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			ADVANCE PRAISE FOR Potsdam

			“Ghosts and hopes informed the 1945 Potsdam Conference, which began a new era in European and world history. Michael Neiberg’s comprehensively researched, smoothly presented analysis demonstrates that the statesmen who met at Potsdam were as much concerned with ending the era of total war that began in 1914 as with addressing the question of how best to go forward in securing peace and stability. Potsdam describes the processes and consequences in a perceptive work confirming the author’s status as a leading scholar of the twentieth century experience.”

			—DENNIS SHOWALTER, Professor of History at Colorado College

			“A first rate account of a meeting that played a key role in defining the postwar world. Scholarly, thoughtful, and well written.”

			—JEREMY BLACK, author of Rethinking World War Two

			“The Potsdam Conference defined international relations in the second half of the twentieth century, and it continues to influence contemporary events in Europe and East Asia. This book offers a compelling account of the events that led to the conference, the personalities who dominated the conference, and the consequences of their decisions. Neiberg explains why Potsdam was more successful than the Versailles Conference at the end of the First World War, and he analyzes how Potsdam contributed to postwar peace. This is a powerful book with high drama—a must-read for anyone interested in global affairs.”

			—JEREMI SURI, author of Liberty’s Surest Guardian: American Nation-Building from the Founders to Obama
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			Introduction

			ON JUNE 28, 1919, the same day that much of the rest of the world marked the signing of the Treaty of Versailles that officially ended the Great War, a US Army captain strolled down the aisle of his local church to marry his sweetheart. Although he had distinguished himself in the war and proven himself as a leader on the battlefield, he had little desire to make the military a career. Nor did he, at this point in his life, express any special desire to enter the world of politics. He and another veteran of the war had instead taken out a lease in order to open a men’s clothing store. The war had ended. In the future, he hoped, he would spend his time thinking about his family and his business, not war. On this day of all days his thoughts were far from wars and the peace treaties that end them.1

			Across the Atlantic Ocean on that same day, a controversial British politician was savoring a second chance. Having been humiliated and forced from office a few years before, he now had a dominant voice in Britain’s defense policies as secretary of state for war and air. Anxious about the postwar world and fearful of the growth of Soviet-style Bolshevism, he had advocated an Allied operation to land British, American, and Japanese soldiers in northern Russia in support of the pro-czarist “Whites” in the Russian Civil War. He disliked the Treaty of Versailles, calling it “absurd and monstrous,” in large part because he thought it weakened Germany too much. A dismantled Germany, he feared, could leave a deadly power vacuum in Europe that the Bolsheviks might seek to fill. Wanting to see Bolshevism “strangled in its cradle,” he saw the Versailles Treaty as a missed opportunity to remake the postwar world. As early as 1920 he had begun to call for major revisions to the treaty in Germany’s favor because of the “unreasonable demands” it made on the Germans, the only possible counterweight on the European continent to the potentially even more dangerous Russians. When the time came for him to write a postwar treaty, he would argue for rejecting the Treaty of Versailles as a model.2

			The Bolsheviks then fighting the bloody Russian Civil War took little notice of the Treaty of Versailles. Their revolutionary ardor already anathema to the British, French, and Americans, the Bolsheviks had sealed their diplomatic isolation by surrendering to the Germans in the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in March 1918. That surrender had given the Germans the resources they needed to launch the spring offensives in France that nearly won them the war that year. After the German surrender, therefore, the war’s victors had seen no reason to invite the Bolshevik regime to the peace talks in Paris. To Bolshevik leaders, including the newly named People’s Commissar for Nationalities, the issues surrounding the Treaty of Versailles paled in comparison to the life-or-death struggle they were waging against the czarist Whites. Only the treaty’s formation of a new ­Polish state directly affected them. The ambitious commissar, however, took careful note of the attempts of the Western Allies to support the Whites; he had especially noted the menacing “strangle in its cradle” phrase one of the Western leaders had used. Years later, and under the radically different circumstances that a new war had created, he would have the opportunity to meet the man who made that statement and tell him in no uncertain terms his opinion of it.

			Two of those three men—British Secretary of State for War and Air Winston Churchill and the Soviet Union’s commissar for nationalities, Joseph Stalin—may well have foreseen themselves one day leading their nations in war and peace. Both men recognized the fragility of the new peace negotiated in Paris and had divined that Europe’s period of peace would likely not last long. Ambitious men close to the centers of power in their respective countries, Churchill and Stalin knew that no treaty in and of itself could resolve the core issues of the murderous period of global conflict that had begun in that disastrous summer of 1914. The idea that in the next war they would fight shoulder to shoulder as allies likely would have struck them both as ludicrous in 1919, although they had each seen enough radical change in their lifetimes that perhaps nothing would have surprised them too much.

			The third man, Captain Harry S. Truman, could have had no idea that the next time his country ended a major war, he would command not an artillery unit, but the entire nation. “Who the hell is Harry Truman?” demanded Franklin Roosevelt’s chief of staff, ­Admiral William Leahy, when he heard that the Democratic convention of 1944 had selected the relatively obscure Missouri senator to run as Roosevelt’s vice-presidential nominee. With only a high school diploma and no experience in foreign relations, Truman rose from failed businessman to president of the United States, marking one of the strangest career trajectories in the history of American politics. In July 1945, when he first met with Churchill and Stalin in the posh Berlin suburb of Potsdam, moreover, Truman knew that he had to take the place of a man he himself described as “impossible to substitute.” He also knew that Franklin Roosevelt had kept him almost completely in the dark on the most critical matters of wartime policy. Truman arrived at the most important moment of his career woefully and astonishingly unprepared for the monumental task ahead of him. He had not even left the United States once since his return from the battlefields of France in 1919.3

			***

			THE TASK IN FRONT OF the three allied leaders and their staffs was nothing less than giving Europe peace and stability, something it had not known since the cataclysm of 1914. All three men, as well as their advisers, had had their worldviews formed in the crucible of the war of 1914–1918. For Stalin, the Russian Revolution and the bloody Russian Civil War that flowed directly from the Great War further proved the point that the transition from war to peace could present as many challenges as the battlefield itself. If the Big Three of Potsdam failed as the Big Three of Versailles had, then Europe would know not a future of peace but another age of strife, death, and more war.4

			The three men had different postwar visions, based on the strategic interests and historical experiences of their nations in the first half of the twentieth century. Those years had seen astonishing, revolutionary changes. World War I had eliminated the most powerful monarchies of Europe and left in their wake a struggle between democracy, fascism, and communism to control the political and economic future of the continent. World War II took fascism out of the equation and also left such traditional powers as Germany, Italy, and France in tatters. Even Britain, nominally one of the war’s great victors, sat on the edge of bankruptcy and at dire risk of losing the empire that had sustained its great-power status. In place of the traditional powers of Europe now came the United States and the Soviet Union. The former had largely turned away from Europe in 1919 and might still do so again in 1945. The latter, a revolutionary regime fresh from a bloody but triumphal victory, presented a terrible nightmare to some and an alluring future to others. In either case, the future of Europe no longer belonged exclusively, or even primarily, to Western Europeans themselves.

