
CHAPTER XXI 

A CONCLAVE ON JEKYL ISLAND 

DESPITE my views about the value to society of 
greater publicity for the affairs of corporations, there 
was an occasion, near the close of 19 I 0, when I was 
as secretive, indeed, as furtive as any conspirator. None 
of us who participated felt that we were conspirators; 
on the contrary we felt we were engaged in a patriotic 
work. We were trying to plan a mechanism that would 
correct the weaknesses of our banking system as re
vealed under the strains and pressures of the panic of 
1907. I do not feel it is any exaggeration to speak of 
our secret expedition to J ekyl Island as the occasion 
of the actual conception of what eventually became the 
Federal Reserve System. 

Congress, after 1907, had realized that something 
had to be done to strengthen our banking system. To 
provide itself with a better understanding of ..the prob
lem, there had been appointed a joint commission of 
twenty-five members of both houses, under the chair
manship of Senator Aldrich, who was on the whole the 
best informed and the most dominant man in Congress 
on financial measures. This group had gone to Europe, 
had interviewed bankers and the heads of the central 
banks, and then, after a pleasant summer, they had 
returned to the United States without any definite idea 
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A CONCLAVE ON JEKYL ISLAND 2II 

of what they ought to do. Senator Aldrich did not 
know what they ought to do, either, although he really 
had been working hard for two years. 

For me the beginning of the adventure, I should 
think, was a letter that came from Mr. Stillman in 
Paris. He said he had just had a long conference with 
Senator Nelson Aldrich (Zivil in our code) who was 
very keen to get to work on banking and currency 
revision. Aldrich, Mr. Stillman reported, regretted 
that Henry Davison of ]. P. Morgan and Company 
and I had been unable to join him in Europe during 
the summer; he felt that over there we might have 
had plenty of time for our discussions, and been free 
from interruptions. In a moment of entire candor he 
would have said: "free from reporters." Mr. Still
man said he had told Mr. Aldrich that freedom from 
interruptions was essential, but that it could be accom
plished by getting Davison and me down to his estate 
in Rhode Island without any one's knowing of it. 
That was Mr. Aldrich's plan as he left Paris. Mr. 
Stillman wrote me that I should make everything 
else subservient to giving my whole time and thought 
to a thorough consideration of the subject. He said 
Aldrich was persuaded that he could accomplish more 
by getting out of the Senate, so as to put the work 
of revision on a non-partisan b::tsis. Mr. Stillman ex
pressed to me his fear that after revision the banks 
might not be so well off. He wrote that from that 
time on Davison and I ought to follow the matter 
very closely, and keep in touch with Aldrich. Aldrich, 
I was informed, believed in some sort of centraliza

Mark
Highlight

Mark
Highlight

Mark
Highlight

Mark
Highlight

Mark
Highlight



212 FROM FARM BOY TO FINANCIER 

tion, but not in the establishment of a central bank 
such as France had. Mr. Stillman also reported to me 
that in his talk with Senator Aldrich he himself had 
not expressed any views, except as he had impressed 
on the senator his belief in the necessity of not being 
too much influenced by "our Wall Street point of 
view." 

But would the electorate have believed that? I 
question their ability to do so. Just to give you a faint 
idea: Senator Aldrich was the father-in-law of John 
D. Rockefeller, Jr., and himself a very rich man. Once 
I had written to Woodrow Wilson at Princeton, invit
ing him to speak at a dinner. Wishing to impress him 
with the importance of the occasion, I had mentioned 
that Senator Aldrich also had been invited to speak. 
My friend Dr. \Vilson had astonished me by replying 
that he could not bring himself to speak on the same 
platform with Senator Aldrich. Fie did come and make 
a speech, however, after I had reported that Mr. Ald
rich's health would prevent him from appearing. Now 
then, fancy what sort of bead-lines might have ap
peared over a story that Aldrich was conferring about 
new money legislation with a lVIorgan partner and the 
president of the biggest bank. 

On October 28, 19 10, I w rote to M r. Stillman in 
Paris: "Senator Aldrich met with what came very near 
being a severe, if not fatal automobile accident. You 
probably have seen the report of it in the papers. He 
was pretty well bruised, having cuts on each side of 
his face. He is very much better now, but the accident 
has naturally postponed the conference that was in 
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A CONCLAVE ON JEKYL ISLAND 213 

mind. He will be about in a few days and Mrs. John 
D., J r., tells me that they do not think there will be 
any serious effect from the accident." 

