall from power.

While we developed most of our information through our own
network of informants, a good part of it came as a result of the dinners
that we hosted for high-ranking French officials at General Smith’s
residence. A well-stocked wine cellar and a fine table proved to be a
wonderful inducement to revealing conversation.

THE AFTERMATH OF WAR

n May 7 the Germans surrendered and Paris celebrated VE day. It

was a beautiful spring day that turned into an evening of wild
celebration. The embassy closed, and we all went out into the streets for
a party that lasted all night. That night and for a brief time afterward
one had the unique experience of having Parisians be friendly to you
precisely because you were an American!

Paris, physically untouched by the war, was the most beautiful I had
ever seen it. The scarcities caused by the war actually burnished the
city’s many charms. Gasoline was strictly rationed, so the streets were
virtually empty of cars. I walked across the Seine to the embassy every
morning and saw only an occasional automobile. Instead, the streets
were filled with women on bicycles riding home from the markets with
long loaves of bread under their arms, sitting carefully on their long
skirts that would catch the wind and billow out behind them as they
rode.

I was eager to return home but had not yet earned enough “points” to
be demobilized. In the interim, General Smith sent me on several
interesting missions. One, only ten days after the surrender, took me to
Frankfurt and Munich. Allied bombing had almost destroyed both cities,
and it was shocking to see the extent of the devastation. I saw my old
Harvard friend Ernst Teves in Frankfurt for the first time since 1938.
Ernst had volunteered to work for the U.S. Occupation as soon as the



war ended. Our meeting was difficult, and Ernst’s account of his war
years was distressing for a friend to hear. He had never become a Nazi,
but the compromises he had made in order to keep his family’s business
operating eroded his principles and coarsened his values.

In Munich I returned to the Kaulbachstrasse, where I had lived with
the Defregger family in 1933. The street was covered with rubble, and
most of the houses had been destroyed. Somehow the Defreggers’ house
had escaped serious damage, and the family greeted me at the door.
They were amazed and overjoyed to see me, and crowded around,
shaking my hand and asking questions. I was glad to see them and
relieved that they had survived the war, but it gave me a strange feeling
to see them again after so many years. The war and its terrible passions
now stood between us: the deaths of Dick Gilder, Walter Rosen, and Bill
Waters; the destruction I had seen across France and Germany; the
wasted years away from my family. The Defreggers had not started the
war—indeed, they had suffered from it—but the horrible tragedy had
begun in that city, and I had watched its “evil genius” walk through
Munich’s streets only a few years before.

The next day I visited Dachau, the infamous concentration camp
nestled incongruously amid the gentle hills north of Munich. The camp’s
inmates had been evacuated, but one could still see the barracks in
which they had been housed and the grotesque crematoria where their
emaciated bodies had been burned. Scraps of striped cloth still hung in
the rusting barbed wire beneath the guard towers. It gave me an
understanding I had not had before of the horrors of the Nazi regime,
the full extent of which we would only discover with the passage of
time.

COMING HOME

n August, Uncle Winthrop came through Paris, and we talked about

my plans for the future. He said that a career at the Chase National
Bank, of which he was chairman, was the logical path for me to follow. I
didn’t give him a firm answer but said I would think seriously about it.

Orders recalling me to Washington came through in early October. I
wrote Peggy that I had no way of knowing the day of my departure, nor



would I be able to notify her when I did find out. Peggy was so
impatient that she went to Washington to stay with Nelson at his home
on Foxhall Road. Each day for a week she drove to the airport and
anxiously scanned the crowds of arriving servicemen. Each day she
returned home disappointed. When I finally squeezed aboard a plane, it
landed in New York. I called her immediately, but it was another day
before I could join her in Washington.

Peggy and I were overjoyed to be together again, and it is difficult to
find the words to describe my emotions when I saw my three children,
David, Abby, and Neva, although to them I was a stranger. It was some
time before they accepted the fact that I was their father and not just a
competitor for their mother’s time and attention.

The war years had taken a toll. While I had been traveling and getting
to know interesting people, Peggy had a different experience. She had
endured the restrictions of rationing and the constant fear that I would
not return. It was a lonely and difficult time for her. What I had not
known was that Peggy was in the midst of a perplexing struggle with her
mother, who treated her as if she were still a child, telling her how to
dress, how to furnish our home, and how to bring up the children. Peggy
resented this but felt powerless to resist it and never told me about it
until years later. She was under enormous psychological pressure, which
contributed to her recurring periods of depression.

Peggy battled depression for more than two decades. The key moment
came when she broke free from her mother and sought psychological
counseling. In the end she overcame her problems, and the last twenty
years of her life were her happiest.

Men of my generation often refer to their military service as good or
bad. I had a good war. I had been confused and apprehensive at first but
soon learned to adapt and then how to use my newly acquired skills
effectively for the benefit of my country. I look back at the war years as
an invaluable training ground and testing place for much that I would do
later in my life. Among other things, I discovered the value of building
contacts with well-placed individuals as a means of achieving concrete
objectives. This would be the beginning of a networking process that I
would follow throughout my life.



*More than four decades later I discovered my reports had been preserved, and I was able to

get copies of them from the National Archives in Washington.



CHAPTER 10

EMBARKING ON A CAREER AT CHASE

Soon after returning home I accepted my uncle Winthrop Aldrich’s
offer to join the Chase. It was not an easy decision because I still had
a strong interest in working for government or in the not-for-profit
sector. I discussed my alternatives with a number of people, including
Anna Rosenberg, who thought the Chase would be useful training for a
year or two but that I “would not find it challenging enough to stay with
as a career.” Anna was wrong. Indeed, for the next thirty-five years I
devoted myself to the fascinating and personally rewarding life of a
commercial banker. During those years I had a number of opportunities
to serve as a cabinet officer or in ambassadorial posts. I did not accept
any of those attractive offers, but I have no regrets since my career at
Chase provided me with a strong challenge and different, though equally
satisfying, ways to participate in civic and government affairs.

THE CHASE NATIONAL BANK

he bank I joined in April 1946 was an impressive organization with

a distinguished history. The Chase National Bank had been formed
in the 1870s, grown through a series of mergers early in the twentieth
century, and emerged from the war years as the country’s largest
commercial bank. At the end of 1945, Chase had total assets of $6.1
billion, deposits of $5.7 billion, and seven thousand employees, many of
them, like me, recently discharged from the armed forces. Chase took
special pride in being the biggest and best “wholesale” bank in the
country, handling the credit needs of major U.S. corporations, serving as
a “bankers’ bank” for thousands of domestic and foreign correspondents,
and financing a substantial portion of the nation’s foreign trade. On the
other hand, Chase had little interest in the “retail” side of banking or in
expanding its international operations, two areas that I would take



special interest in and would push aggressively for the following thirty
years.

ROCKEFELLER “FAMILY” BANK

hase has often been called the Rockefeller “family bank,” suggesting

that we owned or at least controlled the bank. Neither has ever been
the case, although my family has had a number of strong ties with Chase
over many years. Early in the century Grandfather acquired shares in a
number of New York banks, including the Equitable Trust Company, one
of Chase’s predecessors. In 1921 he gave his stock interest in the
Equitable, amounting to about 10 percent of its outstanding shares, to
Father, making him the bank’s largest shareholder.

However, no one in my family had any direct role in the management
of the bank until late 1929, and even then it was the result of an unusual
series of events. Equitable’s law firm, Murray & Prentice, had handled
corporate and trust work for my family over the years. My uncle
Winthrop Aldrich, Mother’s youngest brother, joined this firm in 1918
and rose rapidly to become a senior partner, handling the Equitable
Trust, among other clients.

In the wake of the 1929 stock market crash, Father and other
stockholders became concerned about the Equitable’s stability. A short
time later, when the president of the Equitable died suddenly, Father
suggested that Winthrop step in on a temporary basis. Winthrop
accepted the position reluctantly, insisting that he would take it only for
a year.

After Winthrop became president, he sought a banking partner to
provide domestic strength and support. He found that partner in Chase,
one of the strongest domestic banks in the country. In early 1930 he
negotiated the merger with Chase, creating what was at the time the
largest bank in the world. Father strongly backed the merger and was
allowed two representatives on the new bank’s board, out of a total of
twenty-five. Although his stock ownership was reduced by the merger to
about 4 percent, Father remained the largest shareholder in the
combined bank. After the merger, Albert Wiggin, the prominent and
very successful chairman of Chase, became the chairman of the



combined bank, and Winthrop assumed the presidency.*

WINTHROP ALDRICH

Winthrop Aldrich was a handsome man with pale blue eyes and the
rather distinctive Aldrich nose that I also inherited. He was
enormously charming and very prominent in the social life of New York,
but became more than a bit pompous as his prestige and position
increased.

From what he later told me, Uncle Winthrop had every intention of
returning to his law firm shortly after the merger. But the situation
changed dramatically in late 1933 when Albert Wiggin admitted at
congressional hearings that he had lent large amounts of the bank’s
money to himself and his associates on favorable terms and that they
had made $10 million selling Chase stock short during the 1929 crash!
With strong pressure from Father, who was appalled by the revelations,
Wiggin and two other senior officials resigned in disgrace. The Chase
board decided that Winthrop, long a staunch advocate of ethical
business practices and of banking reform, was the most qualified person
to lead the bank through the crisis and persuaded him to remain as
chairman.

Winthrop insisted that such misbehavior had been made easier
because commercial banks were allowed to own investment banking
subsidiaries, which facilitated the self-dealing practiced by Wiggin and
others. He testified before Congress in 1933, strongly supporting the two
major structural reforms enacted that year: the Glass-Steagall Act, which
separated commercial from investment banking, and the Securities Act,
which created the Securities and Exchange Commission and compelled
corporations to register their stock and make regular and substantial
financial disclosures.

Wall Street and the American banking community respected Winthrop,
and the Chase prospered during the twenty years of his stewardship.
Winthrop, however, had not been trained as a banker and rarely became
involved in the day-to-day operations of the bank. He preferred the role
of business statesman and emerged as a prominent spokesman for the
American banking industry. The downside of Winthrop’s detachment at



Chase meant that a cadre of senior officers with more limited views
about banking dominated operations and hindered the development of
an effective management structure and organization.

THE CHASE CULTURE

It did not take me long to discover that Chase had both enormous
strengths and some significant weaknesses. As I saw it, the most
serious of the latter were our inadequacies in the field of management
and our limited international presence. Although the bank was powerful
and influential, in many ways it was still the creature of a much simpler
era. We had no budget, no comprehensive business plan, no formal
organizational chart—in short we had few of the tools considered
essential for the effective management of a large and complicated
financial enterprise. I remember going in to see Winthrop and arguing
that, given the problems that Chase faced—slow growth and an alarming
decline in deposits—a budget was essential because it would help us
plan for the future and deploy our assets and personnel more
intelligently. Winthrop’s response was that the bank had never had a
budget, and there was no reason to adopt one now.

The narrow attitudes and predispositions of the Chase officer corps
was another problem. Only a few had college degrees. The majority had
risen through the ranks, starting as tellers or cashiers. As a group, with
some notable exceptions, they lacked a breadth of vision or an
awareness of political and economic factors that might affect the bank or
their profession. Most Chase officers subscribed to the idea that the
“science” of banking—finance, accounting, and arbitrage—could be
taught, but the “art” of banking, its real essence, could only be learned
through a lengthy apprenticeship that had its origins, as far as I knew, in
the time of the Medici. This system had been highly successful in its
time; rigorous standards of accounting and credit analysis had always
been demanded of our loan officers. However, Chase officers tended to
dismiss the newer management disciplines—human resources, planning,
marketing, and public relations—as unworthy of the time and attention
of credit officers. In the minds of the old guard, who would dominate the
bank well into the 1960s, the model officer was a man who made good,



profitable loans; everything else was left to those of lesser talent.

$3,500-A-YEAR SUBWAY “STRAPHANGER”

During my first twelve years at Chase, until I became a vice chairman
in 1957, I rode to work on the Lexington Avenue subway. Like
many of my fellow commuters I became expert at folding the newspaper
lengthwise, reading standing up, one arm grasping the strap, while
clutching my briefcase between my legs.

In an atmosphere where neither higher education nor management
skills were considered important, having a Ph.D. in economics was not
something I advertised. It would have seemed effete. However, I did
suggest to Winthrop Aldrich that having a Ph.D. in economics meant, at
the very least, that I should not be required to take the bank’s excellent
credit training program, and, unfortunately, he agreed. I was thirty years
old and anxious to get going with my career; my head was full of bigger
visions than analyzing balance sheets and income statements. It was a
decision I regret and certainly paid for later on when I was trying to
change the bank’s culture. It meant I never spoke the same language as
those I was trying to convince. It only increased the conviction of many
that I was never a real banker anyway.

Graduates of the new credit courses started as clerks and became
officers after a year or so—if they performed well. I began as an assistant
manager, the lowest officer rank, in the Foreign Department at an
annual salary of $3,500. I was assigned to one of twenty or thirty
wooden desks in a room that ran the length of the tenth floor of 18 Pine
Street. Each desk had two chairs, one on each side, for customers and/or
a secretary from the pool. It was here that I spent my first three years at
Chase.

Jerome (Packy) Weis, the department’s personnel director, guided me
through a rotation of the thirty-three geographical and functional units
in the Foreign Department. This was my first exposure to the bank’s
inner workings, and I emerged from it somewhat mystified. I wanted to
make sure I understood each unit’s role, so I made notes after
completing each one. Although I had never had formal training in
organization management, I could not understand the wisdom of a



structure where thirty-three units reported directly to one person. I
proposed as an alternative the clustering of units so that only six or
seven managers would report directly to Charles Cain, the department
head. Charlie’s reaction was polite (I fear my name caused him to be
more so than he might have been otherwise), but no changes were made
in the department’s structure.

EUROPE: LITTLE MARKETING IMAGINATION

he Foreign Department’s main function was maintaining relations

with our global network of more than one thousand correspondent
banks, all closely linked to our principal business of financing
international trade in a number of commodities, such as coffee, sugar,
and metals. Chase required these correspondent banks to maintain
substantial “compensating balances” with us. These were enormously
profitable interest-free deposits that constituted the bulk of our deposit
base. Domestic credit officers viewed them as the only valuable aspect of
our international business. We did no wunderwriting of business
transactions or financing of mergers and acquisitions.

Although Chase had only a modest network of nine branches scattered
across Europe, the Caribbean, and the Far East, Winthrop saw real
opportunities for Chase overseas. Indeed, it was one of the things that he
had talked to me about during our meeting in Paris in 1945. His
enthusiasm for international business was one of the principal reasons I
decided to join Chase.

My first assignment in the Foreign Department was the development
of “new business” from the affiliates of American corporations for our
branches in London and Paris. Although I was still quite innocent of the
intricacies of banking, sales was something that I understood. My time
with Mayor La Guardia had taught me a few things, and I found that I
enjoyed meeting people, talking business with them, and closing the
deal.

I worked on the project for about six months with an experienced
younger banker named James Watts. We developed a rather impressive
list of more than five hundred firms and identified ways to approach
them. I then set off for Europe by steamer in July 1947 to put our plan



into operation. (In those days you went by boat because air travel had
not yet been perfected.) I could have saved the cost of the voyage.