			In the minds of the men who met in Potsdam in July 1945 to put the pieces of the world back together, the war that ended in 1945 had begun not in 1939 but in 1914. Men as diverse as British Foreign Secretary Sir Anthony Eden and French philosopher Albert Camus spoke not of two separate world wars, but one Thirty Years’ War. The idea had a long heritage, beginning with the celebrated British war correspondent Charles Repington’s appropriately titled 1920 bestseller, The First World War, in which he posited that the global troubles that began in 1914 would not end with the Treaty of Versailles; like many of his contemporaries, he fully expected a second world war. American soldier Alexander Clay echoed Repington and spoke for millions of his comrades on both sides of the lines when he remarked after the war: “I can truthfully say that without egotism we, the soldiers of World War I, predicted that within twenty-five to fifty years this war would be fought again. For we had a premonition that it was not entirely settled as it should have been.”5

			This thirty-year war encompassed not just two enormous world wars between great powers, but also the numerous civil wars and regional wars that emerged from the shattering of the old order in 1914. As Admiral William Leahy wrote in his diary at the end of the Potsdam Conference, “this means the definite end of the world war which started in 1914, had a temporary adjournment for further preparation [from] 1918 to 1939, and today comes to an end.” Europeans saw less of an adjournment than Leahy did, given events like the Russo-Polish War (1919–1921) and the civil war in Spain (1936–1939), but however they parsed their history, the statesmen at Potsdam knew that the catastrophe they faced in 1945 had begun not with the German invasion of Poland in 1939, but rather with the events that followed from the assassination of a relatively obscure archduke on a street corner in a provincial Bosnian town in 1914.6

			The delegates at Potsdam lived with ghosts that haunted the ­Cecilienhof Palace in the picturesque neighborhood where the meeting took place. The palace, built during World War I as a retreat for the German crown prince and his wife, served as a living reminder of the failures of statesmen at the end of that war. The Germans, so convinced of their imminent victory, built the palace while simultaneously devoting enormous resources to fighting an existential world war. The crown prince had been one of the most vocal militarists of the prewar years and had led an army group on the western front. The palace he never had a chance to inhabit thus stood as a reminder of the hubris of a once-powerful regime that had seemed so solid and so permanent before that fateful summer of 1914. Now, thirty years later, Germany had no government at all and sat at the mercy of its former enemies.

			The ghosts of the Cecilienhof Palace paled in their power to haunt compared with the ghosts of the Palace of Versailles. Everyone at Potsdam saw the Versailles Treaty as a horrible warning from history of the failures of making peace. They all believed that the failures of 1919 had directly led to the outbreak of war twenty years later. The American president, Harry Truman, greatly admired one of the architects of that treaty, Woodrow Wilson; Truman had even taken his oath of office under a portrait of Wilson. Nevertheless, Truman saw the treaty as Wilson’s greatest failure. He opened the Potsdam Conference by reminding his fellow statesmen of the “many flaws” that the treaty had produced and warned the delegates to learn from that experience or risk repeating it. No one at Potsdam disagreed with Truman on that score; nor did the president need to remind his fellow leaders that, if they did nothing else, they had to avoid a repeat of the Versailles disaster at all costs.7

			That the statesmen of Europe had gathered for the second time in as many generations to negotiate an end to a catastrophic world war was proof enough of the futility of the Treaty of Versailles. Everyone, it seemed, brought his own criticism of the treaty, and the process that produced it, to Potsdam that summer. To some, the problem was the process itself. The treaty had emerged from a series of awkward compromises, trade-offs, and misunderstandings, but once committed to paper they brought with them the force of international agreement, even if most observers and participants could see the flaws inherent in them. Thus did many of the statesmen in 1945 come to Potsdam wanting the meeting not to produce a definitive treaty with specific policies for which they or their successors might later have to answer, but rather to be a symbol to the world that the Big Three stood together and would work in unison to produce a more just and peaceful future.

			Moreover, several of the principles of the Treaty of Versailles already lay in tatters by 1945. Foremost among them was the Wilsonian ideal of national self-determination. In 1919 the great powers had moved borders in an ultimately futile attempt to match up political and ethnic boundaries. That process yielded not peace but a new round of irredentism and hyper-nationalism that produced repeated diplomatic crises in the 1920s and 1930s. As early as September 9, 1939, barely a week into the European war, Britain’s New Statesman magazine argued that self-determination “has been a failure” and should not guide the peace process following the British victory the editors had already forecast. Their position reflected one held more generally; thus, national self-determination, a keystone of the 1919 negotiations, would play only a small role in 1945.8

			A British Foreign Office assessment written in 1943 argued against another pillar of the Versailles Treaty, the League of Nations. The paper did not argue against the creation of an international organization per se, but it concluded that any future organization should not follow the democratic model of the League. Instead, the great powers should run it directly. Since, in the Foreign Office’s estimation, only three or four great powers would exist at the end of the war (the United States, Britain, Russia, and maybe China), the design of any new international body should reflect their interests. France, Italy, Germany, and Japan would therefore not “be readmitted to the ranks of the Great Powers” at the conclusion of the war. Like other minor or regional powers, they would assure their future security needs through an international body that the great powers would firmly control. Stalin agreed, telling American envoy Harry Hopkins that “two world wars have begun over small nations.” With the exception of the later elevation of France’s status, one can see here the core of the idea that later became the United Nations Security Council.

			American delegates at Potsdam had largely forgotten the stated reasons for the Senate’s rejection of the treaty in 1919. Senators then had focused on the threats to American freedom of diplomatic maneuver. By 1945, few Americans remembered or cared about those seemingly ancient debates. To the American diplomats at Potsdam, the treaty’s great flaw involved the financial aspects that forced a reluctant United States to assume the burden of Germany’s reparations without receiving anything meaningful in return and without producing any positive steps toward a lasting peace. To the contrary, those same arrangements had created the conditions that had led to a global economic depression that had in turn led to the rise of the Nazis and the outbreak of war in 1939.

			A few ideals from 1919, however, did survive. The idea that the victors would write the treaty without the direct participation of the defeated reflected the spirit of Versailles, as evident by the arrangements at Potsdam. The conquered Germans had no representatives; nor did the Italians; nor—much to their dismay—did the French or the Poles, who saw themselves as having been on the winning side, and therefore deserving of representation. The Big Three, however, disagreed. Potsdam, like Versailles, was to be a victor’s peace, defined, yet again, by the great powers.

			The British Foreign Office paper also included a study circulated in mid-1943 of the errors committed at Versailles. This insightful assessment warned that the situation at the end of the war would “be very different from that of 1918.” It expected even greater hostility toward Germany than had existed in 1918, and also noted that this time, the Russians would surely play a large role in setting peace terms, whereas France likely would not. Unlike in 1919, in 1945 the Allies would need to occupy the whole of Germany and work with German officials, even though—or especially because—there might be no surviving government in that country. Nor could planners eliminate the possibility of German partisans fighting on even after the Nazi regime surrendered. Ending the war in Europe, moreover, likely would not end the war with Japan, meaning that the Allies would surely have limited resources for a long occupation and the rebuilding of Germany. Finally, it noted that the twin tasks of providing immediate relief and long-term humanitarian assistance likely would exceed those of 1918–1919 many times over.9

			Although the British Foreign Office noted that “it is impossible to forecast how events will work out because there are so many unknown qualities,” its analysts did a remarkable job of identifying the challenges ahead. In their critique of Versailles, they highlighted the failed economic mechanisms that devastated the very European economy that the great powers of 1919 had tried to rebuild. They also criticized David Lloyd George’s bowing to the whims of British public opinion for an unduly harsh treatment of Germany, and the failure of the United States to ratify the treaty for “fatally affect[ing] its operation.” This time, the Foreign Office argued, the British government must at a minimum secure the cooperation of the United States at any cost; force the Germans to acknowledge the magnitude of their defeat; and keep the Russians as far east as possible.10

			The Western statesmen at Potsdam did all they could to dissociate their conference from the unmitigated disaster they all saw when they looked back at 1919. Whereas the men of that year had failed to establish the conditions for a lasting peace, the men of 1945 sought to build a Europe of stability and prosperity. Yet they could not escape the long shadows of Versailles. Whether they succeeded or failed at Potsdam, they would all walk away anxious to tell themselves, and their peoples, that they had not repeated the mistakes of 1919.

			Yet a third ghost haunted the villas and palaces of Potsdam that summer of 1945, the ghost of the appeasement of the 1938 Munich conference. Many American and British diplomats had already begun to see in Soviet behavior, especially the USSR’s highly selective implementation of the agreements made at the Yalta Conference of February 1945, echoes of Germany’s aggressive behavior in the 1930s. Invoking the Munich analogy to oppose concessions to the Russians (or, for that matter, the Japanese) immediately brought to mind all of the fears and failures of the period from 1933 to 1939. The Munich example carried with it a powerful reminder of the costs of appeasement, and to those who believed in the analogy, it implied that the Americans and British should use a firmer hand in their initial postwar dealings with the Russians.

