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Introduction



It’s Way More Than a Game


In 1905, football was on the verge of being canceled entirely.


The sport was ludicrously violent, with eighteen players having died in just that year alone. Almost fifty people had perished in the five years since the turn of the century. Broken backs and necks were common. Concussions were legion. One player—Harold Moore of Union College—died in November 1905 of a cerebral hemorrhage after being kicked in the head while trying to make a tackle. (Helmets wouldn’t become mandatory in college football until 1939.)


Enter Teddy Roosevelt, the president of the United States and an avowed fan not just of football but of violent play, more generally speaking.


“I believe in rough games and in rough, manly sports,” Roosevelt once said. “I do not feel any particular sympathy for the person who gets battered about a good deal so long as it is not fatal.”


Roosevelt brought the presidents of Yale, Harvard, and Princeton together twice in the fall of 1905 to see if they could agree on a series of reforms that would keep football going while making it safer for its participants. (The Ivy League was, at the turn of the twentieth century, the center of the college football universe.)


By the start of the 1906 season, a series of new rules had been adopted—including the forward pass, which led to the evolution of modern football.


Roosevelt’s interest in saving football was about a lot more than his enjoyment of the game; he believed that young men engaged in (at times) brutal physical combat was the proper training for a future as a soldier in the service of the country.


Wrote Roosevelt: “There is a certain tendency… to underestimate or overlook the need of the virile, masterful qualities of the heart and mind… There is no better way of counteracting this tendency than by encouraging bodily exercise, and especially the sports which develop such qualities as courage, resolution and endurance.”


(Dwight Eisenhower would put it even more bluntly: “The true mission of American sports is to prepare young people for war.”)


Roosevelt then is rightly understood as our first sporting president—in both the sense that he wrestled, boxed, hunted, and fished, and that he understood that sports and politics had a symbiotic relationship that could be exploited by leaders. As historian John Sayle Watterson noted, Roosevelt was “the first president to use sports extensively for political purposes.”


Of course, while Roosevelt was the first president to meld sports and politics, the fact is that the two pursuits have been intertwined for thousands of years.


In 776 BC, the first Olympics were held as both a tribute to the Greek god Zeus and a way for the various city-states of the country to prove their superiority over one another. It was a showcase for champions of each island and city-state.


“We know there was total chaos for a week because anyone who wanted to raise their profile, this was the place and time to do it,” said Paul Christesen, a professor of ancient Greek history at Dartmouth.


By the time of the Roman Empire, the notion of using sports as a way to placate and pacify the people had been officially codified into a phrase: “bread and circuses.”


It comes from a line from the poet Juvenal:




Already long ago, from when we sold our vote to no man, the People have abdicated our duties; for the People who once upon a time handed out military command, high civil office, legions—everything, now restrains itself and anxiously hopes for just two things: bread and circuses.





The idea went like this: To keep the people of Rome happy—and pliant—emperors did two things: (1) they gave out free wheat to keep citizens fed; and (2) they staged gladiatorial contests in the Coliseum that slaked people’s more primal urges.


“Paying for spectacular games, blood sports, parades, religious festivals, and chariot races became a standard tool for politicians to win Roman elections during the Republic,” wrote Dr. Linda Ellis, a professor at San Francisco State University. “Even in the absence of elections, Roman emperors and provincial governors continued to sponsor lavish entertainment events to demonstrate their generosity and justify their retention of power.”


Since the end of the Second World War—and especially since the advent of television—presidents have leaned more and more on sports to cast a positive image of their presidency and speak to audiences they might not be able to reach any other way.


No one epitomized that notion better than John F. Kennedy. Despite a sickly childhood—and a series of illnesses throughout his presidency—the prevailing image of Kennedy for most Americans was of him and his extended family engaged in games of touch football at their compound in Hyannis Port. That Kennedy was often barely able to walk due to back issues—much less able to fully participate in quasi-tackle football—was glossed over. He was regarded as a hale and hearty presence by the public—thanks in large part to his purposeful close associations with sports.


The man Kennedy beat in 1960—Richard Nixon—was an awkward presence on the football field, effectively used as a tackling dummy during his collegiate years. But the future president was a rabid fan, quoting facts and figures about players and games to anyone who would listen. For the socially challenged Nixon, sports talk was a way to humanize him—and for him to talk to regular joes with whom he felt as though he had little else in common.


If Kennedy was the first modern president to grasp the power of sports to make myths, it was Ronald Reagan who took the mixing of sports and politics to the next level. Reagan was, by all accounts, a decent young athlete—he claimed to have saved seventy-seven people from drowning during his years as a lifeguard. But Reagan’s real genius was in his understanding that being next to great athletes—and, as important, winners—was just as good as being one himself. While championship sports teams had, on occasion, visited the White House before Reagan’s term, the Gipper formalized the process—welcoming in winners and flashing the showmanship that had made him a successful actor. (After the New York Giants won the Super Bowl in 1987, Reagan allowed members of the team to dump a Gatorade bucket full of popcorn—one of his favorite foods—over his head.)


The best overall athlete—in terms of the breadth of the sports he played and the longevity with which he continued to play them—to ever grace the White House was George H. W. Bush. (Yes, Gerald Ford was the best football player—obviously—to ever serve as president. But Bush was more well-rounded. He played tennis. Golfed. Parachuted. Played baseball in college. Did almost any sport that could reasonably be called a sport—and did it well.) Bush grew up playing tennis with his mother, who was a skilled and competitive player. He was a light-hitting and slick-fielding first baseman on the Yale baseball team, and even got to meet Babe Ruth just weeks before the Sultan of Swat’s untimely death. In office, Bush’s competitive fires ran deep—so deep that he organized a March Madness–like tournament of horseshoes played by the permanent White House staff. (There were brackets and everything!) After leaving the presidency, Bush, like all the men who had held the office before and since, found an outlet for his competitive drive in sports. In addition to being an avid golfer and tennis player, Bush even laid claim to inventing the phrase “You da man!” Yes, seriously.


