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Fellow Travelers

Thomas Mallon
Pantheon, $15, 365 pp.

here is no contemporary practi-

tioner of the art of historical fic-

tion more accomplished, in my
view, than Thomas Mallon. His forays
into the past have ranged from small-
town life in post—World War 11 Ameri-
ca (in Dewey Defears Truman), to the
frantic world of magazine publishing in
the 1920s {in Bandbox), to the epony-
mous couple in Henry and Clara, who ac-
companied Lincoln and his wife to Ford's
Theater on the night of his assassination.
{The latter, | think, is nothing short of
a masterpiece. )

In “Writing Historical Fiction,” an il-
luminating essay reprinted in In Fact, a
collection of his nonfiction, Mallon posits
that readers in our increasingly ahistor-
ical society “no longer go to historical
fiction for explanation so much as for
exoticism.” Such a development, he
writes, is neither regrettable nor excep-
rional: “readers always liked historical
fiction not because they wanted to drag
history into the present and make it use-
ful, but because they wanted to put them-
selves back into history, into the past, to
wander as if in a dream, to ponder them-
selves as having been born too late—a
much more common feeling than the
feeling one has been bom too soon.”

Mallon has a knack for making the
past immediate and real, creating worlds
at once utterly engaging yet marked by
the “exoticism” that makes them funda-
mentally different from the present. Fel-
loww Travelers, Mallon's latest contriburion
to the genre, is framed by the denoue-
ment of the cold war but ser mainly against
the background of the McCarthy hear-
ings in the early and mid-1950s. In read-
ing it, however, I plead guilty to feeling
more like a retumee to the once-famil-

iar landscape of childhood than a tourist
in an exotic setting.

My father was a New Deal Democrat
from the Bronx who lost his congression-
al seat in the same Republican electoral
sweep of 1946 that made Joe McCarthy
junior senator from Wisconsin and Richard
Mixon a representarive from California.
Among my father’s Democratic pals was
Bronx judge Al Cohn, father of Roy

“ohn, McCarthy's chief counsel on the
Senate Permanent Subcommittee on In-
vestigations and, in the eyes of many, his
co-inguisitor. Like Judge Cohn, my fa-
ther was nonplussed by Roy's redbaiting,
especially since he chalked up getting
the boot from his constituents in part to
the Republicans® success in tarring all
Democrats as “soft on communism.”

Debates over MeCarthy's tactics (or,
as my father called them, “antics”) filled
our living room, the discussion growing
more raucous as the cocktails flowed. |
listened with a child’s mix of befuddle-
ment and fascination as crimson-faced
adults slashed at one another, wielding
names and phrases like weapons—Tru-
man, MacArthur, the Rosenbergs, Korea,
Alger Hiss, Who lost China’—none of
which [ entirely understoad. It all flood-

ed back as I read Fellow Travelers, nor just
monikers and events, but ordinary and
authenric derails: the spic-and-span clean-
liness of middle-class kitchens in Man-
hattan’s Stuyvesant Town (we lived in
its Bronx twin, Parkchester); the hard
slide of a confessional panel being shut
by a priest unhappy with whar he'd just
heard.

Of course, there’s no need to have per-
sonal experience of the 1950s in order
to be drawn in by Mallon's nammative skill.
On the contrary, his richly layered story
provides an utterly convincing account
of no-holds-barred maneuverings afoot
in Washington at what seemed the be-
ginning of an epic and endless struggle
against aggression abroad and subversion
at home. Mallon's characters are each
caught in the complex tangle of ambi-
tion and self-interest in which private
agonies intersect with international crises.
“All of them,” he writes at one point,
“were dangling from the world tenighr,
unaligned nations and shaky protec-
torates, struggling toward independence
or falling nro unwise alliances.”

The world Mallon recreates has little
resemblance to the oft-invoked image of
the '50s as happy days of innocence and
light. In his telling, this is a tense, un-
certain time, full of conflicted motives
and afflicred souls. Harrowed by crises
foreign and domestic, Washington is also
haunted by the spirits of controversies
past. Woodrow Wilson's widow, “plump
and pretty,” appears at a party atop the
Washingron Horel. Alice Roosevelr,
T.R.’s daughter, is among the guests ar
Joe MeCarthy's wedding.

