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  PREFACE

  Only a few hundred people alive today understand the difficulties facing an American president during an unanticipated international crisis—the presidents themselves and their closest advisers. Luckily for me, my experiences as the director of the White House Situation Room enabled me to at least recognize their challenges and reach some of them for interviews. However, as participants’ memories dim with passing time, I had to turn to written accounts, including the minutes of key decision-making meetings, or in some cases audio tape transcripts. Memoirs from presidents and their advisers were crucial sources, but my West Wing knowledge helped me scrub away any remaining image polish from self-serving accounts. In several instances, advisers told conflicting stories about a crisis, and I took the common denominator from the different accounts. Recollections from National Security Council staff members—the note takers in critical meetings—were important and usually objective, as were observations from the dozens of Situation Room staff members who have served since the facility’s 1961 creation. Presidential biographers provided keen insights into presidential character and personality, but I had to season some books with grains of salt. Information on President Obama’s crisis decision making, at least beyond that parceled out to the news media by his team, was hard to find. Even third-party accounts of Obama’s crisis management by reputable publications—Michael Lewis’s article in the October 2012 issue of Vanity Fair and David Remnick’s January 2014 piece in The New Yorker, for example—were carefully orchestrated and vetted by administration officials. Last, I had the advantage of writing a 2003 book, Nerve Center, Inside the White House Situation Room, and the information I gathered for it from former presidents and national security advisers helped with this project.

  Two developments prompted me to consider writing a second book about presidential crisis management. First was the opportunity to write individual newspaper stories about several of the crises in this book. I detailed two of the most dangerous situations for McClatchy Newspapers, a chain of twenty-nine dailies from the Miami Herald to the Anchorage Daily News. In 2011, using firsthand accounts from those involved, I re-created what happened on September 11, 2001, in the White House Situation Room and aboard Air Force One with President George W. Bush. The following year, the fiftieth anniversary of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, I took McClatchy readers into John Kennedy’s tense White House meetings. I wrote a third piece in 2013 for the Washington Post magazine about the Washington-Moscow Hot Line, a crisis-managing communications tool that arose from the Cuban Missile Crisis. The Hot Line figured in several emergency situations after its installation in 1963. Researching these stories inspired me to analyze other crises, some of which I had touched on in Nerve Center.

  The second issue has been the enormous amounts of partisan and ill-informed second-guessing from the sidelines by critics of a sitting president during a crisis. The phenomenon has arisen during every presidency that I studied, starting with Truman’s. President Obama’s handling of the Arab Spring crises that began in early 2011 drew rancorous partisan reactions, for example, just as armchair quarterbacks blasted the two Bush presidents and Reagan. Politicians and partisan news media stars naturally exploit most everything to their own advantage, with some presidents even attempting to use a crisis to quiet critics and boost poll ratings. But putting aside election-year posturing, no one on the sidelines can possibly appreciate how hard it is to make sensible decisions when time is short and lives are at stake. The titles of two recent memoirs, whether you agree with the authors or not, reflect those circumstances—Decision Points, by George W. Bush, and Hard Choices by Hillary Clinton.

  I want to acknowledge the help people have given me during this project, starting with my literary agent, Julia Lord, and my TV/film agent Judy Coppage. Cal Barksdale provided keen insight and editing at Arcade, and Don McKeon and Vicki Chamblee helped superbly when I was drafting the book proposal. A number of others contributed ideas and thoughts along the way: The Washington Post’s Jim Hoagland, Professors Mark Rozell and Jim Pfiffner at George Mason University, Professor Denise Bostdorff at Wooster College, Professor William Quandt at University of Virginia, Professor Stephen Wayne at Georgetown University, Professor Amos Kiewe at Syracuse University, and James Kitfield at the Center for the Study of the Presidency & Congress.

  Photo archivists at several presidential libraries helped greatly: Pauline Testerman, Truman; Kathy Struss, Eisenhower; Margaret Harman, Johnson; Jon Fletcher, Nixon; Polly Nodine, Carter; Michael Pinckney, Reagan; Mary Finch, Bush 41; Herbert Ragan, Clinton; Sarah Barca, Bush 43. Thanks also to Lisa Crunk at the US Naval History and Heritage Command, and the staff in the White House Photo Office.

  September 15, 2014, was the cutoff date for this book’s assessment of President Obama’s handling of the Syrian civil war, as well as the rise of the Islamic State and its control of areas of Syria and Iraq. The fluid nature of the confrontation between Russia and Ukraine at time of writing inhibited an analysis of Obama’s reaction to that crisis.