Barack Obama was the first—but probably not the last—baller president. Obama had a basketball court built on the White House grounds, and invites to his regular pickup games were more precious than getting asked to a state dinner. Obama viewed his competitiveness in pickup as an analog for his competitiveness in politics; once he was in the mix, he wanted to win—and was willing to do whatever it took to bring about that desired result. Obama’s rise also dovetailed with the surging popularity of the NBA. Just as Obama was redefining cool in politics, LeBron James, Dwyane Wade, and Kobe Bryant were doing the same on the hardwood.


Then there is, of course, Donald Trump. Like so much else with Trump, the story of his athletic prowess is exaggerated. He was a good baseball player in high school but almost certainly not, as he has often claimed, the best baseball player in the state of New York. He is a good-bordering-on-very-good golfer, but the stories of his many club championships won require a good deal of creative math. He spent years pursuing an NFL team, and if he had managed to buy one—or turn the USFL’s New Jersey Generals into one—he might never have had the itch to run for president. Sports and politics appealed to Trump for the same, visceral reasons: Someone won and, more important, someone lost. He liked that—as long as he was on the winning team. Always.


George Orwell once called sports “war without shooting.” And there’s no question that our modern presidents have understood that sports can be used to unite us and to divide us in equal measure.


Nixon saw bowling as a way to not only court the middle of the country—his “silent majority”—but also cast them against the coastal elites who looked down on bowling as a sport for the middle class.


In the wake of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, there were very real questions about whether sports should continue at all. They did—and, roughly a month later, President George W. Bush strode to the mound at Yankee Stadium to throw out the first pitch in Game 3 of the World Series.


Wearing a bulletproof vest—and with an air of worry palpable in the stadium—Bush threw a perfect strike, a moment that felt like a catharsis, a signal that even though we were down as a country, we weren’t out.


And, after four years of the abnormalities and excesses of Donald Trump, it was sports that Joe Biden reached for to make things more, well, normal.


“He’s certainly going to look to sports and sports figures to help bring us back into alignment as Americans,” Francis Biden, the president’s brother, told ESPN.


This book is about the sports our modern presidents played, loved, and spectated—and what those sports can tell us about both who they are and how they chose to govern the country. Sports, like politics, hold a mirror up to us and those we elect to lead us—showing them for who they really are when all the spin, hype, and hyperbole are stripped away.


For our presidents, what so often is revealed in their athletic careers, their fandom, and their leisure pursuits is a raw and unbridled competitiveness and ambition in search of a target.


For George H. W. Bush, raised to always be mannerly and kind to others, sports was where he could let his inner animal out. For his son, George W. Bush, the maniacal running and biking he took up after giving up drinking was a way to funnel his energies and compulsions. For Richard Nixon, his fanatical fandom gave him a way to connect with Joe Q. Public and appear just a little less awkward (and unathletic). Donald Trump viewed sports the way he viewed life—a life-and-death competition where the goal wasn’t just to win but to destroy one’s opponent.


Competition is sanctioned—and encouraged in sports. It’s a safe space where these men felt unafraid to want and want and want—in ways that would have been dismissed as overly forward or arrogant in the context of politics. Sports then was a pressure release valve for many of our nation’s leaders, a way for them to sate the ever-burning competitive fires without looking too, well, extra in doing so.


But sports did more than that, too. They showed us the best of what we could be—even if they forced us to face uncomfortable political truths in the process.


Jackie Robinson’s integration of baseball led the way for the broader integration of the country. The protests of Tommie Smith and John Carlos at the 1968 Olympics shone a light on inequality in America. Muhammad Ali’s refusal to fight in Vietnam forced Americans to come to grips with what we were really doing in Southeast Asia. The U.S. women winning the World Cup in 1999 redefined what “plays like a girl” meant. LeBron James wearing an “I Can’t Breathe” warm-up shirt forced the country to focus on how the police treat young African American men.


“There’s a reason that every country has its sports it loves,” explained Condoleezza Rice, who served as secretary of state under Bush. “They embody somehow the nation and the national spirit and the national pride, and they rally around these sports figures. At times of national triumph, we rally around them in joy. At times of national tragedy, we rally around them to remember who we are.”















Mad Man of the Fairway



Ike Teaches Postwar America How to “Relax”


Dwight Eisenhower loved golf so much that he risked his life playing it—literally.


In 1955, Eisenhower was in Colorado for an extended trip—he arrived in August and was expected to stay until October. (Travel schedules were different for a president back then!)


On a Saturday in September, Ike decided to play at Cherry Hills Golf Club in Denver. The president played eighteen holes in the morning. He was repeatedly interrupted—and angered—through the first round by a game of phone tag with Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. Ike kept a tight lid on his volcanic temper, but he did not like to be interrupted while playing golf.


“Finally Dulles and Eisenhower spoke, but when it was all over, Ike was aggravated by the call,” wrote historian John Sayle Watterson. “It was inconsequential, he thought.”


Annoyed, Eisenhower helped himself to a hamburger topped with onions (delicious!) and then headed out to play another nine holes—this time, he hoped, away from Dulles’s calls. But, on the first hole, Dulles called again. “At this point,” his doctor wrote, “his anger became so real that the veins stood out on his forehead like whipcords.” Eisenhower was so distracted and angry that he cut his third nine holes of the day short—calling it quits on the eighth hole. (Only twenty-six holes of golf!)


Early the next morning, Eisenhower, who was nearing sixty-five and was a chain smoker, started suffering chest pains around 2 a.m.


