declared them to be inconsequential and
denounced Chambers as a pathological liar. One
day I turned to him and asked, "What kind of
evidence would convince you that Chambers was
telling the truth?" To which he replied: "Even if
Hiss himself were to confess his guilt, I wouldn't
believe it."
The rare exceptions among those who knew
Hiss were another Peacham neighbour, a
Professor of Philosophy at Amherst College
(Sterling Lamprecht), originally a strong partisan
of Hiss but reluctantly shaken into belief of his
guilt as the evidence developed; one of Hiss's
attorneys, who withdrew from the case convinced
that even if Hiss was not guilty of all the charges
Chambers levelled against him, he was withholding important relevant truths; and a Sunday
editor of the New York Times who was finally
persuaded that Chambers' dealings in the underground had been with Priscilla Hiss and that
Hiss was covering up for his wife out of conjugal
loyalty. And possibly Felix Frankfurter! After
Judge Frankfurter appeared as a character witness for Hiss at the first trial (which ended in a
hung jury eight to four for conviction) I sent a
message to him through Felix Cohen, the son of
Morris R. Cohen, my former teacher at CCNY
and Frankfurter's very close friend (Felix Cohen
had been named after him). The message was that
I had very good reasons to believe that Chambers
was telling the truth in the light of which it would
be unwise to go out on a limb for Hiss. Felix
Cohen assured me that he had delivered the message. What effect it had, if any, I do not know.
But Frankfurter did not appear as a character
witness at Hiss's second trial. However, both he
and his wife seem to have retained their faith in
Donald Hiss (Alger's brother, also named by
Chambers) to the last. Frankfurter's failure to
appear as a character witness for Hiss at the
second trial may have had nothing to do with my
message.

MEMOIR
An Autobiographical
Fragment:

The Strange Case
of Whittaker
Chambers
By Sidney Hook
that the political
of Richard Nixon would lead to
efforts to revise the judicial decision against Alger
Hiss. It was Nixon's suspicions that Hiss's disavowal of acquaintanceship with Whittaker
Chambers was untruthful that led him as a
fledgling Congressman to pursue the matter
further when his colleagues were prepared to drop
it lest the House Committee on Un-American
Activities fall on its face.
Regardless of Nixon's political fate, however,
the conviction of Hiss never sat well with large
and influential sections of liberal opinion. With
the rarest of exceptions, the members of Hiss's
very large circle of friends, co-workers, former
fellow-students and teachers, political allies and
neighbours refused to accept the verdict that he
was a perjuror; and that he had perjured himself
in the interests not merely of a foreign government but of one of the most terroristic regimes
in human history whose programme called for
the destruction of his own country. In the eyes of
those who beheld Hiss as the very model of a
New Dealer and Rooseveltian progressive, even
to conceive of him as a secret member of the
Communist Party, no less actively engaged in
espionage as part of its underground apparatus,
was to luxuriate in the fantasies of the politically
unbalanced.
Almost all the books written on the ChambersHiss case have been pro-Hiss, some of them
vehemently so. The intensity of the loyalty which
Hiss inspired even among seasonal acquaintances
is reflected in the reaction of a Columbia University Professor, a neighbour of Hiss in Peacham,
Vermont, where both had summer homes. He
had repeatedly scoffed at the convergent lines of
evidence I cited as pointing to Hiss's guilt. He

I downfall

T WAS TO BE EXPECTED

WHEN I SENT THAT MESSAGE to Frankfurter my
judgment was based not only on a close study of
the evidence but on experiences that involved
Chambers and his friends more than a decade
earlier.
Since knowledge of the details of the ChambersHiss case is often inversely proportional to the
degree of emotion it generates, it is necessary to
provide some relevant background. The record
clearly shows that Chambers did not seek to
appear as a witness before the House Committee
on Un-American Activities. He had told his
story at the urging of friends to an American
official in the State Department, Adolf A. Berle
Jr., at the outset of World War II in 1939. The
names on the notes Berle kept corresponded in
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on four different occasions? He would have been
held in contempt if he refused to testify, and
would have had to perjure himself if he had
denied that Alger Hiss was a member of the
Communist Party after what he had told A. A.
Berle and others. His great mistake was not
telling the whole story at once to the House
Committee and in permitting his memory of past
friendship with Hiss to sway him into withholding
the most damning testimony of all about Hiss'
"ultimate perfidy", espionage activities for the
Kremlin. This also misled Hiss into believing
that Chambers had no material evidence of such
activities and that he was therefore perfectly safe
if it came merely to assertion and counterassertion. Had not Mrs Roosevelt said in effect that
it was sufficient just to look at the two men in
order to tell who was speaking the truth? The
apparent absence of material evidence probably
made Hiss less unwilling to begin his fateful libel
suit against Chambers. Hiss filed this suit
reluctantly and only after editorial prodding
from the Baltimore Sun, which had championed
his cause, when Chambers, without benefit of
official privilege, repeated his identification of
Hiss as a member of the Communist Party.