  A NOTE ON THE WHITE HOUSE SITUATION ROOM

  The White House Situation Room is not just a room. It is a complex of multiple spaces manned 24/7 by rotating teams of duty officers and communications specialists. Team members are on loan from intelligence agencies, the State Department, and the military services. The facility, which John Kennedy created in 1961, serves as the president’s intelligence and alerting center. The staff, which includes both watch-standers and “day workers,” monitors international developments, writes daily summaries of world events, and connects the president and his immediate national security team to the federal government’s multiple communications systems. There has always been at least one conference room in the facility, and the changes over the years in the décor and information display systems are evident in the photo section of the book. While technically in the West Wing basement, the “Sit Room” is actually on the ground-floor segment of the building and has discreetly covered windows facing west. When I was the director, I had a window box full of geraniums in the summer and a nice view of the Old Executive Office Building next door.

  The communications and information processing capabilities of the Situation Room have helped presidents seize control of the foreign policy apparatus and thus create a true “operational presidency.” Until Kennedy’s time, the White House staff depended on State, Defense, and the CIA to send over classified information on international incidents and trends. Since 1961, all of the appropriate Washington agencies and departments generally get most every diplomatic cable and intelligence alert at the same time. However, the most sensitive information—video from the unfolding raid to kill Osama bin Laden, for example—is often routed solely to the Situation Room.


  INTRODUCTION

  “This is a national disgrace,” former California governor Ronald Reagan said of President Jimmy Carter’s handling of the Iran hostage crisis. The actor turned GOP presidential hopeful frequently castigated Carter during March and April of 1980. The presidential primary election season that spring yielded plenty of potshots aimed at the president, especially from Republicans exploiting the stalemated crisis in Tehran. By that time, fifty-three people from the US embassy had been held by Iranians for over five months.

  “I’m not a jingo thinking about pushing the war button when it wouldn’t do any good,” Reagan said to the media regarding the hostage situation. “But this administration has dillied and dallied for five months now.” On March 27, Reagan urged Carter to block the shipment of food and oil to Iran and use the US Navy to blockade Iranian ports. Had he been president, Reagan said that he would have given Iran a private ultimatum to free the Americans and set a deadline. If Iran failed to meet the deadline, he would have threatened “very unpleasant action.”

  Fast forward to June 1985. Iranian-backed Hezbollah terrorists hijacked an American airliner, TWA Flight 847, in Europe and during the ensuing crisis killed a passenger, a US Navy sailor. The hijackers had demanded that Israel release hundreds of Palestinian prisoners. With no forceful options available to free the hostages, President Reagan found himself standing in Carter’s shoes, and the irony was pinching from heel to toe.

  Reagan ultimately made a “no-deal deal” with the Israelis to release their prisoners and promised Syria’s leader Hafez al-Assad that the United States would not retaliate against Hezbollah targets in Lebanon. That led to the TWA passengers’ release. Reagan didn’t play a Hollywood action figure in this drama but rather a cautious negotiator. A week after the TWA crisis resolution, the headline for a July 7 Washington Post op-ed piece by Post reporter Lou Cannon read, “What Happened to Reagan the Gunslinger?” The subhead added to the point: “Now His Problem Is Convincing Skeptics He Isn’t a Pussycat.” Cannon reminded readers of Reagan’s promise of “swift and effective retribution” against terrorists after his inauguration in January 1981 and noted that Reagan’s conservative supporters “would prefer a president who has more than talk in his antiterrorist arsenal.” The Wall Street Journal editorial page called the president “Jimmy Reagan.”

  As all newly elected US presidents have learned in the past sixty-five years, handling the 3:00 a.m. phone call is hard work. And no experience could have prepared him for White House crisis decision making. Nothing he said as a candidate or as a sideline critic will work in the Situation Room. Talk was cheap when he didn’t have any skin in the game. All of the no-fly zones that looked so easy to implement from the campaign trail become deadly battle spaces after a presidential order.

  After that first nighttime call—it’s always then because most bad international situations erupt in someone else’s daytime—the new president swears to himself that he will take bold and decisive action. When American lives or vital interests are at stake, the public—and especially the news media and political opponents—expect aggressive leadership. But given the difficulties facing a president during an emergency, immediate and conclusive action only happens in the fairy tale model of crisis management espoused by opposing politicians and crank pundits. New York Times columnist David Brooks has recognized a president’s dilemma in confronting an unanticipated incident. “Everybody wants to be a striding titan,” Brooks wrote in 2009. “Almost all alpha leaders want to be the brilliant visionary in a time of crisis—the one who sees the situation clearly, makes bold plans, and delivers the faithful to the other side.” He noted that it never happens that way: “In real crises, the successful leaders are usually the ones who cope best with ignorance and error.”

  Americans rarely see forceful action used effectively in crises. In the seventeen incidents I have analyzed in this study, only one president successfully resolved a crisis with bold and decisive action, and some critics want to put an asterisk on the file. A few strong reactions backfired, and others created a messy long-term situation afterward. And at least three presidents who faced a scandal or political problem used bold action in a crisis to distract the public and media—“a tail wagging the dog,” in Hollywood parlance. A fourth overreacted to demonstrate his presidential timber. Regardless, every president from Truman through Obama encountered pressures and pitfalls that hampered a straight-ahead, win-win resolution of a crisis. On the other hand, many presidents resolved a crisis through cautious pragmatism and incremental action.