Much of London had been destroyed by the wartime bombing. The
British government still found it necessary to ration food and fuel,
factories and offices remained closed, and whole neighborhoods had
been obliterated by the blitz and “V” bombs. The face of London had
changed markedly, but the Chase London branch remained mired in the
past. While the country cried out for credit to rebuild, Chase did not
pursue corporate lending for fear of offending its British bank clients.
Instead, it continued to provide financial market information as a
courtesy to visiting executives of American corporations, to engage in
routine foreign exchange, and to provide traveler’s letters of credit. We
continued to serve our customers tea and crumpets while cashing their
checks, but our major American competitors actively exploited the new
business opportunities, including making loans to the subsidiaries of our
principal domestic customers.

The Scotsman who ran the bank’s operations viewed my “new
business” efforts to get major American companies to open accounts
with “his” branch with great skepticism. While I had some modest
success in attracting business, the branch manager found my methods
unseemly; I drove a rented car to make calls on prospective customers in
their offices. In his view, clients always called on a banker in his office if
they had business to discuss.

The situation in Paris was worse. Chase had little contact with either
U.S. subsidiaries or French corporations. In essence, we were no more
than a post office for our American clients. They used our offices at 41,
rue Cambon, across the street from the Ritz Bar, as a convenient mailing
address. We changed money for them and handled their traveler’s letters
of credit. The manager, an American who had headed the branch for
twenty-five years, never learned to speak French; anyone who needed to
see him had to speak English!

With only two European branches, managed by bankers with little
imagination and no marketing savvy, Chase’s operations clearly required
a more aggressive strategy.

LATIN AMERICA: UNTAPPED MARKETS



y the end of 1947 I had become frustrated with the difficulties of

trying to coax clients to bank with our London and Paris branches,
and asked to be transferred to the Latin American section of the Foreign
Department.

Latin America had become a more important area for Chase, just as
my own interest in its business, culture, and art had grown. During a
second honeymoon right after returning from the war, Peggy and I had
traveled through much of Mexico and became fascinated by that
country’s impressive pre-Conquest culture, turbulent colonial period, and
vibrant contemporary spirit.

Nelson’s visionary plans to assist Latin America’s economic
development had also stirred my imagination. After resigning from the
State Department in August 1945, Nelson set up two organizations—the
not-for-profit American International Association for Economic and
Social Development (AIA) and the for-profit International Basic Economy
Corporation (IBEC)—to provide technical assistance and financial capital
for the economic development and diversification of Venezuela and
Brazil.

I was so taken by his plans that I asked my Trust Committee for an
invasion of principal so that I could invest a million dollars in IBEC. For
many years IBEC was one of my largest personal investments.

In 1948, accompanied by Peggy, I made my first business trip to my new
territory. We toured the Chase branches in Puerto Rico, Cuba, and
Panama, as well as the bank’s trade finance operations in Venezuela and
Mexico. I discovered that Chase’s position and prospects varied a great
deal from country to country. We dominated the market in both Panama
and the Canal Zone; in Cuba we were major financiers of the sugar crop
but did little else; in Puerto Rico our position was insignificant. I
returned from this initial tour convinced that Chase could greatly
increase the scope of its business. I reported my reactions in a
memorandum to Winthrop Aldrich in March 1948. In referring to the
Caribbean branches, I wrote:

My general impression of all three branches is that they have been



run in accordance with conservative commercial banking policy, but
there has been little overall thinking or philosophy as to what their
role should be in the communities where they are situated. . . . It is
my impression that there may be ways, if we were to look for them,
in which Chase could be constructive positively in helping these
countries formulate and carry out programs to raise their standard
of living through improved agriculture, more efficient distribution
and increased industrialization.

Reading these words more than a half-century after I wrote them, I am
amazed at my temerity in criticizing the operations of the bank to its
chairman. But there was no doubt about the need to change the way we
did business. I noted in the same memo:

Unquestionably the trend towards nationalism and all that it
connotes is on the increase in Latin America. The day has passed
when our Latin neighbors will tolerate American institutions on
their soil unless those institutions are willing to take an interest in
the local economy. I believe it is to our own interest, therefore, as
well as others, that Chase should rethink its policies with respect to
Latin America in general and our southern branches in particular.

Much to my surprise, my superiors allowed me to experiment with the
variety of services we offered and to expand our Latin American
operations.

CATTLE AS COLLATERAL IN PANAMA

anama seemed an excellent place to begin the process of change.
Chase had operated in Panama and the Canal Zone for twenty-five
years and held 50 percent of all the bank deposits in the combined areas.
We financed shipping tolls through the canal, the export of the sugar and
banana crops, and the business of local merchants in Panama City and
Colon. However, our deposits far exceeded our loans, and the Panama
manager and I agreed that Chase should use a larger share of our local
deposits to promote economic growth in Panama.
To begin with, we opened a branch in the isolated western province of



Chiriqui in a small town called, coincidentally, David, to provide loans
to cattle ranchers. With little access to credit, these ranchers found it
impossible to develop their operations, so we initiated the practice of
securing our loans with their animals as collateral. I went to David in
1951 for the opening of the branch and took a hand in branding some of
our collateral cows with the Chase logo!

By making credit available we enabled the ranchers to expand their
businesses, generating some large revenues for the bank and earning
Chase a reputation as a foreign bank committed to the well-being of the
Panamanian people. As nationalistic passions over the ownership and
operation of the canal grew stronger, Chase’s willingness to assist in the
development of the local economy became important in maintaining our
favorable position.

SUGARCANE AND REVOLUTION IN CUBA

Cuba, the “Pearl of the Antilles,” presented equally alluring
opportunities but some very significant dangers in terms of political
stability. Since the Spanish-American War, the United States had
developed a dominant position in the Cuban economy, which had
become heavily dependent on the production of sugarcane and its export
to the U.S. market.

While Chase was the lead American bank in financing the sugar crop,
sugar exports represented only about 20 percent of the island’s
commercial business. We had little or no role in the other sectors of the
economy—tobacco, mining, or tourism. I believed that Chase should
become more broadly based and needed to do it quickly. I came up with
a novel proposal, at least for that time. I suggested that we buy into a
local Cuban bank with an existing branch system. With head office
approval I entered into conversations with the president of the Trust
Company of Cuba, the largest and best run of the Cuban banks. Largely
for reasons of Cuban national pride, nothing came of our proposal, so as
an alternative we opened two more branches in Havana.

It was just as well that we didn’t succeed in buying a bank. On
January 1, 1959, Fidel Castro overthrew the authoritarian Batista
government. Although The New York Times described Castro as a



“democratic and anti-Communist reformer,” things didn’t quite work out
that way.

Within months Castro had established the first Marxist, pro-Soviet
government in the Western Hemisphere. In 1960 he seized $2 billion
worth of U.S. property, including all of Chase’s branches. Fortunately for
us he overlooked the fact that we had an outstanding loan of $10 million
to the Cuban government secured by $17 million in U.S. government
bonds. In response to the seizure of our branches we sold the collateral
and quickly made good our losses. Reportedly, when Castro learned
what had happened, he had the president of the central bank summarily
executed for his negligence.

“OPERATION BOOTSTRAP” IN PUERTO RICO

In my 1948 memo I described Chase’s position in Puerto Rico as
“lamentable.” Winthrop Aldrich had personally authorized the
creation of the branch in 1934, but almost nothing had been done in the
intervening years to develop its potential.

Ironically, nationalism—a threat to the bank’s operations in most
other parts of the world—in this case provided us with a unique
opportunity. In 1948, Governor Luis Mufoz Marin, who had led the
effort to secure “commonwealth” status for the island, began to
implement “Operation Bootstrap,” his plan to develop and diversify the
island’s resources. I viewed this as a ready-made opportunity for Chase
to expand its business.

I got to know Munoz Marin and his able secretary of economic
development, Tedoro Moscoso, quite well. Since credit was the key to
their development efforts, we introduced a program of lending to private
purchasers of government-owned enterprises. For instance, we lent the
Ferre brothers a million dollars to acquire a steel plant.

Chase eventually became one of the island’s leading “offshore” banks,
and after being rebuffed in our effort to acquire Banco Popular, we
increased the number of Chase branches on the island and built a
handsome building designed by Skidmore Owings and Merrill in Hato
Rey as our headquarters.



By the end of 1949 the changes we had introduced in the “southern”
branches had begun to show strong results. Our traditional
correspondent business grew steadily, but so did our new business. In
contrast with my experience in Europe, the staff in our Caribbean
branches seemed eager to embrace new ideas. One such idea was to hire
and promote citizens of the countries in which we operated, which sent
an important message to the local community about our intention to be
a constructive partner. Hiring qualified local personnel was a policy that
Chase would begin to pursue as we expanded aggressively around the
world in later decades.

By the early 1950s our branch system in the Caribbean had emerged
as the most dynamic part of our overseas operations. I was eager to use
our Caribbean strategy—branching, buying into local banks, and
expanding into new lending activities—as a model for expansion into
other parts of the world, most immediately into the big countries of
South America.

EXPANDING IN SOUTH AMERICA

wo years after joining the Latin American section and helping to

improve our Caribbean results, I was promoted to vice president and
took over responsibility for all our activities in Latin America. As quickly
as I could, I embarked on an extensive six-week trip to the major
countries of South America to assess the potential that might exist for
business expansion.

In those days there was no jet service, so we endured long hours on
four-engine Constellations cruising slowly over the endless Amazonian
rain forest and picking our way carefully through the treacherous peaks
of the Andean cordillera.

The 1950 trip was in many ways a watershed event in my life. I saw
that banking could be a truly creative enterprise—creative in the sense
that my old professor Joseph Schumpeter defined the term—and that
Latin America was a place where economic development might take hold
with spectacular results. Before that trip I had kept Anna Rosenberg’s
admonition firmly in mind; afterward I found myself fully committed to
a career at the Chase. My traveling companion and guide on that trip,



Otto Kreuzer, was an old Chase hand who had spent a good part of his
professional life in Latin America. Otto chain-smoked cheap cigars. He lit
his first one while he was reading the paper in bed in the morning and
continued puffing on them all day long and well into the evening. The
smoke was so noxious that I would hang out the window of our car for
fresh air as we traveled between meetings. My coughing and hacking
and obvious discomfort made no impression on him. Otto simply lit up
another cigar.

But Otto knew our operations intimately, and he gave me a thorough
introduction to every aspect of our business. In those days each of the
South American countries depended on the export of a few major
commodities for the preponderance of their foreign exchange earnings.
Peru exported cotton, sugar, and copper; Chile, copper and nitrates;
Argentina, vast amounts of wheat and beef; Venezuela, petroleum
products; Brazil and Colombia, coffee, billions of beans every year.

Chase financed a good portion of this trade by extending short-term
letters of credit, usually no longer than three months’ duration, to the
exporters, who were also clients of our local correspondent banks. While
the business was profitable, when demand for these commodities fell and
prices dropped, as they did on a regular basis, the bank lost business and
revenue. Also, as these economies expanded and relied less heavily on
commodities, the bank’s income became vulnerable. We needed to
expand our product offerings.

Loans to governments emerged as one of a number of new
opportunities. Over the years Chase had maintained good relations with
the central banks in the countries where we operated, and I thought we
could build on those relationships. I recall one instance when I agreed on
the spot to the Brazilian finance minister’s request for a $30 million
short-term loan against the country’s coffee crop.

In a more important departure from prior bank practice, I persuaded
Chase to participate, along with the U.S. Treasury and the International
Monetary Fund, in a $30 million loan to Peru at the request of my old
friend Pedro Beltran, then the president of the Peruvian central bank, to
stabilize its currency in the foreign exchange markets. The Peruvians
provided no collateral for the loan, but they agreed to adopt a program
of fiscal reform laid out by the IMF. This was the first time that a private
bank in the United States had cooperated with the IMF in such an



arrangement.

While loans to governments could be risky if they were not carefully
crafted and well secured, I was convinced that they could provide us
with profitable business and open doors to a broader range of private
business lending as well. It was no secret that senior officers on the
domestic side of the bank viscerally distrusted lending to foreign
governments, especially in the lesser developed world. They felt the
return was too small and the risk too great. My disagreement with
George Champion, then the head of the United States department and a
rising power in the bank, on this issue was the beginning of a schism
that would widen considerably over time.

AN ATTEMPT TO DEVELOP CAPITAL MARKETS

learned after only a brief acquaintance with Latin America that

economic growth was lagging due to the lack of medium-and long-
term credit for equity financing. While there were a few financieras that
channeled private funds into new enterprises, merchant or investment
banks, such as those found in profusion in Europe and the United States,
simply did not exist. Except in the field of government bonds, capital
markets capable of underwriting security issues were completely absent.

North American and European commercial banks compounded the
problem because they rarely extended credit for more than three
months, and then only for trade-related activities. It was an area of real
frustration for Latin American entrepreneurs who wanted to expand and
diversify their businesses but lacked the capital resources to do so. Here
was a glittering opportunity for Chase, but we had to find our way
around a legal obstacle before we could proceed.

The Glass-Steagall Act of 1933 prohibited U.S. commercial banks from
participating in domestic investment banking. They could do so overseas
through the provisions of the Edge Act of 1919. Chase had an Edge Act
corporation, but we had used it solely as a real estate holding company
for our branches in Paris and the Far East. We amended the charter to
permit investment banking and created a new subsidiary called
Interamericana de Financiamiento e Investimentos, S.A. as a joint
venture with IBEC to underwrite and distribute securities within Brazil. I



recruited fourteen of our Brazilian correspondent banks to join us as
shareholders, and we launched the new company in early 1952.

Interamericana made money during its first two years of operation,
but then hit a stagnant period when the Brazilian economy fell into
recession. We never recovered our momentum. Pressure built within the
home office to cut our losses, and despite my pleas to correct the
problems and wait for better days, I lost the fight. In 1956, Chase sold its
share of Interamericana to IBEC.

In retrospect I have no doubt that the concept underlying
Interamericana was sound, and our Brazilian partners were among the
strongest banks in the country. Unfortunately, few at Chase had any
interest in or sympathy for the idea. We needed first-rate investment
bankers to run it and enough time to prove the idea could work. Even
though several bright junior officers were assigned to the project, we
never found an experienced senior investment banker to head the
operation.

Ironically, after Chase gave up on Interamericana, IBEC converted it
into a mutual fund, Fundo Crescinco, the first of its kind in Latin
America. Most of our Brazilian partners rolled over their investment into
the new company, which proved to be enormously profitable and still
exists today. Many of our original Brazilian partners also created their
own investment banks, a further indication of the validity of our original
concept. Sadly, Chase had fumbled a major opportunity.

THE STRUGGLES WITHIN CHASE

y efforts to get Interamericana launched were among my last

activities in the Foreign Department. In September 1952 I was
promoted to senior vice president and assigned responsibility for the
bank’s New York City branches and customer relations.

During my six years in the Foreign Department I saw that radical
changes in management structure and style needed to be adopted to
enable Chase to be a more aggressive and profitable financial services
institution. As I rose through the hierarchy, from assistant manager to
vice president, I was able to implement some changes, but as a relatively
young officer in a department of secondary importance, I did not have



the clout needed to make a broader impact in any of the areas that I
thought were fundamentally important. Furthermore, among old-line
officers in both the domestic and international areas, I sensed some
resistance to the changes I proposed and concern about the role I was
playing in the bank.