the main with those publicly named by Chambers
subsequently. Chambers had expected that after
investigation of the information he had relayed
about the members of the Communist Party
occupying sensitive posts in government, they
would be quietly retired. But nothing happened,
and after some time Chambers became convinced
that nothing would happen—that somebody
higher up was protecting those whom he had
identified. Before long, word got out both in
Washington and New York that Chambers had
told his story to the government. It appears that
Chambers was questioned on three other occasions by governmental agencies—State, Naval
Intelligence, and the F.B.I. Rumours about Hiss
began to spread.1 It became so much an open
secret that Hiss himself was questioned by
government officials about alleged Communist
connections. When Hiss claims that Chambers'
identification of him as a member of the Communist Party came as a complete surprise to him,
he was not telling the truth. He had already
denied the story several times, once to John
Foster Dulles. Hiss apparently assumed that
Chambers had no proof and was confident that if
it came to the issue of his word against Chambers'
he would be vindicated.
And he was right; for even when some of the
material evidence came to light and until the
very eve of the trials (as Alistair Cooke reports)
"probably to a great majority of newspaper
readers, Hiss could still seem like an impeccable
man greatly wronged."
What, then, was Chambers to do when,
following Elizabeth Bentley's testimony, he was
subpoenaed to appear before the House Committee, which was already familiar with the fact
that he had told his story, in one form or another,

f
INITIAL MISTAKE before the
v-' Committee and the Grand Jury was a
repetition of a mistake he made in the 1930s
soon after he broke with the Communist Party.
It was made in the face of the good advice I gave
him through Herbert Solow,2 the emissary he sent
me with an urgent request for help from John
Dewey. And thereby hangs a hitherto untold
tale

1
One of the reports of the Senate Internal Security
Subcommittee on Interlocking Subversion in Government Departments cites a memorandum of a government intelligence agency, dated 25 November 1945,
which specifically refers to Chambers' statements
about
Hiss (83rd Cong. 1st Session, 30 July 1953).
2
Since Herbert Solow was my chief source of information about Chambers both before and after
Chambers broke with the Communist Party, a few
words about him are appropriate. He completed his
undergraduate studies at Columbia College (where he
got to know Chambers) and did some graduate work
in history and political science. For some years he
served as one of the associate editors of The Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences before turning to political
journalism. He was a very gifted historian, respected
and admired by Charles Beard among others. In the
fall of 1929 I converted him to socialism, but he soon
developed views quite critical of mine. We remained
good friends and were close political allies in our
opposition to Stalinism and its American branch. The
turning point in Solow's political life was a visit to
Leon Trotsky at Prinkipo, the place of Trotsky's
Turkish exile. Upon his return to the USA Solow's
"Left-Opposition" Communist convictions were at

fever pitch. He hoped (and on occasion urged) that the
European working class would march on Moscow to
salvage the promise of the October Revolution!
Because of his investigatory zeal and talent, Solow
was a thorn in the side of "transmission belt" organisations established by the Communist Party to attract
—to snare would be more accurate—liberals and
intellectuals. He "cooperated" with these and other
peripheral groups of the Communist movement until
his public break with Stalinism in 1933. Solow's
temperament was much too choleric for political
effectiveness, and he had a tendency to act as the
keeper of everyone's conscience. Alvin Johnson
(Editor-in-Chief of the Encyclopedia and head of the
New School for Social Research) used to refer to
Solow as his "Mordecai of the ante-room" always
pleading for justice or help for someone. Solow played
an active role in the San Francisco general strike as
well as the strike of the teamsters in Minneapolis
under Trotskyist leadership. He also assisted in
relocating the first wave of academic refugees from
Germany after 1933. In exposing abuses of justice
both in the US and USSR, he was indefatigable.
In the 1940s he became an editor of Fortune magazine
after a short stint on Time.
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Before relating it, however, a few words are in
order about the mistake Chambers made before
the House Committee ten years later, which
has led Hiss partisans to attack him as a "pathological liar" and "self-confessed perjuror." The
odd thing about these assertions is that they say
very little about what Chambers lied about, why,
and especially when. They give the impression
that Chambers lied about almost everything that
related to Hiss and Communism. And yet one
of the remarkable aspects of Chambers' testimony before the Committee and the Court was
his phenomenal memory for detail and how
much of it stood up to the severest probing. There
is a difference between saying that a person lied
and that he or she did not tell the whole truth.
Deliberate intent to deceive must be established
before a person can be convicted of lying. Even
if a man lies about something, this is not evidence
that he has lied about everything. A man who
gets drunk once or even on occasions is not a
drunkard. None the less the critics of Chambers
are relentless in their denunciation of Chambers
as "a liar." Why, then, do so many of them
suppress the fact that Chambers volunteered to
take a lie detector test but Hiss refused to do so?
In all the voluminous testimony we have from
Chambers both before the Congressional Committee and the Courts, although there are some
errors of detail where his memory apparently
faltered and some omissions of incidents from
his past, there is only one indisputable lie. This is
his denial before the Congressional Committee
and the Grand Jury (when he first identified Hiss
as a member of the Communist Party) that Hiss
had engaged in espionage.
And now an astonishing thing is observable.
If one asks those who denounce Chambers for
committing perjury at what point he was guilty
of it, not infrequently they cite this testimony
before the Congressional Committee. But if one
believes that Chambers was committing perjury
when he denied that Hiss engaged in espionage,
one must also believe that Hiss was in fact an
espionage agent. Otherwise, Chambers could not
be committing perjury. The will to believe Hiss
innocent is so strong among many of his partisans
that they seem unaware that if Chambers' denial
that Hiss engaged in espionage is perjuriously
false, then Hiss is in fact guilty.
When this is grasped, the charge usually shifts.
In this version, Chambers was telling the truth
the first time—he was really lying when he
reversed himself subsequently and asserted that
Hiss turned over to him classified State Department material. That charge makes him a liar and
perjuror. But in support of that charge, Chambers
had the most weighty documentary evidence—
evidence that stood up in court under searching

analysis, that was accepted by a jury as pointing
to Hiss's guilt as beyond any reasonable doubt, a
verdict that has withstood appeal upon appeal to
the highest courts of the land. The falsity of that
evidence must first be established before the
accusation of perjury against Chambers can be
rationally entertained. No one has come near to
doing it. Until this is done the accusation of
perjury is an unsupported assertion. And indeed
it is Chambers' first statement that his accusers
return to, oblivious of the irony that if they
believe Chambers was guilty of perjury then—
and he was!—they are passing judgment of guilt
on Hiss for a far more serious crime.
THERE IS NO REASON TO DOUBT Chambers'