  A range of factors inhibit presidents from forcefully acting in an unexpected crisis. Foremost is the “fog of war,” the blanket that smothers desperately needed information about what happened. Faulty intelligence, or worse, faulty interpretation of intelligence, adds to the cloud cover shrouding the crisis landscape. Bickering and turf wars between senior advisers get in the way of bold action. Worse, cabinet secretaries and military leaders who ignore presidential orders or secretly conspire with the president’s political opponents hinder forthright crisis resolution. Any incident involving Israel will unleash a storm of political pressure in America and can severely limit action alternatives. A White House sex scandal can undercut bold action if the public perceives the president is changing the subject. A reelection campaign gets in the way because doing the right thing in a crisis isn’t always synonymous with raising money and winning a second term. And during much of the time since 1950 there was a far more robust reason for caution—the risk of a nuclear holocaust.

  Lack of US leverage in an incident is another common brake on bold action. Can the president affect a crisis outcome? If not, he immediately pushes aside blunt or forceful options and sticks with diplomacy and perhaps economic sanctions. During the 1956 Suez crisis involving Great Britain, France, and Israel, for example, the Soviets invaded Hungary to reestablish a communist government. Eisenhower knew that he had no leverage short of all-out war, so he retreated to rhetoric. In 2008, Russia intervened in Georgia to support pro-Russian separatists, and President George W. Bush (Bush 43) didn’t have risk-free means to bolster democracy in the country. Obama had few effective options in Ukraine beyond economic sanctions on Russia in the spring and summer of 2014. On the other hand, Reagan had leverage in a backyard mini-crisis in the Caribbean nation of Grenada in 1983, and so did President George H. W. Bush (Bush 41) in his 1989 military intervention in Panama.

  Kennedy acknowledged the frequent scarcity of American clout in international situations in an interview two months after the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. “Well, I think in the first place the problems are more difficult than I had imagined they were,” he explained. “Secondly, there is a limitation upon the ability of the United States to solve these problems.”

  Group dynamics among a president’s advisers can influence decision making in diverse manners. Reagan never reconciled his warring advisers, and his acceptance of dissonance yielded watered-down policies and actions. Conversely, Carter countenanced policy chasms between advisers and lost his principled secretary of state in the middle of a crisis. Truman and his advisers fell victim to “groupthink,” a phenomenon created by harmony and the absence of devil’s advocates. That led to bold action in Korea that backfired and resulted in a three-year war.

  A fear of leaks has forced several presidents to minimize the number of their crisis advisers. That invites groupthink, and the late presidential scholar James David Barber addressed the trade-offs: “The group locks itself in, locks other counselors out. The risk of leaks is worth taking in such cases, compared to the risk of groupthink.” Barber wrote that only the president can create balance among these factors while guarding against a serious problem—“galloping consensus in the Oval Office.”

  George Reedy, a Johnson intimate, observed that strong presidents affect group dynamics differently than weak ones. Those with forceful personalities “weed out ruthlessly those assistants who might persist in presenting him with irritating thoughts.” A president considered weak or “wishy-washy” is “less ready to eliminate strong-minded people from his immediate vicinity.”

  Domestic political concerns affect every decision made in the White House, including those made in a crisis. Serious Truman students assert that the president’s overreach in Korea arose from domestic pressures. Ike’s advisers warned that his decisions during the 1956 Suez War would negatively affect his reelection chances. The appointed president, Gerald Ford, appeared to overreact in a 1975 incident to prove he was a viable candidate in the 1976 election. General Colin Powell urged Bush 41 to continue sanctions against Iraq in 1990 instead of quickly moving to forceful ejection of Iraqi military forces from Kuwait. Bush said that approach wasn’t politically feasible.

  Domestic considerations have often led to what longtime New York Times correspondent R. W. “Johnny” Apple called a “presidential rite of passage.” At the time of Bush 41’s 1989 invasion of Panama, Apple wrote that most newly elected presidents since World War II had followed an initiation rite of shedding blood to demonstrate a willingness to defend US national interests. “All of them,” Apple wrote, “acted in the belief that American political culture required them to show the world promptly that they carried big sticks.”

  Mutual distrust or misunderstanding between White House civilians and the uniformed military leadership has hindered crisis management. The worst case had White House staff members ordering military operations as if they were playing a battleship board game. In the Pentagon, that’s called using a 10,000-mile screwdriver from the White House to adjust the tactical levers of military power. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates criticized the White House of just that during the 2011 intervention in Libya. But presidents worried about their political future have been hesitant to give a military commander a long leash. Truman let General MacArthur overextend himself in Korea, but Bush 41 held a tight rein on General Norman Schwarzkopf in the 1991 Persian Gulf War.