My introduction to international banking had been eventful, replete
with a number of successes and some failures. But it would take a full
decade more before my concerns about international expansion and a
more sophisticated professional management and organizational
structure began to be accepted.

*The National City Bank (now Citigroup) was really more of a Rockefeller bank than Chase.
William Rockefeller, Grandfather’s brother, owned a substantial percent of National City’s stock
and was closely associated with James Stillman, the bank’s president between 1891 and 1909.
Two of William’s sons married two of James Stillman’s daughters; their clan became known as
the Stillman Rockefellers, and their family maintained a close relationship with City Bank over
the years. In the 1960s, Stillman Rockefeller, William’s grandson, was chairman of First National
City Bank when I became president of the Chase. However, by this time Stillman and his family
owned less than 1 percent of City Bank’s stock, and my family about 1 percent of Chase’s. While
Stillman and I had cordial personal relations, we were not close friends and were unabashedly

ardent competitors.



CHAPTER 11

LAUNCHING A PARALLEL CAREER

had other responsibilities beyond Chase that claimed my attention

after the war. The most important of these were my wife and children,
and the affairs of the Rockefeller family, particularly in the areas of
international relations, urban affairs, culture, and education. Over time,
each of these areas would become of intense importance to me,
consuming an expanding portion of time and creating what can only be
called a “parallel career.”

ESTABLISHING A HOME LIFE

y first and most important challenge was to reconnect with my

wife and children. I made a start by establishing a permanent
home in New York where they would feel secure after my wanderings
and the uncertainties of the war years.

During the war Peggy had found an apartment on Fifth Avenue, and
they were living there upon my return. Peggy, our fourth child and third
daughter, was born there in October 1947. She was the first of three
children who came to be known as Series B. Richard (“Dick,” as we
always called him, named for my dear friend Dick Gilder) and Eileen
followed at two-year intervals. Even with three children it became clear
that we would have to move.

Peggy found a house on East 65th Street that fit our needs perfectly. It
had enough rooms to accommodate our growing family and a friendly
atmosphere, almost like a country house; it featured a large living room
with eighteenth-century English pine paneling and a small, cozy garden
at the rear. We bought it in mid-1948, and it would be our New York
City home for the rest of the century.

On weekends we took the children to Pocantico Hills, first to the
Stevens House inside the walls of the estate, but within a short time we



took them to our own home. My sister Babs, recently divorced, decided
to leave the beautiful redbrick Georgian House just outside the Pocantico
Estate, designed for her in 1938 by Mott Schmitt, and move to Oyster
Bay, Long Island. Knowing that we wanted a larger country home,
Mother persuaded Babs to sell us the house. Hudson Pines, as we named
it, was located across a public road from the family estate. It included
forty acres of land, a caretaker’s house, a stable, flower and vegetable
gardens, and some barns—just what we were looking for in a country
place.

Peggy and I also established a base on the coast of Maine for our
summer home. My childhood summers had been spent in the Eyrie on
Mount Desert Island, and it was there that I learned to sail and
developed a deep interest in nature. I wanted my children to have the
same exposure. Peggy had been there with me to visit my parents several
times before the war, and she shared my love of the mountains and
coastal islands. We were delighted when my parents offered us the use of
Westward Cottage, a simple white New England frame house close to the
ocean. When Father realized we were happy there, he generously gave
us the house.

MAKING ENDS MEET

he only real drawback to acquiring three homes in one year was that

we needed a considerable amount of furniture for three rather large
houses. This presented a serious financial challenge since I had no
capital of my own and was dependent on the income from the trust that
Father had established for me in 1934, which in 1946 amounted to
slightly more than $1 million before taxes.

The operative phrase was “before taxes.” During the war the tax rate
on incomes of more than a million dollars increased to nearly 90 percent
—in my case exactly $758,000 in 1946—after first deducting charitable
contributions of $153,000. As a result I was left with less than $150,000
in discretionary income. So even with a gross income of a million
dollars, what I was left with in terms of spendable funds was clearly
modest.

Both Peggy and I had been brought up to be economical in our



expenditures, but we both wanted the things we owned to be of good
quality. By good fortune, soon after the war we met Cecil Turner, an
English dealer who had started the Antique Dealers Fair in London’s
Dorchester Hotel. Cecil understood our budgetary limitations but was
impressed with our insistence on furnishings of good quality. He took us
under his wing and taught us to recognize quality and to spot fakes.
Over the years he helped us buy many fine pieces of eighteenth-century
English furniture at prices we could afford.

Our zest for antiques extended also to porcelain, silver, and glass, a
taste that had been encouraged by my mother and Aunt Lucy, both
ardent connoisseurs and collectors. Perhaps it was just as well, at least
for the sake of our pocketbook, that it was not until we had completed
the furnishing of our homes that we became interested in French
Impressionist and Post-Impressionist paintings.

Thanks to Peggy’s considerable talents, good taste, and thrift, we
managed to furnish our homes without ever using an interior decorator.
Peggy obtained a decorator’s license, enabling her to buy furnishings at a
30 percent discount. Peggy’s first chance to develop her skills as a
decorator had occurred right after our marriage when Father told her
that he would pay for the furnishing and decoration of the Stevens
House if she would be responsible for doing it. Within a short time she
had shopped around to find attractive furniture, rugs, and draperies at
wholesale prices. To Father’s amazement and admiration Peggy had
bought everything needed for $5,000! Over the years Peggy made our
homes cozy and inviting. As our financial resources increased, I like to
feel they had style and elegance as well.

ORGANIZING AS BROTHERS

In early 1946, when all five brothers returned to New York to pick up
the threads of our lives, Father was still the overlord of the Family
Office, the acknowledged moral leader of the many Rockefeller
philanthropies, and master of the substantial family fortune. It soon
became apparent that the brothers needed to present a united front in
dealing with Father if the process of generational transition was to move
forward more swiftly and in harmony with our vision for the future.



Nelson had taken the initiative before the war in organizing our
generation. He suggested we meet on a regular basis to talk about our
careers as well as to explore how we might work together on issues of
common interest. At the outset we met every two months or so, often at
the Playhouse in Pocantico but sometimes at one of our homes.

The brothers’ meetings served a practical purpose both in managing
family affairs more efficiently and in giving us a chance to keep in touch
with one another on a more personal level. The five of us had widely
diverging and, in some ways, conflicting interests, but largely because of
these regular get-togethers we maintained a basic respect and affection
for one another, something that has not always been the case with other
wealthy families.

We asked Abby to join us, but she wasn’t interested. We also asked
Father to sit in with us, but he also declined. He seemed uncomfortable,
almost threatened, by the prospect of facing all of his sons at the same
time, perhaps out of concern that we might confront him with
unanimous decisions with which he disagreed. Mother would have
enjoyed the experience, but I think she felt awkward joining us when
Father had declined our invitation. So she, too, declined, leaving us to
meet by ourselves.

My brothers unanimously elected me secretary of the group,
responsible for keeping minutes, since I was the youngest and “the only
Ph.D.” I retained that position during the thirty-eight years that we held
the meetings. In later years our divergent careers and busy schedules
made regular meetings impossible, but there was never a year when we
didn’t meet at least twice.

We began meeting in 1940 and initially did little more than bring one
another up to date on our individual activities and plans. We soon
decided, however, that philanthropy was an area in which closer
cooperation could be beneficial. Each of us received annual requests
from a number of charitable organizations, and each tended to respond
differently depending on our inclinations and financial resources. We
decided it would be more efficient and effective to pool our gifts to
organizations such as the United Jewish Appeal, Catholic Charities, the
Federation of Protestant Welfare Agencies, the United Hospital Fund, the
Red Cross, and the United Negro College Fund. The result was the
incorporation of the Rockefeller Brothers Fund (RBF) in late 1940. For



the first twelve years of its existence the RBF had no endowment.
Instead, each of us made annual contributions proportional to our
income. Arthur Packard, Father’s senior philanthropic advisor, served as
director and helped us determine the allocation of funds.

A decade later our individual annual contributions to the RBF had
grown to the point that we were able to support organizations which
individual brothers had initiated or in which one of us had a special
interest. Nelson, for example, had created the American International
Association (AIA) to provide rural credit and advice to farmers in Brazil
and other South American countries, similar to the U.S. government’s
agricultural extension programs. RBF became a substantial funder of this
effort. John was deeply concerned about the dangers of escalating world
population growth long before most people recognized the urgency of
this critical issue. The RBF provided crucial support to John’s Population
Council during the early years of its work. Over time, the fund provided
us with the opportunity to work together and to forge a philanthropic
philosophy that reflected our generation’s values and objectives.

BUYING ROCKEFELLER CENTER FROM FATHER

o subject loomed larger in our meetings after the war than the

future of Rockefeller Center. During the first eighteen years of its
operation, the property had not generated enough revenue to fully cover
interest and taxes, let alone amortize the debt owed to the Metropolitan
Life Insurance Company and to Father. After construction was completed
in the mid-1930s, Father had covered the Center’s operating deficit for
almost a decade. Through the end of 1944, Father had invested a total of
$120 million: $55 million in common stock and another $65 million in
interest-free notes. As a result the common stock, all of which Father
owned, was worth very little.

Nevertheless, Nelson, who had served as president of the Center for a
few years prior to the war, saw great long-term potential in the property.
He was convinced that once the debt was paid off, it would be an
increasingly valuable asset. He encouraged the brothers to take
advantage of the “great opportunity” he saw by asking Father to sell us
the Center’s common stock. With our concurrence Nelson pressed Father



on the matter, and while Father saw merit in his arguments, he
explained that he was not a totally free agent. Before he could sell his
stock, he had to obtain the permission of both Columbia University,
which was the landlord, and Metropolitan Life, the principal debt holder.
Met Life readily agreed, but the university gave its consent only after the
terms of the lease were modified to incorporate ironclad guarantees that
the lease payments would be made and that the common stock could not
be sold to anyone outside the family. An additional provision stipulated
that no dividends could be paid so long as any of the original debt
remained outstanding. My brothers and I agreed to these stiff conditions
because we believed the long-term financial future of the Center was
bright. However, some of these restrictive lease covenants would
continue to limit the Center’s flexibility and marketability as long as
Columbia remained the landlord.

In 1948, after ironing out these complexities, Father sold us his
Rockefeller Center stock for its appraised value of $2,200,000. The five
of us acquired ownership of the Center with its eleven fully occupied
buildings in a prime location for $440,000 apiece. Taking ownership of
the company, however, meant assuming its debt of $80 million: $20
million still owed to Met Life and $60 million to Father. In 1950 we
repaid the final portion of the Met Life loan, and the following year we
made a payment of $2 million on the debt to Father.

How to deal with the remaining debt generated a good deal of intra-
family tension before it was finally resolved. Father was seventy-eight in
1952, and his health, never robust, had begun to decline. His lawyers
became increasingly concerned about the impact that holding the
Center’s notes would have on his estate. Shortly after we purchased the
common stock, Nelson proposed that Father forgive the indebtedness so
we could free up the funds needed to modernize and possibly expand the
Center. Father countered by pointing out that this would oblige him to
pay $26 million in gift taxes, so he declined. Since canceling the debt
was not feasible, we proposed that Father give the notes to the RBF,
which badly needed an endowment. In fact, Nelson felt so strongly about
this that he threatened to resign as chairman of the Center if Father did
not agree with our proposal. Father eventually yielded and gave the
notes to the RBF. In so doing he effectively ended his financial
involvement with Rockefeller Center, leaving its management entirely in



our hands.

Father’s contribution of $57.7 million to the RBF had great
significance for my generation. As the Center paid down the debt over
the next seventeen years, the RBF gradually built up an endowment
enabling it to support new initiatives that had not been possible
previously. The Rockefeller Brothers Fund emerged as my generation’s
most significant joint philanthropic endeavor, and it was the principal
vehicle for our support of groups in fields such as population,
conservation, economic development, urban affairs, and basic scientific
research.

Rockefeller Center would become an increasingly valuable investment
not only for my brothers and me but also for our heirs. For Father,
however, the venture had been almost a total financial loss. All told he
invested $55 million in common stock and $65 million in personal notes.
(This does not take into account the “opportunity cost” of financing
these obligations by selling securities, primarily oil stocks, at rock-
bottom prices during the Depression.) On a total investment of $120
million he received $2.2 million for the common stock and was repaid
only $7.5 million on the notes. Few people realize that despite the long-
term benefits produced for his descendants, Father sustained a direct loss
of more than $110 million as a result of his courageous decision to
proceed with the building of Rockefeller Center during the Depression.

BUYING THE POCANTICO ESTATE

Another important topic of discussion at the brothers’ meetings was
the future of the 3,300-acre Pocantico estate. By the late 1940s the
tax consequences of property transfers had become quite costly, and
steps had to be taken to deal with Father’s potential estate problems.
Nelson, without informing any of his brothers, approached Father
about selling the Pocantico property to us. Father was somewhat
reluctant to do this because he had been responsible for the design and
construction of Kykuit when he was a young man and had supervised the
development of the property into one of the most beautiful estates in the
country. Understandably, he was not keen on giving up control of a
property that had meant so much to him for the better part of his life.



However, Nelson then implied that if he refused to sell, none of us would
be interested in remaining on the estate. That was stretching the truth by
quite a bit, but Father, faced with what he thought was an ultimatum
from his sons, agreed to the immediate sale.

In January 1951, Father formed the Hills Realty Company and folded
the entire estate into it, taking back stock valued at $700,000 in return.
The following year he sold all the Hills stock to the five of us, retaining a
life interest for himself—a reasonable compromise from my point of
view. Each brother paid just over $152,000 for a one-fifth undivided
ownership in the full estate.

RESTRUCTURING FAMILY HOLDINGS

igh personal and corporate income tax rates forced my brothers and
me to find sensible ways to restructure our major holdings in order
to generate more income and increase their capital value. Rockefeller
Center was our largest single asset, so our primary objective was to
eliminate its divided ownership whereby Columbia owned the land and
my brothers and I the buildings. A few months after our purchase of the
common stock we asked William Zeckendorf, the principal in the Webb
& Knapp real estate firm, to examine our options. Bill suggested that we
create a new corporation to purchase both the land and the buildings,
which would amortize the debt over a period of twenty-five years. When
we approached Columbia with this proposal they turned it down cold.
Bill then suggested restructuring the Center’s finances to take
advantage of the favorable tax treatment of real estate income. His point
was that real estate corporations—companies that earned more than 50
percent of their income from rent and related sources—paid taxes at the
7 percent level, whereas all other corporations were subject to a 50
percent tax on their net earnings. The Center’s earnings had grown
steadily since we had bought it, almost doubling to $1.9 million in 1952.
Bill emphasized that we could almost match that amount with income
from securities and still qualify for the lowest corporate tax rate.
But there was a major problem. The Columbia lease did much more
than establish the annual ground rent; it literally governed all aspects of
the Center’s financial structure and prohibited us from making logical



and sensible changes in the corporation’s financial structure. For
instance, we had to maintain $14 million in U.S. government bonds in
an escrow account at all times to guarantee payment of the rent, and the
Center’s working capital fund had to be kept at a level of $30 million, of
which no more than 25 percent could be invested in stocks. This meant
that more than 90 percent of the Center’s investment portfolio had to be
invested in low-yield government bonds, returning less than 2 percent
interest a year.

If the Center was ever to generate the higher returns it needed to
finance capital improvements and pay down debt, we had to persuade
Columbia to modify these anachronistic and punitive provisions in the
lease.

