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poetically: “When the situation is serious,
the guerillas must move with the fluidity of
water and the ease of the blowing wind.”

The Chosen Few
By Maristella Botticini and Zvi Eckstein (2012)

3 At the beginning of their 1,500-year
survey of Jewish history, Maristella
Botticini and Zvi Eckstein ask a simple
question: “Why are there so few

Jewish farmers?” Most historians think they
know the answer. Persecuted and prevented
from owning land for centuries, Jews became
an urban population of lawyers, physicians,

financiers and accountants. But “The Chosen
Few”—a perceptive contribution to the
history of Jewish survival—presents another,
far more credible view. After the destruction
of the Temple in the year 70, the synagogue
became the center of the Jewish religion.
Scholars wrote down the Oral Law into
the Mishnah and Talmud, and parents were
instructed to teach their children how to read
and write so they too could become learned.
The authors emphasize that while literacy
had little value on the farm it provided an
advantage in an urban setting. And that
comparative advantage motivated Jews to
live in cities where skills like literacy could
earn one a living.

William L. Silber
The author, most recently, of ‘The Power of Nothing to Lose: The Hail Mary Effect
in Politics, War, and Business’

Dewey Defeats Truman
By A.J. Baime (2020)

1 Harry Truman, a former
haberdasher who became
a senator from Missouri,
was the vice-presidential

candidate on the Democratic
ticket in 1944. He would become
president when FDR died in 1945.
Truman never went to college,
married his Sunday-school
sweetheart, and lived with his
in-laws, who, A.J. Baime says,
“looked down their noses
at him.” His qualifications for
the presidency in 1948 seemed
decidedly slighter than those
of his impressive competitor,
Republican Thomas Dewey,
the second-term governor of
New York and the prosecutor
who had succeeded in putting
the notorious gangster
Lucky Luciano in prison.
With Truman’s defeat widely
predicted, the Chicago Tribune
ran the headline destined for
immortality in their first edition
after Election Day: “Dewey
Defeats Truman.” But when all
the ballots were counted, they
showed a victorious Truman,
winner of 303 electoral votes to
Dewey’s 189. The most plausible
explanation was the power of
Truman’s no-nonsense eloquence,
evident in his description of
the chief executive’s job: “The
president has to look out for
the interests of the 150 million
people who can’t afford lobbyists
in Washington.”

Mao Tse-Tung
on Guerilla Warfare
Translated, with an introduction,

by Samuel B. Griffith (1961)

2 Samuel Griffith, a retired
brigadier general in the
U.S. Marine Corps, writes
in his introduction to

Mao’s slim volume: “His study, now endowed
with the authority that deservedly accrues
to the works of the man who led the most
radical revolution in history, will continue
to have a decisive effect in societies ready
for change.” Mao’s 1937 primer on guerilla
warfare was built on the ancient Chinese
military tactician Sun Tzu: “When guerrillas
engage a stronger enemy, they withdraw
when he advances; harass him when he stops;
strike him when he is weary; pursue him
when he withdraws.” Those principles
guided Mao’s victory over Chiang Kai-shek’s
nationalists after World War II, a battle few
expected the poorly equipped communists
to win. Mao summarized his advice

They Said It
Couldn’t Be Done
By Wayne Coffey (2019)

4 Perennial losers since
entering the National
League in 1962 as
an expansion team,

the New York Mets became
the butt of endless jokes.
Even their first manager,
Casey Stengel, could not resist.
His itinerary for a Mets road
trip tells the story: “There will
be two buses to the park from
the hotel. The two o’clock bus
is for those who need a little
extra work, and then there
will be an empty bus leaving at
five o’clock.” During their first
seven seasons they finished
in last place five times and
in next-to-last place twice.
No surprise that they ranked at
the bottom of the championship
projections at the beginning
of 1969. It was left to manager
Gil Hodges, recovering from
a heart attack a year earlier,
to change the situation, and
he did. The Mets became a
different team and, over-
coming 100-1 odds, won the
1969 World Series against
the highly favored Baltimore
Orioles. The Mets victory
and the moon landing (in that
order, some would say) gave
birth to the view of 1969 as
the year of miracles.

Empires of Light
By Jill Jonnes (2003)

5 Nikola Tesla, Serbian
by birth, a math and
physics prodigy, and
eccentric to the core,

arrived in the United States
in 1884 with 4 cents in his
pocket. His passion: to tame
the powerful but dangerous
system of alternating current

(AC) that had so far been sidelined in
America by Thomas Edison’s system of
direct current (DC). Tesla got a job with
one of Edison’s companies, and took his
ideas directly to the boss—inventor of the
phonograph, the motion-picture machine
and a commercially viable light bulb. When
Edison rebuffed him, Tesla quit and began
licensing patents to Edison’s chief rival,
George Westinghouse. Tesla’s licensing deal
should have given him financial indepen-
dence, but a financial crisis at the Pittsburgh-
based Westinghouse Co. convinced Tesla—
“ever the romantic, the idealist,” according
to Jill Jonnes—to waive his future royalties.
He would in the end die penniless.