  Regardless of the threat a crisis poses to America or the forcefulness of a president’s response, presidential rhetoric has been an important factor in every crisis. Primarily, it’s a crisis because he says so. Political rhetoric expert Theodore Windt described the birth of a crisis in this way: “Situations do not create crises. Rather, the president’s perception of the situation and the rhetoric he uses to describe it mark an event as a crisis.” While some incidents need no characterization—the 9/11/2001 terrorist attacks—the public usually must look to the president for an incident’s significance. For example, when a Soviet fighter jet shot down a Korean Airlines 747 in September 1983, President Reagan called it a “wanton misdeed” and lamented the horrible loss of life. On the other hand, in June 1985, he called the hijacking of TWA Flight 847 in the Mideast an “attack on all citizens of the world” and a “dangerous and volatile situation.”

  Following a president’s declaration of a crisis, he has to attempt to garner the American people’s support for his proposed response. A common theme is that a dangerous and evil man/country/terrorist organization is threatening the United States and other peace-loving countries. Kennedy accused the deceitful Soviets of deploying nuclear ballistic missiles to Cuba and described the action as a “clandestine, reckless, and provocative threat to world peace.” Bush 41 characterized Saddam Hussein as the new Hitler, who sanctioned rape and pillaging. The Bush 43 administration played on the public’s alarm by deceptively ascribing to al-Qaeda a motive—the destruction of America’s way of life, democracy, and Western civilization—that made the president’s response seem apolitical and unassailable.

  Tough-sounding rhetoric at the outset of a crisis has backfired on presidents. President Kennedy, under intense scrutiny by Republicans on Capitol Hill just before the 1962 midterm elections, drew a red line on the introduction of Soviet offensive missiles in Cuba. He later admitted that the ultimatum had narrowed his options when push came to shove. In August 2012, President Obama ad-libbed a warning on Syria’s use of chemical weapons. Obama later tried to adjust that line as the chemical weapons crisis deepened and tough decisions loomed. An Obama aide said at the time of the line drawing, “We’re kind of boxed in.”

  Presidents may fine-tune public perceptions of a situation by carefully selecting the location of a crisis meeting. For example, Tony Lake, Clinton’s first national security adviser, believed that keeping Clinton out of the Situation Room was the best approach for managing public perceptions. “The president meeting his advisers in the Situation Room could suggest to the public that we had a crisis that needed managing,” Lake told me. “Meeting in the Cabinet Room suggests thoughtful, deliberate consideration.”

  On the other hand, Brent Scowcroft, adviser to both Ford and Bush 41, thought the media were intrigued with the mystique that the Situation Room brings to an event. “I believe that the fact that the president meets with his team in the Situation Room adds gravity to the situation in the eyes of the news media,” Scowcroft told me in 2001. “It shows that the president is seriously concerned about an issue or event.”

  Public expectations of bold presidential action in a crisis arise from cultural touchstones. The 1776 Revolution was certainly bold, as were the frontiersmen who tamed the West and the rugged individuals prized in American history. Folks remember Washington, Lincoln, Wilson, and the two Roosevelts for their transformative actions. Another source is the public’s “collective memory,” which presidents often exploit, according to Denise Bostdorff, Wooster College professor of political rhetoric. She points to celebrations of World War II—Tom Brokaw’s books on the greatest generation and dramatizations such as Saving Private Ryan and Band of Brothers—as reinforcing examples of a collective memory that feeds public expectations in a crisis.

  James David Barber of Duke University examined the cultural expectations that the public thrusts up to the presidency. Barber grouped them into reassurance in the face of fear, legitimacy that holds a president above politics, and the action of a take-charge doer. Barber noted that expectations change in cycles. For example, when a president overdoes action to the point his policies become too political, public expectations shift to legitimacy and reassurance.

  Political analyst Charlie Cook has elaborated on the cycles of expectations. “After President Nixon’s fall in the Watergate scandal, we opted for former Georgia governor Jimmy Carter, who exuded honesty and promised that he would never lie to us. After the Iranian hostage crisis, when Carter seemed weak and indecisive, we elected Ronald Reagan, the closest we could come to John Wayne.” Additionally, Cook noted, after Bush 41 focused on foreign policy, Clinton ran on the theme, “It’s the economy, stupid.” And we don’t need Cook to understand that people voted in Barack Obama when they tired of Bush 43’s wars.

  Presidents pay attention to public hopes and want to act accordingly. George Mason University professor of public policy Mark Rozell summarized the bottom line: “Our definitions of what it means to be a successful leader drive presidents to behave in certain ways and to make certain types of decisions. No one wants to be known as the caretaker, or the one who consolidated the achievements of his predecessors.”

  But more often than not, presidents discover that bold action in a crisis is too risky from either a national security or political standpoint. As a result, as columnist Brooks wrote, they opt for “wise muddling through.” A real-life example of his thesis involved President Clinton, and Secretary of State Madeleine Albright highlighted the strategy on January 15, 1999. Clinton’s top advisers were considering how to respond to a Serbian massacre of ethnic Albanians during the Balkan hostilities. Albright told her colleagues that they had three alternative courses: Step back from the situation, muddle through, or take decisive action.