explanation of why he lied at first about Hiss'
involvement in espionage. He had no personal
feeling of hatred for him. And during the years
between 1938 and 1949, according to Chambers'
friends, he always spoke kindly about Hiss
whom he had moved to tears when he had
announced his defection to him, in contrast to
Chambers' remarks about Priscilla Hiss who at
the time had promptly notified the avenging
furies of the Communist underground of
Chambers' defection. Chambers testified against
Hiss "in remorse and pity"; and even after Hiss
unleashed torrents of abuse against him he
showed no personal animus. And this despite
Chambers* firm conviction, when his friends
speculated that Hiss may have broken with the
Communist Party during the war years, that Hiss
was still in ideological harness acting under Party
discipline. But in not telling all the truth about
Hiss at once Chambers was jeopardising his
future credibility. He did not realise that too
much was at stake to yield to pity. The explanation that some have offered for his failure to
mention Hiss's espionage activity at the outset, to
wit, that it would have involved him as an
accomplice in criminal actions, is not plausible.
This may have been a consideration in 1939 but
by the time he testified before the House Committee in 1948 the statute of limitations had
already given him immunity from any prosecution on that score.
MET Chambers twice in my life. The first
I time
in the spring of 1934 when he was an

underground man and probably already on active
assignment to Washington. The second after he
emerged from his underground existence, looking
like a ghost, as an uninvited guest at a reception
for John Dewey, Suzanne La Follette, Ben Stolberg
and Carlo Tresca. The first three, together with
Otto Ruchle, had served as a sub-Commission of
Inquiry of the full Commission of Inquiry into
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the Moscow Trials, and their final Report and
Findings of the hearings at Coyoacon, Mexico
City, was about to be published.
My first meeting with Chambers was arranged
by Lionel Trilling. He had telephoned me and
asked me to have lunch with both of them. He
was particularly interested, he explained, in
having me present my criticisms of the theory of
"social-fascism" to Chambers. At the time this
was the Communist Party line, laid down by
Stalin and the Communist International in
Moscow, that the Socialists were not the opponents of the Fascists but "their twins", and just
as much "an enemy of the working class."
Indeed, because of their traditions and the
unavowed nature of their role, in the struggle
against Fascism they were to be denounced as the
chief enemy. This fateful view was one of the
means by which Stalin helped Hitler climb to
power since it made an honest united front of the
German working class impossible. The Communists called for "a united front from below"
which was a self-defeating appeal to the rankand-file of the Socialist Parties to abandon the
leadership of their organisations. There could
be no genuine united front except beween
organisations. I had written and lectured along
these lines.
Actually, although I was beyond the pale
during this period in the eyes of the Communist
Party officialdom as a leading "Social-Fascist", it
was not the only time that I had been asked to
meet an avowed Communist privately to discuss
the theory of social-fascism. Dr Moses Ehrlich,
whose clientele consisted largely of members of
New York academic and intellectual circles, had
been urging me for a long time to meet, after
hours in his office at 66 Park Avenue South,
a recent convert to Communism. (We were both
dental patients of Ehrlich.) The man in question,
I learned later, had been a classmate of Chambers
and Trilling at Columbia College about a decade
earlier. The story of that meeting is not relevant
here but it explains why I was not particularly
surprised by Trilling's request to discuss the
issue with a Communist who piously accepted
the Party line but whose vestigial political
common sense left him uneasy about it.
Even though I had not previously met Chambers, I had already known about his existence for
some years through mutal political friends. I had
been slightly acquainted with Ida Dales, an
embittered rusty-haired forerunner of the women's
liberation movement in Communist circles, with
whom Chambers had had an unhappy liaison.
(I recall, with a shudder, a remark of hers that had
made the rounds when she rejected the sexual
advances of her comrades: "I refuse to be used
as a Party toilet!") Chambers was quite well
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known in virtue of his contributions to The Daily
Worker and the Communist literary periodical,
The New Masses, and had been favourably mentioned by the Moscow mentors of the Party line
on literature. I myself had not been particularly
impressed by some of the things of his I had read
and was surprised to hear him extravagantly
praised by Joseph Freeman, at that time the
Party's indolent and reluctant watchdog on the
literary front, as well as by some of the dimmer
Communist wits like Oakley Johnson who still
argued with "social-fascists" like me.
MET at one of Schildraut's vegetarian
WErestaurants
not far from Madison Square.

Trilling had picked up Chambers somewhere
nearby and they were already seated waiting for
me when I arrived. I came directly from my class
at Washington Square College. Between mouthfuls
of "nuttose" and "protose", I developed my objections to the idiotic theory of social-fascism and
traced the baneful consequences that had followed
from it—Hitler's ascension to power in January
1933.1 pointed out that on 1 May 1933, even after
the Communist Party of Germany had been outlawed, and on the very eve of Hitler's smashing
of the Social-Democratic trade unions, Stalin's
Comintern had declared that the Socialists were
still "the chief enemy of the German working
class." As I spoke, Chambers sat as silent as a
little Buddha, except for an occasional grunt and
comments like "Maybe!" and "So you say!" I
left them still at the table as I rushed off to make
an afternoon class. That night Trilling phoned.
He seemed to be very distressed. I asked him
what Chambers' reaction had been to my argument. I vividly recall his words. "Sidney, I don't
understand Whit at all. After you left I turned to
him, and asked: 'Well, what do you make of what
Hook said? It makes sense to me.' He didn't
reply to any of your points. His only answer was,
'Lionel, I don't trust that man—he has a Social
Democratic face!'"
Chambers had disappeared from
public view into the Communist espionage
underground. But he had become by then too
well known in the radical periphery, as a literary
talent with the promise of much greater achievement, for his disappearance to go unnoticed.
From time to time on occasions when literature
and politics were being discussed, someone
would inquire: "By the way, whatever happened
to Whittaker Chambers?..." Those were the
pre-Popular Front days in which the Communists
(as the official party literature of the period
attests), had not yet learned caution and guile
in masquerading their political objectives. Nor
were they very security conscious. Penetration by

