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the tempestuous but courtly Somervell-"dynamite in a TiGany box," as he was once described. In July 1941, the
Army construction chief sprang the idea of building a single, huge headquarters that could house the entire
War Department, then scattered in seventeen buildings around Washington. Somervell ordered drawings
produced in one weekend and, despite a firestorm of opposition, broke ground two months later, vowing that
the building would be finished in little more than a year. Thousands of workers descended on the site, a raGish
Virginia neighborhood known as Hell's Bottom, while an army of draBsmen churned out designs barely one
step ahead of their execution. Seven months later the first Pentagon employees skirted seas of mud to move
into the building and went to work even as construction roared around them. The colossal Army headquarters
helped recast Washington from a sleepy southern town into the bustling center of a reluctant empire. Vivid
portraits are drawn of other key figures in the drama, among...
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