  Muddling through in this context is not by any means confused decision making or foolish dithering. Charles Lindblom established the “Science of Muddling Through” in 1959. In layman’s terms, it is an incremental crisis management process, one in which decision makers take a small step, judge its efficacy, and then act again. Setbacks will occur, but the process helps to avoid the “Big Error,” or an avoidable escalation of the situation to a catastrophe. For generations, British leaders have favored this approach, which is optimal for crisis decision making in a democracy. The mainstays of government by the people—majority rule and minority rights, civil-military relations, the rule of law, and human rights, for example—are frequently best managed and protected by muddling through a crisis.

  Although some journalists love the phrase “muddling through,” it has a negative connotation outside the media and a small circle of behavioral and political scientists. Today, it is better to characterize not-so-bold crisis reactions by the White House as “cautious,” “incremental,” “selectively engaged,” “pragmatically realistic,” or “interest-based.” Kennedy successfully followed this approach in the Cuban Missile Crisis, as did Johnson in the 1967 Six-Day War, and Nixon (actually Kissinger) in the 1973 October War. Obama generally opted for incremental or cautious steps during the Arab Spring, alternating between idealism and realism on a case-by-case basis. He almost took bold action with a planned military strike on Syria because of its use of chemical weapons, but his muddling-through instincts—plus a threat—produced a deal with Russia and Syria to remove Assad’s chemical weapon stockpiles.

  As a president looks for an option that won’t blow up in his face, his muddling-through phase draws accusations of wavering and weakness. Critics who shout, “Do something!” usually haven’t a clue that every forceful action in the crisis du jour can have untoward consequences. Muddling reflects the reality of crisis decision making, but it doesn’t readily fit popular perceptions of leadership, especially when magnified or distorted by the jagged edges of domestic politics.

  President Obama defended his cautious approach to managing crises while talking with reporters in late April 2014 and described his strategy of pulling economic and diplomatic levers before the one for bombs away. “That may not always be sexy,” he said. “That may not always attract a lot of attention, and it doesn’t make for good argument on Sunday morning shows. But it avoids errors.” The president then slipped into his sports metaphor mode. “You hit singles, you hit doubles; every once in a while we may be able to hit a home run. But we steadily advance the interests of the American people and our partnership with folks around the world.”

  Some Obama critics have faulted the president for not having a consistent approach to emerging crises, a strategy that generally worked during the Cold War. From Truman through Reagan, presidents usually pursued a one-size-fits-all solution to crises arising from communist expansionism. But after the Cold War ended for the first time in 1989, only Bush 43 clung to the “good versus evil” and “you’re either with us or against us” dictums. More nuanced foreign policy practitioners, however, have acknowledged that increased globalization and shifting sources of tension and violence demand more realism and less idealism in crisis resolution. Washington Post columnist David Ignatius wrote in 1989 that containment had given way to a strategy of “hedging your bets.”

  More recently, foreign affairs journalist Fareed Zakaria wrote in 2011 that people should stop looking for an Obama Doctrine. “The doctrinal approach to foreign policy doesn’t make much sense anymore,” Zakaria wrote. “In today’s multipolar, multilayered world, there is no central hinge upon which all American foreign policy rests. Policymaking looks more varied, and inconsistent, as regions require approaches that don’t necessarily apply elsewhere.”

  Regardless of a president’s approach to a crisis, re-creating his decision making depends on insider accounts, and most are biased toward positive descriptions of presidential actions. A memoirist who was in the Oval Office during a crisis was there because of mutual trust between the future writer and the president. However, negative accounts can arise from leaks by a disgruntled adviser whose recommendations had been spurned, and thus prove the point that wholly objective interpretations from participants are hard to find. Even third-party narratives such as those from the well-connected Bob Woodward depend on insider versions of crisis meetings. Those presidents who secretly taped crisis decision-making sessions should be applauded for their “deceitful” practices.

  Grading Crisis Management

  [image: images]

  Notes: 1. Hostage rescue attempt appeared to be a wag-the-dog moment. 2. DEFCON change was for domestic consumption. 3. In the context of 1981–1988 tit-for-tat series. 4. Afghan ops vs. al-Qaeda/Taliban only.

  Most presidents had to face multiple crises during their presidencies, so, for this book, I chose the crises that best illustrate the decision-making process. For example, the 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait will tell us more about Bush 41’s decision making than his nice little war in Panama. The same can be said of Reagan’s actions before and after the 1983 Marine barracks bombing in Beirut versus his simultaneous invasion of Grenada. Eisenhower’s 1958 intervention in Lebanon exposes less of his crisis management strategies than the 1956 Suez War. Moreover, this book does not offer a critique of the overall foreign policies of twelve presidents, but rather insights into how presidential crisis decisions are made. The American public can generally see only the product of Sit Room deliberations, the sausage if you will, without ever going inside the sausage factory to see how it’s made.