BY THIS TIME,

government agents had not seriously begun
There were persistent rumours that several
Communist opposition figures whose political
future had been snuffed out by Stalin's interference in the American Communist Party had
been recruited by the underground. Despite their
programmatic differences, they had joined to prove
their revolutionary devotion. Until the Moscow
trials a few years later, when the purge in its most
murderous form began to decimate the ranks of
the underground, this phenomenon had also
occurred in Europe. I once asked Alexander
Trachtenberg, the head of the Party's International Publishers, "What's Chambers doing
these days?" He replied brusquely, "He's doing
other kind of work now." At that time, although
politically hostile to me, pretending that he
regarded me as a Trotskyist—which I never was—
Trachtenberg was still friendly when we occasionally chanced into each other, especially when
none of his comrades was around. Ever since I
had helped put the translation of Lenin's
Materialism and Empirio-criticism into English
(the first of Lenin's Collected Works to appear
in English and for which Trachtenberg received
official kudos), he was not above picking my
brains for free advice on technical ideological
matters although swearing at me in a genial way
for "opting out of the class struggle."
Trachtenberg's remarks were sufficient to tell
me what work Chambers was doing. If I had any
doubts about it they were laid to rest by three
friends of Chambers. One was a member of the
Furrier's Union and a member of the Communist
Lovestone opposition, to whom Chambers
remained personally loyal. The other two were
former Columbia classmates of Chambers, one
of whom, Herbert Solow, was by that time a nonpublic member of the Trotskyist group, and the
other without any political organisational affiliation. Independently of each other, and quite
casually, they indicated that they were aware that
Chambers was working underground.
It may be hard for the politically knowledgeable
reader, in view of subsequent developments and
in these security-conscious days, to believe that
there could be such laxity on Chambers' part.
But secret agents still remain human beings when
they go underground, and unless the locale of
their activity is radically changed after they are
recruited (which is usually the case), they rarely
break all the personal ties of long standing
contracted before their initiation into undercover
activity. Even when they keep their own families
in the dark, they seem almost always to confide
about what they are doing to some close friends.
Once the romantic glamour, which is mostly
imaginary, wears off, it is a lonely life. It is
particularly hard on those who formerly had been
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politically active and were under strict orders to
avoid any political entanglements or manifestations of public interest in radical politics. They
develop a raging thirst for radical political
information and gossip. There is no way of
determining how much Chambers let drop about
whom he was seeing and who was feeding him
information. At best this would be hearsay. But
there is no doubt that this secret agent made no
secret about what he was engaged in when he
met with some of his friends.
of the situation is hard to
grasp unless the historical perspective is kept in
mind. Why were members of the internal
Communist Party political opposition, whatever
their factional allegiance, willing to join the
underground ? (I am not referring to those in the
leadership of a political faction who once
banned by the Kremlin were too well known to
be of any use.) The reason is that although the
factional strife was extremely poisonous, the
underground existed, not for the sake of the
American Communist Party but for the Soviet
Union—loyalty to which was put first in those
days as the citadel of the true faith, however
unworthy its servitors in the Kremlin were
deemed to be. Prominent members of the
Communist Party as well as leading sympathisers
were not loath to express their contempt for the
faction-ridden American organisation. But the
Soviet Union, and what it stood for, was sacrosanct regardless of the persons at its helm,
especially so after Hitler had come to power and
the danger of war against the USSR loomed
larger. Despite excesses and mistakes of the regime,
the Soviet Union had to be "defended at all costs."
It was in this spirit that politically' active Communists, especially outside the Soviet Union,
served. Theirs was an act of total sacrifice, and
praised by those who recruited them as. one of the
highest fidelity. It was an act that proved fatal to
many. Judging by the accounts of the few defectors who have survived, they knew precious little
about the horror and terror in the country for
which they were staking their lives.
ONE OTHER FEATURE

apparently was not a member of
V-' any organised party faction. During the
period when he was living with Ida Dales, I had
heard that he was closest to the William Z.
Foster group (to which he would be drawn on
sentimental grounds because it was more indigenously American, closer "to the workers" than
the Lovestonites). Because of his friendship with
Mike Intrator, who was a member of the Lovestone group, and because he dropped out of the
Party in 1929 after Stalin's purge, some have
/CHAMBERS
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opined that he was a member of the latter group.
This may have been true for a short time, but he
rejoined the Party in 1932. When I met him with
Trilling in 1934 he appeared firmly wedded to the
theory of social-fascism which the Lovestone
group was far too intelligent to accept. Not long
after Stalin turned over the reins of the party to
Earl Browder, Chambers, like Joe Freeman, had
developed an ill-concealed disdain for the leadership of all the American factions and was
worshipping only at the altar of the Soviet Union.
There were several other things that I had
heard before my meeting with Chambers which
led me to assume that he was engaged in secret
work for the Soviet Union. A very close friend
of mine was working as a volunteer in the offices
of "The Friends of the Soviet Union." At the
time she was a graduate student at Columbia
University. This was before the United States had
recognised the USSR. Late in 1932 she encountered one of the minor functionaries of the
organisation, who was in an excited and jubilant
mood. Unable to contain himself he confided to
her, when she inquired about the cause of his
exuberance, that he and Whittaker Chambers had
pulled off a great coup for the Soviet Union. They
had just lifted a formula for an important
chemical process from a large industrial plant.
When she related the incident to me she scoffed
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at the whole thing. "What kind of spies are
these?", she exclaimed. "Imagine telling me even
if the story was true!" At the same time I was
informed by another political friend (actually a
former N.Y.U. student who was sitting in on
on my classes there, and who was secretly very
close to the Trotskyist group although ostensibly
cooperating with the Communist Party) that
Chambers had succeeded in "breaking up a
Japanese espionage ring" operating in New
Jersey. I took that report—particularly the lurid
details he provided, as if he had been an eyewitness—with a large dose of salt. I cite it
because, despite the elements of exaggeration,
there was no reason to assume that he had made
up the entire story out of whole cloth. He knew
Chambers and was a political intimate of Solow,
Elliott Cohen (the managing editor of the
Menorah magazine), and some of Chambers'
other friends. There was no reason why, in
his case, any more than in the gleeful outburst
of the young man about the successful industrial
espionage, he should have mentioned Chambers
rather than someone else. There were also some
rumours whose source I can no longer recall that
Chambers had gone to the Soviet Union to
receive some decoration for his services.
All this explains why I assumed—and I am
confident that I was not the only one—that
Chambers was engaged in underground work.
His activity must have begun long before he was
given his Washington assignment by Colonel
Bykov.

