
exonians in review

The Exeter Bulletin winter 200512

In the weeks before Christmas 2003, I whiled away the
daylight hours waiting for Osama bin Laden. Every
morning I’d clamber into a pickup truck in Kandahar
with my interpreter and two armed guards and make
the two-hour drive to the foothills of Afghanistan’s Tora
Bora Mountain.There, with a horde of other foreign
correspondents, I’d watch the private armies of various
warlords begin another day’s trek into the snow-clad
peaks in search of the man President Bush had prom-
ised to get “dead or alive.”

Many rumors circulated through the military base
camp where we hung out: bin Laden and his Al-

Qaeda terrorists were sur-
rounded, cut off from an
escape to Pakistan by
waist-deep snow; bin
Laden had taken refuge in
a cave so elaborate it had
elevators and tunnels that
reached miles into the tow-
ering cliffs; bin Laden had
been seen on a white stal-
lion, galloping along a
mountain path, rallying his
troops. So we waited. Other
captured Al-Qaeda fighters
came down the mountain on
mules, hands tied behind their
backs. But not bin Laden.

He had slipped away, if
indeed he had been on Tora
Bora in the first place. Soon
President Bush stopped men-
tioning his name and spoke
instead of Saddam Hussein. In
Arab capitals, bin Laden’s “miracu-
lous escape”and his defiance of the

West made him a folk hero. Mothers named newborn
babies after him and shopkeepers hung his picture on
their walls.And most of us in America were left to ask,
“Who is this man?”and “How is it possible that a middle-
aged Saudi millionaire can threaten the world’s only
superpower?”

Jonathan Randal ’51, who covered the Middle East
for four decades for The Washington Post and other pub-
lications, gives us thought-provoking and clear-headed
answers to these questions in his newest book, Osama:
The Making of a Terrorist (Alfred A. Knopf, 2004). Ran-
dal’s book is in the best tradition of boots-on-the-
ground journalism, researched and written over several
years of travel from Yemen to Afghanistan and Pakistan
and culled from countless interviews with foreign intel-

ligence agents, bin Laden associates and others who
dwell in the shadowy world of international terrorism.

Randal’s assessment of bin Laden’s impact is one I do
not quibble with.“It is too early,”he writes,“to draw up
a definitive balance sheet for Osama and jihadi Islam.
But he arguably has changed American society as much
as, perhaps more than, any single foreigner in contem-
porary times.There’s an edginess in American life, bor-
dering on paranoia. The USA Patriot Act and its
restriction on civil liberties,hostile attitudes toward sus-
pect immigrants, many of whom were held incommu-
nicado for extended periods after September 11, and a
general public fixation on security in what had prided
itself as the world’s most open society—all this can be
laid at Osama’s door.”

The 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center and
the Pentagon—and earlier strikes orchestrated by bin
Laden on two U.S. embassies in Africa and the USS
Cole in Yemen—abruptly ended America’s decade-
long, post–Cold War “holiday from history,” dashing
the notion that an antimissile defense was enough to
protect the United States. The half a million or so
dollars it cost Al-Qaeda to plan for and execute the
September 2001 attacks was pocket change compared
to the $10 billion the United States budgeted for
counterterrorism.

Osama bin Laden was one of more than 50 children
fathered by a former bricklayer, self-made man who
rose to prominence as one of Saudi Arabia’s richest and
most successful contractors.The bin Ladens were (and
are) an esteemed, moderate family in the oil-rich king-
dom. Some of Osama’s siblings were educated in
Lebanon’s finest schools and later graduated from Har-
vard, the University of Southern California and other
Western universities. In contrast, Osama was far less
worldly: He seldom traveled, seemed embarrassed by
his inheritance,which some sources estimated as high as
$300 million, and was married by the age of 17.

When the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979,
bin Laden recruited and funded young Muslims to fight
the attackers.Moscow’s retreat a decade later turned bin
Laden into a hero and he returned to Saudi Arabia as a
sort of religious pop star. Not yet 30, he basked in the
adulation of both the Arabs and the Americans. It
remains unclear why a year after his return he founded
Al-Qaeda (Arabic for “the base”),but gradually the soft-
spoken man known for his sincere and quiet demeanor
became radicalized, railing against the excesses of the
Saudi royal family and the perceived injustices of U.S.
policies toward Islam. In 1994, the Saudi government
stripped him of his citizenship.
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for underestimating the significance of bin Laden’s
return to Afghanistan in 1996 after he was expelled
from the Sudan and with the Bush administration for
launching an ill-defined war on all global terrorists
with no exit strategy.The war in Iraq,he writes, divert-
ed resources and attention from Afghanistan, where
they were needed most, leaving us with the uncom-
fortable realization that, with or without Osama bin
Laden, terrorism will be part of the global landscape
for years to come.