  The graph on the facing page displays an assessment of how each president from Truman through Obama managed the selected crises. The individual grades arose from my aggregation of conclusions from foreign affairs experts, but I assigned the placement of each crisis in the four quadrants by subjectively comparing each affair to the others. There is no quantitative scale for measuring crisis decision making.

  None of these crises offered much more than an isolated light moment or gesture that brought a smile to a participant. However, Henry Kissinger told me about one of these rare incidents, which occurred late in the 1973 October War. Washington and Moscow had exchanged serious messages on the Hot Line on October 23 when Israel ignored United Nations cease-fire resolutions in an attempt to capture or neutralize the Egyptian Third Field Army in the Sinai Peninsula. Kissinger called Israeli ambassador Simcha Dinitz from the White House Situation Room and demanded that Dinitz urge Israeli prime minister Golda Meir to immediately stop the hostilities. Henry momentarily lost his composure.

  “Jesus Christ!” he yelled. “Don’t you realize how important this is?”

  Kissinger quietly listened to Dinitz’s deadpan reply.

  “Henry, my government might be more persuaded if you invoke the name of a different prophet.”


  CHAPTER 1

  HARRY TRUMAN

  Korean War, 1950

  Bold Action, Overreach

  President Harry Truman’s housekeeper, Vietta Garr, announced that dinner was ready. Truman, his wife Bess, and daughter Margaret walked to the dining room of their home in Independence, Missouri. It was 6:30 p.m. on Saturday, June 24, 1950, and Missouri’s summer heat had prompted Vietta to open most of the windows in hopes of catching an evening breeze. The first family had escaped from the Washington merry-go-round for what they hoped would be a restful weekend respite.

  After dinner, Truman began to tire and talked of going to bed early. The peaceful evening suddenly ended when the hall telephone jangled. Dean Acheson, Truman’s secretary of state, was calling from his home in Maryland.

  “Mr. President,” he said, “I have very serious news. The North Koreans have invaded South Korea.”

  Acheson briefed the president on available details and recommended that the State Department seek a cease-fire resolution from the United Nations Security Council. Truman readily agreed. The president then asked if he should return immediately to Washington, and Acheson counseled against that, primarily because he did not know the extent of the aggression. Further, Truman’s unscheduled return might unnecessarily prompt public anxiety. But that didn’t stop apprehension from affecting the Truman family “None of us got much sleep that night,” Margaret recalled later. “My father made it clear from the moment that he heard the news, that he feared this was the opening round of World War III.”

  The next morning, Truman asked Bess and Margaret to act as if nothing had happened. The two women went to church, and the president and his Secret Service escort made a previously scheduled visit to the family farm in nearby Grandview. When he returned home, a military aide gave him a cable with bad news from John Muccio, the US ambassador to the Republic of Korea (ROK, or South Korea).

  IT WOULD APPEAR FROM THE NATURE OF THE ATTACK AND MANNER IN WHICH IT WAS LAUNCHED THAT IT CONSTITUTES AN ALL-OUT OFFENSIVE AGAINST ROK. MUCCIO

  Shortly after noon, Acheson called again with updates and confirmed the action to be a full-scale invasion. Truman responded forcefully: “Dean, we’ve got to stop the sons of bitches no matter what.”

  Truman decided on the spot to return to Washington. His aides hustled to get the plane and crew ready for departure within an hour. At the Kansas City Airport, just ten miles from the Truman home, reporters besieged the president and his party with questions about wire reports on Korean hostilities. The president’s physician, Brigadier General Wallace Graham, responded to New York Times writer Anthony Leviero and Time’s Edwin Darby, “The boss is going to hit those fellows hard.”

  While Truman and his party prepared to board the president’s plane, Independence, a modified Douglas DC-6 airliner, his family, who remained behind, watched silently from the tarmac. “Mrs. Truman was calm but serious,” Leviero reported that night. “She looked much as she appeared on the fateful evening of the late President Roosevelt’s death.”

  During the three-hour flight to Washington, Truman solidified within his mind his initial impulse to confront the North Koreans. The appeasements in Europe and Asia in the 1930s shaped his thinking. “Communism was acting in Korea just as Hitler, Mussolini, and the Japanese had acted ten, fifteen, and twenty years earlier,” Truman wrote in his memoir. He also surmised that if the North Korean aggression went unchecked, the communists would target other countries. “If this was allowed to go unchallenged, it would mean a third world war, just as similar incidents had brought on the second world war.” Throughout his political career, Truman prided himself for trying to do the “right” thing, and he believed that a strong response was just that.

  The president had his staff radio ahead to Acheson, asking that he assemble the top civilian and military leaders at Blair House for a dinner meeting. The central part of the White House, including the family quarters, was undergoing extensive repairs, so the first family was living across Pennsylvania Avenue in the chief executive’s official guesthouse.

