
























the BIS continued to operate as a kind of regional central bank for European 
banks where European bankers could meet to discuss their common problems. 

The reason for the resolution, which most delegations supported, was that the I the 

BIS was alleged to have cooperated with the Germans in transferring looted 

assets from occupied countries, including gold taken from the watches and 

teeth of the Holocaust victims. The U.S. delegation was split between the 

Treasury Department, which favored abolition, and the State Department, 

which regarded the resolution as a political matter that should not be decided 

at the conference. Morgenthau persuaded Keynes to agree to the resolution, 

but Keynes wanted the liquidation delayed until the establishment of the 

Fund because of an unexplained obligation undertaken by Britain when it 
joined the BIS. The final act of the conference recommended "liquidation of 

the BIS at the earliest possible moment." 

Despite the Bretton Woods resolution, the BIS has continued to operate 

and prosper throughout the postwar ~eriod. Some of us at the conference, 

while condemning any assistance that the BIS may have given to the German 

government both before and during World War 11, felt the resolution was 
rather empty since it did not speciG who would liquidate the BIS and how it 
could be carried out. Also, no credible evidence had been provided that the 

BIS had in fact helped the Germans dispose of stolen property 

A Note on Personalities 

Personalities played an important role in the Bretton Woods debates and 

in the final outcome. I saw White in numerous meetings and on dozens of 
other occasions when we talked alone in his Treasury Department ofice. His 

Monetary Research staff was largely composed of former academicians, and 

many of us returned to universities after the war. The staff was intensely loyal 

to White, and he respected us as scholars and strongly supported us even 
when he thought we had made mistakes. I do not recall White's embarrassing 

any staff member by dressing him down, but he showed another side when he 

was involved in negotiations outside the Treasury Department. He was often 

brusque, even crude, in his meetings with Keynes and the British delegation. 
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When annoyed, he sometimes cynically addressed Keynes as "Your Royal 

Highness" or "Your Lordship." Lord Robbins, who participated in many of 

the pre-Bretton Woods meetings but was not close to White, described White 

well in his book Autobiography ofan Economist: 
It is true that White was not a very beautiful character. He was brash, 

truculent, and, I suspect, somewhat unscrupulous where his own interests 
were concerned. In his younger days he had been the victim of academic 
unemployment, possibly due to the discreditable anti-Semitism which at 
that time tended to affect the policies of the great university with which he 
had been associated; and I am fairly clear that he was determined that 
henceforth Harry White should not be worsted in the struggle for sur- 
vival--or eminence. But that he was in any way.associated with the groups 
in the United States who actively wished harm or wished to exploit our 
[Britain's] position ofweakness will not stand up to examination for a mo- 

ment. (Robbins, 1971). 

White often expressed to his staff his hostility toward the State Depart- 

ment, with which he frequently struggled for power within the U.S. govern- 

ment. Like Morgenthau, he wanted the Treasury Department to be the center 

of postwar economic policy and planning. This helps to explain the compre- 

hensive nature of the original White plan. International financial institutions 

were not a high priority in the State Department; without White's zeal, there 

probably would not have been a Fund or a Bank. The Bretton Woods insti- 

tutions might not have come into being if they had not been well advanced 

before the end of the war, since by then there was a plethora of immediate 

economic problems that these institutions were not equipped to handle. 

I 
White sought to conduct his own foreign policy independently of the 

State Department. He dealt directly with foreign officials in Washington, 

and members of the Monetary Research staff in American embassies in Allied 

1 countries, including myself, secretly reported directly to White without going 

I through their embassies. White sometimes used the press to promote his 

1 policies that were in opposition to those of the State Department. On one 

1 occasion, while I was alone with him in his ofice, he dictated over the phone 

a long, top-secret State Department statement to a reporter. I do not know 

the reasons for White's antipathy toward the State Department, but it was 

Brrtton Woods 



I / not directed at individuals since he had close relations with some of them. 

I believe it was a reaction to the State Department's traditional insistence 

that it have commanding responsibility over foreign policy. 

White believed that the U.S. government should have sought closer coopera- 

tion with the Russians. Through certain members of his staff, he provided ! 
information to and discussed policy with Soviet embassy officials. These 1 
relations were later discovered by the FBI and led to White's dismissal from ! 
the government, but they were not known to most of us in Monetary Research. 5 

I 
Many people have asked me if White was a Communist. I am convinced 4 

that he was not. White believed in free markets and capitalism and devoted 1 
I I I his energies to planning for a postwar world with free and nondiscriminatory g 

I I trade and payments. He was, however, quite willing to deal with Communist 1 
officials to achieve his objectives. The Soviet Union shared his political i 
objectives regarding postwar Germany, and he believed that Soviet officials 
would support the Fund and the Bank proposals. He did not share the f 
pemive  fear that the Communist ideology would spread to the rest of the 
world, or that the Soviet Union might dominate the world by military 
conquest. He believed that a Communist state could operate under a system I 

i i of nondiscriminatory trade rules, abiding by the trade and exchange obli- 

gations of his plan. 