One cannot help but recall, as Randal does, Don-

ald Rumsfeld’s question in a leaked Defense Depart-
ment memorandum in October 2003: “Is our pres-
ent situation such that ‘the harder we work, the
behinder we get’?”

A foreign correspondent for The Los Angeles Times for the

past 35 years and an eight-time nominee for the Pulitzer Prize,

David Lamb is also the author of six books, including The

Arabs: Journey Beyond the Mirage.

AN INSIDE LOOK AT 
THE ULTIMATE WASHINGTON INSIDER | By John Herney ’46, ’71 (Hon.)

In a 1967 interview with historian Arthur Schlesinger
’33, Tommy Corcoran, longtime Washington insider
and former New Dealer, asserted that “a good man
cannot be a great man.”Was he talking about his for-
mer boss, Franklin Roosevelt? About presidents in
general? Or was the reference to himself? Author
David McKean ’75 isn’t sure, though he ends his riv-
eting biography of Corcoran, Tommy the Cork:Wash-
ington’s Ultimate Insider from Roosevelt to Reagan
(Steerforth Press, 2004), with this provocative idea.We
are left to wonder, after 300 entertaining pages
descr ibing 40 years of Washington heroics and
shenanigans, about the nexus of morality and politics
in our nation’s capital and whether our modern sys-
tem of republican government militates against good-
ness in carrying out the people’s business.We could do
well to ruminate about that intriguing notion.

Surely McKean, whose day job is John Kerry’s chief
of staff (he writes his books in the evenings, after his
three children are put to bed), provides us plenty of
detail to chew on as we mull this over. His subject,
Thomas G. Corcoran, knew everyone who was any-
body in Washington from the heady days of the early
1930s to the malaise of the late 1970s. Thus,presidents,
Supreme Court justices, senators and congressmen, sig-
nificant staffers, reporters and editors, socialites and
super-lawyers—they are all here. Holmes, Frankfurter,
and Hugo Black;White House deal-makers from FDR
to Carter;VIPs such as Rayburn,Kissinger and J.Edgar;
newspapermen from Drew Pearson and the Alsops to
Bob Woodward; and more shadowy figures such as
Claire and Anna Chennault—every and all of our
nation’s headline-makers move in and out of Corco-
ran’s life in Washington. Moreover, as the book makes
clear—and this is one of its important points, among
many, about power in Washington—headlines are also

made through the work of people we hear little or
nothing about, including such staffers as Ben Cohen,
Ed Prichard, Bobby Baker and others who make their
bosses look good—or bad. All were friends and col-
leagues of Tommy the Cork.

Not bad for a middle-
class, Ir ish-Catholic
kid from Pawtucket,
who grew up back
when Catholics and
Irishmen weren’t exact-
ly on the fast track to
political power. Yet
America in the early 20th
century also rewarded
gifts the Corcoran family
had in abundance—grit,
brains, optimism and the
ability to work harder than
the next guy.McKean shows
us how, if you take those
qualities and leaven them
with a yeasty combination of
what you know (Harvard and
Harvard Law) and who you
know (professors like Felix
Frankfurter who will recom-
mend you for a clerkship with
the likes of Oliver Wendell
Holmes) and bingo, a young man can make something
of himself.

Still, as McKean also makes very clear, this Corcoran
fellow was not any ordinary Irish-Catholic kid.After all,
he became Holmes’ favorite clerk, and he worked even
harder than almost all of those champion workaholics—

(continued on page 15)
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ALUMNI/AE

1933—Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr.
War and the American 
Presidency. (W.W. Norton 
& Co., 2004)

1937—Julian Smith. Unit
Operations of Chemical 
Engineering. 7th Edition,
(McGraw-Hill, 2005)

1939—Donald Sparrow. And
They Paid Me Too:A Consul-
tant’s Journal. (Great Oaks
Publishing, 2004)

1941—William Spencer.
Global Studies:The 
Middle East. (McGraw-
Hill/Dushkin, 2004)

1941—MacKenzie Walser.
Coping With Kidney Disease:A
12-Step Treatment Program to
Help You Avoid Dialysis. (John
Wiley & Sons, 2004)

1945—Nicholas Benton. The
Seven Weld Brothers: 1800 to
2000. (iUniverse Inc, 2004)

1949—Gil Dewart. Journey to
the Ice Age. (Ruobei Tang
Publishing Co., 2003)

1950—George L. Dyer Jr. The
Little Gooney Bird. (Port Lud-
low Books, 2003)

1950—Thomas Merriam. The
Identity of Shakespeare in
Henry VIII. (The Renais-
sance Institute, 2005)

1951—Jonathan Randal.
Osama:The Making of a 
Terrorist. (Knopf, 2004)