  At 6:00 p.m., the UN Security Council passed a Korean cease-fire resolution, which also called for all member countries to withhold any assistance to North Korea. The vote was 9-0, with Yugoslavia abstaining. The Soviet representative, Jacob Malik, was not present. He had been boycotting Security Council meetings since the previous January in protest of the Council’s refusal to replace one of its members, Nationalist China, with Communist China. Malik’s absence surprised US diplomats, but unknown to them, Soviet general secretary Joseph Stalin had personally directed Malik’s inaction. Later revelations have disclosed that Stalin knew that acting under the UN umbrella would limit possible American escalation. The United States would need to keep its allies within the coalition and thus refrain from overly aggressive operations.

  Independence landed at National Airport at 7:15 p.m., and Acheson, Undersecretary of State James Webb, and Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson were there to meet Truman. As they drove downtown in the president’s limousine, Acheson briefed Truman on the UN action. While exiting the limo, Truman demonstrated the resolve he had formulated that morning and aboard Independence: “By God,” he declared, “I’m going to let them have it!”

  At Blair House, several assistants from State and Defense joined Acheson and Johnson, as well as the secretaries of the Army, Navy, and Air Force, chairman of the Joint Chiefs, General Omar Bradley, and the three service chiefs. Missing was Averell Harriman, Truman’s newly appointed assistant for foreign policy. The former ambassador to the UK and Soviet Union was in London on a personal visit. The president asked the men to withhold all substantive matters until after dinner.

  Chief White House butler Alonzo Fields and his tuxedo-clad assistants served the fourteen men a dinner of fried chicken, shoestring potatoes, asparagus, tomatoes, hearts of lettuce, dessert, and coffee. Once the butlers had cleared the table and retreated, Truman stated that he wanted to focus that evening on immediately needed decisions. He then turned the meeting over to Acheson, the tall and aristocratic representative of the Eastern Establishment.

  Secretary Acheson began with what he termed a “darkening” report of situation in Korea and then covered the early diplomatic developments. The taciturn Bradley spoke next and immediately hewed to Truman’s hard line: “We must draw the line somewhere.” But the chairman, a steely World War II combat commander, questioned the advisability of committing US ground units. Army chief General Joe Collins, Army secretary Frank Pace, and Secretary of Defense Johnson interjected, agreeing that US actions should be limited to air and sea power.

  General Bradley continued speaking and assessed the possibility of a Soviet escalation to global war. Noting that the Soviets had yet to recover from World War II, he asserted, “Russia is not yet ready for war.” Air Force chief General Hoyt Vandenberg, who agreed that the US must stop the North Koreans, disagreed and said the group should not “base our action on the assumption that the Russians would not fight.”

  That statement prompted Truman to ask about the strength of Soviet naval and air forces in the Far East. The respective service chiefs gave thumbnail sketches of the capabilities and numbers, with Vandenberg mentioning that the Soviets based large numbers of jet aircraft near Shanghai, China. Truman then asked, “Can we knock out their bases in the Far East?”

  “It might take some time,” Vandenberg replied. He then mentioned an issue that would arise again during the crisis, “It could be done if we used A-bombs.”

  The subject then turned to the military chain of command in Asia. Johnson noted that General Douglas MacArthur was the commander of US Army forces in the Far East and the likely candidate to lead the US defense of South Korea. MacArthur had accepted the Japanese surrender to end World War II and had stayed in Tokyo as the commander of US occupying forces. Secretary Johnson spoke of appointing MacArthur to handle the military side of the crisis, but urged caution because of MacArthur’s well-known propensity to follow only his own counsel. “Instructions to General MacArthur,” Johnson said, “should be detailed so as not to give him too much discretion.” Truman said nothing at this point but was well aware of the general’s haughty and arrogant demeanor. The president had previously referred to MacArthur as “Mr. Prima Donna” and a “stuffed shirt.”

  By the end of the meeting, Truman had formally decided to confront the North Koreans militarily, but only under the auspices of the UN. Until Acheson could gain a UN resolution to provide that authority, the president ordered several preparatory actions: MacArthur was to resupply South Korean forces and send a survey group to Korea to assess the hostilities; provide air cover for the evacuation of Americans; reposition naval forces; create contingency plans for the destruction of Soviet Far East air bases; and assess the next potential targets for Soviet expansion. He also banned both explicit statements and background comments to the press until he spoke publicly in two days. The president closed with an invitation: “Now let’s all have a drink. It’s been a hard day.”

  Truman had committed to repulse the North Korean invasion even if it meant war, but he turned contemplative after the first bourbon. “I have hoped and prayed that I would never have to make a decision like the one I have just made today,” he said. “But, I saw nothing else that was possible for me to do except that.”

  A Secret Communist Plan

  Cold War historian John Gaddis, writing about the Korean War in 1997, noted in general terms how seemingly unrelated events proceeding along parallel tracks had converged all at once with results that had been unpredictable. More specifically, Gaddis added, “. . . What is striking about the Korean War is the extent to which its outbreak, escalation, and ultimate resolution surprised everyone.”