			***

			WHETHER OR NOT ANY of these ghosts remained relevant to the problems the world faced in 1945, no one at Potsdam could avoid them. They reminded the delegates of the cataclysmic failures of the men who had gone before them. Virtually every decision the statesmen of 1945 made they made through the prism of events like the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 and the appeasement symbolized by the Munich Agreement of 1938. And these events did not come from a distant past. Unlike the men of 1919, who sometimes used vague historical understandings of the Concert of Vienna of 1815 as a rough guide, everyone seated around the conference tables, elaborate formal dinners, and social gatherings at Potsdam had personally watched the murderous events of 1914–1939 unfold. Some had even played key roles in them. Winston Churchill, of course, had staunchly opposed his own government’s appeasement policy in the late 1930s, as had others in the British delegation at Potsdam. To them, especially, the ghost of Munich haunted the halls of Potsdam, as did the specter of an expansive Bolshevik Russia.

			The new US secretary of state, James Byrnes, had attended the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 as a junior adviser to President Wilson; he may well have been the man who convinced Wilson to go to Paris. He, too, felt the presence of the ghosts of the past weighing on the minds of the men at Potsdam. Byrnes concluded that the American delegation had made two critical mistakes. First, President Wilson had refused to bring along any Republican senators to the Paris Peace Conference, thus dooming the resulting treaty’s prospects for ratification in the Senate. Byrnes, who had served for fourteen years in the House of Representatives and for ten in the Senate, ensured that both houses of Congress remained informed of the ongoing issues and discussions at Potsdam. Second, he argued that the United States had made too many commitments to solve the economic problems of Europe in the postwar years by essentially financing German reparations. That mistake, he believed, had contributed to the economic and political instability that had produced the Great Depression.11

			The specters haunting the delegates at Potsdam thus seemed less like warnings from the distant past than present-day consequences of decisions from their own lifetimes. The Russians also felt them, even though they had not participated in the Paris Peace Conference. Thus in May 1945, two months before the Potsdam Conference began, Stalin warned Truman’s envoy, Harry Hopkins, that he wished to avoid the Versailles model in his upcoming meeting with Truman and Churchill, although he did not elaborate on the specific problems he saw in that model. Nor did Hopkins think it wise to push him. On a separate occasion, however, Stalin told another American that he worried about the US Senate rejecting whatever the Big Three agreed to at Potsdam, just as it had rejected the Treaty of Versailles in 1920. The behavior of the Senate, a body foreign to Joseph Stalin’s mind, caused the Soviet leader to wonder whether he could rely on any agreement he made with Truman.12

			***

			THIS BOOK AIMS TO get far beyond merely recounting what the statesmen at Potsdam said to one another during the conference meetings. Unlike the two previous histories of this conference, this book is consciously not a “then Truman said to Stalin” account of the daily events at Potsdam. Rather, it uses the meeting at Potsdam to explore at least three larger themes. First, although many scholars have examined the Potsdam and Yalta conferences as the opening shots that produced the Cold War, this book looks at Potsdam not as the start of a new era of history, but as the end of another. Although the participants at Potsdam all left with an understanding that tensions between the superpowers might well increase, they nevertheless still placed their bets on the ability of the United States and the Soviet Union to work together to manage the problems of Europe. They did not leave Potsdam convinced either of the imminence or the inevitability of superpower conflict.

			Whatever responsibility the Potsdam Conference had for fueling the incipient Cold War (and that responsibility strikes me as rather small), the conferees thought much more in terms of Potsdam’s role in ending the period of total war from 1914 to 1945. This book thus follows their lead in examining how the world’s most powerful leaders understood that period and, no less significantly, how they sought to solve the problems of the world going forward. In other words, it seeks, as far as possible, to understand Potsdam by understanding the world as the leaders gathered there saw it.

			Second, this book looks at how visions of history weighed on the conferees at Potsdam. Versailles and Munich loomed as the two most important historical models, but they were surely not the only ones. Some of the conferees understood history better than others, and some used history much more for political purposes than for intellectual ones, but they all acutely felt its weight. The Russians, of course, read history quite differently from the Americans and the British; for their part, most American and British observers did a poor job of understanding how Russian history made some options unacceptable to Stalin and his fellow Russians. How the statesmen understood the past inevitably conditioned the way they saw the present and the future.

			Third, although the famous men of that year inevitably figure prominently in this book, strategic environments and historical understandings limited and shaped the range of options open to so-called “great men.” Anne O’Hare McCormick, a reporter for the New York Times, wrote on the first day of the conference that “there are moments when the drama of our times seems to focus on a single scene.” Potsdam was one of those scenes, she believed, because three men holding “in their hands most of the power in the world” had gathered to make potentially monumental decisions. But she also noted that the men were meeting near Berlin, once a symbol of a mighty world power but now a mere “graveyard.” That graveyard, and everything that it meant to the men and women of 1945, set important limits on what the statesmen could accomplish. If anything, this book argues for some limits on the so-called “great-man” theory of history even though many powerful and important men appear in it repeatedly. The graveyard was as important as the men who had the responsibility of restoring it.13

			In exploring this third theme, we will find that Potsdam offers a fascinating laboratory of sorts. In April 1945, Franklin Roosevelt died, leaving an enormous void in American foreign policy. Ro­osevelt had conducted most of the key elements of American wartime diplomacy himself, often shutting out his own State Department in the process. He also shut out his new vice president, Harry Truman, a man who badly needed as much help as Roosevelt could have given him. In the arena of foreign policy, the two men could not have been more different. Roosevelt, accustomed to making most of the key decisions himself, had a vast reservoir of knowledge and, much more importantly, the deep respect of statesmen across the globe. The neophyte Truman, by contrast, worried even those observers who came to like and respect him. William Leahy, who accompanied him to Potsdam and assumed much of the responsibility for helping him there, thought Truman so unprepared for his new role that he could not “see how the complicated critical business of the war and the peace can be carried forward by a new President who is so completely inexperienced in international affairs.”14

			The British government went through a similar process. British elections, with results tabulated in the middle of the Potsdam Conference, stunningly voted Winston Churchill’s Conservative Party out of office in favor of the opposition Labour Party. Like Ro­osevelt, Churchill had a deep understanding of many of the key issues and enjoyed a reputation as one of the most powerful and influential men in the world. His departure mid-conference left the far less imposing Clement Attlee, who had served as Churchill’s deputy prime minister in a coalition government, but had rarely been involved in key strategic decisions. Churchill liked to deride Attlee with characteristically witty insults, such as calling him a “sheep in sheep’s clothing.” Attlee, like Truman, came to Potsdam with far less of a profile on foreign affairs than his illustrious predecessor, having made his name as an advocate of the poor and working classes. Attlee’s slogan, “With cake for none until all have bread,” could not have sounded less Churchillian. As Truman brought a new secretary of state to Potsdam, so, too, did Attlee bring a new foreign minister, meaning that both delegations experienced almost wholesale changes in their foreign policy teams.15

			Yet for all these fundamental changes in personality, the policies of the Americans and the British changed remarkably little. To the extent that the policies of Truman and Attlee differed from those of their predecessors, they did so mainly on the margins. Neither Truman nor Attlee made radical changes to their country’s main positions. And neither inertia nor their own inexperience explains this remarkable stability. Rather, the continuity in policy only underscores the role that strategy and history play in the shaping of policy. Truman, Attlee, and the other members of the delegations at Potsdam, of course, all shared the same nightmares of their generation, namely World War I, the failed Treaty of Versailles, the Great Depression, the rise of fascism, and the outbreak of World War II.16