It was as if the weight of everything—the war, the presidency, America’s expectations of him—was crushing him.
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In the wake of the war, the country and its people were in an expansive mood—looking for a patch of land and life they could call their own. The ubiquity—and increasing affordability—of cars made people more willing to live farther from where they worked. The overcrowding of cities didn’t endear major metropolises to its residents.


The suburbs were born. In the 1950s, the suburbs grew by 47 percent—and new housing starts, which had dipped under 100,000 during the war years, surged to more than 1 million annually.


And with this monumental change in American life (and work) came something that most people had never really experienced before: leisure time.


With the war over and America experiencing an economic boom, suddenly people had time to do things other than work. (Hence the baby boom!) And money to spend. But they had little idea what to do with their newfound freedom—financial and otherwise.


Again, as he had during the war, Ike led the way.


As longtime golf writer Ron Sirak noted: “Going into the war [golf] was still primarily a country club game. [Eisenhower] took the game out of the country club and brought it to the people.”


And boy did they follow him to the greens. Don Van Natta Jr., author of First Off the Tee, a book about presidents and golf, wrote that when Eisenhower assumed office in 1953, an estimated 3.2 million Americans played golf; by 1961, that number had doubled. Yes, doubled.
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Eisenhower didn’t wind up dying on the golf course—or near it (although, if you asked him, dying on a golf course might have been the way he would have liked to go).


In response to his middle-of-the-night chest pains, his personal doctor prescribed a dose of morphine.


It would be twelve more hours before Eisenhower actually went to the hospital. (Medicine was different back then!) The next morning the White House played off Eisenhower’s health issue as “digestive upset”; a few hours later they were still insisting it was indigestion. (There is some debate as to whether this was the White House purposely downplaying Ike’s condition or whether the White House physician simply misdiagnosed a heart attack as a stomach ailment.)


By early afternoon, Eisenhower’s condition hadn’t improved. An electrocardiogram was done, which confirmed that the president had indeed suffered a heart attack. He was taken to Fitzsimons Army Hospital, where he began receiving treatment.


(Sidebar: It’s worth noting here that there was no Twenty-Fifth Amendment at this point—that wouldn’t come until more than a decade later following the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Which meant that there was no formal plan of succession had Ike been incapacitated or even died. Richard Nixon was the vice president, but there’s zero mention of Nixon being around or even alerted that Eisenhower was in a health emergency. Which is all the more striking given that we were in the midst of a cold war with the Soviet Union, a war in which both sides possessed ample caches of nuclear weapons at the ready.)


No longer able to shield the public from Eisenhower’s condition, the White House went public with the news of the heart attack. As Sean Braswell wrote in a piece for Ozy News in 2016, the news set off shock waves. “The bull market that had seen stocks triple on Wall Street in the previous seven years went into a tailspin, the Dow Jones plummeting over 6 percent and losing $14 billion in value by the end of what would prove to be the worst single day for markets since the start of World War II.”


As it became clear that Eisenhower would live, stocks—and the country—rebounded. He convalesced and recovered in Florida and at a family farm in Pennsylvania. “For five weeks I was not allowed to see a newspaper or listen to the radio,” he told a friend of that recuperative period.


A desire to return to the links, not the presidency, fueled Eisenhower’s recovery, according to Watterson. “Ike was probably more determined to play golf than he was to serve a second term—he had hoped to serve only four years,” Watterson wrote.


During that time, Eisenhower vowed to change his eating habits and to rein in his volatile temper. (He did neither in the long run.) He would return to Augusta in February 1956 (he played twenty-seven holes in two days)—the same month he announced his plans to seek a second term.


In August 1956, Republicans renominated Eisenhower as their party’s presidential candidate at the convention in San Francisco. Ike delivered his acceptance speech on Thursday, August 23. On August 24, he made his way to Cypress Point, one of the most prestigious courses in the country, for a round.


“The Golfer who has not played Cypress Point is like the lawyer who has never appeared before the Supreme Court,” began an article in Sports Illustrated about the president’s trip.


Of Eisenhower, SI wrote:




When Ike rode his electric caddy off the first tee, he wore a face of exhilarated contentment. He looked like a presidential version of Gordon MacRae astride his horse, singing “Oh What a Beautiful Morning” through the tall corn in the opening scenes of Oklahoma! Or like a man who had just re-won the Republican nomination.





He played with Harry Hunt, the president of Cypress; Sam F. B. Morse, a developer; and John McCone, a former undersecretary of the Air Force. The men played a Nassau bet. That means each individual hole is a competition for lowest score. There’s also money on the line for lowest score on each nine-hole side and for the entire eighteen holes, too.


The round was such a big deal that SI offered a hole-by-hole analysis of Eisenhower’s round. “His drive, the best of the foursome, was about 215 yards down the sloping fairway,” read the report from the first hole. “He beamed over the compliments from a dozen bystanders. ‘Is that the right spot?’ he asked, knowing full well it was.” Or, this from the sixth: “Here Ike had an uphill lie on his second and used a brassie. It was a terrific shot but just caught the trees and dropped into a fairway trap. ‘I’d better gamble here,’ said Ike… [and] plated a five-iron short. Still short of the green, after mis-hitting a wedge, he pitched stony again for a bogey 5.”


While Eisenhower and his playing partner—Hunt—lost the match, the reviews of the president’s play pegged him at a score in the low 90s. “Ike’s very respectable 90 or 91 the first time he saw the course (to say nothing of the fact it was the first full round of golf he played in 3 months) must have left him with a glow of triumph,” reported SI. “Indeed he enjoyed himself so much that he went out again the next day and the next for 36 more holes.”