Columbia’s lawyers and accountants saw our point—that an expanding
and more profitable Rockefeller Center would be as valuable to the
university as it was to our family. They agreed to remove the restrictions
on both the escrow account and the working capital fund, but only in
return for a substantial increase in rent. We began the new investment
program in early 1953, just before a period of enormous appreciation in
stock values. Our strategy and timing proved to be excellent.

Hills Realty posed an entirely different challenge. The company’s only
income came from securities we had added to its portfolio to cover the
cost of maintaining the Pocantico estate. We could only benefit from the
7 percent corporate tax rate if we added income-producing real estate
assets. In order to achieve this result, we borrowed money through Hills
to acquire an interest in the Carlyle Hotel in Manhattan, which we later
swapped for a much larger stake in the Moorestown Shopping Center
and an industrial park in Edison, New Jersey. Eventually we also added
the ground lease for the Parke-Bernet auction gallery on the Upper East
Side. The income from these properties generated significant revenue,
which was offset against the returns from Hills’s stock market securities.
This ingenious use of the tax code allowed us to mitigate the high levels
of personal and corporate taxes we paid on other sources of income
during this period.



A TRADITION OF PHILANTHROPY

he Rockefeller philanthropic tradition was simple and unadorned. It

required that we be generous with our financial resources and
involve ourselves actively in the affairs of our community and the
nation. This was the doctrine of stewardship that Father himself had
learned as a young man and had carefully taught us. We had been
greatly blessed as a family, and it was our obligation to give something
back to our society.

Although Father hoped each of us would become involved with one or
more of the organizations with close family connections, we were also
free to pursue our own interests. I was drawn to the work of educational
and cultural institutions, especially the University of Chicago, the
Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research, and the Museum of Modern
Art. My travels during the 1930s and my experience during the war had
sharpened my awareness of international affairs, which I would develop
through active involvement with the Council on Foreign Relations, the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, and International House of
New York. Finally, working with Mayor La Guardia had kindled a deep
interest in the complexity of urban life that would now be expressed
through service on the Westchester County Planning Commission and a
lead role in creating Morningside Heights, Inc., one of the first private
efforts in the United States to deal with the problem of urban decline
and renewal.

REINVENTING THE ROCKEFELLER UNIVERSITY

y first exposure to the management of an educational institution
came on the board of the Rockefeller Institute for Medical
Research. Father had been the driving force in the creation and
expansion of the institute that Grandfather had created in 1901, and in
the late 1940s he still served as the president of its seven-member board
of trustees. Father took great pride in the pioneering work of the
institute’s scientists in the fields of biology, pathology, and physiology
and in the practical impact their research had on the treatment of
infectious diseases such as yellow fever, syphilis, and pneumonia.
Father supported the institute’s fundamental mission, the pursuit of



scientific knowledge, even more strongly. He understood that basic
research in the biological sciences had to come first and that direct
applications would follow inevitably. The seminal work of Peyton Rous
in uncovering the viral origins of cancer; the efforts of Albert Claude,
Keith Porter, and George Palade in mapping cell structure and function;
and the discovery by Oswald Avery, Colin MacLeod, and Maclyn
McCarty that DNA carries genetic information were the real measure of
the Rockefeller Institute. These advances had transformed the nature of
scientific inquiry and medical practice, and fulfilled the mission that
Grandfather and Father had in mind when they established it in 1901.
Despite its rich history, the institute stood at a crossroads in the late
1940s. There were tough questions about its leadership, scientific
mission, and funding. Father planned to retire in 1950, and the director,
Dr. Herbert Gasser, a Nobel Prize-winning neurobiologist, would follow
him a few years later. Father assumed that my brother John, who had
long served as a trustee, would succeed him in the top board leadership
position. But in early 1946, John decided to resign from the board to
concentrate on the Williamsburg Restoration and the Rockefeller
Foundation. It then became clear that I would have to carry on the
tradition of family responsibility for this vital research organization.
When I succeeded Father in 1950, the first thing we needed to do was
determine how and, even more basically, whether the institute should
survive. There were a few on the board who actually favored closing
down the institute since its original mission had been largely achieved.
For me that was not an option. But we needed to determine what
specific role the institute should play within the field of biomedicine.
Funding was also an important issue. Grandfather had endowed the
institute, and Father had added money and land for expansion. The
portfolio had been well managed and appreciated over the years to
about $100 million in 1950. In order to preserve its complete
independence, however, the institute had never accepted funds from
government or even other private sources because Father thought this
would lessen the independence of the researchers in carrying on the
work they thought important. As a result, by the mid-1930s, expenses
had overtaken income, forcing staff reductions and negatively affecting
the scope of research. Without a policy change permitting us to seek new
sources of revenue, the institute risked becoming a distinctly second-



rank organization.

We needed a comprehensive evaluation of the institute, and at my
instigation the trustees asked Dr. Detlev Bronk, president of Johns
Hopkins University and the chairman of the National Academy of
Sciences, who was also a member of the institute’s board of scientific
directors, to chair a committee to provide it. Bronk, a physiologist and
biophysicist with a sterling reputation, believed in the critical role of
independent scientific inquiry and admired the institute’s pioneering
work. But he and the other members of the committee, including me,
agreed that changes were needed if the institute was to survive in a more
competitive and challenging environment.

The Bronk committee spent a year reviewing the institute’s scientific
work and its financial and physical resources. We consulted with scores
of leading scientists and educators from around the world. Our review
concluded that the time for a completely freestanding research institute
had passed and that we needed to supplement our basic research with a
strong educational component and increase our contacts with the outside
world.

For fifty years the institute had been operated as a community of like-
minded scholars. The head of each autonomous laboratory was free to
pursue his scientific inquiries in his own way, subject only to the canons
of his discipline and the review of his peers. That system, which the
great physicist Niels Bohr referred to as the “Republic of Science,” had
worked well in the past, and none of us, particularly Det Bronk, wanted
to infringe upon scientific freedom. However, that freedom had to be
balanced to a degree with the need for stronger centralized direction,
greater collaboration, and an awareness of financial reality.

Bronk was the prime mover on the committee. As our study moved
forward, there was a growing feeling that he would be the best successor
to Dr. Gasser. In the end, with the board’s enthusiastic support, I
persuaded Bronk to leave his post at Hopkins to become the new director
of the Rockefeller Institute with a mandate to introduce the reforms that
had been proposed.

Bronk’s assumption of the directorship in 1953 became, in effect, the
“second founding” of the institute. His principal task was to transform a
research institute into a biomedical graduate university. He started on
the transition process almost immediately. In late 1953 the trustees



voted to incorporate under the laws of the State of New York as a
graduate university empowered to grant both Ph.D. and M.D. degrees. At
the same time we merged the board of scientific advisors with the board
of trustees. This group appointed Bronk president, and I became the
chairman. We received our new charter in 1954 but did not formally
change the name to The Rockefeller University until 1965, more out of
sentimental attachment than anything else.

Bronk also moved quickly to broaden the range of disciplines
represented on campus by inviting mathematicians, experimental and
theoretical physicists, psychologists, and even a small number of
philosophers to join the faculty. The independent laboratory system was
maintained, but academic ranks were introduced and the former title
“member of the institute” was exchanged, often reluctantly, for the more
pedestrian “professor.”

We admitted the first group of ten graduate students in 1955. In
keeping with the institute’s long tradition, they worked closely in the
laboratory of a senior scientist, learning firsthand the essentials of the
discipline. Throughout his tenure Bronk insisted on personally
interviewing all candidates for admission and insisted on the highest
standards of excellence.

All of these changes required additional funding, and Bronk proved to
be quite adept at finding new sources of revenue. He had played a
seminal role during both the Truman and Eisenhower administrations in
creating the National Institutes of Health and the National Science
Foundation. Both agencies emerged as significant funders of scientific
research in the United States, and a significant portion of their annual
budgets flowed into the university beginning in the late 1950s.

During this time Bronk and I worked closely to expand the university’s
physical plant. We added a nine-story laboratory building, a residence
hall for graduate students and postdoctoral fellows, an auditorium, and a
beautiful international-style residence for the president, designed by my
friend Wallace K. Harrison.

My tenure as chairman, which ended in 1975, embraced a dramatic
period of scientific progress in the field of biology—the genetic
revolution—unleashed by the discovery that genes were composed of
DNA. This discovery, as medical historian Lewis Thomas has written,
“opened the way into the biological revolution which continues to



transform our view of nature.”

Today, its mission refined, its governance restructured, and its
finances reinvigorated, The Rockefeller University continues to play a
pivotal role in harnessing science and technology to search for answers
to life’s most perplexing health-related questions. Our reinvention of the
institute in the early 1950s was the essential first step in this process and
one in which I am quite proud to have played a part.

ALGER HISS AND THE CARNEGIE ENDOWMENT

was still an assistant manager in Chase’s Foreign Department when I

received a visit one morning in early spring 1947 from the new
president of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. Alger Hiss
was a tall, lanky man with a handsome chiseled face. He had an
agreeable manner, was gracious and charming, and I liked him
immediately. After the usual pleasantries Hiss told me I had been elected
to the board of the Carnegie Endowment, and he hoped I would agree to
serve.

The endowment was established by Andrew Carnegie in 1910 to
pursue his interest in the prevention of war and the creation of an
effective system of international law. Nicholas Murray Butler, president
of Columbia University and a Nobel Peace Prize laureate, had led the
endowment for twenty years and made it one of America’s most
respected foundations. Butler had just retired, and Hiss had been chosen
as his successor.

Hiss had had an impressive career for such a young man. A graduate
of Harvard Law, he had studied under Felix Frankfurter and then clerked
at the Supreme Court for Oliver Wendell Holmes. During the New Deal
he served in both the Department of Agriculture and the Justice
Department before shifting over to the State Department. He remained at
State until the end of World War II and traveled with the American
delegation to the Yalta Conference—a fact that would cause considerable
consternation when he was later accused of being a Soviet spy.

I was flattered to be asked to join the endowment’s prestigious board,
which included such luminaries as General Dwight D. Eisenhower and
Thomas J. Watson, the founder of IBM. John Foster Dulles, the eminent



international lawyer, was chairman, and it was to him that I attributed
my selection because I had known him and his family since my college
years. Foster had a reputation for being cold, austere, and puritanical,
but the man I knew had a good sense of humor and could be a
wonderful companion. His daughter Lillias had been part of a small
group of friends during my college days and one of Peggy’s closest
friends. In fact, when I was courting Peggy in the late 1930s, she always
stayed with the Dulleses at their New York town house.

When I mentioned Hiss’s offer to Nelson, he told me in confidence that
a high-level FBI official had warned him there was reliable information
indicating that Hiss was a Soviet agent. I reported this to Foster, who
said he didn’t believe it. Given Dulles’s prestige, experience, and
reputation as a strong anticommunist, I accepted his judgment and
joined the endowment’s board in May 1947. A year later the spy charges
against Alger Hiss would become front-page news.

At the time, the board members of the endowment were preoccupied
with the mundane issues of program and physical location. In fact, the
board meetings were devoted to contentious debates about moving our
headquarters from New York to Washington and whether we should rent
or build. We finally agreed to remain in New York—where in New York
was the issue.

I turned to Bill Zeckendorf, and he offered us one of the building sites
he had acquired on the west side of First Avenue, across from where the
new U.N. building would be erected. Although the area was still filled
with abandoned slaughterhouses and decaying commercial buildings,
Bill felt the U.N. and other related projects would permanently transform
the area. He recommended that we buy the parcel before land values
skyrocketed and then put up our own building.

Several of the more conservative board members thought the plan far
too risky and criticized spending the endowment’s limited funds on a
construction project in an unproven location. The endowment’s longtime
treasurer opposed the project and resigned from the board, predicting it
would bankrupt us. However, a strong majority of the board backed the
proposal, especially after I was able to persuade Winthrop Aldrich to
open a Chase branch on the ground floor. Once the building was
completed, we rented much of the building to not-for-profits and easily
handled the mortgage payments. As Bill Zeckendorf predicted, the area



around the U.N. quickly became one of New York’s prime neighborhoods
and continues to be so to this day.

AN EVENING WITH ALGER

he allegations against Hiss first surfaced publicly in August 1948. In

testimony before the House Un-American Activities Committee,
Whittaker Chambers, a former editor of Time magazine as well as an
admitted former Communist, identified Hiss as a member of his party
cell during the mid-1930s and a participant in a Soviet spy ring. When
Chambers repeated these accusations outside the halls of Congress, Hiss
sued him for libel and set the stage for a courtroom drama that
preoccupied the country for years. A few months after Chambers’s
accusations, the Carnegie board assembled for the most awkward dinner
I have ever attended. When Alger arrived, the atmosphere grew tense,
and when we sat down to eat, the chairs on either side of him were not
filled. Embarrassed by what was happening, I sat on his right, and
Harvey Bundy took the chair on his left. William Marshall Bullitt, an
outspoken, choleric lawyer from Louisville, Kentucky, sat on my right.
Bullitt was elderly and very deaf, and provided a running commentary
during dinner in a loud voice as to why Hiss was a traitor and should
immediately be fired from the endowment. I leaned forward, trying
vainly to shield Alger from the verbal barrage, but Bullitt’s insistent
voice penetrated every corner of the room.

After dinner Alger excused himself so that the board could discuss its
agenda for the following day, including the matter of his continuing
employment. We were polled one by one, and the vote was unanimously
in favor of firing Hiss immediately, until it was my turn to vote. I
disagreed, saying that while the accusations were heinous, they were
still only accusations. Until Hiss was found guilty, it was incumbent
upon us to treat him as an innocent man. I suggested that it would be
appropriate to ask him to take a leave of absence, since he couldn’t
function effectively at the endowment under the circumstances. Tom
Watson and others supported my position, and in the end the board
compromised by offering Alger a paid leave of absence, which he
accepted.



The Hiss-Chambers case dragged on into 1949, when Hiss was
convicted not of espionage, but of perjury in denying before Congress
that he knew Whittaker Chambers. Hiss denied until the day of his death
in 1996 that he was a Soviet spy, and his supporters continue to
maintain his innocence. Once the evidence was all in, it appeared to me
that he was a Soviet agent.

On the other hand it was also evident that opportunistic politicians
were using the Hiss case to attack the New Deal and to oppose a stronger
international role for the United States by claiming that Communists had
infiltrated the federal government as part of a massive “international
conspiracy.” The emotions stirred up by the Hiss case marked the
emergence of a dangerous tendency in our political life. Since then, both
the left and the right have routinely demonized individuals and
carelessly attacked our governmental institutions in an effort to impose
their own rigid and intemperate ideological views on the rest of us. In
time I would emerge as a favorite target of both extremes.

RECRUITING A PERSONAL STAFF

t was not long before I realized I needed help in dealing with my

many outside involvements. For a few years after the war the Family
Office, financed almost completely by Father, handled these
relationships. In addition to legal, accounting, and investment services, a
staff of twenty people managed a vast array of civic and not-for-profit
involvements for me and my siblings. Arthur Packard, Father’s
philanthropic advisor, and his young assistant, Dana Creel, helped with
my not-for-profit activities, but they were not an adequate substitute for
a personal staff.