			Of course, the Soviet Union did not go through a similar transition at the top. Joseph Stalin became general secretary of the Soviet Communist Party’s Central Committee in 1922 and radically increased the level of control he exercised over the system after the 1927 assassination of the Soviet ambassador to Poland. The assassination increased Stalin’s paranoia and his concern about not only his own hold on power, but his own mortality as well. Stalin did not leave the Soviet Union between 1913 and the Tehran Conference in 1943, in part because of security concerns. Stalin and the Russians remain the hardest element to read at Potsdam because of the opaqueness of the Russian system even today and the high level of paranoia within the system itself.17

			Finally, this book makes no attempt to assess winners and losers at Potsdam; nor does it assign credit or blame for any events that later resulted from it. It certainly does not attempt to second-guess the leaders or suggest what they should have done differently. Rather, it seeks to explain the conference by placing it in the context not just of 1945, but of the entire period of war and conflict from 1914 to 1945. Thus, I hope that ultimately, this book goes far beyond what transpired over a couple of weeks at Potsdam. I hope it gives insight into the ways that wars end, the role of historical and strategic contexts in the shaping of decisions, and the sheer weight that history can exercise on the present. Although largely forgotten in our own time, Potsdam was surely about, as Winston Churchill described it to Harry Truman, “the gravest matters in the world,” and there remains much that we can learn from it.18

		

	
		
			1. “Jesus Christ and General Jackson”

			THE SPRING OF 1945 witnessed massive transitions in American, European, and world history. Some of these changes, such as the final defeat of Nazi Germany, had long been anticipated. Others, such as the death of Franklin Roosevelt, came as a shock. Some seemed like terrible omens suggesting that the problems of the world might not yet be over. These crucial months changed the global strategic environment for the leaders who came to Potsdam that summer. So much change was concentrated into such a short period of time that understandings and assumptions made just weeks earlier now seemed irrelevant. As the end of the war in Europe finally became a reality, leaders began to face the immense challenge of reconstruction. They did so, however, in a different environment from the one that they had anticipated.

			The imminent defeat of Germany set the context for everything that followed, but the process of rebuilding Europe and the world had already begun. On April 25, 1945, the United Nations Conference on International Organization opened in San Francisco for an inaugural two-month session. More than fifty nations sent representatives to hammer out the details for the new United Nations Charter. Unlike the League of Nations a generation earlier, the United Nations got off to a strong start, in large part because the United States was fully committed to its success, as symbolized by the grand opening meeting taking place in California. This time, American leaders had repeatedly promised, the United States would not retreat into isolation, but would instead play a major role in shaping international solutions to the problems the world faced, with peace and reconstruction at the top of the agenda. This time, moreover, the nations of the world would meet before the war had even ended, in the hopes of smoothing the transition from war to peace that had proved so disruptive in 1918 and 1919.

			On the same day, thousands of miles to the east, Soviet armies completed their encirclement of Berlin with perhaps the most powerful ground force ever assembled. The German capital had exhausted its final rations, and thousands of people were committing suicide every day out of fear for what the future might hold for their conquered country. Although much hard fighting remained, the noose around the German capital had begun to tighten. It was now a matter of when, not if, the Nazi regime would surrender, and of how much of the city the conquering Soviet forces would have to destroy in the battles to come.1

			At the same time, near the small town of Torgau on the Elbe River northeast of Leipzig, American and Soviet forces finally linked up in a momentous meeting that made headlines worldwide. The event seemed symbolic of the impending end of the war. Soldiers celebrated with what one American officer likened to an Iowa picnic, with food, hugs, and even some celebratory gunfire. The photographs of smiling soldiers shaking hands were front-page news, and for many the day marked the definitive end of an old Europe and the birth of a new one—one where the Germans were defeated and the source of power had shifted. Notably, the French and the British were absent from the photos and the stories accompanying them. The great powers of 1914 no longer controlled the fate of Europe, which now lay largely in the hands of two new superpowers.2

			But if the end of World War II seemed, at long last, finally to be coming into view (in Europe, at least), the shape of the new Europe was not. Circumstances had changed radically since the end of the Yalta Conference just over two months earlier. Furthermore, no real consensus existed among the great powers about what they had agreed to at Yalta. That meeting, moreover, had been a wartime conference, aimed as much at the final destruction of the Germans as at the remaking of Europe. The chief agreements of Yalta—the occupation of Germany, borders for the new Poland, and reparations policy for the defeated powers—could all become irrelevant as the geopolitical situation changed.

			 ***

			PERHAPS THE MOST SIGNIFICANT change since Yalta had occurred far away from Germany in the sleepy little town of Warm Springs, Georgia, where Franklin D. Roosevelt died on April 12, 1945. Roosevelt had been so central to the American and Allied wartime policy and postwar vision that his death cast a pall over the joyous events of late April.

			Roosevelt had been paralyzed ever since 1921, when he had contracted polio at the age of thirty-nine. He and his staff had gone to great lengths to hide his paralysis from the public, even though it remained one of the worst-kept secrets in Washington. His relationship with Congress showed increasing friction, but twelve years in the office had allowed him to centralize power and develop an effective method for running the executive branch, and he remained a popular president. With the impacts of his polio largely hidden from public view, the Roosevelt the American people saw still projected vigor and dynamism. It was not the polio that took him from the nation, however, but heart disease.

			For those who were paying attention, it was not a complete surprise. Roosevelt looked much older than his sixty-two years. His delay in officially declaring himself a candidate for a fourth term as president in 1944 had fueled speculation that health problems might prevent him from serving four more years as the nation’s chief executive. During the course of the 1944 election campaign, Roosevelt’s health had increasingly become an issue of concern to those around him. In August, he had experienced serious chest pains while delivering a speech in Bremerton, Washington. He had been able to finish the speech, and tests run afterward had shown no abnormalities. But after the Bremerton incident, Roosevelt often appeared noticeably tired. He made fewer public appearances, despite his intense desire to defeat the Republican nominee, Thomas Dewey, a fellow New Yorker whom Roosevelt had long despised. The president had also lost weight, as much as twenty pounds, and he seemed, in the words of the Washington Post, to have “lost his touch.” The Post speculated that Dewey’s youth (he was just forty-two years old in 1944) would give him a vital edge in the last few weeks of the campaign, and that it might even lead to the most shocking electoral upset in the nation’s history.

			Researchers have since uncovered many of the details about Roosevelt’s heart problems and the inaccurate diagnoses performed by some of the doctors who treated him. He was already becoming easily fatigued by February 1944, several months before the Bremerton incident. He ran unexplained fevers and suffered sharp rises in his blood pressure. His doctors hid the seriousness of Roosevelt’s condition, not only from the public but from those closest to the president. Some of those who saw him in the summer of 1944 noticed the change. After meeting with Roosevelt in July 1944, General Douglas MacArthur told his wife that he thought Roosevelt looked like a “shell of the man” he had once known. “In six months,” he predicted, “he will be in his grave.”

			Rumors began to spread that the president had begun falling asleep in meetings, and insiders became concerned that he might not have the strength to fulfill a fourth term in office. The president’s physician nevertheless publicly pronounced him in excellent shape, attributing his health problems to his recent recovery from a case of influenza. In September, to assuage lingering concerns about his health, Roosevelt delivered a fiery speech to kick off the final stage of the presidential campaign. Then, in late October, he made a four-hour tour through four New York City boroughs in an open car in frigid weather. He capped his political barnstorming by speaking in a freezing rainstorm to a crowd of 10,000 people at Ebbets Field in Brooklyn.3

			The New York City performance temporarily laid fears about his health to rest, and Roosevelt won reelection handily in 1944. His doctors publicly gave him another clean bill of health, and the press seemed more than willing to chalk up his previous appearance of ill health to the flu and the stresses and strains of trying to run a presidential campaign while fighting a war. That Roosevelt seemed older and more easily fatigued surprised few people, given the difficulty of the job he had. In private, however, concerns grew as Roosevelt’s blood pressure continued to climb. His heart was beginning to shrink. Doctors who examined him disagreed on both the diagnosis and the proper way to treat his condition.