White's associates who were later accused of being spies for the Soviet 

I - 

Union--Sol Adler, Frank Coe, and Harold Glasser-never indicated to me 

that they were not completely loyal to the United States or that they did not 

believe in a democratic capitalist society. I knew them so well personally that 
it is difficult for me to believe they could have concealed communist ideology 

from me. Although they may have had some association with the American 

Communist movement in their youth, as did many of my college acquaintan- 

ces in the 1930s, I believe that the accusations directed against them arose 

from White's propensity to carry on direct relations with the Soviet govern- 

ment outside regular diplomatic channels. If these same activities had been 
carried on with the British or Canadians, they would have been acceptable. 

White and his closest associates simply ran their own foreign ministry. 

A few weeks before White's death, he and I were speakers at a conference 
of the American Academy of Political and Social Science in Philadelphia. 
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Raymond 17 Mikesell 

After the evening meeting on April 19, 1947, I spent a couple of hours with 

him in the lobby of the Benjamin Franklin Hotel. He was in a reflective 
mood, and we reminisced about the events leading to the creation of the 

Bretton Woods institutions. White had already been compelled to give up his 

position as the U.S. executive director of the Fund. He had been working as a 

consultant to the Chilean government and had recently returned from 

Santiago. He was scheduled to testify before the House Committee on Un- 

American Activities, but he spoke very confidently of being able to disprove 

the charges against him and appeared to look forward to the opportunity. 
White was charged with providing confidential information to the Soviet 

Union, but I have never believed he gave any information that was harmll to 
U.S. national interests. White did speak of his heart condition and, when we 
parted, he apologized for taking the elevator rather than walking the two 

flights to where both of our rooms were located. Some say he committed 

suicide to avoid testifying before the House committee. I do not believe it. 
John Maynard Keynes 

As a young academic who had studied and taught both The Treahe on 
Money and The General Theory I was awed by Keynes and grateful that I 
could sit in meetings with him. Although he fought hard for positions he 

regarded as important for Britain's welfare, his economic arguments were 

academic and dispassionate. Keynes could accept philosophically the 
economic advantages of multilateral trade while continuing to defend a 

discriminatory sterling area in terms of Britain's national interest. 

There was a sharp contrast between the literary quality of Keynes's ICU 
proposal and the legalistic formulation of the July 1943 version of the White 

plan. Keynes displayed arrogance in the elegant language of an educated 
British lord. He disliked the style and format of the Fund's Articles of 

Agreement. He said they were written in Cherokee, and he blamed the language 
on the Treasury Department's lawyers. Keynes frequently complained that 

Americans were too dependent on attorneys, and once suggested that "when 
the Mayflower sailed from Plymouth, it must have been entirely filled with 

lawyers." 
Keynes was capable of displaying temper and once threw one of White's II 

drafts to the floor, but he usually expressed his anger through sarcasm. He 



Woods nightclub. I never saw him in sport clothes. Nevertheless, he was 

approachable. Junior members, such as myself, were able to talk privately with 

him, and I always found him willing to answer my questions. If we took too 

much time, however, Lady Keynes would tiptoe over to protect him from 

becoming too tired. Those of us who were privileged to shake his limp hand 
on the train from Savannah to Washington following a light heart attack were 

left with the memory of saying farewell to a truly noble man. 

What Bretton Woods Accomplished 

White, Keynes, and their colleagues were planning for a postwar world 

economy that they could not project but hoped to influence by the insti- 
tutions they wanted to establish. How much influence have these institutions 
had, and how different would the world economy have been if they had never 

been created? The following paragraphs present my personal views in answer- 
ing these questions. 

Neither the Fund nor the Bank has functioned as expected. White's 

expectation that the Fund would create an environment for stable exchange 

rates and convertibility among the major currencies shortly following the war 

was not realized, mainly because of the immense problems the Fund and the 

Bank could not manage or finance. However, multilateralism for the Euro- 
pean economies was partly achieved by the European Payments Union (EPU) 

operated by the BIS, and European reconstruction was financed mainly by the 

Marshall Plan rather than by the World Bank. 

Most of the changes that have occurred in the functions of the Fund and 

the Bank that differ from those contemplated at Bretton Woods are the 

consequence of a world economic system that differs significantly from that 

expected when the Bretton Woods Agreements were drafted. Perhaps the most 

monumental change has been that both institutions now operate mainly as 
sources of financing for developing and former Soviet bloc countries. Not 
only did the developed countries not need financing from these institutions 
over the past three decades, but the Fund has played only a minor role in 

supervising and financing the world's payment system. Given that, it is 
perhaps remarkable that these institutions have not only survived but that 
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