1953—Chris Crowley and
Henry S. Lodge. Younger Next
Year:A Guide to Living Like
50 Until You’re 80 and Beyond.
(Workman, 2004)

1953—Christopher D. Koss,
compiler/editor. A Ding Dar-
ling Sampler:The Editorial Car-
toons of Jay N. Darling. (The
Maecenas Press, 2004)

1954—Robin Magowan, trans-
lator. A Hundred Sentences
Written on Fans From the
French of Jean Claudel. [select-
ed by John Herdman] (Fras
Publications/The Atholl
Browse Bookshop, 2004)

—— translator. Martini With
A Splash of Dawn, by Michel
Devrient. (Fras Publications/
Atholl Browse Bookshop,
2004)

1957—Norman J. Vig. Green
Giants! Environmental Policies
of the United States and the
European Union. (MIT 
Press, 2004)

1961—John Irving. A Sound
Like Something Trying Not to
Make a Sound. (Random
House, 2004)

1963—Alexander M. Davis.
Recipe for Resilience:
Discovering the Power of Simple 
Daily Practices. (ChangeWise
Inc., 2004)

1965—David M. Darst. The Art
of Asset Allocation. (McGraw-
Hill, 2003)

1968—Edward M. Hallowell. A
Walk in the Rain With a Brain.
(Regan Books, 2004)

1973—Mark Haynes Daniell.
World At Risk:A New
Approach to Global Strategy
and Leadership. (World Scien-
tific Publishing Co., 2004)

1976—Lawrence Richette.
The Fault Line:A Novel.
(Xlibris Corp., 2003)

1978—Theron D. Cook,
co-editor. Crossing Bound-
aries:African-American Inner
City and European Migrant
Youth. (Lit Verlag/Transaction
Publishers, 2004)

1978—Gordon Lewis. The
Internet and Young Learners.
(Oxford University Press,
2004)

1987—Lisa Boehm. Popular
Culture and the Enduring Myth
of Chicago, 1871–1968.
(Routledge, 2004)

1994—John J. McGraw. Brain
& Belief:An Exploration of
the Human Soul. (Aegis
Press, 2004).

1998—Eliana Amzallag (as
Dulcie Younger and the
Silencers). Kitty, Kitty . . .
GROWL! [CD] (Golly
Gee, 2004)

FORMER 
BENNETT FELLOW

Maggie Dietz, editor. An Invita-
tion to Poetry, edited by Robert

Pinsky and Maggie Dietz.
(W.W. Norton & Co., 2004)

BRIEFLY NOTED

1958—William P. Wreden Jr.
“William P.Wreden [Sr]:A
Joint Show.” IN Quarterly
News-Letter [of]The Book
Club of California. (v. 69, no.
4, fall 2004)

1968—Neal Delmonico. “The
History of Indic Monothe-
ism and Modern Chaitanya
Vaishnavism: Some Reflec-
tions.” IN The Hare Krishna
Movement:The Postcharismat-
ic Fate of a Religious Trans-
plant, edited by Edwin F.
Bryant and Maria L.
Ekstrand, (Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 2004)

1969—Daniel J. Hoffheimer.
“Non-Tax Reasons for
Using Trusts—A Client
Handout or Letter.” IN Pro-
bate Law Journal of Ohio (v.
15, no. 1, Sept./Oct. 2004)

—— “The Uniform 
Trust Code and Asset 
Protection:The Discre-
tionary/Support Distinction
and Spendthrift Provisions.”
IN Probate Law Journal of 
Ohio. (Nov./Dec. 2004)

1982—Judd Levingston.
“Everything We Do Is
Moral! Moral Education in
the Curriculum.” IN Looking
Ahead, Independent School
Issues and Answers. 2nd Edi-
tion. (Avocus, 2004)

—— “Three Moral Out-
looks.” IN The Journal of
Thought. (v.# 39, no.2 
summer 2004)

Alumni/ae are urged to advise the Exonians in Review editor of their own publications, recordings, films,
etc., in any field, and those of classmates.Whenever possible, authors and composers are encouraged to send
one copy of their books and original copies of articles to Edouard Desrochers ’45 (Hon.), the editor of
Exonians in Review, Phillips Exeter Academy, 20 Main Street, Exeter, NH 03833. Alumni/ae interest-
ed in reviewing works by fellow Exonians are also encouraged to contact the editor at the same address, or
by email at edesrochers@exeter.edu.
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FDR’s brain trusters.The fact that he played a
mean accordion and piano and sang Irish dit-
ties didn’t hurt either.Tommy Corcoran was
something special.