This is Eisenhower living the life of a privileged—OK, very privileged—white man of his day. He was, without question, a symbol of the upward mobility available to some, but only some, in post–World War II America. Remember that Brown v. Board of Education wasn’t decided until the middle of Ike’s first term in office—and the civil rights movement was more than a decade away. It wasn’t until 1990 that Eisenhower’s beloved Augusta National golf course admitted its first Black member.
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Two men helped build the modern world of golf in the United States—Dwight Eisenhower from the White House and Arnold Palmer from the professional golf tour.


“By 1960, every factory and steel mill had a nine hole golf league,” said Ron Sirak. “The leagues had two sessions—a morning session for people who worked overnight and an afternoon session… the guys would show up [to the course] in green work pants and work shirt, with the grime of the mills still on them.”


While Palmer was dominating the golf tour—he won the Masters in 1958 and then both the Masters and the U.S. Open in 1960—Eisenhower was showing the country what it was like to have a golfing president. Eisenhower’s golf obsession began in midlife—he began playing at age thirty-five. (Eisenhower, according to historian John Sayle Watterson, was the first avid golfer in the White House since Warren Harding three decades prior.)


Golf Digest calculated—from an examination of Ike’s presidential schedule—that he played golf on one thousand days during his presidency. He had a golf net installed in the White House so he could practice when the weather was bad. He had a putting green installed on the South Lawn. He was regularly photographed swinging a club outside of the White House. Eisenhower had a small tee just outside of the Oval Office; he would hit iron shots in the direction of the White House fountain, where a White House aide would be waiting to retrieve the balls. As historian Watterson noted, Eisenhower even had a mini course built at Camp David.


(Fun fact: It was Eisenhower who coined the name “Camp David”—after his grandson. The presidential retreat in western Maryland had previously been known as Shangri-La, which Eisenhower thought was a little too fancy for him.)


He wasn’t just a president who golfed. Eisenhower was a golf obsessive, the kind of guy who in this day and age would be at Golf Galaxy for hours every weekend testing out clubs and talking to the guys who work there about his swing.


Clifford Roberts, a longtime Ike friend and the president of Augusta National, said that the president “was the most enthusiastic golfer I ever knew. He was worse than Arnold Palmer in changing his equipment and style.”


He wanted to be good, worked at being good, and, generally speaking, was (pretty) good. “The president shoots a nice game,” said golfing legend Ben Hogan, “for a man whose job doesn’t give much chance to play or practice.” (Oh Ben, if you only knew!)


Eisenhower’s biggest weakness—and the source of much of his anger and disappointment on the course—was his short game. “If I could just make this thing work, I’d enjoy the game a whole lot more,” Eisenhower once said of his putter.


Roberts diagnosed Ike’s short game issues as an issue of temperament. “[Eisenhower] was in too big a hurry… he did not have the natural talent to read the green correctly and he also did not seem to have sensitive fingers in his big-boned hands.”


That Eisenhower, the man who led the Allied forces successfully through a complicated and fraught battle with the Axis powers, lacked the patience and the natural ability to read a putting green seems the height of irony.


Eisenhower occasionally took flak for his golf addiction. Joseph and Stewart Alsop, prominent newspaper columnists of the time, referred to Eisenhower as “a nice old gentleman in a golf cart.”


Eisenhower was entirely unbothered by the criticism. “Golf had a very calming effect on my grandfather,” said Susan Eisenhower, the granddaughter of the president. “People tried to turn his love of golf against him, and he would never budge on how he felt about it. I think what golf did most was to humanize him.”


While golf was, primarily, a form of relaxation for Eisenhower, he also used it as a way to foster relationships with other politicians, both domestic and foreign.


“When heads of state visited Washington, they were likely to find themselves at Burning Tree or Chevy Chase [Country Club],” according to Watterson. (At Burning Tree, the mens-only club just outside of Washington, there is an entire room in the clubhouse named in Ike’s honor.)


In May 1957, in advance of Japanese prime minister Nobusuke Kishi’s visit to the United States, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles invited the prime minister to play golf with Eisenhower.


“President would be glad to arrange a foursome of golf with Kishi afternoon June 20, although President claims his golfing form has become deplorable and he hopes Kishi is not an expert,” Dulles wrote to Douglas MacArthur II, the American ambassador to Japan (and the son of the famed general).


MacArthur replied the following day. “This afternoon when I saw Kishi I extended President’s invitation for golf game,” he wrote. “Kishi was visibly delighted and said he had never dared to hope for such a thing. He accepted with greatest pleasure and asked me to assure President he is not ‘an expert.’” Added MacArthur: “I am very grateful to the president and you. I am sure it will be very helpful.”


The two dignitaries played on June 19 at Burning Tree. They were joined by Connecticut senator Prescott Bush—the father and grandfather of future presidents—as well as Takizo Matsumoto, a close aide and translator for Kishi. Bush and Kishi teamed up to take on Eisenhower and Matsumoto. (Sources at the time said that the match ended in a tie, a convenient outcome.) Eisenhower gifted Kishi a new set of clubs and new golf bag to commemorate the visit.


A picture of the two men was featured above the fold in the New York Times the following day—along with a piece headlined “Eisenhower Takes Kishi Out for Golf.”


“The golf match was a little-used technique in the president’s personal diplomacy,” read the story. “He frequently tries to get on an informal footing with important state visitors at his Gettysburg farm, but he has rarely used the golf course for this purpose.”
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Even before he became president, Eisenhower had a special relationship with Augusta National, the annual site of the Masters and one of the most exclusive country clubs in the nation. (Ike visited the club 29 times during his eight years as president. He also made 5 visits before he was president and 11 after he had left office—for a grand total of 45.)


“Eisenhower had two ways to relax—to play golf and to paint,” said Ron Sirak. “He did both at Augusta.”


He became a member in 1948 following a two-week vacation at the course; he told reporters it had been his “best vacation in years.”