In 1947 I hired Eleanor Wilkerson as my personal secretary. She was
an expert stenographer and skillful in arranging social functions and
dealing with all manner of complex situations. Eleanor was a pillar of
strength for the next three decades and worked closely with Edna
Bruderle, my bank secretary, to keep my schedule under control. These
two remarkable women were well organized and efficient, and handled
people with sensitivity and tact.

In 1951 I decided to add a personal assistant to manage my growing



philanthropic interests. After a brief search I turned to a colleague from
my Army days in Paris, Warren Lindquist. After the war Lindy had
worked at the Chase for five years before taking a job as an assistant to
J. Peter Grace, chairman of W. R. Grace and Company.

Lindy helped me with Rockefeller University, the Carnegie
Endowment, International House, and a host of other involvements. He
took charge of my correspondence and scheduling, and strategized with
me on my role in various organizations. Lindy later played a central role
in guiding my substantial personal real estate investments. As Lindy
became more fully occupied with real estate matters and the scale of my
personal involvements and responsibilities increased, I hired additional
staff. Richard Dana and DeVaux Smith were longtime friends, and I had
also served with them during the war in Europe. John (Jack) Blum, a
young Milbank, Tweed lawyer assigned to the Family Office, assisted
Lindy in his work.

I gave my associates considerable independence, although we
consulted on a regular basis. All of them and their successors—Richard
E. Salomon, John B. Davies, Jr., Alice Victor, Patricia Smalley,
Christopher Kennan, Peter J. Johnson, and Marnie S. Pillsbury—handled
their responsibilities with great tenacity and intelligence. They extended
my reach and influence dramatically. Without them I could never have
balanced my work at Chase with my “parallel career.”



CHAPTER 12

BUILDING THE CHASE MANHATTAN BANK

On January 19, 1953, John J. McCloy succeeded Winthrop Aldrich as
chairman of the Chase National Bank. In many ways Jack was an
unusual choice to head one of the country’s largest commercial banks.
Like Winthrop, Jack had been trained as a lawyer, not a banker. He had
been a partner at Cravath, Henderson and de Gersdorff, Wall Street’s
most powerful firm, for more than a decade before World War II and had
worked closely with a number of investment banks and large
corporations. Right after the war he became a name partner in another
of the Street’s prestigious firms, Milbank, Tweed, Hope, Hadley &
McCloy, which numbered among its clients both the Chase National
Bank and my family. However, during his many years as a practicing
lawyer Jack had no direct experience with the highly specialized world
of commercial banking.

Obviously, in making their choice the Chase board had looked beyond
Jack’s limited banking background to his distinguished public service
career. He had entered government service in 1940 as a special assistant
to Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson and became an assistant secretary
the following year. He served in that capacity for the remainder of the
war and emerged as a key member of President Roosevelt’s circle of
advisors.

In late February 1947, Jack assumed the presidency of the World
Bank, a post he held for more than two years, until his appointment as
the U.S. High Commissioner for Occupied Germany. Working closely
with Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, Jack presided over the creation of the
West German state, its rearming, and its inclusion in the Western
Alliance. His tenure proved to be a great success, and he returned to the
United States in July 1952 a well-known and deeply respected figure.

Although Jack had never made a loan or analyzed a balance sheet, he
had enormous prestige and was a great natural leader—qualities that
suggested he would understand how to manage a large organization like



the Chase. His appointment as chairman gave encouragement to those of
us who had been working toward an expanded international program for
the bank.

A CURIOUS RELATIONSHIP

Given the similarity in our interests, I was disappointed that Jack and
I never developed a close personal relationship. That may have
been the result of the great differences in our early lives and a peculiar
episode in Jack’s that seems to have scarred him for life.

Jack was born, as he often recalled, on “the wrong side of the tracks”
in Philadelphia. His father died when he was quite young, and it was
only by dint of hard work and exceptional ability that he made his way
through Amherst College and Harvard Law School, and on to a
distinguished career.

Despite his own great achievements, Jack seemed wary, perhaps even
resentful, of what I appeared to represent in financial and social terms.
Frequently at gatherings I attended, Jack related the story of his first
contact with my family. He had worked his way through college and law
school in part by tutoring during the summer and had traveled to Maine
in the summer of 1912, three years before I was born, hoping to get a
job on Mount Desert Island. One of the families he decided to contact
was mine. Jack always imparted the story at great length—walking the
quarter mile from the main road up to the Eyrie, knocking on the
massive door, and explaining to the butler why he was there, only to be
turned away with the explanation that a tutor had already been hired for
the Rockefeller children that summer. And that ended the story. I confess
that I never understood the significance he attributed to it. Making an
unannounced call didn’t seem to be the best way to go about securing a
summer job, and Father, in fact, always arranged for tutors and other
summer companions months before we moved to Seal Harbor.

Jack must have told the story in my presence a hundred times, the last
time in 1985 when I succeeded him as chairman of the Council on
Foreign Relations. The story always made me feel uncomfortable.

Jack’s inability to resist retelling this anecdote demonstrated
ambivalence toward me and my family, maybe even latent hostility. His



feeling was probably deepened by a comment Nelson was said to have
made to him at the time he became chairman of Chase. Nelson
reportedly told him the “family had used its influence” to make him
chairman and that one of his jobs was to ensure that “David would
succeed him when he retired.” It seems quite possible that Nelson made
the comment or one quite similar to it. He could be quite high-handed
and no doubt thought he was doing me a favor. But if Nelson did make a
statement of this kind, it certainly was not the result of a family decision
or a request from me. It would have been highly inappropriate for
anyone in the family to make such a demand. Unfortunately, if the story
was true, it may have permanently altered Jack’s attitude toward me.

In any event, Jack’s ambivalence may have been a factor in his refusal
to play a more decisive role with the directors of the bank in selecting
his successor in 1959. His indecisiveness, whatever its cause, would have
profound consequences for me personally and for the bank. Quite
possibly Jack could never look at me without remembering the long,
dusty walk up the hill in Seal Harbor and the big wooden door being
closed quietly but firmly in his face.

MODERNIZING BANK MANAGEMENT

he longer I worked at Chase, the more uncomfortable I became with

its antiquated management structure. While our basic lending
business was well handled, there were severe shortcomings in most other
areas: decentralized management with many autonomous fiefdoms,
inadequate personnel administration, and no budget and/or business
plan. Any management consultant would have been appalled, but we
refused to let any of them in the door.

In the summer of 1952, just before I took over as head of the New
York City District, Kenneth C. Bell, a vice president with similar views,
and I began to assemble information on this issue. Although assessing
the bank’s organization had nothing to do with our jobs—or anyone else,
as far as we could tell—we wanted to see whether we could suggest a
more efficient and rational structure. Our research turned up some
startling and even alarming facts. For example, the directors of the nine
geographical “districts,” which handled corporate business around the



country as well as all the heads of our twenty-nine domestic branches,
reported directly to the president of the bank. Few apparently ever
received instructions or oversight from him. They operated as they
pleased. On paper, Chase had a highly centralized structure; in reality,
clear-cut responsibility and accountability did not exist.

Taking these astounding facts into account, my colleague and I
designed a simplified structure that reorganized the bank along
functional lines. We kept our conclusions private, preferring to wait for a
favorable moment to bring our organizational proposals forward.

COLLISION COURSE

had been moving up quite rapidly in the bank, as had George

Champion. George was eleven years my senior and had graduated
from Dartmouth in 1926 where he had been an all-star football player.
He joined the Equitable Trust Company right after college and came to
Chase through the merger. Over the course of the 1930s and 1940s,
George had become one of the bank’s most outstanding lending officers.
Corporate customers and bankers across the country respected his skills
and business acumen, and were glad to do business with him. He was an
ardent golfer and enjoyed a hearty good time at the nineteenth hole as
well! George was named head of the Commercial Banking Department,
the bank’s most important unit, in 1949.

It became increasingly apparent to many that George and I were on a
collision course, both seeing ourselves headed for the chairmanship of
the bank.

The moment of truth for our reorganization plan came in September
1952 when President Percy Ebbott called me into his office to tell me
that he was promoting me to senior vice president. He talked in vague
terms about my responsibilities, which would be related to the branch
system in New York. Percy’s description was so obscure and nebulous
that I frankly had no idea what I was expected to do or how I would
relate to the other parts of the bank. I thought the time was right to
bring up the reorganization plan that we had been working on for the
past few months.

The next morning I brought in our organizational chart and laid it all



out for Percy. We proposed to combine all the bank’s corporate business
under George Champion in a new “United States” Department. A
department called Special Industries would be created and would
include the Public Utilities group and the Petroleum and Aviation
departments. I would take charge of a third new one, the Metropolitan
Department, with responsibility for all the retail branches in the city as
well as relations with our many large corporate customers
headquartered there. Certain key staff functions, such as public relations
and economic research, would be included in my new domain. I told
Percy that both activities deserved more emphasis than they had
previously been given.

Our suggested reorganization plan also called for the retention of
three existing departments: Trust, Bond, and my old area, Foreign. A
senior vice president would head each of the six major departments, and
they and they alone would report directly to the president. Most
important, each of these senior officers would be given well-defined
responsibility for a specific area of the bank’s operation.

Percy seemed quite pleased with our ideas and particularly intrigued
by the “novel concept” of an organizational chart. He took the proposal
to Winthrop, who gave it his endorsement. As I had anticipated, George
Champion was enthusiastic about the new arrangement since it gave him
responsibility for the area of the bank he considered most important. It
also gave me authority over an aspect of the bank’s business that I
believed would be increasingly important in the coming years. The
board authorized the reorganization, and it went into effect on the first
day of January 1953, just as Jack McCloy took over. Chase now had—at
least on paper—a modern and potentially more effective corporate
structure.

MERGER MANIA

hen he retired from Chase, Winthrop Aldrich told Jack McCloy
that there were three things he had failed to accomplish during
his nineteen years as chairman: first, finding a merger partner to expand
the bank’s branch system and strengthen the retail side of its operations;
second, building a new headquarters to house the bank’s widely



dispersed workforce in lower Manhattan; and third, making Chase a
truly international bank. Jack took these words to heart and began
immediately to seek a merger partner.

By the early 1950s all the major New York banks, as well as those in
Chicago and California, began to search for new sources of lendable
funds to meet the increasing credit requirements of their corporate
customers. Some commercial banks, such as the Bank of Manhattan, had
followed a retail strategy designed to broaden and strengthen their
deposit base. Their deposit base had grown appreciably, while the great
wholesale banks, such as Chase, City Bank, and Guaranty Trust, had seen
their corporate deposits decline. Chase had about $6 billion in deposits
at the end of 1943, but only $4 billion by the end of 1954. In contrast,
the Bank of Manhattan’s deposits had increased—by almost $300 million
—over the same period, and so had the number of small depositors. It
became apparent that the acquisition of retail-generated deposits would
have to play a role in the activities of even the largest commercial
“wholesale” banks.

Thus, in the mid-1950s there was a veritable mating ritual of mergers
—almost all of them linking larger commercial banks having substantial
corporate business with smaller retail banks, which had large and
growing consumer business. All of these mergers were driven by the
need for wholesale commercial banks to acquire branches so that they
could gain access to new deposits.

“JONAH SWALLOWS THE WHALE”

he Bank of the Manhattan Company, chartered by the New York

State Legislature in 1799, was the second oldest bank in the state.
Aaron Burr had been one of its original incorporators. The Manhattan
Company had been chartered as a water company to provide freshwater
to New York City, but Burr and his associates shrewdly slipped a phrase
into the charter that allowed the company to use its excess capital “in
the purchase of public or other stocks, or in any money transactions or
operations not inconsistent with the laws and constitutions of the State
of New York.” Thus, the Bank of the Manhattan Company came into
existence.



Burr’s subterfuge outraged Alexander Hamilton and his associates,
who up until then enjoyed a banking monopoly through their Bank of
New York. This undoubtedly played a role in the bad blood between
Burr and Hamilton, which led to their famous duel on the heights of
Weehawken in 1804, in which Burr killed the former Secretary of the
Treasury. (Chase still owns and displays the dueling pistols used by the
two.) The Bank of Manhattan prospered over the years and continued to
function under its original 1799 charter. By the early 1950s its most
important asset had become its network of fifty-eight retail branches in
New York City, double that of Chase. Measured by total assets of $1.7
billion, however, the Bank of Manhattan was only one-quarter Chase’s
size.

Winthrop Aldrich had tried to combine the two banks in 1951 and the
merger had actually been announced in the press, but the attempt
proved unsuccessful, due primarily to a powerful personality clash
between Winthrop and the Bank of Manhattan’s chairman, J. Stewart
Baker.

Jack McCloy was a more artful negotiator, and he skillfully overcame
Baker’s personal reluctance and a number of nettlesome legal obstacles
by agreeing to merge the much larger Chase into the state-chartered
Bank of Manhattan. This strategy flattered Baker’s ego and achieved
Chase’s objective to expand its retail banking. And so, on March 31,
1955, the smaller Bank of the Manhattan Company technically absorbed
the much larger Chase National Bank, leading one newspaper to run the
headline “Jonah Swallows the Whale.”

The merger created a financial powerhouse with deposits of $7 billion,
capital of $550 million, and total assets of almost $8 billion. Most
important, from the point of view of Chase, the number of domestic
branches swelled to eighty-seven, the third largest in New York City. In
addition, the new Chase Manhattan Bank moved past First National City
Bank in terms of total assets—making us the second largest bank in the
world, behind only the Bank of America.

SEEKING OUTSIDE GUIDANCE



Prior to opening for business on that April morning in 1955, McCloy
and Baker had agreed to an interim corporate structure and division
of senior level responsibilities. Jack McCloy had handled Baker’s vanity
adroitly by giving him the jobs of president and chairman of the
executive committee, while retaining the chairmanship for himself. In a
master stroke at the time, but one that would create problems only a few
years later, McCloy also agreed to alter the bylaws so that both he as
chairman and Baker as president were named co—chief executive officers.

Just below the top level, a new title of executive vice president was
created. I was named executive vice president for planning and
development with responsibility for all staff functions, and George
assumed the same rank and retained control of the commercial banking
group.

The complicated task of integrating the personnel and operations of
these two large institutions, each with a strong personality and a distinct
culture, could not be accomplished easily, but it was essential to do it in
a manner that would both heighten morale and maintain momentum.

The merger presented us with a unique opportunity to develop a more
responsive and effective corporate culture. Some of us felt strongly that
the best course would be to hire one of the established management
consulting firms to design a more integrated and effective organizational
structure. But others in the bank were opposed, bridling at the idea of
bringing in an outside consulting firm to do work that we could better
perform ourselves. Once again we were locked in a stalemate between
the “old guard” and the “modernizers.” Happily, we found a
compromise.

My friend Peter Grace had faced a similar situation with many of his
old-line executives in restructuring W. R. Grace and Company. Peter had
found a workable alternative by hiring Gerald Bower, an independent
consultant who had worked for General Electric for many years. Bower
did not bring a large team of experts with him; instead, he asked senior
management to assign eight or ten capable officers to work with him in
studying the company. Bower found that this procedure assisted the
process of analysis greatly and made it less threatening to company
management. Although George Champion and most other senior lending
officers remained dubious, Jack McCloy was convinced, and we hired



Bower to do the study in May 1955, only a month after the merger.

