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Disinterring Truth in a Dungeon

1 llluhln call them "“Hot D:'l:l."
Every blographer dreams
stumbling upon a private archive
of old letters and diaries. Inter-
views and oral histories are nec-
essary, of course, but noto
unreliable. A dlary entry, a pri-
vale letter or better yet, a verba-
tim telephone transcript s like
Bold,

Ifirst hit a veln in 1982 when |
went to interview Averell Harri-
man far my first book, a blogra-
phy of John J. McCloy, the Wall
Street lnwyer and pe:

' “chairman" of the foreign policy ,

establishment. Harriman, the for-
mer Governor of New York and

. diplomat who was then 81, gave

me 30 minutes, but it was a lack-
luster interview and he knew it.
His hearing ald was not working
very well, and he couldn't remem-
bermuch abwl.hl.loid friend .
Jack McCloy,

Unhappy that he had not been

g‘l‘rm:ulnrlynla!ul,he turned to
sald, "Why

dm'lywlhaww Bird down.to

the dungeon and see If he can find
anything there?" |
] Emneddnwm:ammam

* windowless room, I was left alone

to rummage through a score of
file cabinets bulging with tens of
thousands of letters, telephane
transcripts and top-secret gav-
ernment documents. One file cab-
inet drawer contained papers
from his stint as Ambassador to
Moscow during World War 11 An-

* other housed classified docu-
' ments on the Central Intelligence

Agency’s financing of Christian
Democrats'in Italy's 1948 parlia-
mentary electlons.

Harriman had evidently made
it his habit to take home with him
carbons and sometimes the origl-
nals of top-secret State Depart-
ment, C.LA. and White House doc-

' uments from his stints as ambas-

sador, as chief of the Marshall

. Plan in the late 40's and as assist-

ant seeretary of state and ambas-,
:ﬁrpuwmﬁuumg

. Kmmedur l.,"]'l@l‘l .
Johnson. There was, for instance,
a complete copy of Harriman's
negotlations with Nikita 8. Khru-
, shehev in 1963 over the Limited

r Aumphcﬂc Test Ban u.ree-

- pages of State and Defense De-

partment cables on the Vietnam
War. There were reportg from the
Joint Chiefs on the statusand
number of nuclear weapons held

bymlinltodstlmmdlheSwi-'

et Unfon., -
Boinsarh:h man, Huﬂmm

hululnmmjupru:ucu to !
have his own personal secretary

. whenhe was lnmummant. Thls

mounf?mui'npnpers,l /
called her up and over the phone

' she'said, yes, she had some boxes

of his papers downstairs in her |
storage cage. And yes, if I helped
her dig out the boxes, [ could have

. &look at them. On the appointed

day, I arrived and was greeted by
her and, alas, a senjor partner

- Irom Forrestal's law firm, Shear-
. manls Surliu. This gentleman

secretary r
“dead" phone extension to ullql
lerlman‘l phone conversations,
and recorded them In shorthand.
‘These were then transcribed,
typedup and filed chrmnlngl-

lhuendnllhuﬂm day,a
¥, | came upstairs and said

'm::'drmmeo

rrespond-
ence between Harriman and Mc-,
Clay, but that there was more ma-
terlal, and could I come back next
Friday? Sure, why not? sald the
secretary, who is best left un-
named. [ came back the next
weel, and the week after that, In
the end, I spent literally a year of

.. Fridays in Harriman's dungeon.
- By the end, I had filled & four-

drawer file cabinet with copies of

- his documents. This file cabinet

now resides in my own dungeon,

Some of the most sensitive ma-

terial came from a collection of
papers — memos, reports and let-
ters — written by Michael For-

" restal, a key alde 1o McGeorge

 Bundy, who had served as nation-
al security adviser to bath Ken-
nedy and Johnson from 1961 to |
1966. g

.. Forrestal was assigned by

Bundy to report to him on intelll-
gence matters, specifically the
meetings of the 5412 Committee,
which supervised covert action
programs like the “34-A"" opera-
tions against North Vietnam In'
1864 that provoked the Gull of
Tonkin affalr, Forrestal also be-

- came Bundy's clilef eyes and ears

on things Vietnamese,

A few years later, 1 heard that
Forrestal, who died in 1888, had
gotten all coples of his papers
back from Harriman. So last
year, I tracked down a friend of
Forrestal’s in Manhattan who |
had learned might have inherited
some of his estate. Hoping 1o find

‘War, with, from left, Averell

\Introduced himself as Forrestal’s

literary executor. He explained
that I could not look at the papers
because they were still classified.

geon, I was able to publish numer-
ous extracts In both **The Chair-
man: John J, McCloy, l.haulklnl
of the American Establishment”

'and my new boolk, *'The Color of

Tru!h," (Simon & Schuster) abl-
ography of McGeorge Bundy and
his brother Willlam, .
Same of these still-classified
documents include crucial evi-
dence about such historical con-
whethér

- troversies ns

had withdr. '
Kennedy had declded to W
from Vietnam before he was as-
sassihated. One Forrestal mema,
for Instance, quotes Kennedy in-
structing his aides "'toselze upon
any favorable moment to reduce
our Involvement" In Vietnam.
Aglde from unsubstantiated oral

. history statemens, this Is the
‘only contemporaneous archival

document that attests to Kenne-
dy's desire to find a way out of
Vietnam, .y

Harriman’s pﬁnm eventually

landed at the Library of Congress. ‘

Many of them, however, also re-

', main classified. Coples from my
dungmc-nhefwndmihe\vab
www.hislorians.org.

Bchw.paﬂohlmhpm
document on the 'Vietnam