The appeal of the club for Eisenhower was that he—whether as the hero of World War II or the president of the United States—could be just one of the guys.


“The weird thing about Augusta is that there are all these incredibly powerful people but this is where they let their hair down,” explained Sirak. “If I had a list of stuffiest country clubs, this wouldn’t be in the top twenty.” He added: “Eisenhower was with other people who were very important but they just played golf, drank whiskey, and played cards.”


(Sidebar: Eisenhower was an inveterate card player. Historian John Sayle Watterson argued that Ike learned to play poker in his Kansas childhood from a man named Bob Davis, “an odd character… a fisherman, hunter, trapper, guide, cook and poker player.” Of Davis, Eisenhower said: “[He] was my hero—a great teacher.”)


Davis schooled Eisenhower on the strategy and mechanics of the game. “Playing for matches, [Davis drilled] percentages into my head night after night around the campfire, using for the lessons a greasy pack of nickel cards that must have been a dozen years old.”


After injuring his knee during his sophomore year at West Point, Eisenhower turned to poker—and found it to be lucrative. His opponents, Ike recalled, “[knew] nothing about probabilities, it was not remarkable that I should be a regular winner.”


Once he graduated and moved to Fort Sam Houston, Eisenhower continued to use his poker winnings to supplement his relatively meager salary. He regularly bought gifts for his eventual bride—then Mamie Doud—from them. That included the engagement ring he purchased for her in 1916.


As Watterson wrote: “The game that Ike played at the card table demonstrated the street smarts that enabled him to survive and inch forward during those interwar and antiwar years when the United States’ army barely ranked in the top 20.”


Eisenhower kept playing poker through his transfer to Fort Meade, where he served under legendary general George Patton. One of the men he played with lost—and lost badly. So badly, in fact, that he had to pay off his gambling debts with his wife’s war bonds. Eisenhower schemed to lose the money back to the unfortunate man. “This was not achieved easily,” Eisenhower later reflected. “One of the hardest things known to man is to make a fellow win in poker who plays as if bent on losing every nickel.”


During World War II, Eisenhower switched from poker to bridge.


“Friends spoke of his remarkable powers of concentration, nowhere more evident than in bridge,” wrote John Sayle Watterson. “In bridge as in his other pursuits, Ike played to win. Clifford Roberts [the president of Augusta National] remarked that Ike considered it almost ‘sacrilegious’ to play cards with less than total concentration.”


So intent was Eisenhower on bridge—and such was its ability to settle his mind—that he was playing it November 7, 1942, as allied forces invaded North Africa, known as “Operation Torch,” according to scholar Michael Ledeen, writing in the Wall Street Journal in 2015. (One of the men playing with Eisenhower that night—and a frequent bridge partner over the years—was Gen. Alfred Gruenther, who would go on to serve as the NATO commander.)


Ledeen wrote that Eisenhower, Gruenther, and other famous bridge players, including Chinese military leader and revolutionary Deng Xiaoping, were drawn to the game for its similarities to war.


“No board game can replicate the conditions of the battlefield or the maneuvers of geostrategy, for one simple reason: All of the pieces are visible on the table,” argues Ledeen. “Card games are better models because vital information is always concealed by the ‘fog of war’ and the deception of opponents. Most of the time a bridge player sees only one-quarter of the cards, and some of the information he might gather from them is false.”


He goes on: “Bridge is largely about communication, and every message a player sends—by bidding or playing a significant card—is broadcast to the player’s partner and his opponents. Frequently a player will have to decide whether he would rather tell the truth to his partner (thereby informing his opponents) or deceive the enemy (thus running the risk of seriously fooling his ally across the table).”


Ledeen concludes that “great bridge players are great liars—as are brilliant military leaders and diplomats and politicians.”


Eisenhower loved the game. A Time magazine profile of Eisenhower’s bridge-playing ways, from May 1953, said:




In the White House, Saturday night is usually bridge night. The evening begins about 5 o’clock, in the solarium on the White House roof, is interrupted for a snack or buffet supper, then may continue down in Ike’s second-floor study until 10 or 10:30. Guests arriving for a bridge date are likely to find the host waiting for them at the card table, impatiently riffling the decks.





Eisenhower played with a regular group that included Gruenther, Air Secretary Harold Talbott, and Supreme Court Chief Justice Fred Vinson. John Foster Dulles, who would go on to be secretary of state in Eisenhower’s administration, “bragged about his mastery of the game and his department long conducted a world-wide bridge tournament in embassies and consulates,” according to Ledeen.


A semiregular in the Eisenhower’s bridge game was Oswald Jacoby. (When Jacoby died in 1984, the New York Times obituary proclaimed him “one of the best contract bridge players of all time.”)


Jacoby extolled Eisenhower for his bridge prowess. “The President plays better bridge than golf,” said Jacoby. “He tries to break 90 at golf; at bridge you would say he plays in the 70s.”


Time described the president’s playing style thusly:




Ike maintains a sphinxlike calm when examining his cards on the deal. His manner is similarly detached during the bidding. But his play is marked with barrack-room gusto, particularly when he produces the trump that his opponents have failed to snare, or when he makes his slam or sets his opponents.





Eisenhower’s ability to see all angles, plan for all eventualities, and deal with all sorts of personalities in bridge and in life was on display during his most famous hour: the planning and execution of the D-Day attacks.


The task was almost impossibly complex—plan a massive attack under total secrecy with a hugely compressed timeline. (The decision to invade was made at the end of 1943; the invasion was set for May 1944.)


Plus, Eisenhower had to navigate among some of the biggest and most difficult personalities ever to grace the world stage—President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill—not to mention the myriad military commanders charged with executing the final plans for the landings.