THE STORMY NEW YORK DAYS
D URING
when a small group of us, political inde-

pendents and Trotskyist sympathisers, were
fighting to expose the massive frame-ups of the
Moscow Trials nobody gave Whittaker Chambers much thought. When his name came up, it
was assumed that he was on the other side. One
day in May 1938 Herbert Solow came to me with a
startling piece of news. Chambers, he reported,
with whom he had been in touch over the years,
was "breaking" with the Communist Party. He
was now hiding, trying to escape the killers of his
own underground espionage apparatus, fearful
of his life and that of his wife. According to
Solow, Chambers had been critical of the
Moscow Trials from the outset (something that
had been reported to me by Chambers' other
Columbia classmate) but the precipitating cause
of his break was a well-grounded apprehension
that he would soon be summoned to Moscow
and liquidated there as had already been the fate
of some of his superiors in the Apparat, the
branch of the underground in which he was
working. Chambers was on the verge of hysteria,

convinced that because he had become a faceless,
nameless, unknown creature of the underground,
his elimination either by murder or kidnapping
would remain undetected. His task was to become
a public character again, to emerge under his own
name, in the light of a publicity that would
prevent his disappearance into the shadows.
The best way he could do that, in his view, was to
be received by John Dewey, to whom he was
prepared to tell his story, and then under the
protective mantle of Dewey's good name and
reputation, give the whole story to the press. I
was asked to arrange the meeting with Dewey
with whom, at the time, I was in touch almost
daily. Dewey had been in the headlines throughout
most of 1937 as Chairman of the "Commission
of Inquiry into the Moscow Trials" which I had a
hand in organising. As head of the sub-Commission that held hearings in Mexico City, he had
already delivered a preliminary report at a mass
meeting at the Mecca Temple in New York City.
It was natural, if Chambers' story was true, that
he should try to reach Dewey who had by that
time learned an awful lot about Communist
skulduggery.
My first reaction to Chambers' overture was
one of extreme scepticism; and my second was
one of suspicion. The reason was political not
personal. At the time I feared that another
Moscow Trial was in the making. In what
appeared as a preliminary attempt to stage such a
trial around the Kremlin agents, RobinsonRubens, then reported under arrest in Moscow
as "American spies", hints had been dropped in
the Soviet press that Robinson had been active
in Mexico in recent years. Together with others
on the Trotsky Defence Committee, I suspected
a build-up that would enable Soviet secret agents,
posing as confessed American spies or members
of the Communist opposition, to claim that they
had received instructions from Leon Trotsky via
John Dewey to assassinate Stalin. Soviet secret
agents had played a key role as co-defendants in
the earlier Moscow Trials. Herbert Solow
himself had broken the story about RobinsonRubens in the New York World-Telegram and had
called attention to its fishy aspects. Anyone
familiar with the fantastic fabrications of the
Moscow Trials would not have regarded my
reactions as evidence of political paranoia. The
Kremlin would scruple at nothing to discredit
Dewey and the Commission of Inquiry whose
final report on the Moscow Trials, Not Guilty!,
was soon to appear.
invERYTHiNG I KNEW ABOUT Chambers

-I-' was compatible with the possibility that he
might be involved in a scheme of this sort. At
first I refused even to talk to Dewey about
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Chambers unless there was more convincing
evidence that Chambers' reported break with the
Communist movement was genuine. I asked
Solow to bring me more specific information.
The next time he came he reported that Chambers was prepared to make startling revelations
about Communist underground networks operating in Washington. He added that Chambers was
growing frantic with fear lest the underground
catch up with him. By this time Solow's faith
in the genuineness of Chambers' defection was
beginning to influence me. When Solow then told
me that Chambers had named names to him I
insisted that he name them to me. After a while
Solow yielded and gave me the names. They
meant nothing to me at the time except for one
name—Lawrence Duggan. His father was Professor Stephen Duggan, the very model of an
establishment figure in education and the study
of foreign affairs, who had been a teacher at
CCNY when I was a student there and had lectured in some of my classes. Professor Duggan
was a popular and well regarded personage on
the campus. He subsequently taught a course in
international relations at Columbia University
before becoming Director of the Institute for
International Education. I was now convinced at
least of the substantial truth of Chambers' story.
It was not likely that the Kremlin would "blow"
a ring so high up in government circles in what
at best was a risky long shot to compromise
Dewey.
THE MATTER before Dewey. Normally
I LAID
he would have been glad to receive anyone