Plis ga change: the action in Washing-
ton is always partisan, the animus as much
personal as political. The game is called
“Who has what on whom?" That ques-
tion runs like a toxic litany through the
book. *What, Tim wondered, . . .did Cohn
have on McCarthy™ *Was Cohn in love
with Schine, or was Adams in love with



maoney ™ ''ve been mrying wo figure our
what MeCarthy has on Mclntyre and
what Mclntyre has on Potter.™ “The only
thing that counts in all of this is what
anybody has on McCarthy.™ Round and
round it goes. At iscenter is the embit-
tered, prievance-filled figure of Tom Meln-
tyre, “his face somewhers between mot-
tled and mvaged,” an ex-newsman who
seems o have something on everyone

The hunt undersay in the capitol's
highly charged armosphere Bn't confined
to ferreting out Reds and their alleged
“pinko” accomplices. "Are you now or
have you ever been a member of the
Communist Parvy™ has a parallel query
directed at a different type of fellow tray-
eler. "What’s his problem ™ asks coe char-
acter about another. “Pink or lavender™
Scorr McLeod's Miscellaneous M Unic
combs the ranks for, supposedly, maral
misconduct of any sorr. [1s real focus is
on sexual conduct of a particular type
Mr. Traband, whe heads the “sexual de-
viation investigations," confidently af-
firms the official purpose behind the
pursuit: ""One homosexual can pollure
an entire government office.™

Arthe hearr of Fellaw Travelers is the
lavender Fu:d‘ium. O the day of Joe Mc-
Carthy's nuptials, Timothy Lavghlin, a
summer intern at the Washingron Sear
drafted into helping cover cthe wedding,
pawses in Dupont Clircle 1o transcribe his
notes. He is approached by a stranger,
“euin jacket slung over. . .broad shoulders
and the faing glistening of sweat in the
hallow of neck where he'd locsened his
it Suave and good looking, the stranger
leaves Timothy flustered yet cerain of
ome thing: “if he lived 1o be a hundred,
he would never be more in love than ke
was now.”

The stranger turns out to be Hawkins
Fuller, who helps Tim Lavghlin secure a
position on the staff of Senator Charles
Potter, a member of McCarthy's com-
mitree. A love affalr ensies—a passing
inrerlude for Hawdk: Fuller, a lifetime pas-
sien for Tim. A graduate of S, Paul's and
Harvard, more than able 1o hold his own
amid the lethal gamesmanship of the
capital, Flawk is a rising star in the WASP
precinets of the Seate Department, Tim,
a recent graduare of Fordham, i5 from a

Mew York Irish-Catholic family in the
process of mansition from Hells Kirchen
to the Long lsland suburbs. Hawk's cold
eye appraises him this way: "Clever. Ter-
ribly sincers |:|E|1I-w:|r|._}_:rr. Mo particular
drive. A tender digposition.”

Hawk lowves Tim in his fashion, but
that doesn't include committing profes-
sional suicide by risking a permanent re-
lationship. Career trumps all else for
Hawk. If that requires the masquerade
of a heterosexual macriage, 5o be it At

the oucser, Tim iz a romantic, E:{'[i.d.'ving
“thar he and Hawking had lifted them-
selves aberve the wrecked earth by doing
what they did in bed.” But ¢ventually,
this hope gives way ro “the realization
that joining their bodies only chained
them o the electrified cage of who had
whar on whom." As with all careerists,
Hawk iz an uncompromising realiss and
in a manner both practical and brutal,
he does what he balieves he has to do oo
miake Timthe same.

THS MONASTIC WAY

Ancient Wisdom for Conlemporary Living
A Book of Daily Readings

Edited by
HANNAH WARD anD JENNIFER WILD

Frmn its third-century beginnings, in
the deserts of Egypt and surmounding
countries, monastic life hasidrawn men

and women-away fromo society Lo seek

Codine simplicity and’ purite of heart,
With the frenctic pace of life today, that
sort of peace and solitude (s deeply,
mysteriously appealing. As this callec-
tion of daihe readings shows, however,
momastic life is hardly an escape from
the warld, Indecd, the monastic way
addresses the cares and concerns. of
human life from a unigue perspective
shaped by centuries of decpening spin-
tual wisdam,

apeake tooevery area af oar lives,
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[SBN 978-0-8028-4045-5 - 2

PusLisHinG Co.
T 2e40 Ok Indunsrial Didve 3.E.
—_— Grand Eagéds M1 ss05

56 pages - hardcover - $20.00

WM. B, EERDMANS

2007

Commonweal « May %,

Pt



Commonweal - May 4, 2007

e
L

The problem s more complex for Time
His intirnate tie with Hawk is compli-
cated by his relattonship with God. Mal-
e is traee b0 the context of the times in
which Tim’ struggle tkes plce. There
are no prophetic dintribes against the
church’ prohibiteons against homosex-
il 56X OF prescient announcements of
the soon-to-be movement for gy liber-
ation. Mallon is too good a histerical
novelist—and too subtle a storyreller—
to fall into the trap of preaching oe di-
dacticism. Instead, he defrly lays our the
parciculars of Tim's attempts o recon-
cile his deepest, inmate sexual arractions
with his soul-seared love of Chris:.