As the time for the assembling of Congress drew 
near, Senator Aldrich became increasingly concerned 
about the report he must write on behalf of the joint 
monetary commission; likewise, there ought to be, he 
knew, a bill to present to the new Congress and none 
had been drafted. This was how it happened that a 
group of us went with him to the J ekyl Island Club 
on the coast of Georgia. 

Since'it would be fatal to Senator Aldrich's plan 
to have it known that he was calling on anybody from 
Wall Street to help him in preparing his report and 
bill, precautions were taken that would have delighted 
the heart of James Stillman. Those who had been 
asked to go were Henry Davison, Paul Warburg, Ben 
Strong, and myself. From Washington came A. Piatt 
Andrew, who was then an Assistant Secretary of the 
Treasury, and who now is a member of Congress from 
Massachusetts. We were told to leave OLlr last names 
behind us. We were told, further, that we should avoid 
dining together on the night of OLlr departure. We 
were instructed to come one at a time and as unob
trusively as possible to the railroau terminal on the 
New Jersey littoral of the Hudson, where Senator 
Aldrich's private car would be in readiness, attached 
to the rear end of a train for the South. 

When I eame to that car the blinus were down and 
only slender threads of amber light showed the shape 
of the windows. Once aboard the private car we began 
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214 FROM FARM BOY TO FINANCIER 

to observe the taboo that had been fixed on last names. 
We addressed each other as "Ben," "Paul," "Nelson," 
"Abe" (it is Abram Piatt Andrew). Davison and I 
adopted even deeper disguises, abandoning our own 
first names. On the theory that we were always right, 
he became Wilbur and I became Orville, after those 
two aviation pioneers, the Wright brothers. Inciden
tally, for years afterward Davison and I continued the 
practice, in communications, and when we were to
gether. 

The servants and the train crew may have known 
the identities of one or two of us, but they did not 
know all, and it was the names of all printed together 
that would have made our mysterious journey signifi
cant in Washington, in Wall Street, even in London. 
Discovery, we knew, simply must not happen, or else 
all our time and effort would be wasted. If it were to 
be exposed publicly that our particular group had got
ten together and written a banking bill, that bill would 
have no chance whatever of passage by Congress. Yet, 
who was there in Congress who might have drafted a 
sound piece of legislation dealing with the purely bank
ing problem with which we were concerned?· Indeed, 
there were surprisingly few bankers, besides those of 
us who had been called together, who had given the 
special matters under consideration any thorough study 
whatever. Most bankers were reluctant to accept any 
change; George Baker was. 

We proceeded, in the rear room of that private car, 
to get to work as soon as the train was moving. That 
first discussion of the banking structure and of what 
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A CONCLAVE ON JEKYL ISLAND 215 

ought to be done about it produced scraps of ideas as 
formless as the contents of a rag-bag. Every one had 
some little piece of a project to throw on the table for 
discussion and every one's pet scheme encountered some 
other fellow's objection. We had traveled a good many 
miles without making much progress, when I told my 
companions of a piece of advice, as to the proper way 
to conduct a conference, that had been given me by 
Frank Trumbull, a dear friend of mine who was then 
the chairman of the board of the Chesapeake & Ohio. 
Railway. 

"What we ought to do· first," I said, "is to set down 
those things about which we are agreed; then, one by 
one, we can take up those things about which we seem 
to disagree." 

From then on we made swift progress. I was ap
pointed amanuensis and in my paleolithic shorthand 
recorded those proposals which we all were ready to 
echo as we heard them; of course we knew that what 
we simply had to have was a more elastic currency 
through a bank that would hold the reserves of all 
banks. 

We were taken by boat from the mainland to J ekyl 
Island and for a week or ten days were completely 
secluded, without any contact by telephone or tele
graph with the outside. We had disappeared from the 
world onto a deserted island. There were plenty of 
colored servants but they had no idea who Ben and 
Paul and Nelson were; even Vanderlip, or Davison, 
or Andrew, would have meant less than nothing to 
them. There we worked in a club-house built for people 
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216 FROM FARM BOY TO FINANCIER 

with a taste for luxury. The live-oak trees wear fan
tastic beards of Spanish moss on J ekyl Island; in No
vember brown leaves make its forests utterly charming. 
Without our ever stopping to hunt, deer, turkey and 
quail appeared on the table; there were pans of oys
ters not an hour old when they were scalloped; there 
were country hams with that incomparable flavor that 
is given to them in the South. We were working so 
hard that we ate enormously. We worked morning, 
noon and night. 