Ultimately, however, after all the meetings, all the strategy sessions, and all the troop movements, the decision—on a very early June morning—came down to Eisenhower himself. There was to be an expected break in a pattern of bad weather that would allow the invasion a window; it was now or never. The bridge player assessed his options carefully and made the call—the invasion would go forward.


Victory was expected. But, always seeing all possible outcomes, Eisenhower planned for what defeat might look like, too.


In a message that was never sent, Eisenhower wrote an in-case-of-failure note that included these words: “Our landings in the Cherbourg-Havre area have failed to gain a satisfactory foothold and I have withdrawn the troops. My decision to attack at this time and place was based upon the best information available. The troops, the air, and the navy did all that bravery and devotion to duty could do. If any blame or fault attaches to the attempt, it is mine alone.”


Eisenhower was far from alone in being a bridge obsessive. While the game is seen as the purview of the retiree set these days, it was extremely popular in the 1940s and ’50s.


Ledeen noted that in Eisenhower’s day “close to half of American families had at least once active bridge player; as of ten years ago [2005], a mere three million played once a week, and their average age was 51.” (The New York Times ended its bridge column in 2015.)


The game still has its admirers—including regular-guy billionaire Warren Buffett who said this of the game while participating in a 1990 bridge tournament with corporate titans and members of Congress including Sen. Bob Packwood and Congressman (and baseball great) Jim Bunning:




Any young person who doesn’t take up bridge is making a real mistake. One bridge game is worth 20 cocktail parties. The reason for this match is to publicize bridge and try to get young people into it. I always say I wouldn’t mind going to jail if I had three cellmates who played bridge.



 

What drew Eisenhower, Buffett, and other luminaries to bridge appears to be the sense of teamwork and community inherent in the game. It is a team game, two people working—without words—together. Going it alone ensures failure. Only by reading the subtle signals sent by the cards your partner chooses to play—and not play—can you hope to win.


The game then embodies the sense of community—and communal strength—that defined America in the immediate postwar period. The idea was that we had beaten back the existential threat of Nazism by working together, so what couldn’t we do if we linked arms (and minds)?


It may look odd from this end of the telescope (as we all stare into our phones, perfecting our #brands) but people back then genuinely believed that there was power in numbers and that community was the way to solve most of the problems that ailed us.








[image: image]











While golf became the defining sport in Eisenhower’s life, first he played baseball—and then football.


As author and historian Mark Eberle notes, “Baseball was the sport” when Eisenhower was growing up in Kansas in the mid-1890s. “Football was just starting.”


And so, Eisenhower, like so many other Kansas boys, played baseball. He started off as a pitcher but, according to a story he told his grandson, a cow kicked him in the arm, so he was unable to throw all that hard for all that long.


Center field was where Eisenhower made his name as a ball player in his teen years. “He played with a reckless abandon,” Eberle says, recounting a time when young Eisenhower crashed through a wooden outfield fence in pursuit of a ball.


Eisenhower played with his high school team as well as in the summers, with many of the same kids. The teams did their own fund-raising and organized their own schedules; they would “hop on a freight car” sometimes to get to their games.


Eisenhower was the team’s best hitter, according to their historical record. But that didn’t make him a good hitter by any stretch. He hit .241 for his high school team—the highest in the club, but nothing to draw the interest of any pro scouts.


Speaking of which, it’s impossible to talk about Eisenhower and baseball without delving into the (still) ongoing debate as to whether the future president actually played in a semipro baseball game during his younger years.


The controversy began in earnest during Eisenhower’s victory tour around the United States following America’s victory in World War II.


At a stop in Abilene, Kansas (his hometown), Eisenhower—as he had done several times during the trip—mentioned his time playing baseball.


“I was a center fielder,” Eisenhower said. “I went into baseball deliberately to make money, and with no idea of making it a career. I wanted to go to college that fall, and we didn’t have money. But I wasn’t a very good center fielder, and didn’t do too well at it.”


The story goes like this: In between high school and college, Eisenhower was looking for a way to make some money—and found it by playing baseball for cash. He did so under the name “Wilson” so as to keep his identity secret—and not jeopardize his amateur status before heading to West Point. (It would also have amounted to a breaking of the honor code at the military academy, which asked its entrants if they had ever played sports for money.)


As historian Michael Beschloss noted in 2014: “The Eisenhower Library houses a 1961 notation by his devoted longtime secretary, Ann Whitman, that ‘DDE did play professional baseball one season to make money’ and that he made ‘one trip under an assumed name.’”


Eberle, for one, casts a skeptical eye on the claim of Eisenhower’s pro baseball days. He noted that the Abilene semipro team had eight different center fielders in one eight-week period, and it’s possible that Eisenhower could have been one of them.


“I take him at his word that he did play somehow and got some kind of payment,” said Eberle, before noting that he could find no evidence of Eisenhower having done so.


“I looked at all the ‘Wilsons’ and could account for everyone I found evidence of in newspapers,” said Eberle.


Once he went to West Point, Eisenhower dedicated himself full-time to football. During his first two years, he played as a halfback and a linebacker.


“At five foot ten and 170 pounds, he used his work ethic, athletic ability and gritty determination to make up for his lack of bulk,” wrote historian John Sayle Watterson of the young Ike. He earned the nickname the “Kansas Cyclone” and was proclaimed by no less an authority than the New York Times as one of the most promising halfbacks in the East.


A football career was not to be, however. In his sophomore year, Eisenhower tore up his knee, which, at the time, had the effect of ending his playing days. The future president was thrown into a malaise. “Life seemed to have little meaning, a need to excel was gone,” he said. He smoked, overate, and generally lived the life of a lush.


The following year, however, the varsity football coach asked Eisenhower to coach the JV squad. And Eisenhower found inspiration there. “Because we used all the formations and signals of the varsity, I was able to send to the [varsity] squad a few performers who made the grade,” said Eisenhower.