Bower submitted his final report later that year. Basically, it refined
the organizational changes that my associate and I had suggested in
1952 by describing more clearly the operational areas of the bank and
definitively establishing lines of authority and responsibility. Bower also
strongly recommended that we either establish or strengthen a number
of specialized departments—corporate planning, personnel, marketing,
and public relations—and recruit trained professionals to manage them.
During my entire time at the bank these critical staff functions had been
relegated to individuals whose only qualifications were that they had not
shown a special aptitude for making loans. I thought this had been a
grave error, so now as the executive in charge I was determined to give
those staff functions proper recognition and authority.

Despite resistance from George Champion and the “barons” in the
United States Department who resented the loss of their autonomy, the
organizational changes that Bower suggested were implemented by the
end of 1956. By streamlining the structure and strengthening the
management process, this represented a significant turning point in
Chase’s history.

CONSOLIDATING IN LOWER MANHATTAN

In early January 1955, shortly after the merger was announced, Jack
gave me another important assignment: figuring out what to do about
a new Chase headquarters. It had been clear for some time that we
needed to consolidate our widely dispersed activities. Chase had
absorbed more than fifty smaller banks over the years, and as a result
had operations in nine separate locations scattered throughout the
financial district, including our increasingly crowded headquarters at 18
Pine Street. Our looming merger with the Bank of Manhattan made our
space needs even more acute.

The issue was not whether we should move—all were agreed to that—
but where we should move to. The financial community in lower
Manhattan was unhappy with the crowded streets, poor public services,
and antiquated buildings, and many had already taken steps to leave the
area. Midtown Manhattan was the preferred destination for most. The



City had grown enormously in the postwar years, but almost all that
growth had taken place above 34th Street, with dozens of corporations
relocating there each year. Meanwhile, not one new building had been
built in the financial district since the beginning of the Great Depression.
Lower Manhattan was stagnating, many of its famous financial
institutions were planning to follow their corporate clients uptown, and
there was general talk of “grass growing again on Wall Street.”

No one wanted to be the last to leave. We all owned substantial
amounts of property, which would have plummeted in value if the
financial community began to move northward en masse. First National
City had already announced that it would move many of it operations to
a new building on Park Avenue that was scheduled for completion in
1959, though the bank’s chairman had assured Jack McCloy that he had
no plans to relocate their headquarters. But Chase was perceived as the
bellwether; everyone seemed to be waiting for our decision.

My personal view was that it was vital to keep the financial district
intact in the Wall Street area and that Chase had to take the lead in the
process. This was partly sentiment. The area was rich in history; it
included the original Dutch settlement of New Amsterdam; it was where
George Washington had taken his oath of office and Congress had
convened for the first time. The New York Stock Exchange had begun its
operations there in 1817. Grandfather’s Standard Oil headquarters had
been located at 26 Broadway for many years. But sentiment should
never be the basis for a business decision involving many thousands of
people and hundreds of millions of dollars. I also felt there were
compelling practical reasons for Chase to remain in lower Manhattan.
The concentration of the financial industry in such a small area along
with the New York Federal Reserve and the major stock and commodity
exchanges created enormous efficiencies. Together we formed an
integral and increasingly critical part of the world’s financial nervous
system. These strengths would be jeopardized if any more of the major
institutions left. And there were signs that some were seriously
considering that option. Even the board of the New York Stock Exchange
had indicated that it would move to New Jersey if a threatened stock
transfer tax were imposed. If the major banks left lower Manhattan, the
Stock Exchange would have added incentive to depart, and that, I felt,
would have precipitated a general business diaspora, which would have



been an economic and financial disaster for New York.

I persuaded Jack McCloy to hire a qualified outside firm to assess the
business climate and potential downtown. This comprehensive review
confirmed that the area was in the midst of a profound economic
transition. The major shipping firms, long a mainstay of lower
Manhattan, were moving to other cities, and other businesses were
leaving for midtown Manhattan and New Jersey. Most financial
institutions—banks, brokerage houses, and insurance companies—were
feeling nervous and giving indications that they might follow their
customers to other parts of the City or even out of state. Our consultants
concurred with me that Chase should remain downtown but urged that
we do so “in a sufficiently definitive and dramatic way that people
would recognize it as a decisive move on our part.”

AN OPPORTUNITY WE COULDN’T REFUSE

he clinching factor in the decision to remain downtown turned out

to be an opportunity we simply couldn’t refuse. I had been working
with Bill Zeckendorf, the flamboyant, larger-than-life real estate mogul
who a decade earlier had sold my father the land on which the United
Nations built its headquarters. Bill was an enormous man in all senses—
three hundred pounds of energy and ideas—who operated from a round
penthouse office in a building he owned on Madison Avenue in
midtown. Bill and I had been exploring ways in which Chase could
dispose of its scattered properties and find a single location for our new
headquarters. Bill had already proposed a number of solutions, but none
seemed workable. I became discouraged about the prospects of
remaining downtown.

Then at seven o’clock one morning in late February 1955, Bill
telephoned me at my home on 65th Street with urgent news. I was just
finishing breakfast and about to grab the paper to head off for the
subway. He said he would pick me up in his limousine so we could talk
on the way to the bank.

Bill, who was familiar with every major real estate deal in New York,
had just learned that the Guaranty Trust Company was about to sell a
building it owned that occupied the block between the Federal Reserve



Bank of New York and Chase’s main building on Pine Street. As soon as I
settled in the back of his seven-passenger limousine, Bill sketched out his
imaginative game plan. The first step would be for Chase to acquire the
Guaranty Trust building. Then we would begin to acquire all the other
buildings on the block east of our headquarters on Pine and at the same
time sell our many properties dispersed throughout the Wall Street area.
If everything went according to plan, we would then ask the City to give
us permission to close Cedar Street between our two blocks so that we
would have a large parcel—especially by Wall Street standards—on
which to build a new headquarters. Bill pointed out that this was the last
opportunity to assemble a space in lower Manhattan that would fit our
needs. But we had to move quickly because he had learned the Guaranty
Trust was closing the deal that very day. I was astonished by the
audacity of his proposal, but he convinced me that we should do it. The
question was whether we could persuade Jack and the Chase directors to
move swiftly on the matter.

We arrived at Chase and rushed up to Jack’s office on the fourth floor.
Jack was impressed by Bill’s presentation and immediately called the
president of Guaranty Trust, who confirmed that the deal would be
completed within a few hours. Jack was able to persuade him to delay
the sale for twenty-four hours to give Chase a chance to make a
counteroffer. Within a few hours Jack contacted Director Frederic W.
Ecker, head of the Chase Real Estate Committee. Ecker, experienced in
real estate matters, immediately saw the importance and desirability of
the proposal and agreed that we should pursue it. The other members of
the Real Estate Committee concurred with Ecker’s view, and the $4.4
million purchase was closed within a day of Bill Zeckendorf’s urgent call
to me. Chase would remain downtown.

A DRAMATIC NEW BUILDING

nce Chase had acquired the land, we turned our attention to the
kind of image we wanted to project and the kind of building that
would be sufficiently striking to make the statement we needed to

encourage others to remain in lower Manhattan.
I called Wallace K. Harrison for advice. He was the architect who had



first come to prominence for his work on Rockefeller Center and later
became a principal architect for both the United Nations and Lincoln
Center. Wally had become a friend over the years, and in retrospect I'm
a bit embarrassed because Wally could well have assumed that he was
the best architect for the job. In any case, he graciously accepted my
explanation that since we were such good friends, I wanted to select
someone else to avoid the appearance of favoritism. Wally unhesitatingly
recommended the firm of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill.

The Skidmore firm had come to prominence in the late 1940s with its
innovative international-style designs. The most influential of these in
New York was Lever House at Park Avenue and 53rd Street, which
embraced the pure functional style that Mies van der Rohe and Le
Corbusier had pioneered two decades earlier in Europe to take
advantage of new construction materials such as aluminum and sheet
glass and new technologies such as air-conditioning.

Another recent Skidmore building—a small branch bank for
Manufacturers Trust on Fifth Avenue at 43rd Street—had attracted my
attention. Completed in 1954, this small architectural gem created a
sensation because it was such a departure from traditional bank
buildings in both form and feeling; it was a simple glass box with an
aluminum skeleton. The door to the giant vault—usually the sacred and
secret core of the bank, hidden away in the bowels of the building—was
visible from the street! But it was the light, almost ethereal quality of the
building that caught everyone’s attention.

I contacted my friend Nathaniel (Nat) Owings, one of the founding
partners of the firm, whom I had met while a student at the University of
Chicago. I told him that we wanted to create a “statement building” to
reflect the fact that Chase was a progressive institution, willing to blaze
new trails in architecture that would symbolize dramatic changes in
management style and culture. Nat and I spent many hours with Bill
Zeckendorf discussing the two very different alternatives available to us:
The first was to construct two separate conventional buildings on our
two blocks. The second, the one Bill Zeckendorf had envisioned from the
beginning, was to combine the two parcels by closing the section of
Cedar Street between them and erecting one building—not another
massive, hulking office building but a shimmering skyscraper set on a
large open plaza. It would introduce a revolutionary new city planning



concept to lower Manhattan.

The financial district at that time was a solid mass of buildings
jammed along the narrow streets close to Trinity Church: Wall, Cedar,
Pine, Nassau, and William. For more than a century this had been the
most valuable real estate in the world, and when new structures were
erected, the owners used every square inch permitted by the building
code. The canyons of Wall Street may have been picturesque, but they
also created a crowded, dark, and almost claustrophobic feeling at street
level. The wind-tunnel effect could be ferocious as well, and hordes of
dignified lawyers, bankers, and stockbrokers pursuing their escaping
homburgs and derbies was a common sight on a blustery day.

Zoning laws now mandated that a new building had to fit within an
“envelope” determined by its size and location on the block. This meant
an office building had to be stepped back as it rose in height to let in
more light and air into the streets below. The higher you went, the less
usable space there would be. The result was inefficient and
architecturally unappealing buildings. To encourage more open space,
skyscrapers of any height were permitted as long as they occupied no
more than 25 percent of a lot. No one on Wall Street had been bold
enough to commission this type of building. They felt it wasted valuable
land and cut down on the amount of usable building space.

Bill, Nat, and I were not convinced by these arguments. Nat assigned
Gordon Bunshaft, the architect responsible for both Lever House and the
Manufacturer’s branch, to the project. After studying a variety of
possibilities, Gordon proposed a sixty-story rectangular tower with no
setbacks on a large plaza. To maximize flexibility and efficiency, the
building’s structural columns were placed outside the skin and inside
around the elevator shafts. This provided each floor with a more uniform
and unobstructed working space than traditional buildings provided.
Gordon also intended to use modular construction, which allowed the
installation of the electrical wiring and plumbing, heating, and air-
conditioning ducts in a regular pattern in the floors and ceilings. This
innovation, which has become the industry standard, would afford
versatility in office layouts and make renovations quick and inexpensive.

Another ingenious aspect of Gordon’s design cleverly blunted potential
criticism that too much valuable space would be lost by building on such
a small portion of the land. The foundation for the building would be



dug eighty-five feet below the surface to bedrock, allowing for an
additional five floors—each with three times the work space of the tower
floors—underneath the plaza. The main banking floor would be located
underground and lit by natural light from an open-air sunken pool.
Floors below that would contain a garage, auditorium, cafeteria, the
gigantic bank vault, and storage space.

Gordon’s design was the first head office of an American bank in the
contemporary style and the first building in lower Manhattan
surrounded by a large open plaza. This building would make the
definitive statement that I thought essential.

Jack McCloy became an ardent supporter of the one-building
approach. Fred Ecker, although in his eighties, also embraced Skidmore’s
unconventional design. With those two powerful backers, we had little
trouble, despite the grumblings of a few in the old guard, in getting the
Bunshaft international-style design approved by the board of directors.

Now we needed the City to agree to close part of Cedar Street so we
could build on the two-block parcel. The key to getting the plan
approved was to have the support of Robert Moses, whom I had known
since my days with La Guardia and more recently at the Morningside
Heights project. I went to see Moses, who, among many other official
positions, was the chairman of the City Planning Commission. Much to
my relief, Bob proved to be an easy sale. He believed that a dramatic
gesture was needed to save Wall Street, and he liked the concept of
opening up more space and letting a little more light into the gloomy
downtown streets. Once we had his okay, other needed approvals came
easily. In exchange for the City’s yielding the land under Cedar Street,
we agreed to widen all the sidewalks around the new One Chase
Manhattan Plaza.

Soon after construction began, we turned our attention to interior
decoration. Gordon noted that the new building would be cold and
unappealing without special decoration. Neoclassical buildings, he
pointed out, were embellished by columns, pediments, and ornamental
sculpture, but none of these decorative elements could be incorporated
into our building. He felt that Chase should consider buying
contemporary works of art to enhance the public spaces inside the
building.

I liked the idea and discussed it with Alfred Barr, the chief curator at



the Museum of Modern Art, who fully agreed. Jack McCloy was also
open-minded about the proposal, and we formed a small committee that
included leading art experts, Gordon, Jack, and myself, to select quality
pieces of modern art for the building. We set aside $500,000, which in
those days was enough to acquire a representative selection of modern
paintings. From this relatively modest beginning the world’s first
significant corporate art collection has grown to one worth almost $100
million.

Construction began in late 1956, but we immediately ran into an
unanticipated problem: water. In digging the foundation, the engineers
discovered an underground stream about fifty feet below the surface. To
deal with this problem and the tidal flow of the East River, which
affected the water table under the building, we had to erect a cofferdam
the size of the property, a costly modification since it had to be installed
before we could begin excavation. The foundation itself was almost 100
feet deep, and eventually more than 225,000 cubic yards of earth and
rock were removed. As a consequence, work was delayed and
construction costs escalated dramatically. A number of citywide strikes
slowed the work even more, and drove up expenditures as well. The
preliminary estimate for the building alone was $55 million; in the end
the full cost, including land and furnishings, was $145 million. Twenty-
five years later, however, the market value of the building was almost
three times that amount.

I was more than a bit apprehensive about the immediate critical
reaction to our novel bank headquarters. I need not have worried. “One
Chase” received rave reviews in publications that ran the gamut from
Forbes, which praised the “fresh and hopeful cast it has given the old
financial district,” to Architectural Forum, which called it “the boldest
and quite possibly one of the soundest investments made on Wall
Street.”

It is now widely acknowledged that Chase’s decision to remain
downtown was pivotal in quelling the threatened exodus of other banks
and financial institutions, and was a key first step in the renaissance of
Wall Street.



The late 1950s was the beginning of an eventful period for me and for
Chase. We began the process of transforming an antiquated management
structure and entrenched corporate culture into something more rational
and capable of dealing with the contemporary world. We recommitted to
lower Manhattan and in the process influenced others to remain there as
well. And we built a dramatic edifice to serve as our headquarters—a
building that exemplified the “new” Chase Manhattan Bank.

Despite the bank’s progress during this period, not everyone at Chase
supported or appreciated the changes I had sponsored. One executive in
particular stood largely in opposition to the vision I held for the bank
and the direction I thought it should follow. My conflict with this man
would develop into a major struggle for power within the bank in the
years immediately ahead.



CHAPTER 13

CONFLICT

n December 1956 we put in place the final pieces of the plan that fully

merged Chase and the Bank of Manhattan. I was promoted from
executive vice president to vice chairman of the board, and George
Champion became president and chief operating officer. We became the
clear front-runners in the race to succeed Jack McCloy when he retired
in early 1960. The stage was set for a competitive struggle between us
that would last fifteen years.