			Those close to Roosevelt could see the decline of his health but seemed unable to envision a world without him. He had been president for longer than anyone else in American history, and he seemed indispensable to people the world over. Almost no one knew that his blood pressure had risen as high as 260/150, but many who saw him noticed the same decline that MacArthur had. Perhaps most ominously, Woodrow Wilson’s widow, Edith, told Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins that “he looks exactly as my husband did when he went into his decline.”4

			The fearful comparison to Wilson came just two days before Roosevelt left the United States on a grueling trip to the Big Three conference at Yalta. Roosevelt, who had attended part of the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, had greatly admired Wilson, and he sought to restore Wilson’s dream of having an international organization of nations to administer treaties and resolve disputes short of war. Wilson’s tactical failures in presenting the Treaty of Versailles to the US Senate had led to a political fight that Wilson had taken directly to the American people in the fall of 1919. A fast-paced schedule amid fatigue and declining health had worn Wilson down. While in Pueblo, Colorado, Wilson had suffered a stroke, which was followed by a second, much larger stroke in Washington a week later that effectively ended his public career.

			Roosevelt spent a great deal of time thinking about Wilson, whom he had served as assistant secretary of the navy. He liked to sit under Wilson’s official White House portrait and contemplate the design of the United Nations that he hoped would fulfill Wilson’s internationalist dream. Roosevelt had worked hard to lay the groundwork for the United Nations, and the war had seemed to prove the point that isolationism could not guarantee American security in the postwar world. In part owing to Roosevelt’s efforts, in 1945 the United Nations enjoyed far more popularity than the League of Nations had in 1919. Roosevelt had also worked much harder than Wilson to ensure that the Senate and the American people would support full American participation in the new international organization. Roosevelt did not want a repeat of the Senate’s refusal to join the League of Nations.

			Wilson’s stroke and the incapacitation that ensued haunted those around Roosevelt. Advisers close to Wilson, especially his wife and his doctor, had managed to keep his condition a secret not just from the press but also from many senior government officials. But 1945 was not 1919. The American people would certainly notice the absence of Roosevelt, a far more public figure than Wilson had been. If Roosevelt became incapacitated, as Wilson had, the media of 1945 would surely report the story. Roosevelt had already shown signs of decline and required far more rest than he had in previous years. A stroke like Wilson’s would create an unprecedented and politically untenable situation.

			At Yalta, several observers who knew Roosevelt well commented on the parlous state of his health. His son James thought his father “looked like hell” at the conference, and Lord Moran, Churchill’s physician, observed that “the President had gone to bits physically.” Reflecting MacArthur’s warnings from a few months earlier, Moran thought Roosevelt might only have a few more months to live. On the journey back from Yalta, Roosevelt discussed his preference for funeral arrangements with his son. He had never raised the topic before, and no one else was privy to that discussion.5

			Still, whether out of denial, or simply hope that the old master would come through, most people expected Roosevelt’s health to improve after he was able to get some rest. His doctors ordered him to work less, smoke less, and alter his diet. These relatively minor recommendations—for a man who appeared so ill on the surface—may have led to a dangerous complacency among his advisers. Charles Bohlen, who translated for Roosevelt at Yalta, noted the president’s “exhausted” state, but he remarked: “Although he did not look well, Roosevelt was not regarded by anyone whom I can recall, or have talked to since, as being critically ill then.” Even once they were back in Washington, Bohlen saw little cause for serious alarm. “I was continually worried by Roosevelt’s appearance, and it was now obvious to many that he was a sick man,” Bohlen recalled about the weeks after Yalta. “But the thought did not occur to me that he was near death. . . . If those closer to Roosevelt considered the question of how to handle the President’s illness, no one mentioned it to me.”6

			Others close to Roosevelt shared Bohlen’s view that although the president was obviously declining, his condition did not pose a serious problem. George M. Elsey, one of Roosevelt’s military aides, saw the president almost daily. He recalled noticing signs of the president’s failing health, but not seriously worrying about it until just a week before his death. James Byrnes, an adviser who saw Roo­sevelt frequently, spoke to the president shortly before his death and concluded that he had recovered from the illnesses that had plagued him at Yalta. Byrnes thought he was “staging a ‘comeback’ as he had done on many previous occasions.”7

			 ***

			UNABLE TO IMAGINE A WORLD without the man whom Chief of Staff Admiral Leahy had called “the captain of the team,” those close to Roosevelt seem not to have worried much about who would succeed him if the worst should happen. The president’s health was not a determining factor when the Democratic Party began the process of selecting Roosevelt’s running mate in 1944. Most political insiders assumed that Roosevelt would win, but they did not want to take any chances at so crucial a point in history, and Roosevelt’s personal animosity for Dewey drove his campaign staff even further.8

			Issues other than Roosevelt’s health dominated discussions among Democratic Party planners. Those on the party’s more conservative wing had grown tired of Vice President Henry Wallace because of his pro-union and pro–civil rights positions. They had unsuccessfully opposed his nomination in 1940, and now they wanted to replace Wallace on the ticket as a way of both getting rid of him and reenergizing the campaign. But the obvious candidates to replace Wallace all came with serious drawbacks.

			James Byrnes, a Washington insider who had advised Roosevelt for years, emerged as one possibility. A former congressman, senator, and Supreme Court justice from humble South Carolina origins, Byrnes had left the Supreme Court in 1942 at Roosevelt’s request to run the new Office of War Mobilization. Despite its rather lackluster name, the office had vast powers over prices, wages, and the American economy as a whole. Roosevelt gave Byrnes tremendous latitude to run the office and rarely questioned his decisions, thereby making Byrnes one of the country’s most powerful men. Roosevelt called ­Byrnes his “assistant president” and relied on his experience on Capitol Hill to help him push through his legislative agenda. Byrnes had far more power—and more influence on Roosevelt—than Wallace ever did. To most conservative Democrats, Byrnes seemed the obvious choice for the vice-presidential nomination, even though the southern states where he was most popular sat safely in the Democratic column.9

			Byrnes certainly expected to receive the nomination, even if Roosevelt had not told him he would. Although becoming vice president would actually mean less power and influence than Byrnes had enjoyed in some of his previous positions, the honor would cap a distinguished career and make amends for the Democratic National Convention of 1940, when he had also expected to get the vice-presidential nomination before the delegates settled on Wallace. Byrnes’s friend Harry Truman, a senator from Missouri, had offered to nominate him at the 1944 convention in Chicago, in part to thank Byrnes for the fundraising help he had provided in Truman’s senatorial elections. In 1940, with Truman’s campaign on the edge of bankruptcy, Byrnes had convinced financier Bernard Baruch to provide Truman with the infusion of money that his campaign desperately needed. With the anti-Wallace forces marshaling their efforts, Byrnes seemed to have the inside track for the slot.10

			But Byrnes had his fair share of detractors. Democratic chances in the expected swing states of 1944—New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and California—would not improve with the addition of a southerner, even one who had supported the New Deal. Byrnes had staunchly defended segregation and had opposed a proposed anti-lynching law, positions that made him unpopular in those same swing states and among the liberals within Roosevelt’s inner circle who wanted to keep Wallace or replace him with another liberal. Having an avowed segregationist like Byrnes on the ticket would not only cause difficulties in the campaign, but also make it harder for Roosevelt to tout American principles to the world after the conclusion of the war. Many of Byrnes’s decisions at the Office of War Mobilization, moreover, had offended organized labor, whose leaders lined up in Chicago to argue against his nomination and show their support for Wallace.11

			Still, had Roosevelt and his advisers been sufficiently worried about the president’s health to seek a vice president who could step into the White House and immediately assume the responsibilities of the office, then Byrnes would have been the obvious, perhaps the only, choice. His flaws notwithstanding, he had experience in all three branches of government, had attended the Paris Peace Conference, and was on a first-name basis with almost all of the important people in official Washington. To be sure, Byrnes’s conservative views rankled some Democratic leaders, but they did not disqualify him for nomination to the ticket. The decision to bypass him showed that the party bosses did not really believe they could be selecting the next president. Instead, they believed they were choosing the next man destined to sink into the obscurity of history, just like most other vice presidents, including John Nance Garner, Roosevelt’s first VP (1933–1941), and Henry Wallace, his second (1941–1945).