His coaching career didn’t end there. In 1915, stationed at Fort Sam Houston, Ike was offered—and accepted—the head football coaching job at Peacock Military Academy. (He received $150 for his efforts.) The team had a winning record, and the local media gushed over Eisenhower. “Those who have seen this officer operate with a football squad believe him to be one of the best coaches in Texas,” said the San Antonio Express-News.


The following year, Eisenhower took on another coaching gig—this time running the football program at St. Louis College, a Catholic prep school in San Antonio. (St. Louis College is now St. Mary’s University.)


The team was awful, having not won a single game in five years. Eisenhower rapidly turned the squad around—they tied their first game, won five straight and then lost their final game—for a record of 5-1-1.


The team’s quarterback was effusive in his praise of not just Eisenhower but his wife, Mamie, and her parents, the Douds.


“We thought more of him than we did of any other coach we ever had,” said Jim Sweeney. “We respected him from the time he showed up until he left, and we fought as much for Mamie and the Douds as we did the school. He was very frank and honest and we learned more about honor and discipline from him than we did anywhere else.”


That praise is consistent with how Eisenhower, the general, was lauded in later years. “His real strength lies in his human qualities,” British field general Bernard Montgomery said of Eisenhower. “He has the power of drawing the hearts of men toward him as a magnet attracts the bit of metal. He merely has to smile at you, and you trust him at once.”


Eisenhower’s great genius—his ability to get men to trust and follow him—was honed in those days as a football coach. He was learning what it took to motivate men, to get them to understand that the only way to succeed was to work together for some larger goal. The gridiron was the proving ground for the lessons that Eisenhower ultimately used to convince men to run directly into the line of fire for the country.


Transferred to Fort Benning in Maryland in 1924, Eisenhower was recruited to coach the base’s football team. And, despite a subpar season, he was selected again to lead the base’s team in 1926. “Even 1924’s dismal record did not weaken the adhesive on the label I wore,” he wrote later in his life. “It still said ‘Football Coach.’”


While Eisenhower would never coach football after that, the lessons he learned in doing so—the sum being greater than the parts, the necessity of communication, teamwork—carried over in his leadership on the battlefield and in the White House.


In October 1958, Eisenhower was given a special gold medal from the Football Hall of Fame for his time spent on the sidelines as a coach. In a speech at the event, Eisenhower spoke in elegiac terms about the lessons that football—and competition more broadly—could teach.


“Wherever human liberty is respected, competition is the animator of progress,” said Eisenhower. “In football, in business, in politics, in the trades, professions and the arts, the normal urge to excel provides one the most hopeful assurances that our kind of society will continue to advance and prosper.”


But Ike wasn’t done! He went on:




Morale—the will to win, the fighting heart—are the honored hallmarks of the football coach and player, as they are of the enterprising executive; the successful troop leader; the established artist and the dedicated teacher and scientist… That is the competition we are up against today, and you and I know the contest is likely to be long indeed. Our team is made up of every individual in America. We need to make each one of them the best players we can put on the field.





Later in his life, Eisenhower was more succinct. “I believe that football, perhaps more than any other sport, tends to instill in men the feeling that victory comes through hard—almost slavish—work, team play, self confidence and an enthusiasm that amounts to dedication,” he wrote.
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That knee injury that he suffered at Army as a teenager stayed with him the rest of his life. (These were the days before arthroscopic surgery and the like.) “To this day, I have to be careful of my movements,” he wrote in the late ’60s.


John Sayle Watterson speculated that Eisenhower’s lifelong swing challenges dated back to his college injury. “For a right-handed golfer, the left side—especially the left knee—is critical,” he wrote. “The golfer pivots largely on the left leg, which needs to stay anchored while the knee absorbs the thrust.”


Watterson went on to quote Eisenhower’s son, John, about his father’s golf game: Ike had a “powerful swing but a horrendous slice to go with it. He seemed to wind up in the alfalfa an inordinate amount of time, the air punctuated with certain expletives that I had thought were unknown to adults—only to kids.”
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No modern president played more golf than Eisenhower. And none played more rounds at Augusta National, the most exclusive golf club in the country.


Soon after being elected, Eisenhower and his wife went to Augusta to play golf with, among others, Ben Hogan and Arnold Palmer—as well as his erstwhile Republican rival Bob Taft.


Soon after, a cabin—painted white, natch—was built on the Augusta grounds for the president’s use. Construction began immediately following the conclusion of the 1953 Masters. A local architect—named Lowrey Stulb—was tasked with designing the three-story, seven-bedroom cottage.


“We had construction crews in Monday morning at eight o’clock after the tournament that year,” said Stulb. “We had until October 1. On October 1, they turned keys over right on time.”


The cabin, which sits near the tenth hole at Augusta, was specially outfitted to accommodate Eisenhower, with quarters for his Secret Service detail in the basement. Unlike the other nine cabins on the property, a gold presidential seal is affixed over the front porch. (The cabin was renovated in 2018.)


From the dining room of the cabin, you gaze at Ike’s Pond where, on a stroll of the grounds with then club president Cliff Roberts, Eisenhower suggested that it would be an ideal spot for fishing. The three-acre pond, which runs through holes eight and nine, was created soon thereafter.


This is, to put a fine point on it, golf heaven. You are on the most exclusive golf club in the world. You are staying in a cabin specially built for you. There is room for Eisenhower to paint. (Ike, who took up painting in his middle age, became a committed artist.) He can play one of the world’s best golf courses as much as he wants, which is a lot. There are four rocking chairs sitting outside on the front porch where the president can sit and be, quite literally, the king of all he surveys.


You can understand why Eisenhower would often take extended trips to Augusta, essentially bringing his White House down to Georgia. While he was in residence at the club, he would work from an office above the pro shop. And, as Golf Monthly noted, he fell into a regular routine during those trips.