who needed his help. After his experience in
Mexico and detailed perusal of the record of the
first two trials he had learned a great deal about
the realities of Soviet dictatorship and terror. He
had never heard of Chambers before, and he was
characteristically disinclined to see any evidence
of a plot or danger against himself. None the less
he concluded that even if there was no question
about the authenticity of Chambers' story, it
would be unwise to meet him. Under his benign
manner, Dewey was a canny Vermonter. He
pointed out that even if the public took Chambers
at his word, his sponsorship of Chambers' return
to public life would be seized upon by the Kremlin
and its agents to discredit the work of the Commission. Dewey set great store on the effect of
the Commission's final report. Anything that
would provide a handle to charge him with
political bias or factional interest had to be
avoided. It would be better, therefore, if Chambers found another way of coming back to life.
I could not but agree with the wisdom and
prudence of Dewey's decision. Solow was very

disappointed when I informed him of it and
accused me of not trying hard enough. He kept
on about the immediate and growing danger to
Chambers' life. Whereupon I urged Solow to
advise Chambers to adopt the following "lifeinsurance" policy: to draw up a detailed list of
all the Soviet operatives he knew, all the
"sleepers" in Washington and elsewhere, anyone
who had given him any information whether party
member or not; to describe in comprehensive
detail when, where, and how they transmitted
it, and its content; and to mail a copy of the
document to Earl Browder, by then the undisputed head of the American Communist
Party and liaison man with the Soviet espionage
recruitment apparatus, with a letter informing
him that the notarised original had been deposited
in a safe-deposit vault with instructions to
executor and friends to publish it in the event
anything untoward happened to him. The only
alternative to this was for Chambers to make
public his whole story at once by taking it to a
newspaper (preferably the New York HeraldTribune, not likely to be friendly to the administration). The chief difficulty with the second
course was that he would still have to go into
hiding to escape retaliation. On the first plan, I
argued, the Kremlin would be far more interested
in preventing his story from being told than in
punishing him and would probably let him alone
so long as its agents couldn't get their hands on
his original copy. Solow thought that the "life
insurance" policy was a sound idea. I promised
that after Chambers did this, once the Dewey
Commission had made its final report I would
take up the matter of a possible meeting with
Dewey once again if Chambers was still interested.
Subsequently Solow assured me that he had
transmitted my advice to Chambers who had
decided to follow it. He had even discussed with
Solow some of the things he would put into the
letter to Browder. We must conclude, however,
that either Chambers never really consented, or
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he changed his mind and never carried out the
plan. Had he done so he could have introduced
in evidence a decade later the original of the
document presumably mailed to Browder.
In all probability had he followed my advice
there would have been no occasion for producing
the document. For if Browder had received
Chambers' letter and documents, Hiss and the
other members of his cell would have been
informed through the appropriate channels of
their existence. Either they would have phased
themselves out of government service or they
would have taken a different line of defence in
1948. Of the seven men Chambers originally
indentified as members of his cell, only Alger
and Donald Hiss denied membership; five took
legal refuge under the Fifth Amendment, one of
whom, Lee Pressman (Counsel for the C.I.O.),
subsequently confessed. Julian Wadleigh—whom
Chambers also identified as one of his other
sources of purloined classified material—proudly
acknowledged the truth of Chambers' testimony
without any fear of prosecution (the statute of
limitations having run). In any event, it is overwhelmingly likely that Hiss would not have
sued Chambers for libel and risked bringing that
document—(if it existed)—into court; its motivation would have been clear, and all the fantastic
explanations of "why Chambers named Hiss"
by Hiss's defenders would have shattered against
it. That motivation was sheer, stark fear of his
life. It was not the sudden vision of God that
Chambers retrospectively read into his break
with Communism. It is interesting that Donald
Hiss never sued Chambers for libel. Although
two other persons, Hedda Massing and Nathaniel
Weyl, had independently of Chambers identified,
Hiss as a member of the Communist Party, they
were not sued.
I HAVE OFTEN WONDERED why Chambers did

not

act on my advice, and when I questioned Solow
about it at the time of the trials, he seemed
puzzled, too. It may be that Chambers was
relying on the incriminating documents he had
squirrelled away (which he finally produced at
the deposition in the libel suit). But what protection was that if those who were pursuing him
did not know of their existence? It could be that
he feared that after Earl Browder received his
letter and memorandum the whole operation
would be closed down, the members of the cells
and other informants scattered, and, after a
lapse of time, the hunt for him resumed. Once
he was liquidated or kidnapped, the revelations
of his original memorandum could have been
dismissed as the fantastic concoctions of a
psychopathic personality against "impeccable"
men of reputation and social status, loyally