			By the time of the Chicago convention, the Democratic Party still had not yet decided on its vice-presidential nominee. Torn between the two poles of his own party, Roosevelt himself had declined to choose a running mate, leaving his advisers and the party bosses more than a little confused about his desires. Roosevelt’s indifference also sent the subtle message that it didn’t matter much who his running mate was. Like the others, Roosevelt did not seem to think it likely that the convention was selecting his successor. Adding to the confusion, no one told Wallace when Roosevelt finally did decide to replace him. Even after the convention had begun, Roosevelt remained aloof from discussions about the vice presidency, effectively ceding the decision to other party leaders. The confusion in Chicago led to intense infighting, with Byrnes and Wallace each certain that he would get the nomination even as the political winds were blowing against both of them. “Roosevelt and Byrnes” signs had begun to appear at the convention at the same time that the anti-Byrnes delegates were intensifying their efforts to find someone else. The United Press’s Senate correspondent called the convention “The Battle of the Bosses,” and until the last minute he still had no idea whom the bosses might select. Byrnes seemed too conservative, and Wallace too liberal.12

			Needing a third option, the eyes of the party bosses turned to Harry Truman, a relatively unknown Missourian who brought little to the ticket, but who offended neither wing. Although he was just two years younger than Roosevelt, Truman projected an image of youth, vitality, and energy that Roosevelt no longer could evince. Truman only had a high school education, and he did not fit in well with the eastern Ivy League set that Roosevelt preferred, but he had none of the drawbacks of Byrnes or Wallace. His name had emerged in discussions about the vice presidency early on, but had then faded, both because of his inexperience and because of his apparent lack of desire for the job.

			In selecting Truman, the Democratic bosses did not take Roo­sevelt’s health into account. They did not assume they were selecting the next president. As Edward J. Flynn, a highly influential Democrat from the Bronx, noted, no one had really argued for Truman, he “just dropped into the slot” as other options fell by the wayside in the hothouse environment of a raucous party convention. Truman, who was then preparing to endorse Byrnes for the vice presidency, could hardly believe that the party leaders had selected him instead, and that Roosevelt had apparently agreed. “Oh shit,” Truman said on hearing that Roosevelt would soon ask him to run as his vice president. “Why the hell didn’t he tell me in the first place?” Not having prepared for the moment, Truman gave a one-minute acceptance speech absolutely bereft of policy discussion. Byrnes left Chicago furious with Roosevelt and none too happy with Truman.13

			Although Truman probably did not win the ticket many votes, Roosevelt won reelection handily, giving him an unprecedented fourth term in office. The electoral vote was never really in doubt. Roosevelt fell from the lofty total of 523 that he had received in 1936, but he still won 432 electoral votes in 1944 to Dewey’s 99. Truman later recalled the campaign as the easiest of his political career. On the campaign trail, Truman played it safe and stuck largely to the party line, making speeches urging the American people to support the administration’s war policies and arguing against a return to isolationism after the war. As expected, Truman did Roosevelt and the Democratic ticket no harm.

			The Democrats did well in the congressional elections as well. They picked up 20 seats in the House of Representatives to increase their majority to 242 to 191. In the Senate, they lost a seat, but still held a commanding 57 to 38 advantage. These results meant that Roosevelt would not face the problems Wilson had when the 1918 congressional elections, held just a week before the armistice, had resulted in both houses changing hands from his Democratic Party to the Republicans. The Democrats in 1945 would not quite enjoy the two-thirds majority in the Senate needed to ratify a peace treaty without the opposition party, but neither would Roosevelt have to do battle with an openly hostile Senate Foreign Relations Committee as Wilson had.

			 ***

			THE ELECTIONS HAD GONE WELL for Roosevelt and his party. Nevertheless, if Harry Truman balanced the ticket for the stretch run, he hardly seemed the man to move into the White House should death or illness befall Roosevelt. Nor was he a Roosevelt confidant. In fact, prior to being named to the ticket, he had not seen the president in more than a year. Roosevelt sent the new vice president a note on January 22, 1945, asking him to limit his communications with him to “absolutely urgent” items. Roosevelt also asked Truman to keep his messages “as brief as possible in order not to tie up communications.” As Roosevelt made crystal clear, he had no intention of preparing Truman to take over the reins of government should illness incapacitate him.14

			Truman, in any case, would have needed a great deal of help to be of service. He had not given much thought to foreign policy in his decade in the Senate. He had never met the secretary of state, Edward Stettinius, and although he had chaired important Senate committees overseeing how the federal government spent money for wartime projects, he knew far less than Byrnes—or, for that matter, even Wallace—about American foreign policy. Wallace had at least toured Russia in 1943 and had worked with Winston Churchill, although Churchill had come to dislike him.

			Still, in 1943, Truman had uncovered unexplained expenditures for a massive project labeled S-1, also known as the Manhattan Project. When he asked Secretary of War Henry Stimson about the expenditures, Stimson told him only that they were for a “very important secret development,” details of which he could not share, even with a US senator. Truman took him at his word, and the conversation lasted just a few seconds. When Truman later asked questions about expenditures for the construction of a facility near Hanford, Washington, the general in charge at Hanford told Stimson that Truman was “a nuisance and a pretty untrustworthy man.” They decided to tell Truman nothing about the research into plutonium at Hanford, notwithstanding his chairmanship of important Senate committees. Truman had stumbled onto the project to build an atomic bomb, but he did not yet know it.15

			Even after becoming vice president, Truman learned nothing of significance about military matters or foreign affairs. He met privately with Roosevelt just twice while he was vice president; on neither occasion did the two men discuss issues of substance. Truman noted the president’s declining health, observing after one meeting that Roosevelt’s hand shook so badly that he could not pour cream into his coffee. Still, Truman did not assume that he might soon have to take over for Roosevelt; nor did he ask that Roosevelt’s advisers keep him better informed about the crucial issues of the day. Like the vice presidents who preceded him, Truman faded from public view in the shadow of the great man in the White House.16

			Neither did the members of Roosevelt’s inner circle see any reason to keep Truman informed. They kept Truman away from daily briefings and excluded him from the top-secret White House Map Room, the nerve center of wartime information. Roosevelt’s aides did not share classified messages with Truman, and beyond a few routine cabinet sessions, he was not invited to top-level meetings. Roosevelt’s Russian interpreter Charles Bohlen noted that Truman was “an obscure vice-president, who got to see Roosevelt much less than I did, and who knew less than I did about United States foreign relations.” Neither Roosevelt nor Stettinius briefed Truman on the events of the Yalta Conference after their return. In fact, no one in the Roosevelt administration thought it necessary to tell the vice president what the United States had agreed to at Yalta.17

			Truman’s astonishing isolation from presidential decision-making defies easy explanation, especially since Roosevelt’s health suggested that some serious preparation might well have been in order. As one White House beat reporter bemoaned, “Truman doesn’t know what’s going on. Roosevelt won’t tell him anything.” Truman appeared to need all the help he could get, yet he could not even see the secret transcripts of the Yalta discussions, and Stimson did not think that Truman’s election to the vice presidency meant he should get a briefing on the Manhattan Project.18

			Truman’s isolation, combined with problems at the State Department, had the effect of further concentrating foreign policy making in the Oval Office. Like Woodrow Wilson, Roosevelt had preferred to handle foreign affairs himself. Late in 1944, he had replaced the ailing Cordell Hull as secretary of state with the uninspiring Edward Stettinius. A series of scandals had shaken the president’s confidence in the State Department. At the Quebec Conference with British leaders in 1943, tensions between Hull and Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles had come to a head, with Hull accusing Welles of going over his head directly to Roosevelt on key issues. They had been feuding for months. At Quebec, Hull decided he had had enough of his subordinate’s behavior.