“Eisenhower’s stays there followed a regular pattern of work in an office in the morning, and then in the afternoon he would hit some practice balls and then play a round, often in company with Cliff Roberts and the club pro,” according to the magazine. “In the evening Ike liked to play bridge.”
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The most famous story of Eisenhower and Augusta illustrates the limits of presidential power.


On the seventeenth hole, about two hundred yards off the tee on the left side of the fairway, sat a sixty-something-foot loblolly pine tree.


The president didn’t like the tree. At all. In fact, he had hit it so many times during rounds at Augusta that he asked the club to have it cut down.


The showdown happened at a 1956 members meeting when—as you will rightly note—Eisenhower also happened to be the president of the United States. Cliff Roberts, the president of Augusta, ruled Eisenhower’s request out of order—and told him no.


Yes, you read that right. Augusta told the sitting president of the United States who, not for nothing, was also a hugely popular war hero, that he couldn’t have what he wanted on their course. Which tells you absolutely everything you need to know about how Augusta and its members think of themselves and their relationship to power.


The tree, which came to be known as the Eisenhower Tree, stood—in that same pesky spot on the left side of the fairway on number 17—until a brutal ice storm hit Georgia in 2014.


“The loss of the Eisenhower Tree is difficult news to accept,” Augusta chairman Billy Payne said at the time. “We obtained opinions from the best arborists available and, unfortunately, were advised that no recovery was possible.”


Of the tree, famed golfer Jack Nicklaus said:




When I stood on the 17th tee, my first thought, always, was to stay away from Ike’s Tree. Period… I hit it so many times over the years that I don’t care to comment on the names I called myself and the names I might have called the tree. Ike’s Tree was a kind choice. But looking back, Ike’s Tree will be greatly missed.





The tree isn’t entirely gone from Augusta, however.


In 2015, Payne announced that two grafts and a seedling from the tree would be replanted on the grounds—although he didn’t specify whether the tree would be put in that same place on the seventeenth.


At that same time, Payne also announced that another cross section of the tree would be sent to the Eisenhower presidential museum in Abilene, Kansas.


Eisenhower’s golf obsession led him to befriend Arnold Palmer, the charismatic star of the sport that Ike loved so much. The two men came to symbolize the manly virtues—steak eating, cigarette smoking, and, yes, golfing—that defined the ’50s for so many. They were the living, breathing embodiments of what America felt like in those days—vanquishers of Nazism, conquerors of the world, with their whole lives in front of them and nothing but endless possibilities.


Their long and close friendship began somewhat inauspiciously. Palmer had won the Masters in the spring of 1958, and the two men’s paths crossed at the Laurel Valley Golf Club in Pennsylvania—a club Arnie helped start.


As Palmer recounts in his memoir A Life Well Played: “A mutual friend, Ben Fairless, the former chairman of U.S. Steel, introduced us and we shook hands and spoke briefly.”


Palmer thought nothing of it. But Eisenhower was galled. Again, here’s Palmer:




Some months after that meeting I received a letter from the president on his personal stationery that really floored me. The letter read, in part: “Because of the general confusion the other day, I failed to realize that when Ben Fairless introduced us that you were Arnold Palmer of 1958 Master fame. I hope you will forgive my lack of reaction and accept, even this belatedly, my warm congratulations on your splendid victory.”





The two men grew closer and closer as the year went by.


So close were the two that Palmer was invited to address a joint session of Congress on what would have been Eisenhower’s one hundredth birthday in 1990.


“He was a man who, to Americans, stood for just about everything we live for,” Palmer told Congress. “He was a sportsman, he was a military leader, he was a president and probably just as importantly to all of us Americans he was a private citizen.”


Palmer told the story of his thirty-seventh birthday, noting that his wife, realizing “there wasn’t a great deal of things she could do for my birthday,” decided to invite the president and Mrs. Eisenhower to their home for the weekend.


The Eisenhowers agreed to come. Palmer sent his private plane to pick them up—but only the president got on board. Mamie Eisenhower decided she would rather drive from Washington to Pennsylvania.


“We spent a weekend together,” Palmer reminisced. “I had an opportunity to watch a football game with the president. The ladies went and watched a musical. We went into the back bedroom and watched a football game and did men’s talk… A birthday like that you remember forever.”


For most modern Americans, that era is understood through the lens of Don Draper and Mad Men—smoking and drinking in the office, smoking and drinking at long work lunches and dinners, smoking and drinking when you get home at the end of the day. (There was a lot of smoking and drinking.)


Both Ike and Palmer were ur-examples of this definition of masculinity. They were tough, single-minded, and certain that what they were doing was exactly the right thing to be doing. They were not second-guessers of themselves. They were not criers.


That they became two of the most famous men of this era, then, isn’t surprising. They were emblematic of what it meant to be a man in that moment.


Palmer also recounted the last time he saw Eisenhower—as the president lay in a bed at Walter Reed Hospital in suburban Washington. He had asked that Palmer and his wife, Winnie, come for a visit. They obliged.


“As usual, Eisenhower gave us that same warm reception that we had always received,” said Palmer. “When we walked into his hospital room—and he was very ill—his first words were ‘By gosh it’s great to see you kids.’ It’s something that today makes chills run up and down my back and make me remember what a great friend I had.”


(Eisenhower died of congestive heart failure at that hospital on March 28, 1969.)


Palmer struggled for the right words to describe Eisenhower’s import to him and the country. “I guess I can’t translate to you the people of America how important he was to all of us private citizens [and] to sports throughout the world,” he said at one point.


At another he said he was “saluting Eisenhower on behalf of all the athletes who I think I have some right to represent here for what he has done to the world and to America.”
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