serving their government. A friend of Chambers
has speculated that Chambers did send the
letter and memorandum—not to Browder but
to his Soviet superiors, and in this way guaranteed his safety. But if so why did he not
produce the original when he had the most
need of it? At one point his despair was so great
(when a mistaken analysis of the microfilm
seemed to call its date kito question) that he
attempted suicide. Had the memorandum I advised him to draw up been in existence, it would
never have come to that.
publicly identified
fellow-conspirators the names were
quite familiar to me. They were the same as the
ones he gave Solow in 1938. We had discussed
them several times since we were as mystified as
Chambers himself by the fact that those named
remained in government service after he had
given the information to Berle. Years later, in*
1953, I questioned Berle about the incident and
its aftermath. He painted a very vivid picture of
the confusion that prevailed in Washington at
the time Chambers showed up in his office.
World War II had begun, "the world was falling
to pieces around us." None the less despite his
initial incredulity at the bizarre tale, he steadfastly insisted that he had sent word of Chambers'
story to the White House. He ended up convinced that it was true.
I recall that in Chambers' first public identification I was struck by the absence of the one name
that meant anything to me among those mentioned by Chambers to Solow in 1938. That was
Lawrence Duggan. I asked Solow about the
discrepancy. He subsequently told me that when
he reminded Chambers about it the latter said
the omission of Duggan's name was no lapse,
that he felt sorry for him, and that even if
Duggan had not drifted away from the party he
was in no position to do much harm.
To return to the sequence of events. After I
relayed John Dewey's decision I heard no more
from Chambers who, I assumed, had given up
the idea of acquiring a public existence. Then
one day he acted upon it. He crashed a reception
for Dewey and the other Commissioners of the
Mexico hearings that was being held at the home
of Anita Brenner (she lived at that time with her
physician husband, David Glusker, in a brownstone house at 38 Eighth Avenue, the Park Slope
section of Brooklyn). It was Halloween Eve.
The large basement living room had been festooned with pumpkin lanterns. By dusk all the
guests had arrived. They consisted of persons
who had been most active in the struggle to
uncover the truth about the Moscow Trials or
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who, like Margaret de Silver, had financially
supported it. Considering the odds against us,
it had turned out amazingly successful.
There were no speeches. The atmosphere was
unwontedly gay and relaxed. When the festivities
were at their height, in walked Whittaker
Chambers. He was shepherded by Herbert
Solow who had informed no one that he intended to bring a guest. Whittaker Chambers
had emerged into the light. Of the thirty-five or so
persons who were gathered there that night,
probably ten had met him before in some literary
or political connection that went back to 1932
(not counting Trilling or Solow); most of the
rest had heard of him. A whisper, "Whittaker
Chambers is here!", spread to every corner of the
house. Even those to whom his name meant
nothing were conscious of the sudden hush that
fell on the assemblage. Those who knew him
nodded to him in a distant and casual way as if
they had seen him only yesterday. But no one
approached him except the wife of one of his
old acquaintances and the hostess, Anita Brenner,
with whom he danced once or twice.
The atmosphere became strained and awkward
despite the efforts at animated conversation
among the rest of us. Perhaps three-quarters-ofan-hour later—it seemed much longer—Solow,
red with fury and a sense of guilt, stalked out
with Chambers in tow. Chambers left with the
same fixed and sickly smile on his face with
which he entered. The only persons who were
unaware of Chambers' coming and going were
John Dewey and Roberta Lowitz, the future
second Mrs Dewey. If Solow and Chambers
had planned to short-circuit me in order to
establish their own contact with Dewey they had
failed.
Chambers got was due
to the fact that most—indeed, almost all—were
unaware that Chambers had broken with the
Communist Party. They were indignant because
to them he still represented the dreaded enemy.
Had he not come with the protective presence
of Herbert Solow (whose passionate zeal in
combating Stalinists and Stalinist fellowtravellers was well known} he would have been
turned out. I recall that Elliott Cohen was
particularly wroth with Solow, fuming at his
"irresponsible conduct", from which I inferred
that although close to Solow, he was not privy
to what was going on. I was annoyed because
Solow knew that Dewey and the other Commissioners would be present, and I had thought
he understood the wisdom of keeping the main
issues of the Moscow Trials unentangled with
Chambers' case and fate. I was convinced that
Stalin had more to fear from the report of the
THE FROSTY RECEPTION

Dewey Commission than from a score of defectors like Chambers. In the perspective of succeeding years I believe I was right.
When I upbraided Solow for bringing his uninvited guest, he justified himself with the feeble
response that at least thirty or more people now
knew that Chambers was alive. Subsequently
Solow was to argue with me and others that this
event played a great and symbolic role in Chambers' mind as an act of political resurrection,
indeed that it was the real clue to the selection of
a hollowed-out pumpkin within which to conceal the microfilm evidence that incriminated
Hiss! The symbols that surrounded him at the
time he came back to life unconsciously influenced him when he was seeking to preserve that
life against resurgent attack.
NEVER SAW Chambers again although Solow
ISolow
kept in touch with him over the years. From
and another friend of Chambers, I heard
about his difficulties in readjusting to the daylight
world until he acquired his position at Time.
Gradually it became common knowledge in
radical circles that he had broken with the Communist Party. That he had been an underground
man was not news. With the Nazi-Soviet Pact
and the outbreak of the Second World War,
the political atmosphere changed. The Communists were thrown on the defensive and their
hegemony on the New York cultural front
(which was more widespread and effective than
has been generally realised) was shattered. But
fear of the Soviet underground apparatus did
not abate in knowledgeable, politically active
Left circles especially after the assassination of
Leon Trotsky in 1940. The NKVD caught up
with General Walter Krivitsky who was "suicided"
in a Washington hotel room. Juliet Stuart
Poyntz was kidnapped and probably liquidated.
Chambers must still have trembled in fear of his
life. The tide of history turned once more when
Hitler double-crossed his loyal ally and invaded
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the Soviet Union, and then declared war against
the USA after Pearl Harbour. This made the
American and the Russian co-belligerents. Unfortunately in the eyes of the ideological illiterates
in Washington like Harry Hopkins and others,
co-belligerency was interpreted as "allies in the
cause of democracy and freedom." Had Chambers
spoken out publicly during the War years, he
probably would have been denounced as an
"agent of Hitler" trying to sow discord in the
democratic camp. Were it not for the revelations
(by Gouzenko, a clerk who defected with secret
files from the Soviet Embassy in Ottowa) about
the Soviet-Canadian spy ring, and the resumption
and intensification of the Cold War by Stalin
after the defeat of Hitler, the whole question of
Soviet penetration of American governmental
agencies would have been considered "a red
herring", a political manoeuvre by reactionaries
to discredit Franklin Roosevelt, the Democrats,
and the New Deal.