STRUGGLE FOR THE “SOUL” OF THE BANK

eorge Champion was one of the best-known and deeply respected

bankers in the United States. His election in 1958 to the presidency
of the Association of Reserve City Bankers was testimony to this fact.
George knew all our major corporate clients, and they valued his advice
and friendship. He was sound, smart, professional, and level-headed. No
other man so thoroughly personified the conservative banking culture of
the Chase, a culture that I felt needed to change.

Being a credit officer and a “damned good one” was all he cared
about, and as far as he was concerned, it was all the bank should care
about, too. He had worked hard to make Chase the country’s foremost
wholesale domestic bank, catering primarily to large U.S. corporations.
Filling their credit needs had always been Chase’s primary function; it
was the principal source of our revenue and profits, and anything else,
for George, was largely a diversion and a waste of resources. Over time, I
came to understand that he had a visceral distrust of international
expansion. He once told a group of credit trainees that “we would lose
our soul” if the bank went international.

I saw Chase’s challenges in a different light. My training and
experience was not on the lending side. Rather, I had spent fourteen



years in the bank’s Foreign and Metropolitan Departments. I understood
the bank’s people and culture, and appreciated its great strengths and
enormous potential as well as its glaring organizational and management
weaknesses. I saw Chase’s future in terms of increased services to a
worldwide clientele.

Almost from my first days at the bank George and I sparred over goals
and vision. Our debates were heightened by our very different personal
styles. George was hale and hearty and occasionally loud. I was much
more reserved, and my manner of communicating more subtle. But our
conflicts were fueled by more than contrasting personalities. Part of it
was that George saw me as his principal competitor in the bank’s
hierarchy. More important, he and I fundamentally disagreed on how
the bank should be organized and where it should be headed. George
seemed wedded to the past, content with Chase’s role as the preeminent
domestic bank. I saw the need for dramatic change and sought to lead
the bank in new directions both internally and around the world. As our
careers progressed, these basic philosophical differences sharpened, and
our personal conflict intensified.

“TROJAN HORSE”

As president and chief operating officer George was in a dominant
position, but he could not thwart all my ideas during the late 1950s
since, as vice chairman, I reported directly to Jack McCloy and the
board. During those years I devoted most of my time to building our new
headquarters in lower Manhattan, integrating the personnel and
programs of the post-merger bank, and trying to introduce a more
effective management structure. These tasks did not provide me with
any direct involvement with the lending areas of the bank, which
remained George’s territory.

However, I used my staff as a kind of “Trojan horse” to initiate quietly
a number of important changes. Although my group concentrated on
operations, marketing, management development, employee relations,
advertising, and public relations—all essential elements of a modern
corporation—the department also included an upgraded economic
research group and a newly minted organizational planning unit. Both of



these operations, once they were up and running, became significant in
analyzing the medium-and long-term banking environment in which we
operated and in suggesting measures to capitalize on it. Inevitably, or so
it seems in retrospect, this moved Chase in the direction I thought it
should be moving. And as long as I restricted my activities to the bank’s
staff functions and did not intrude directly on its fundamental business,
George left me to my own devices, which I suspect he viewed as
relatively harmless.

END-RUNNING THE INTERNATIONAL DEPARTMENT

here was one line department for which I had responsibility after the

reorganization. It was called, rather vaguely, Special Investments,
and through it I was able to expand the bank’s activities to several
foreign countries and to broaden the scope of our financial services in
cooperation with, but independently of, the International Department.

I had to proceed in this way because while Jack McCloy sympathized
with my view of international diversification, he never took any concrete
actions to force the bank onto this new path. In some respects he had no
other choice. Throughout his tenure Jack relied on George and his team
of domestic lending officers to provide stable growth and acceptable
earnings. As late as 1960, Chase had a total loan portfolio of just under
$5 billion but only about 5 percent in loans outside the United States. So
while Jack hedged his bets by allowing me to follow through on a
number of projects, he never engaged in the difficult task of confronting
the bank’s domestically based culture.

In 1955, at the time of the Bank of Manhattan merger, we operated
only seventeen foreign branches, nine of them clustered in the Caribbean
—four of which I had sponsored myself. Our modest presence overseas
stood in stark contrast to City Bank and the Bank of America, both
aggressively extending their already extensive overseas networks in
Europe, South America, and the Far East. In terms of foreign branch
networks we were far behind our two major U.S. competitors, and the
gap was widening.

The Foreign Department, strongly supported by George Champion
from his position as head of the United States Department, resisted



expanding the range of products we offered beyond short-term trade
finance and the traditional areas of correspondent banking. It pursued
this course more out of fear than calculation. Our foreign correspondent
banks supplied a substantial portion of our low-cost demand deposits,
the principal base for Chase’s domestic lending. In the late 1950s the
demand for bank credit increased substantially, but our deposits failed to
grow at a comparable rate, raising the possibility that we would have to
curtail our lending as we approached the limits established by the
Federal Reserve. Under these circumstances George did not want to take
any steps that might jeopardize relationships with our foreign
correspondents who maintained large deposits with us.

I considered this view shortsighted. Those deposits were very
important, but we had to move beyond correspondent banking by
opening more overseas branches, acquiring foreign affiliates, and
providing a broader range of products, including ones that might require
longer-term lending and even direct investments. I was convinced that in
doing this we would not jeopardize our correspondent balances since I
believed our correspondents needed us more than we needed them.
Initially my arguments were not accepted, but I pressed ahead to
develop our international activities through a number of vehicles.

COMPETING WITH EX-IM

President Dwight D. Eisenhower had entered office in 1953
proclaiming his intention to rely more on the U.S. private sector to
finance foreign trade. This seemed to offer Chase the opportunity to
enter the field of medium-term trade finance—an area that private
commercial banks had neglected to that point, leaving the field almost
totally to the government-financed Export-Import Bank.

At my prodding we enlisted the cooperation of other U.S. commercial
banks to create a facility that provided one-to-five-year medium-term
credit for the financing of “big ticket” export items, such as steam
shovels, electric turbines, earthmoving equipment, and railroad
locomotives. We called on correspondent banks in the Northeast and
Midwest, and eventually persuaded the National Bank of Detroit, the
Mellon Bank in Pittsburgh, and the First National Bank of Boston to join



with us and Chemical Bank of New York in launching a new trade
finance corporation. We also called on many of our corporate customers,
such as Caterpillar, International Harvester, John Deere, General
Electric, and Westinghouse, to inform them of our plans. Finally, we
spent a great deal of time in Washington with Ex-Im officials, who under
their charter were required to “assist” private lenders in the promotion
of American exports. However, we had learned from our customers that
they were far from satisfied with Ex-Im’s performance. They complained
of maddening delays, endless red tape, and relatively high-cost
financing.

All of this encouraged us to incorporate a joint venture, which we
called the American Overseas Finance Corporation (AOFC), in June
1955. Each partner purchased equal shares of the $10 million issue of
common stock. Jack McCloy, a strong proponent of the idea, served as
the chairman, and I became a director.

AOFC quickly demonstrated that our assumptions had been correct. It
financed a number of trade deals and established lines of credit for
several American manufacturers. By the end of 1956, AOFC held total
assets of $11 million and had commitments to purchase more than $22
million in commercial paper; a modest beginning, perhaps, but the
earliest private sector effort to respond to American exporters’ critical
need for medium-term financing.

Ex-Im officials viewed our entry into the field with alarm. They
reacted by lowering interest rates to our potential customers in order to
keep their business. Discussions—including a stormy one between
McCloy and Secretary of the Treasury George Humphrey—failed to
resolve the issue, and our partners became concerned about the
competitive rivalry that was emerging between AOFC and Ex-Im. The
other directors of the AOFC decided to sell the business rather than risk
the displeasure of the regulators in Washington. We sold the company in
May 1957 to IBEC for what we had invested in it.

I was quite disappointed by this outcome, but although AOFC fell
short of my ambitious expectations, I was pleased that Chase had
emerged as an innovator in an important area of trade finance and, more
important, had demonstrated to George Champion and his disciples that
we could extend our international reach and at the same time strengthen
our relationships both with correspondent banks and our large U.S.



corporate customers.

INVESTING IN THE DEVELOPING WORLD

hortly after the incorporation of AOFC, the Special Investments

group explored another dimension of the international market by
creating a subsidiary to invest in the developing world. We felt Chase
should play an active role in the economic development process, and by
doing so we could get in on the ground floor in Asian and African
countries that had just thrown off the shackles of European colonialism
as well as in nations still struggling to modernize their economies, as in
Latin America.

During my trips abroad I had noted the weakness of capital markets
and the inability of local businessmen and entrepreneurs to borrow in
order to finance growth. Interamericana had been an early and perhaps
poorly conceived effort to address this problem in Brazil, yet the need
for long-term infusions of capital still persisted there and in most
developing nations. One approach was to invest directly in local
companies, especially in those key sectors—such as mining, commercial
agriculture, and manufacturing—that could generate jobs and produce
consumer goods for the local market. Creating industrial development
banks in countries with good economic profiles was another method that
might enable us to leverage our funds with those of local investors to
stimulate productive diversified investment.

We had to be creative in accomplishing these goals since U.S.
government regulations prohibited commercial banks from directly
entering the investment banking field either alone or in combination
with others, even outside the country. As a result, we restructured our
existing Edge Act corporation (see Chapter 10) into a so-called
nonbanking company, which allowed it to make direct investments
outside the United States.

From the very start we avoided the two problems that had
complicated our previous efforts in Brazil and with AOFC. We chose
partners with a strong commitment, and we found competent leadership
to run the bank. We hired an experienced investment banker to run the
operation, and in August 1957 established the Chase International



Investment Corporation (CIIC). I became CIIC’s chairman, and we invited
several experienced outsiders to join our board of directors.

As a matter of policy we invested only in new projects and always
with a “know-how” partner who understood the business and the local
economy. CIIC quickly became active around the world. Among other
initiatives it invested in a profitable textile mill in Lagos, Nigeria, the
first major private industrial project with an American interest in that
country. We also established a development bank in Iran, in partnership
with Lazard Freres and a local Iranian group. The Industrial and Mining
Development Bank of Iran was the first development bank organized by
private investors and served as the model for others that we established
later in the Ivory Coast and Panama. Both the Iranian and Nigerian
projects were profitable, although each had to endure the uncertainties
of politics in the developing world. The Iranian bank became a
nationally important institution before it was seized by Islamic
revolutionaries during the hostage crisis of the late 1970s.

CIIC then took a major stake in the Esperance Land and Development
Corporation in western Australia, which held title to 1.4 million acres on
the shores of the Great Australian Bight. The Esperance project turned
what had been an arid and virtually barren wasteland into a prosperous
agricultural region.*

In its early years CIIC produced good results on most of its
investments and spectacular profits from at least one—an equity position
in an oil refinery in Puerto Rico that returned several million dollars in a
period of two years. As CIIC succeeded, the arguments against expanding
the bank’s international activities were much harder to make from
within the bank. CIIC gave us a chance to establish a presence in parts of
the world where Chase had little exposure. Slowly but surely we began
to create an image as an American bank with a concern for the well-
being of the countries where we did business. In several cases CIIC also
opened the door to opportunities for broader Chase activities in later
years. The foundation that we laid in those areas in the 1950s was
consistent with my vision for the international expansion of the Chase.

But my ability to push this expansion aggressively was contingent
upon my being given a position of greater authority in the bank, and my
future role in the fall of 1959 was by no means clear. My fate rested in
the hands of the twenty-three men who formed the board of directors of



the Chase Manhattan Bank and would collectively select Jack McCloy’s
successor.

SHOWDOWN FOR THE TOP JOB

ack McCloy had been scheduled to retire in March 1960, but the

board was divided on the choice of his successor and asked him to
stay through the end of the year while they sorted things out. From the
board’s perspective George was the logical choice as CEO. He was fifty-
six, eleven years my senior, and had been with the bank since the late
1920s. I, on the other hand, was relatively young, and many on the
board did not consider me a “real banker.” My principal responsibilities
had been in management and marketing. I had never been a line credit
officer, although, unlike either Winthrop Aldrich and Jack McCloy who
became chief executives with very little knowledge of the inner workings
of banking, I had spent fourteen years immersed in the operations of
Chase and had encouraged a number of innovative changes. A large
majority of the board recognized that policy changes of the kind I had
been pushing were necessary and inevitable. They seemed to appreciate
my creativity, but apparently they wanted a chairman with a solid
record in credit and lending, areas where George obviously excelled.

I have little doubt that a majority of the board would have jumped at
the chance of appointing George as chairman and chief executive officer
if I was willing to stay on in a subordinate position. Frankly, I was not. I
had worked with George for fourteen years—the last four in a roughly
equal position—and I was convinced that if he had sole responsibility, he
would lead the bank in a direction that would prevent Chase from
becoming a serious force in international banking. I made it clear to
board members who sounded me out, particularly J. Richardson (Dick)
Dilworth and Jack McCloy, that I would leave the bank if the board
chose to give George full and unchecked authority.

My response created a difficult dilemma. The directors were not
prepared to make me chairman and chief executive. Had they done so,
George would have resigned, a risk no one was prepared to run. Faced
with a showdown between George and me, the board blinked. They
suggested a face-saving compromise: George would become chairman,



and I would be president, but we would be considered “co—chief
executive officers.” Although George would have full control of the day-
to-day operations of the bank, we would share responsibility for policy
decisions.

But I wanted more than the appearance of equal authority. I feared the
board’s proposal would not provide me with the clout necessary to stand
up to George on critical issues. I dug in my heels and insisted that I be
named chairman of the executive committee as well as president and
that the agreement be in writing and signed by the two of us. Without
these conditions I believed that George would unilaterally redefine the
terms of the mandate and that I would find myself powerless to do
anything about it. The final agreement was negotiated through
intermediaries—George and I never met face-to-face to discuss it—but in
the end we both signed. The dual CEO arrangement was the only viable
alternative; both of us had reservations, but we hoped it could be made
to work. The announcement of our joint appointment in October 1960
included the following language: “Each will be concerned with and
responsible for all aspects of the Bank, but each will supply special
leadership in certain areas of his total responsibility. Mr. Champion will
give particular attention to the operational and lending policies of the
Bank, to the investment funds in its portfolio and to its fiduciary
responsibilities. Mr. Rockefeller will give particular attention to forward
planning with emphasis on manpower, facilities and markets, to
activities abroad and to domestic expansion.”

Our joint appointment was a prescription for conflict and indecision.
Co—chief executive arrangements rarely work because they represent an
uncomfortable compromise. Institutions do best when they have strong
and unified leadership. George and I were never able to provide that
leadership since we disagreed so profoundly about the direction in
which the bank should move. His reluctance to commit to the aggressive
program of international expansion that I proposed led to delays and
missed opportunities. We lost ground to our archcompetitor, City Bank,
which continued to expand aggressively and consolidate its position
around the world. The real competition should have been with City Bank
and the other American international banks, not between George and
me.

Concealed within the boilerplate of the press release was the



inescapable reality that George and I had each been given veto power
over the actions of the other. George was always a consummate
professional, but in his heart he never accepted the agreement we had
both signed. I suspect that he never fully forgave me for challenging his
right to become chairman and sole chief executive officer of the bank.*

“BUMPING” UP AGAINST TASTE

n incident from our first days in joint command highlighted our

basic incompatibility and typified the manner in which we would
deal with most issues. Not surprisingly, it concerned the bank’s art
program and the choices we were making to furnish and embellish the
modern design of our new head office.