GENERATING IDEAS Nikola Tesla in his Colorado Springs, Colo., laboratory, ca. 1899.
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BOOKS
‘The present is theirs; the future, for which I really worked, is mine.’ —NIKOLA TESLA

FIVE BEST ON UNDERDOGS

year-old reporter for the then-liberal
New York Post, I’d gone to Washing-
ton to do legwork for the paper’s
ambitious and critical series on Hoo-
ver and the FBI. Sixteen years later,
I learned from a New York Times in-
vestigative reporter that the FBI had
searched my hotel room looking for
evidence that I’d been drinking heavily
or having illicit sex, but had to con-
clude that I was “clean as a whistle.”
They’d even planned to plant drugs
and tip off the local cops, but that was
scotched by an FBI higher-up.)

Mr. Letersky covers all the other
highs and lows of the Age of Hoover:
He documents how the hundred or so
staffers of the Crime Records Division
tirelessly beat the PR drum for the
director; how the value of recovered
stolen cars and goods was hyped; how
Hoover tangled with Harry Truman,
LBJ and, especially, Richard Nixon,
who tried to use the bureau in the
Watergate coverup. It turns out Hoo-
ver’s FBI kept files not only on his old
chum Marilyn Monroe but on dozens
of other celebrities and public figures,
including Albert Einstein, Ernest
Hemingway, Frank Sinatra, Walter
Cronkite, Elvis Presley, Lucille Ball—
even the Beatles and the Monkees.

But he credits Hoover for resist-
ing—if fruitlessly—FDR’s internment
of Japanese-Americans after Pearl
Harbor and for eventually curtailing
warrantless wiretaps during the Cold
War. He also offers a surprising
glimpse of Hoover as not only an un-
derstanding boss but something of a
soft touch with “hardship cases”:

Time and again I’d set up a meet-
ing for an agent who’d come in
and tell the Director that his wife

noon. Snarky agents sometimes re-
ferred to them as “J. Edna and Clyde.”
Mr. Letersky says he doesn’t know if
Hoover was homosexual—he specu-
lates he might have been asexual or
impotent—but denies that he and
Tolson were gay lovers, or that Hoo-
ver ever romped in drag. “J. Edgar
Hoover was not a cross-dresser,” he
declares emphatically. “It’s a prepos-
terous story and a damned lie.”

Tolson was part of Hoover’s FBI
“family,” along with the petite but
steely Helen Gandy —“always, always
Miss Gandy”—his personal and pro-
fessional Cerberus for more than half
a century. Once, she dashed into Hoo-
ver’s office and spread-eagled herself
across the window behind him to
shield him from a sniper she was sure
she’d spotted directly across the
street. She enjoyed tormenting her
boss’s ambitious top deputies—except
Tolson—all angling for his job should
he finally be toppled.

It was Miss Gandy who guarded
the notorious “secret” files—six green
four-drawer steel cabinets supposedly
holding the dirt Hoover used to pro-
tect his turf and scare off his enemies.
After Hoover died at 77, she lied to
Congress, the author writes, that
there was nothing much in those cabi-
nets. Taking no chances, she’d already
transferred those dealing with official
matters to one of her boss’s trusted
deputies. The more personal ones?
She’d torn each page in half and fed
all the paper into a shredder, never to
be seen again.

Mr. Kosner, the former editor of
Newsweek, New York, Esquire and
the New York Daily News, is the
author of a memoir, “It’s News to Me.”

The
Bulldog
At the Bureau

had cancer and needed treatment
at the Mayo Clinic, or that his
daughter had a respiratory
disease and needed to be in a
drier climate—and within min-
utes after the meeting the
agent’s dark pink meeting-
request card would be on my
desk with the handwritten nota-
tion “Have Agent X transferred
to Rochester,” or “Have Agent Y
transferred to Phoenix.”

The author also deals straight-
forwardly with the incessant rumors
about Hoover’s relationship to tall,
ruggedly handsome Clyde Tolson, his
top deputy, fellow bachelor and insep-
arable companion. Tolson kept his
own Washington flat, but he and Hoo-
ver had lunch and dinner together
every night and shared hotel rooms
on their frequent “inspection trips” to
Florida and California, where they
inspected the racetrack every after-

DIRECTOR Hoover ca. 1945.
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martyr out of him.” Still, the FBI ran
one of the greatest manhunts in its
history and captured King’s assassin,
James Earl Ray, who’d run away to
London.

The campaign against King was out
of the Counter Intelligence Program
playbook that Hoover’s men devel-
oped to harass, disrupt, demoralize
and destroy groups and individuals
deemed national security risks. The
Cointelpro approach seemed ap-
propriate for attacking the mob, the
Klan, communist spies and nihilistic

Weather Underground bombers, but
out of order for campus protesters,
women’s libbers and other “counter-
culture” activists. Critics were per-
haps correct to call Hoover an abuser
of civil liberties, but, Mr. Letersky
writes, “at least he was an equal op-
portunity abuser.”

(A decade earlier, I’d been the tar-
get of an FBI black-bag job. As a 22-

ContinuedfrompageC7

From one of J. Edgar
Hoover’s personal
assistants, a ‘portrait
from life’ of the FBI’s
near-mythic founder.
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