OCCUPYING A PRESTIGIOUS and well-paid position
on Time, having found domestic happiness and
acquired a circle of new intimate friends, Whittaker Chambers must have bitterly rued the day
when he yielded to the solicitations of Isaac Don
Levine and others who induced him to tell his
story. For it had led inexorably to the subpoena
from the Congressional Committee. He may have
felt trapped by his earlier confessions. But since
they were not made under oath, he could have,
under the guidance of skilful legal counsel,
avoided further involvement by invoking the
Fifth Amendment. It probably would have cost
him his job with Henry Luce (which he was to
lose anyhow). He chose the more heroic path
although I believe that if he had anticipated the
Golgotha to which he was to be subjected, he
would have chosen otherwise. His new religious
Weltanschauung undoubtedly influenced his decision.
Chambers became deeply religious after he
broke with the Communist movement and found
some breathing and thinking space in the uneasy
years in which he had eluded his trackers (or in
which they lost interest in him). His religious ideas
were an attempt to make sense of his life; and,
unfortunately, he sought to derive his views on
history and politics from them. His great error in
which he persuaded others, too, was to see in the
"ritualistic liberals"—for whom no enemies could
possibly exist on the self-denominated Left—•
the genuine contemporary embodiment of the
liberal tradition from Jefferson to Dewey. In the
end he also turned completely against 'the authentic liberal tradition. For him the main point
about his book Witness (1952)—which led him

to mythologise about the causes of his original
break with the Kremlin—was the question
whether God exists. As he put it (in a posthumously published reflection on the deeper
meaning of the agonising episodes of his life):
"If God exists, a man cannot be a Communist,
which begins with a rejection of God, but if
God does not exist, it follows that Communism,
or some suitable variant of it, is right." Dostoevsky said it long before him, and more simply,
with the words he puts into the mouth of Smerdyakov: "If God doesn't exist, everything is
permissable." It seemed to me then, and still
does, that they are wrong on all counts. Augustine
and Karl Barth could have taught Whittaker
Chambers that God can get along with both the
Caesars and the Commissars. If God is completely Other, one can believe in Him and still
do anything one pleases. Chambers apparently
failed to recall that at the moment when he
rejected Communism with its strategy of terror
and deceit he was just as much a disbeliever as
when he first embraced Communism. God is
never the source or the justification of man's
moral judgment, for He is always created in
man's own moral image. When Chambers thought
he had "found God", he was essentially
rediscovering certain basic moral truths that
rest on no theology.

before and
L after him—Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Schweitzer,
IKE MUCH GREATER FIGURES

Gandhi, Solzhenitsyn—what Chambers was
protesting against when he tried to make sense of
the shambles of his life and times was the secularisation of the world, an irreversible process bound
up with the development of experimental science,
and "the invention of the method of invention"
(Whitehead) in natural affairs. Secularisation,
to be sure, may end up in totalitarian communism but only if the rationale of scientific inquiry
—its openness to all members of the community,
its tentativeness, its rejection of institutional
and personal authority, its scrupulous fidelity to
evidence—in human and social affairs is destroyed. There is no historic necessity for such an
outcome provided a passion for human freedom
informs our domestic and foreign policy. The
religious view of the world becomes sensitive
to human freedom only when it is being
persecuted. Actually the most trying test of the
survival of religious belief is not so much normal
persecution as complete religious tolerance.
Where religion acquires institutional stability
and authority it is relatively indifferent to
political freedom (except when a religion expresses the nationalist aspirations of a minority
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oppressed by a foreign power as in Ireland or
Poland).
The "final conflict" in our age is not between
religious belief and unbelief. It is between the
democratic form of secularisation, dedicated to
the broadest religious tolerance, and the totalitarian forms of secularisation intolerant not only
of religion but of all variations in art, philosophy
and other works of the human spirit. In that
struggle Whittaker Chambers and those who
think like him are uncertain allies because of

89

their insistence on lumping all the "secularists",
all the "naturalists" together. Just as those who
propagated the doctrine of Social-Fascism weakened the struggle against Fascism by splitting
and confusing the ranks of those opposed to it,
so today those who insist on lumping liberals
with Communists—and humanists who are
staunch defenders of religious freedom with the
militant atheists of Iron Curtain countriesweaken the struggle against totalitarian Communism.

In No Time
Weednesday July the 26th

Nineteen seventy-two,
Which mayn't mean much to you,
Was—at least on a Buddhist view—
My dearest, deepest day.
Nothing whatever happened.
I didn't even breathe
—Literally! The whole seethe
Of love, hate, thought, faith
In world or woman wasn't.
We flew at mid-Pacific
In aflick—noteven that:
No skip of the heartbeat
Or drop of the jet's note—
From 25th to 27th.
M 31 in Andromeda,
Northward blur of light
—The limit of naked sight—
Declared distance right:
But duration's by days!
Metaphysic? conceit?
Then why the odd feeling
Of the missed, conceived thing,
An absurd soft sting?
Ten thousand metres below
The International Date Line
Lay, abstract, upon a smoothlooking, starlit wraith
Of a sea. Faintest froth
Outlined unnaturally

Regular walls—artefact
Of polyps, not diought,
Each, though, a seeming fort
Strung silent in support
On the Tongan approaches. . . .
Well, what (which I've not done)
Of those who gain a day
Going the other way
With the same date twice? Do they,
Would I, come to that,
"Have my time over again"
At least that once? Correct
Retrieved regret, perfect
A little some lapsed act
Of Nandi or Suva
In Papeete? But that's a mere
Thought, and I yet feel
As in a crazed way real
My lost unwasted shell
With whorls of nothing.
Days after one in the Nineteenblanks (or Twenty-blanks if I last
A little longer than most)
Will have the same taste
Perhaps: sweet or insipid?
What coronals of answers! . . .
As for that Wednesday the rest
Of you had but I missed
—Was mine really the best?
We arrive at ourselves.
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