Those special qualities made him invalu-
able to FDR when he needed, quickly—as
in virtually overnight—a bill to tame the
security industry. Poof, Tommy and Ben
Cohen helped craft the 1933 Securities Act
and the Securities Exchange Act. Or when
those corporate behemoths needed a little
discipline, Tommy and Ben were only too
happy to oblige with the Public Utilities
Holding Company Act. This was only the
beginning, as Tommy, through an unobtru-
sive post in the Reconstruction Finance
Corporation, became a one-man employ-
ment agency for the era’s best and brightest.
Consequently, countless fr iends and
friends-of-friends became beholden for this
job or that and the public rolls became dot-
ted, all over Washington, with FOT’s,
Friends of Tommy.

Good thing, too, as Corcoran’s penchant
for the quick political fix or not-so-gentle
arm-twisting eventually put him on the outs
with his old boss.Tommy was moved to the
periphery of the FDR White House and
then out altogether, without access to the
center of power. But as McKean so insight-
fully reveals, influence can be exercised in a
variety of ways in Washington, and after 1941
Corcoran became the master of them all, a
mastery he shared with Clark Clifford, the
subject of an earlier McKean book.Through
their law offices, these two men exercised
enormous influence and became, as the title
says, the ultimate insiders.

As proof of that influence, though Corco-
ran never again held a position in any subse-
quent administration nor any public office,
his fingerprints were all over major decisions
affecting the republic: Supreme Court
appointments and decisions (the latter near-
ly got him into major trouble); U.S.-China
policy; the 1954 CIA coup in Guatemala;
LBJ’s decision to run as vice president in
1960; the secret, and possibly illegal, talks by
operatives of then-candidate Nixon with

Vietnam officials in 1968. Along the way, a
Congressional hearing or two emerged
looking into the probity and ethics of Cor-
coran activity, though nothing that officially
condemned his sometimes-bruising style of
making government responsive to his
clients. That’s what lobbying, Corcoran-
style, is all about, folks.

There is much to learn here about Wash-
ington, about how the rules of getting things
done have changed over the years—and
McKean helps to sort all that out.While that
is reason enough to pick up this important
book, there are other rewards as well.Corco-
ran was a man of many parts, not just a polit-
ical fixer. His generosity to men and women
in need was sometimes astonishing. To an
Irish Catholic like Corcoran, family was vital
in defining oneself, in giving meaning to
one’s life.Sadly,Corcoran’s family life was not
without its complexities.Though he was not
the most attentive husband and father, the
early death of his wife,Peggy,as well as that of
his most beloved daughter, Margaret—who
died at only 28 from an overdose of sleeping
pills—were great blows to him. Those very
personal stories compel our attention and
our wonder at what sustained Corcoran in
the face of such loss.Whatever it was,Corco-
ran managed to remain buoyant and opti-
mistic, not to mention influential, and he
continued to play a major role in resolution
of public issues until his death in 1981.

That role, Corcoran’s influence on Wash-
ington decisions, gets us back to that issue of
the good man and the great man. McKean
forces us to consider not only entertaining
and sometimes astonishing displays of politi-
cal dexterity, but the purpose and the moral-
ity behind them. No doubt Washington in
Corcoran’s day is much like Washington
today—with its share of good men and
women…and a few great ones. Reading this
fine book not only gives us striking examples
of each, it helps us define the difference. ●■●

Jack Herney, who joined the Academy’s history

department in 1968, is the Robert Shaw White

Professor of History, as well as a past dean of faculty.

1985—Rachel Carpenter. [four
entries] IN The Future Dictio-
nary of America. (McSweeney’s
Books, 2004)

—— “The Ashtray” [short
story] IN Ploughshares (spring,
2004)

1985—Dana Pilson.“On the
Crest of the Wave: Hassam and
the Marketing of His Art.” IN
Childe Hassam, American
Impressionist. (The Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art, 2004)

FACULTY

Todd Hearon.“Cathedral
Woods.” [a poem] IN 
The Recorder. (v. 17, no. 1,
summer 2004)

—— “CornRockets.” [a play]
IN The Kenyon Review (v. 26,
no. 3, summer 2004)

——“A Song for Kempie.” [a
poem] IN Salamander (v. 10,
no. 1, summer 2004)

——“What Ghosts,There
Were:A Monologue in Verse.”
[a poem] IN Memorious. (v. 2,
summer 2004)

FORMER 
BENNETT FELLOW

Maggie Dietz.“Collector” and
“Bath” [poems] IN
Shankpainter, 2004 [Annual
journal of the Fine Arts Work
Center in Provincetown, MA]

Kevin McCaughey.“I Follow the
White Dog.” [a short story]
IN The Best Travelers’Tales
2004:True Stories From Around
the World. Edited by James
O’Reilly, Larry Habegger,
Sean O’Reilly. (Travelers’
Tales, 2004)
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