We put in the most intense period of work that I 
have ever had. Sometimes Davison and Strong would 
be up at day-break to get a horseback ride, or a swim 
before breakfast, but right after breakfast the six of 
us would gather around the table and resume where 
our discussion had ended the previous midnight. We 
stuck to the plan of putting down on paper what we 
agreed upon; there was no back-tracking, no wrangling. 
Harry Davison was a splendid person to prevent 
wrangles in any company. vVarburg, the best equipped 
man there in an academic sense, was so intense and 
apparently felt a little antagonism toward Aldrich, so 
that some of our moments of strain might ,·have de
veloped into real hindrance had it not been for 
Davison. Always he could be counted on to crack a 
joke just at the right moment to ease a strain. No tele
phones rang, none could bother us to ask for an opinion 
of the market, there were no directors' meetings, no in
terruptions whatever. Thanksgiving occurred during 
that week and we ate wild turkey with oyster stuffing 
and went right back to work. We gave, each of us, 
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A CONCLAVE ON JEKYL ISLAND 217 

every bit of our mental energy to the job and I enjoyed 
that period as I never have enjoyed anything else. I 
lived during those days on J ekyl Island at the highest 
pitch of intellectual awareness that I have ever experi
enced. It was entirely thrilling. 

As we dealt with questions I recorded our agree
ments in that shorthand I had first practiced with chalk 
on the tail stock of my lathe back in Aurora. If it was 
to be a central bank, how was it to be owned, by the 
banks, by the government, or jointly? \f\7hen we had 
fixed upon bank ownership and joint control, we took 
up the political problem of whether it should be a 
number of institutions, or only one. Should the rate of 
interest be the same for the whole nation or should it 
be higher in a community that was expanding too fast 
and lower in another that was lagging? Should it re
strict its services to banks? What open-market opera
tions should be engaged in? Those were the sort of 
questions we dealt with, and finally, at the end of our 
week we had whipped into shape a bill that we felt, 
pridefully, should be presented to Congress. As I re
call it, War burg had some objections, but we were in 
substantial agreement on the measure we had created. 
We returned to the North as secretly as we had gone 
South. It was agreed that Senator Aldrich would pre
sent the bill we had drafted to the Senate. It became 
known to the country as the Aldrich PIan. Aldrich and 
Andrew left us at Washington, and Warburg, Davison, 
Strong, and I returned to New York. 

Congress was about to meet; but on a Saturday we 
got word in New York that Senator Aldrich was ill, 
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218 FROM FARM BOY TO FINANCIER 

too ill to write an appropriate document to accompany 
his plan. Ben Strong and I went on to Washington and 
together we prepared that report. If what we had done 
then had been made known publicly, the effort would 

ha ve been denounced as a piece of Wall Street chican
ery, which it certainly was not. Aldrich never was a 
man to be a mere servant of the so-called money
interests. He was a conscientious, public-spirited man. 
He had called on the four of us who had Wall Street 
addresses because he knew that we had for years been 
studying aspects of the problem with which it was his 
public duty to deal. 

As is now well known, the bill we drafted did not get 
through Congress. Aldrich retired from the Senate, 
and then a Democratic majority came down to Wash
ington along with Woodrow Wilson who had defeated 
President Taft. The platform on which he was elected 
contained a statement expressing the opposition of the 
Democratic Party to the Aldrich Plan or a central bank. 

There was a good deal of discussion about that. It was 
contended that originally the platform committee had 
agreed upon the statement: "We are opposed to the 
Aldrich Plan for a central bank." 

Now, although the Aldrich Federal Reserve plan 
was defeated when it bore the name of Aldrich, never
theless its essential points were all contained in the 
plan that finally was adopted. It provided an organiza
tion to hold the reserves of all member banks and ar
ranged that they would always be ready to relieve a 
member-bank under pressure by rediscounting loans 
that it held. The law as enacted provided for twelve 
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219 A CONCLAVE ON JEKYL ISLAND 

banks instead of the one which the Aldrich plan would 
have created; but the intent of the law was to co
ordinate the twelve through the Federal Reserve 
Board in Washington, so that in effect they would 
operate as a Central Eank. There can be no question 
about it: Aldrich undoubtedly laid the essential, fund a
mental lines which finally took the form of the Federal 
Reserve Law. 
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