In contrast to the modern decor of most of One Chase Manhattan
Plaza, George decorated his office with antiques. For his desk he used an
attractive eighteenth-century English curved hunt table, and his walls
were hung with rather conventional paintings. A large Remington
bronze sculpture of a bucking bronco took pride of place in the center of
his office. With these decorative elements in place, George believed that
his banking friends from around the country would be reassured that he
had not been corrupted by the “wild and modern” ideas I had introduced
to the bank in the new building.

Some of the art selected by the Art Committee, of which I was a
member, simply exhausted George’s patience. One of the first pieces of
sculpture acquired was by Jason Seley, a composition of automobile
bumpers welded together, forming a kind of bas relief that measured
about seven feet long and seven feet high. It was hung against a red
mosaic tile wall on the concourse level of One Chase Plaza and to my
mind was well suited to the location.

The mistake we made was putting it up during lunch hour. A crowd of
Chase employees gathered around to watch the installation. When they
realized that this piece of art was “just a bunch of bumpers,” there was a
stir of protest. Someone called George to tell him what was going on,
and he got extremely exercised. He sent down instructions to take the
bumpers down immediately. I decided not to press the matter for the
time being.



As part of our purchase agreement the piece was to go on a year’s
traveling exhibition before we could have it, so I decided to buy it
personally and figure out what to do with it when it returned. A year
later I discussed it again with the Art Committee, all of whom still felt it
was an excellent piece and very appropriate for the location. We waited
for a weekend when no one was around to hang it in its original
location. There it was on Monday morning when everybody came to
work. Nobody said a thing; the bank bought it back from me, and it has
remained in place ever since. During the entire time George and I never
discussed the controversial artwork.

A HOUSE DIVIDED

he “bumpers” episode revealed a great deal about how George and I
dealt with each other, most often by indirection and usually through
intermediaries. As much as possible we avoided outright confrontation.
On those occasions when George countermanded a decision of mine
that I felt was too important to let go by, I would take it to him
personally and try to find a solution. If the disagreement was strong
enough, we could end up pretty close to the borderline of incivility.
George would be abrupt and condescending, explaining to me that I
“obviously didn’t understand” the fundamentals of banking. I couldn’t
deny his superior competence as a credit officer, but there were often
other issues where I felt my competence and judgment were at least
equal to his. When I would remind him that we had coequal authority,
he would remind me that the agreement gave him discretion in day-to-
day matters of loan decisions and treasury policy. I would counter by
saying that the issue had long-range policy implications and was
therefore within my jurisdiction as well. Sometimes this circular process
would continue without result for weeks. In most cases we worked out a
compromise, but on a few rare occasions I told him that I would take the
matter to the board. Rather than have that happen, George would
usually capitulate.
To be fair, George and I agreed on many issues, most notably the
domestic expansion of the bank, which became possible as national and
state regulatory restrictions began to ease in the early 1960s. Although



we avoided open confrontation, our differences were widely recognized
among officers in the bank, with the result that those with an idea they
wanted to promote would go to whichever of us they thought would be
most sympathetic, an informal procedure that quickly became known as
“weathervaning.” In a very real sense we became a “house divided,”
caught up in our own struggles with no consensus on how to move
forward or even on which way “forward” was.

Most of our disagreements concerned the manner and degree to which
we would internationalize the bank, but here rapid changes in the global
economy clearly supported my views.

CONFRONTING A NEW GLOBAL ENVIRONMENT

Jack McCloy turned over a very healthy company to George Champion
and me on January 1, 1961. During his eight years as chairman the
bank’s assets had almost doubled, to more than $9 billion; deposits had
increased to just over $8 billion; loans and mortgages had risen to nearly
$5 billion; and our net operating earnings had tripled, to almost $75
million. Chase was the leading commercial bank in New York City and
trailed only the Bank of America nationally. However, I saw two major
vulnerabilities in our otherwise favorable position.

First was our deposit base, which had not kept pace with the explosive
growth in credit demand despite the addition of the Bank of Manhattan’s
large retail deposits and the creation of many new branches within New
York City, to which outdated federal regulations confined us. It was only
in mid-1960 that New York State’s banking regulations were eased to
permit New York City commercial banks to branch into the adjacent
Westchester and Nassau County suburbs.

The second problem was the low level of our foreign lending. While
Chase retained its position as the top-ranked U.S. bank in foreign
correspondent banking, we were not a “leading international bank”
either in terms of our physical presence or as a supplier of credits. I
considered the old guard’s commitment to maintaining the primacy of
domestic lending tantamount to acquiescing in our becoming a second-
tier institution, which might, over time, threaten our survival as an
independent bank.



Because I argued for a bold strategy of foreign expansion that George
viscerally opposed, our joint tenure at the bank would be an extended
and often unpleasant struggle for primacy.

*Peggy and I were intrigued by the plans to improve soil fertility by adding trace mineral
elements and fertilizer. We bought a sixteen-thousand-acre lot in partnership with Benno
Schmidt and operated it as a sheep ranch.

*Peter Drucker, the esteemed management consultant, was retained to help make this
arrangement work, but even Peter could not bring it off. He refers to this assignment as his
greatest failure.



CHAPTER 14

DIFFICULT TRANSITIONS

other died early in the morning of April 5, 1948. She died in her

bed at 740 Park Avenue in New York City with Father by her side.
She had complained of some discomfort earlier, and as she described her
symptoms to the doctor who had been called to her bedside, she lay her
head back on the pillow and was gone. The doctor attributed her death
to a “tired heart.”

Nelson called me with the news, reaching me at the bank just after I
arrived for work. I can hardly express the grief I felt at her death. Peggy
and I had spent the two previous days with her at Kykuit, a peaceful
weekend filled with quiet talks. Though we could see she was tired and
frail, there had been no dramatic symptoms or warning of what
happened so suddenly. Mother loved children, and I will forever
remember a final picture of her holding our tiny daughter Peggy in her
arms, her loving smile reflected in the little one’s face. As we drove back
to the city Sunday night, Peggy and I agreed that the weekend had been
very special; everyone had felt particularly close to Mother, more so
than usual. But for the second time we had a premonition, as with Dick
Gilder several years earlier—an intense, sad feeling that this might well
be the last time we would see Mother alive.

We had all drawn from the infinite well of Mother’s love, and it had
sustained us more than we knew. Her passing left a void in all our lives,
but no one felt the loss as deeply or desperately as Father. He and
Mother had been inseparable throughout their forty-seven years of
marriage, and like vines whose braided branches grow together, their
lives had become one.

A PROFOUND LOSS



hile Mother’s death took its heaviest toll on Father, it had a

profound effect on me as well. No one else had had a comparable
influence on my beliefs, my tastes, and my capacity to enjoy the world
around me. My love for her was very great. She was pure of heart and
put her family and her deeply held convictions ahead of all else.

At the same time she was fun to be with. She loved the beauties of
nature: flowers, the song of the wood thrush in the forest, and the
crashing of waves on the beach in Maine. She also loved people. Her
standards were high, however, and she was intolerant of those she felt
were shallow, lacking in moral principles, or pretentious. She was gentle
and the essence of a lady, but unyielding and insistent on issues that she
considered important.

Mother read a great deal: history, novels, biography, and sometimes
detective stories. She believed that the more one knew about the world,
the greater the chance one had to achieve something important. She
taught me the enjoyment of learning and living life to the fullest, of
savoring the excitement of meeting new and interesting people, of
tasting new food and seeing new places, and of exploring the unknown.

Mother was also fond of adventure. When someone came up with a
daring idea, she was always prepared to explore it—provided, of course,
that Father was not around to discourage her from it! Of the six children
I believe Nelson and I were the two who most shared her love of people
and adventure. But Mother scrupulously avoided playing favorites
among her children; she was devoted to all of us.

THE MATISSE WINDOW

do not recall who first suggested commissioning a window in the

Union Church at Pocantico, the little church just outside the gates of
Pocantico, as a lasting memorial to Mother, but the idea was quickly and
unanimously accepted by all the brothers and Babs. Nelson, then
president of the Museum of Modern Art, was designated to work with
Alfred Barr in finding the right artist.

Alfred suggested Henri Matisse; Mother had known him quite well and
owned a number of his paintings and drawings. Matisse was in his



eighties, however, and it was uncertain whether he would be able to
undertake the work. While we felt a rose window over the altar would
be the most suitable location, thick wooden mullions broke up the
circular space and placed severe limitations on any artist’s creativity. But
Matisse had begun to focus almost exclusively on intricate abstract
compositions of pure color, which could be adapted to the window’s
configuration. In addition, Matisse had just completed a magnificent set
of stained-glass windows for the Dominican Chapel of the Rosary in
Vence in the south of France, which demonstrated his great competence
in this difficult medium. Happily, Matisse agreed to our request.

It turned out to be his last work of art—the maquette was in his
bedroom when he died. The rose window was a beautiful, simple, and
appropriate masterpiece. We dedicated it on Mother’s Day 1956, and it
reminds me of Mother every time I attend church in Pocantico. The
sunlight streaming through it creates a wonderful radiance and feeling of

Joy.

REMARRIAGE AND WITHDRAWAL

fter Mother’s death, Father was sad and lonely, and we worried

about him. I thought a change of scene might help him deal with his
grief, so in May, just a month after Mother died, I proposed that he and I
set off on a quiet drive together. He eagerly agreed and suggested that
we take the Blue Ridge Parkway from Washington to Asheville, North
Carolina. It was the height of springtime, and the hills were gloriously
beautiful, with the rhododendrons and mountain laurel in full bloom.
We had a cozy time together, the last intimate time I would ever have
with him. We spoke mostly of Mother. Her presence was still so powerful
that we wanted to hang on to it for as long as we could. It was healing to
both of us and remains a memory I treasure.

Three years after Mother’s death, Father told me of his plans to marry
Martha Baird Allen and asked me what I thought. Martha was a widow
and almost twenty years younger than Father. She had been married to
Arthur Allen, an old friend and college classmate of Father’s. The Allens



had lived in Providence but summered in Seal Harbor for several years
before World War II, and so had kept in close touch with my parents.

Although I had been aware for some time that Father was seeing
Martha, when he asked me how I felt, I did not say, “I think that would
be wonderful.” I knew Mother had not thought highly of Martha, and I
said so, expressing my reservations in general to the idea of his
remarrying. In retrospect this was unwise and certainly unkind. I should
have realized that Father was seeking my blessing on a decision he had
already made, not asking for my opinion. I had put Mother’s memory
before Father’s happiness. I knew how lonely he was and that it was
natural and right for him to find a companion with whom to share his
final years.

My indiscretion caused no outright rupture between us, but it may
well have contributed to a gradual distancing on Father’s part from his
children. There were no scenes, no dramatic episodes or quarrels.
Overtly, our relationship remained the same: emotionally muted and
perfectly proper and correct. In fact, shortly after he married Martha,
Father created a new series of trusts with a combined value of slightly
more than $61 million, one for Martha and one for each of the brothers,
giving us the option of naming our children income beneficiaries for all
or part of the new trusts.

Be that as it may, from that time on he and Martha became
increasingly distant and withdrawn. Martha was largely responsible for
this. She was always polite but made it clear she preferred to see us as
little as possible. Father acquiesced. Martha was by nature reclusive and,
when she was not with Father, spent most of her time in the company of
her employees. Given Father’s temperament, which was certainly not
gregarious, he found it easy to comply with her desire to avoid other
people, even his children. Other than Martha, he saw only a few
members of his office staff. I was saddened by Father’s isolation since it
meant our children had little opportunity to know their grandfather.

Father’s marriage to Martha made the last years of his life happier, but
his withdrawal from the family became progressively greater over time.
Because they spent much of the spring and fall in Williamsburg, Virginia,
and the winter months in Tucson, Arizona, they were rarely in New
York, Maine, or Pocantico, where informal contacts with Father
normally would have been easier.



As the decade wore on, Father’s health declined visibly. Part of this
was his age (he turned eighty-five in 1959), but he also experienced
difficulty breathing—the result of his chronic bronchitis—and developed
a prostate condition as well. He had a serious operation in late 1959 but
kept the prognosis secret, and after recuperating he went to Tucson for
the winter. Since he refused to divulge the nature of his illness, it was
difficult for family members to know what actions to take.

The only link we had was Mary Packard, the widow of Arthur
Packard, Father’s longtime philanthropic advisor. A trained nurse, Mary
had cared for Father after Mother’s death. She continued in that role
after Father’s remarriage and also established a close relationship with
Martha. Mary was willing to communicate with Peggy and me, and it
was through her that we learned in early 1960 that Father had prostate
cancer and had been hospitalized in Tucson. However, we were unable
to contact either Father or Martha directly to confirm the diagnosis or
even express our concern.

Father’s doctor in Tucson refused to give me a satisfactory answer
about the severity of his condition, and I became even more concerned.
Finally, I sent word to Father through Mary and the doctor that I
thought he should have a second opinion on his illness and that I would
like to visit him.

A PAINFUL LETTER

few days later I received the most painful letter of my life. It was
signed by Father. The tone was cold, even hostile, and said in part:

I am now physically able to speak frankly with regard to certain
actions on the part of some of you boys in recent months, which
have amazed and deeply wounded me. . . . Many weeks ago, I
realized that the judgment of both my wife and my trusted friend,
Mrs. Packard, was being questioned by some of you. I realized that,
in opposition to my own decisions and wishes, pressures and
interference were being brought to bear upon the doctors, which led
me to ask some straight questions. Reluctant though they also were
to answer, I insisted on their telling me the full facts and made very



clear to them my resentment at the tactics used and their full
implications. . . .

The added burden—not to say shock—that this must have been to
one who was devoting her utmost of heart and intelligence to my
welfare during a difficult period cannot as yet be estimated. Under
doctors’ orders, she is at long last having a complete rest, which is
felt to be the only means by which she can regain her strength. . . .
Acutely conscious as I have been of the burdens she has carried
because of my uncertain health in recent years, my heart is even
heavier at the thought that my own sons should have added by one
iota to these strains.

Father ended the letter by forbidding me or anyone else in the family
from intervening any further in the matter.

This was a devastating letter to receive. But as I reread it and
discussed it with Peggy, I realized it was totally unlike Father in style
and content. Father was always direct and meticulous, but this letter was
circuitous and disjointed; even his signature, slightly askew on the page,
shaky and barely recognizable, seemed to have been added as an
afterthought in order to give it legitimacy. Peggy believed, and I came to
agree with her, that Martha had written it and somehow induced Father
to sign it. And as we found out later, that was exactly what had
happened. Father’s doctor later told me the letter was written in its
entirety by Martha, and Father had on four occasions refused to sign it. I
felt helpless, but Peggy was convinced we could not let the situation lie.

A FINAL GOOD-BYE

An opportunity for me to do something came a few weeks later. I was
scheduled to attend a meeting of the Association of Reserve City
Bankers in Phoenix in early April 1960. Since I would be close to
Tucson, I called Mary to tell her I was coming to see Father. Mary didn’t
try to dissuade me, and I believe she respected my request not to tell
Martha of my proposed visit. I drove to Tucson and stopped first at 