			Seeking a way to get Welles out of the State Department, Hull and William Bullitt, the first American ambassador to the Soviet Union and a Roosevelt confidant, began to circulate rumors on Capitol Hill that Welles had made homosexual advances to two African American railway porters. Knowing that Roosevelt would go to great lengths to keep such a scandal out of the newspapers, Hull went to the president to demand Welles’s dismissal; if he did not grant it, Hull told Roosevelt, he himself would resign, with the threat to leak the scandal to the media left unspoken. Roosevelt exploded with anger at Hull, but he knew he could not risk the fallout from a scandal of that magnitude. He offered Welles an ambassadorship in Latin America as a consolation prize, but Welles declined. His resignation letter stated that he was leaving government service to care for his ailing wife. American magazines and newspapers hinted that there was likely more to the story, but they did not pursue it. The incident caused the breach between the State Department and Roo­sevelt to widen. Roosevelt stopped passing his correspondence with Churchill and Stalin on to the State Department, and he rarely relied on State Department personnel at the great-power conferences for anything but note taking and translations.19

			 ***

			ALL OF THIS TURMOIL, and Roosevelt’s personal style of handling foreign affairs, complicated the process of shaping American goals for the postwar world. Like Woodrow Wilson, who had isolated his State Department and leaned on a personal emissary, Edward House, Roosevelt relied on advisers without portfolios, such as New Deal and Lend-Lease architect Harry Hopkins. Roosevelt used Hopkins as his personal representative to Great Britain and as a kind of unofficial ambassador, thus keeping the State Department in the dark. Hopkins saw Roosevelt more often than any other adviser; he had even lived in the White House until a 1943 scandal forced Roosevelt to insist on a bit of distance. Despite the scandal—which involved lavish gifts Hopkins’s wife had allegedly received from British media barons—and Hopkins’s debilitating battle with stomach cancer, he remained one of Roosevelt’s closest advisers on matters of foreign policy.

			Moreover, just as Woodrow Wilson had done, Roosevelt personalized American foreign policy, relying on his powers of persuasion and his near monopoly of sensitive information. Charles Bohlen, for one, found this style “a serious fault” in the shaping of foreign policy. Without State Department experts to guide him, and lacking a deep firsthand knowledge of many of the world’s flashpoints, Roosevelt needed much more help than he was willing to accept. “A deeper knowledge of history and certainly a better understanding of reactions of foreign peoples would have been useful to the president,” Bohlen observed as he tried to guide Roosevelt through a maze of problems similar to those which had bedeviled Wilson in 1919. But Roosevelt remained resistant to the advice of the State Department and even of area specialists such as Sovietologists Charles Bohlen and George Kennan.

			Although Bohlen admired and respected Roosevelt, he became increasingly dismayed by his approach to foreign policy. “Helpful, too,” he later wrote, “would have been more study of the position papers prepared by American experts, more attention to detail, and less belief in the American conviction that the other fellow is a ‘good guy’ who will respond properly and decently if you treat him right.” When it came to the Russians, Bohlen believed that Roosevelt suffered a fatal flaw: he lacked “any real comprehension of the great gulf that separated the thinking of a Bolshevik from a non-Bolshevik, and particularly from an American.” Roosevelt’s rejection of Bullitt cost him one of his most important Russia experts. Consequently, the American delegation, led by Roosevelt, went into the great-power conferences as ill-informed on crucial topics as Wilson had been in Paris.20

			Roosevelt did, however, have both power and principles to guide him. By the time of the meeting on the Elbe, the United States had developed an understanding of its economic power and of how to employ it on the world stage. The United States was far ahead of the rest of the world economically, and this gave the nation a window of opportunity that its leaders, in contrast to those of 1919, aggressively seized. In July 1944, the Americans hosted a conference at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, involving forty-four countries, including the Soviet Union. With the United States clearly calling the shots, the conference produced the most sweeping changes in international economics in world history.

			The global economic infrastructure that Bretton Woods created reflected American postwar goals—most notably, global free trade and the creation of worldwide markets. To stabilize international currency, Bretton Woods fixed global exchange rates, pegging them to the American dollar, which was in turn backed by gold at the prewar rate of $35 an ounce. As a result, the system of currency exchanges and purchases became more predictable. Not coincidentally, the agreements also shifted the international reserve currency from the British pound to the only currency backed by gold, the American dollar.

			Bretton Woods saw the formation of new global institutions that were designed to deal with economic crises just as the United Nations was to deal with political ones. These included the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), today called the World Bank. Each member state would contribute money to these funds in proportion to the size of their economies, meaning that the United States would emerge as the dominant voice in both institutions.

			Few global leaders had any doubt that Bretton Woods represented a major shift of global power to the United States. Thereafter, the lion’s share of the money needed to finance global development would come, in one way or another, from Washington and New York. British economist John Maynard Keynes, one of the attendees at Bretton Woods, saw parts of the new system, notably the banking innovations, as major improvements over the “ill-conceived racket” that had characterized the disastrous economic arrangements after World War I. He had famously criticized the World War I arrangements in his 1920 bestseller, The Economic Consequences of the Peace. The new system, moreover, by internationalizing credit and finance, would reduce the burden of European reconstruction on a nearly bankrupt Britain. It would certainly also end Britain’s place at the financial center of the world economy.21

			British officials bemoaned the change, but they knew how much they needed America’s financial help, and it was far too much to object. Senior Bank of England officials called Bretton Woods a “swindle” and “the greatest blow to Britain next to the war.” As one American financial official noted, “Bretton Woods is an acknowledgment of the fact that London has lost its position as the financial center of the world.” Angry British officials fumed at America’s strong-arm tactics, but Keynes, who knew he would have to ask the United States for more Lend-Lease aid in order to keep Britain afloat, did not complain. As a reflection of the parlous state of British finances, Keynes left Bretton Woods and went to Ottawa, where he lobbied the Canadian government to give Britain a stunning $655 million more in financial assistance.

			Bretton Woods showed how far the United States had come from 1919. Wilsonian idealism remained at the core of America’s worldview, but that idealism had been tempered by the American experience of the post–World War I world. In 1945, the Americans had a new sense of their own power, and they sought to back their ideals to a much greater degree with the new tools this power provided them. With Roosevelt leading the way, the United States would create a new world infused with American beliefs; but this time, unlike in 1919, the Americans would have the ability to enforce their will on both their former enemies and their allies.

			But if Roosevelt and the Americans acted with a sense of their growing power, they failed to realize how little support there was for American idealism overseas. Few westerners understood how deeply the Soviet Union mistrusted American principles and America’s insistence on applying them to European problems. Woodrow Wilson had proclaimed his belief in national self-determination in 1918; in Russian eyes, however, he had used it not for higher moral goals, but to contain the growth of Bolshevik Russia. Wilson had also used national self-determination as a means of creating a more powerful Poland, which served as part of a wider strategy for placing strong states on Russia’s borders. Instead of welcoming what the Bolsheviks themselves called their democratic and anti-dictatorial revolution in Russia, Wilson had sent American troops to northern Russia, ostensibly to protect Allied supplies. The Bolsheviks, however, saw the deployment of Western and Japanese troops on Russian soil as part of a military scheme to deny the Bolsheviks victory in the Russian Civil War.22

			Wilsonian idealism did not apply equally to all parts of the globe. In fact, Wilson, and the Americans more generally, had made it clear that the ideals he promoted for the rest of the world did not apply to America’s backyard, Latin America. Nor, in practice, did they apply to the existing French and British empires, because the principle of national self-determination remained anathema in Paris and London. Even in East Asia, the Western powers had given the formerly German colonies in Shandong Province to Japan despite their overwhelmingly Chinese populations.23