Linlike Hawk, Tim decides with quiet
bravery against living forever in the elos-
et aned i dismizsed from the Ay re-
serve for admitting his homesexuality.
His subsequent lifie seemns devoid of grond
geatures. He lives in obicurity, in Prov-
idence, Rhode Lsland, a Catholie seill,
comial in his observances bur profound
in his faith, 2 face conveyed o Hawk
years after they paned by a mutual friend:
“Fle vold me that.. he'd realized, all of
a sudden, while walking down o strect
same Sarday afternoon, thar he'd spent
his whiole life trying to make God love
hirr—und that disdn't meattes in the slighe-
est. All ehat mattered was that he loved
Gresd, He robd me thit once he knew thar
he was homme free.™

Aowise and beautifully written nowvel,
pitch perfect in its description of high-
stakes political intrigue and individual
redemprion, Fellow Travelers dispels the
illusion of a golden age of political bi-
partisanship and distils the venomous-
ness anad vindictiveness thae poison the
body politic in every era. As well as re-
inforcing his repatation as a master his-
torieal novelist, Fellow Travelers puts
Mallon in the company of Graham
Gireene—that other chronicler of bro-
ken, belief-haunted men and women,
herercsexual and homosexual alike, sin-
ners every one, who struggle towand the
certanty that the love of God makes all
the difference. m
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(Dwerlook).
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OVEI‘CDIIIiI].g Democracy

The Age of Betrayal

The Triumph of Moncy in America,
18651900

Joack Bearry

Alfred A Bnogé, 530, 512 pp

recent political cartoon by the

Chicapo Trbune’s Dick Locher

feamured two well-dressed lob-
byists walking in front of the United
Stares Capitol. 1 spend a lot of time in
Washingron,” one says 1o the other. *1
think I buy a howse.™ To which his com-
panion responds, “Yeah. U'm buying the
Senate.”

A joke, one might say, worthy of
Thomas Nast, the Victorian patriarch of
American political cartoonists. Certain-
Iy, Jack Beatty would say so. Though his
Age of Betrayad & an enthralling history
of the dynamics of money and power in
the late nineteench century, Beatty has
one eve firmly on our own gilded ape.
When he writes that

political infheence, here as every-
where in this peried, leveraged foe-
tunes. Money wought power. En-
trepreneurial genius consdsted in
strategic generosity toward public
officials...

one may be sure that it is not only Jay
Gould and hix pericd but Jack Abmmaodf
and ours thar Beatty would being to mind.

Beatty’s governing argument is sim-
ple, and compelling. Industrialization
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throughout the world has been forged
through exploitation; the primitive ac-
curnulation of capital has, indeed, always
been primitive. As Mar, whom Bearry
approvingly quotes on the matter, pu it
*Accumulation of wealth ar ane po'ln: 5,
thesedore; at the same time, aceumulbi-
tion of misery, agoqy of todl, slavery, ig-
nomance, brutality, mental degrdation,
at the opposite pole.”

In the United States, this process in
the nineteenth century was politically
complicated since here "industrialization
was an extra-democratic revolution un-
folding in a democracy.” Many of those
destined for anaccumulation of misery
and unlikely o go quictly 1o their fate
were aleeady full democratic citizens.
And inthe wake of the Civil War, their
number was substantially increased by
the freeing of the sluves and the other
constitutional amendments of radical
Reconsmection, Democracy was, inshoe,
am obatacle to the progress of industrial
capataliem, and had o be breaghe 1o heel.
How this was done in the decades fal-
lowing the war is “the saddest srory”™ that
Bearry tells: “How, having redeemed
democracy in the Civil War, America
betrayed ivin the Gilded Ape.”

Two scries of events, which Bearty
vividly narrates, lay a1 the heart of things.
Firet, the petiod witnessed the constouc-
tion of a national market by means of
what he terme *political capitalism'—
“povernment favors to busines in retumm
for busiress favors to politicians” Chief
ameng the former were protective tariffs
of prodigious proportions and huge land
Erants to rapacious railroad corpomations
that provided them with the speculative
feverage they needed to build ahead of
demand (and, periodically, o plunge the
coomomy into depression), Chicf among
the latrer were buckers of cach and rail-
road bonds. Consequently, as Bearty says,
UreprenIAtive ROVEITIMEnT Zave Way 1o
bought government.... The United States
in these yeass ook on the lincaments of
a Latin Amerscan party-state, an oligarchy



