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Online, the Hiss Defense Doesn't Rest
By JAMES BARRON AUG. 16, 2001

THE Alger Hiss case, which swirled through the second half of the 20th century
with low-tech evidence like documents that may or may not have come from a
certain manual typewriter, has made it into the 21st century and onto the Internet.
And so has the debate.

It is reflected in a Google search that turns up about 7,900 listings for Hiss --
roughly half the number for Senator Joseph McCarthy, whose anti-Communist
crusade was just beginning when the House Un-American Activities Committee
heard allegations about Hiss, and about a third of the number for Richard M.
Nixon, who rode the Hiss case out of obscurity as a young congressman.

And it is reflected in the direction of a five-month-old Web site that is largely the
brainchild of Hiss's son Tony. Bucking the trend of scholarship on the Hiss case in
the 1990's -- a growing consensus that Hiss, indeed, had most likely been a Soviet
agent -- the new site, homepages.nyu.edu/~th15, rises to his defense.

''It seemed the moment to try and redress the balance,'' said Tony Hiss, a writer and
visiting scholar specializing in urban policy at the Robert F. Wagner Graduate
School of Public Service at New York University.

Most of the online audience, of course, is too young to have lived through the
initial allegations, the Congressional hearings and the two perjury trials that his
father faced. The background, in brief, is this: Alger Hiss, a former State
Department official, was accused in 1948 of having been part of the Communist
underground in the 1930's and of collecting documents to be passed to the Soviet
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Union. The accuser was Whittaker Chambers, a Time magazine editor who
admitted having been a Communist.

So began one of the cold war's enduring debates, the first salvo in what Tony Hiss
calls ''a fiendishly complicated case, a La Brea tar pit that great minds can sink into
and never emerge.''

Indeed, historians have long struggled to establish the truth in the Hiss case, which
culminated in his conviction in 1950 on perjury charges for having testified that he
had not given State Department documents to Chambers. He served 44 months in
prison. But even now, nearly five years after Alger Hiss's death at 92, Tony Hiss
contends that the conclusion of history is ''premature, still.''

Tony Hiss, who turned 60 last week and lives in his father's old apartment in
Greenwich Village, maintains that the site reflects more than his own view of a
case he grew up in the middle of. ''It's not just my personal perspective,'' he said.
''It's a summation of the research and evidence that's been marshaled over the last
50 years that supports his contentions of innocence.''

He is also well aware that a Web site will let him take the case for Hiss to a new
generation -- whether in scholarly terms or in what his father called ''the court of
public opinion,'' where conservatives hail Chambers as a hero, liberal defenders
counter that Hiss was framed, and scholars are left to wade through thousands of
pages of documents.

Tony Hiss's site went online in March with what he called only ''an initial posting,''
but it totaled more than 1,000 pages, with extracts from 40,000 pages of F.B.I. files
released in the 1970's and from 4,000 pages of grand jury minutes unsealed in
1999.

Soon there will be more. Last month Representative F. James Sensenbrenner Jr., the
Wisconsin Republican who is chairman of the House Judiciary Committee, ordered
that thousands of pages from the House Un-American Activities Committee's files
be made public. A coalition of historians and archivists had been pressing for the
release of the material, which is measured not in pages or bytes but in linear feet on
government warehouse shelves -- 1,275 in all. Tony Hiss is looking forward to
posting Hiss-related documents from that trove as they become available.

So far his site has recorded more than 10,000 visits. ''It's the best defense mustered
of Hiss by the dwindling band of those who believe in Hiss,'' said David
Greenberg, a historian at Columbia University who is working on a book about
Nixon and his place in American culture.

ADVERTISEMENT

Continue »



Interested in All Things Tech?
The daily Bits newsletter will keep you updated on

the latest from Silicon Valley and the technology

industry, plus exclusive analysis from our reporters

and editors.

You will receive emails containing news content, updates and

promotions from The New York Times. You may opt-out at any

time.

SEE SAMPLE  PRIVACY POLICY  OPT OUT OR CONTACT US ANYTIME

''I don't think anyone is going to
treat this site as the repository of
truth, except for those who have
already made up their minds that
Hiss was innocent,'' Mr. Greenberg
added.

For now, the Hiss site's opening screen is a montage of front-page headlines about
Hiss's perjury conviction. ''Hiss Verdict: Spy and Liar'' declared The Daily News.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, considering Tony Hiss's involvement, the Web site asks a
question: ''Justice . . . or just the beginning?'' And visitors can find answers to the
question ''What do friends and supporters have to say about Alger Hiss?''

Some documents would not be widely accessible were it not for the Web page.
''Alger,'' as Tony Hiss sometimes refers to his father, ''left his defense files to the
Harvard law library, so not only would you have to schlep up there to see the actual
documents, but they're not even there: they're in a climate-controlled warehouse in
Framingham, Mass. You'd have to make an appointment and have them trucked in.
The traditional procedures of scholarship make it very hard to have access to these
materials.''

On the Web site, some documents have been scanned so visitors can download
images of half-century-old F.B.I. reports in the PDF format.

''My dad was always confident that sooner or later people would be able to see his
story and see that he was telling the truth,'' Tony Hiss said. ''He always said he
didn't think that would happen until everything was laid out in front of people and
they sifted through the pros and the cons and the accusations and the
counterarguments. I think he would have felt this goes a long way toward making
that possible.''
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Even the site's address has not been without controversy. An N.Y.U. spokesman
said that after the online magazine Slate published a column about the Hiss site in
March, the university asked Tony Hiss to use a different Web address to designate
it more clearly as a personal site rather than an academic one. The spokesman, John
Beckman, said that the university felt that the old address, www.nyu.edu/hiss,
suggested that the site was sponsored by the university.

''It wasn't a judgment about content,'' Mr. Beckman said. ''The issue was whether it
was official work of the university's.'' Because ''my understanding is that he doesn't
teach anything with regard to his father's case,'' the spokesman added, ''this is a
matter of personal scholarship, and it belongs on a personal home page.''

The site is not Tony Hiss's first effort to have a say in the Hiss case. Though he
says he spent his earlier years ''trying to have a life that was not about being the son
of Alger Hiss,'' in 1999 he wrote a memoir, ''The View From Alger's Window''
(Knopf), that told why he believed his father could not have been a spy.

The events in question occurred, of course, before Tony Hiss was born. His faith,
he says, rests not so much on anything his father said but on the account of his half-
brother, Timothy Hobson, now 74, who told him: ''That guy Chambers was in our
house maybe once. Dad was not bringing home briefcases stuffed with papers, and
Mom was not typing.'' (Chambers had alleged that Mrs. Hiss had typed some
documents on their manual typewriter, a Woodstock; during the hearings, experts
were called to testify that imperfections in certain letters proved that the documents
could have come only from the Hisses' machine.)

Given its passion and point of view, how can the Hiss site be viewed? In publishing
the column about the site in March, Slate had Sam Tanenhaus, the author of
''Whittaker Chambers: A Biography'' (Random House, 1997), look it over. ''I think
this belongs in the 'it's a free country' category, and Hiss's supporters have every
right to push his case by whatever means pleases them,'' Slate quoted him as
saying. ''My only concern would be that the academic/institutional aegis, and the
educational angle, might mislead some into supposing this is a balanced, scholarly
Web site.''
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Tony Hiss said he was surprised that anyone would expect it to be a both-sides-now
kind of site. ''It is the defense, and it makes no bones about that,'' he said.
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