			The British and French, moreover, had used the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in 1918 to add even more colonies to their empires than they already had. Britain took Transjordan, Palestine, much of the Arabian Peninsula, and Mesopotamia, while France took Syria and Lebanon, as part of the secret Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916. Imperial Russia had given its consent in exchange for much of eastern Anatolia. When the Bolsheviks seized power in 1917, they published the agreements, embarrassing the British and French governments by revealing their naked power grab.24

			At the Paris Peace Conference, General Jan Smuts of South Africa had suggested calling the new territories “mandates” rather than “colonies.” In theory, the Europeans would not annex these territories to their empires, but prepare them for independence. Adding the fig leaf of the mandate system, however, fooled no one, least of all the Bolsheviks, who criticized Western imperialism as a means of spreading the West’s ostensibly anticolonial, but in reality blatantly capitalist, ideology. In Africa, the British and French divided the German colonies among themselves without even the veneer of the mandate system. To Russian revolutionaries like V. I. Lenin and ­Joseph Stalin, Western ideals stank of hypocrisy. They believed that all such arrangements were just the typical power grabs of an imperialist and capitalist system. For the Russians, America’s quasi-colonial control of Latin America undermined American public statements opposing imperialism even further.25

			Western conduct during World War II did not strike the Russians as any more principled than the mandate system agreements. The idealistic Atlantic Charter, issued by Roosevelt and Churchill in August 1941, seemed to fit right into the Wilsonian tradition. Although the charter pledged to support national self-determination and a lowering of international trade barriers, American leaders made clear that it would not interfere with American rights under the Monroe Doctrine to intervene in Latin America. Similarly, Churchill stated that the charter did not apply to the British Empire. Such conditions made it impossible for the Russians to take the charter and its ideals seriously; as a result, they never considered the charter as a model for Soviet behavior in Eastern Europe or anywhere else.

			Allied policies during the war itself also seemed to undermine Western principles. If the West wanted to lecture Russia about its forced removal of suspected pro-German ethnic groups, such as the Tatars and the Chechens, the Russians could reply by citing the internment of Japanese Americans in US camps. If the British wanted to lecture Russia on its policies in Ukraine, the Russians could respond with allegations of British mistreatment of Bengal, where as many as 3 million Indians had died as a result of a famine—especially since the famine had been exacerbated by British policies that forced the export of Indian crops to the British Isles even in the midst of a worsening food crisis in India.26

			Stalin rarely actually criticized Western policies, believing as he did that great powers involved in an existential war had the right to do as they wished, especially in their own spheres of control. Nor did the Russians genuinely care about the fate of Japanese Americans or Bengalis. But the apparent gap between the West’s lofty ideals and its self-serving practices made the Russians extremely wary of pronouncements citing Western principles, which they saw not as real beliefs in the West but rampant Western hypocrisy. The Russians had little interest in idealism, especially when it came from the intellectual inheritors of the hypocritical Wilsonian tradition.27

			The evils of imperialism, the Soviets concluded, had caused both world wars, and Western ideology therefore threatened the future peace and stability of Europe. The Russians had little interest in basing the postwar world on the principles touted in the West. Even on matters of strategy, the Russians were quick to point out what they saw as Western double standards. When Western leaders expressed their reluctance to modify the international agreements that gave Turkey control over the Dardanelles, for example, Stalin objected. He proceeded to point out the hypocrisy of the Western position, given American control over the Panama Canal and British control over the Suez Canal. To Stalin, the three passages had much in common, as each served as a vital waterway for a great power but was surrounded by the sovereign territory of another state. American and British reluctance to consider revising the international conventions on the Dardanelles, while keeping Panama and Suez under their exclusive control, struck the Russians as the basest and most obvious kind of Western hypocrisy. It also provided further proof to them that the West did not follow its own ideals except when Western ideals and Western interests overlapped.

			 ***

			ALL OF THESE PROBLEMS, and many more besides, were soon to fall on the head of the man who had found himself vice president almost by accident. On April 12, 1945, Truman went to the Senate to listen to a debate about a water-rights treaty with Mexico before going to the secluded room in the Senate known as the “Board of Education.” Sam Rayburn, the Speaker of the House, often used the room to have a drink with colleagues at the end of the day. When Truman walked in, Rayburn told him that the White House press secretary was looking for him. Truman dialed the number and announced himself, then the others in the room noticed that all of the color left his face. “Jesus Christ and General Jackson,” he said as he hung up the phone. Without saying another word, Truman then ran through the Capitol to get to the White House as quickly as he could. Waiting for him was the White House press secretary, with whom he had spoken on the phone moments earlier. Eleanor Roosevelt was also there. She approached Truman, placed her hand on his arm, and softly said, “Harry, the president is dead.” “Is there anything I can do for you?” he asked. “Is there anything we can do for you?” she replied. “For you are the one in trouble now.”28

			Notwithstanding the signs of the collapse of Roosevelt’s health, his death came as a genuine shock to people around the world. In Russia, Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov seemed “deeply moved and disturbed,” according to Averill Harriman, the American ambassador to the Soviet Union. Stalin grasped Harriman’s hand for thirty seconds and seemed close to tears. From London, Foreign Minister Anthony Eden wrote to the British ambassador in Washington, “I still find it difficult to believe that our gallant friend is gone.” The next day, Churchill told the British cabinet that he received Roosevelt’s death as a “profound shock. [A] leap into the unknown.” Even though Anglo-American relations, and the personal relationship between Roosevelt and Churchill, had cooled in recent months, Churchill knew that with Roosevelt’s passing, he, and Britain more generally, had lost its most important ally.29

			Even those closest to Roosevelt seemed unable to believe that he was gone. Presidential aide George Elsey noted that Roosevelt’s death “came with no warning,” even though some had noticed his decline. James Byrnes recalled being “stunned” by the news, and he must have thought about how close he had been to becoming the next president had the convention in Chicago gone differently. He recalled thinking of Truman and how “no new president ever faced a swifter pageant of great events” than his friend from Missouri. That Roosevelt had left him so inexplicably in the dark only made the weight of Truman’s responsibility all that much greater. Admiral William Leahy, Roosevelt’s chief of staff, confided to his diary both his anguish at the loss of the president he had served for so long and his fear that the new president would not be able to rise to the challenges he faced:

			This world tragedy deprives the Nation of its leader at a time when the war to preserve civilization is approaching its end with accelerated speed, and when a vital need for competent leadership in the making and preservation of world peace is at least seriously prejudiced by the passing of Franklin Roosevelt who was a world figure of heroic proportions. . . . We are all at loose ends and confused as to who may be capable of giving sage advice and counsel to the new leader in his handling of the staggering burdens of war and peace that he must carry.30

			The shock and consternation spread across Washington and the nation. The United Press Senate correspondent, Allen Drury, wrote that although he and his colleagues had covered Washington for years, “still, we could not believe it.” Franklin Roosevelt’s decline, in retrospect so easy to discern, struck the late president’s contemporaries as a sudden and tragic event. Like so many in the nation’s capital, Drury wondered how the “honest and simple” Truman could possibly handle the challenges of a “black, sick century.”31

			Truman surely entered a strange White House, one whose occupant since 1933 had suddenly disappeared. George Elsey, on duty in the White House Map Room when the news of Roosevelt’s death arrived, watched a surreal spectacle unfold. A senior naval aide, fresh from the golf course, came storming into the room—which was still off limits to Truman—and asked, “Do we know how to reach the president?” Elsey and his colleagues exchanged blank stares “until we realized he was asking about Harry S. Truman.” The next day, Elsey was in the East Room of the White House for Truman’s first day on the job. Out of custom, everyone in the room stood when Mrs. Roosevelt entered, but no one stood a few minutes later when Truman entered. Elsey noted that the White House staff had not intended disrespect. “Harry Truman,” he noted, “was not yet felt, by those present, to be the President, so great was the hold on their minds of Franklin Delano Roosevelt.” Getting out of the shadow of Franklin Roosevelt was only one of the many challenges that now fell to an obscure former haberdasher from Missouri.32
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