  Upon the defeat of Japan in World War II, the Soviet Union accepted the surrender of Japanese forces north of the 38th parallel of latitude and occupied that part of the Korean peninsula; the United States took control south of the line. The Soviets installed a communist government in the north, led by Kim Il-sung. He had been a resistance leader during the Japanese occupation and a major in the Soviet Red Army during World War II. Kim led the creation of the People’s Republic of Korea in 1948 and became prime minister. In the south, Syngman Rhee, a US-backed anticommunist, was elected the first president of the Republic of Korea. Kim and Rhee wanted to unify the country, but only on their individual terms. Those ambitions created a potentially explosive dynamic, which prompted both sides to mount cross-border raids prior to 1950.

  Neither Rhee nor Kim, however, could successfully invade the other side without support from their superpower sponsors. In the case of North Korea, this meant that any thoughts of invading the South had to fit into Stalin’s overall plan for communist expansion. Many in the West believed at the time that Stalin exercised rigid control over all communist states, although such hegemony was far from complete. What Truman and his advisers didn’t know was that in early 1950, Stalin concluded the time was right for a possible move by Kim. The West had stymied communist expansion attempts in Europe through the formation of NATO’s collective defense, and the Marshall Plan’s economic rebuilding efforts helped strengthen Western Europe. Further, the 1948–1949 US airlift to an isolated West Berlin in communist East Germany showed Stalin the West’s resolve. In Asia, however, the communist forces led by Mao Zedong had taken control of China in 1949 and pushed their opponents, the Nationalists, offshore to the island of Formosa. Perhaps another Asian nation could be next. Stalin was also emboldened by the development of his own atomic weapons, and if a Korean initiative prompted a US-China war, the conflict would give him time to increase Soviet military strength. The United States added to Stalin’s expansionist thinking by withdrawing its military from South Korea in 1949. But the clincher for Soviet action came from an oversight by Acheson.

  While speaking at the National Press Club in Washington on January 12, 1950, the secretary of state described the American “defense perimeter” in the Western Pacific. He inadvertently left Korea and Formosa (now Taiwan) off the list of countries that the US military would protect. Already primed for communist expansion in Asia, Stalin quickly approved a plan by communist China’s chairman Mao Zedong to invade Formosa, and he entertained Kim’s proposal for forceful Korean reunification. Kim pressed his case personally when he visited Moscow in April and gave Stalin assurances that “America would never participate in the war. We are absolutely sure of this.”

  Stalin conditionally approved Kim’s invasion, pending approval by Chairman Mao. “If you should get kicked in the teeth,” Stalin told Kim, “I shall not lift a finger. You have to ask Mao for all the help.”

  Kim, the grandfather of North Korea’s current ruler, traveled to Peking (now Beijing) in April while the Soviet general staff prepared detailed war plans for the North Korean military. Kim exaggerated Stalin’s support when he approached Mao and said that he would not need Chinese help. The Chinese gave Kim a green light, and Mao, focusing on preparations for attacking Formosa, appeared thereafter to pay little attention to Kim’s war preparations.

  President Truman knew nothing about the secret coordination between Stalin, Mao, and Kim. While Truman’s advisers assumed Moscow’s control of China and Korea, they misjudged the readiness of Stalin and Mao to intervene, and the forcefulness of that intercession. That intelligence deficit and the resulting misjudgment yielded a potentially disastrous trap.

  The Commander in Chief Acts

  On Monday, June 26, the day after Truman returned to Washington, MacArthur cabled bad news. “Tanks entering the capital city of Seoul . . . South Korean units unable to resist determined Northern offensive . . . Our estimate is that a complete collapse is imminent.” Truman immediately met with his advisers that evening at Blair House. He decided to beef up US forces in the Philippines, increase aid to Indochina, another potential communist target, and to commit US air and naval forces in support of the South. However, the president banned operations above the 38th parallel. Both Bradley and Acheson remained skeptical about introducing US ground troops, and Bradley counseled, “Let’s wait a few days.”

  The president and his Blair House crisis team met with congressional leaders on the 27th in the White House West Wing. The delegation fully supported the president’s actions thus far and agreed that Truman could act under his authority as commander in chief and did not need a congressional resolution. However, this approval from the Capitol Hill leadership didn’t extend throughout the ranks. Robert Taft (R-Ohio), a frequent critic of Truman, spoke up on the Senate floor the next day. He said that he would have voted for a resolution, but Truman needed congressional approval to send aid to South Korea. Taft, who often faulted Acheson as the source of America’s international problems, also pointed to “the bungling and inconsistent foreign policy of the administration.” Taft called for the secretary of state’s resignation.

  At his weekly news conference on June 29, the president told reporters that American military aid to South Korea would help the republic maintain its independence. Truman refused to talk about sending US ground troops or comment on the possible use of atomic bombs, which he had employed in Japan to end World War II in Asia. At one point, however, a reporter asked, “Mr. President, everybody is asking in this country, are we or are we not at war?”

  “We are not at war,” Truman responded tersely. After an exchange about what Truman labeled a “bandit raid” by North Korea, another reporter angled back toward the nature of America’s possible military actions. “Mr. President, would it be correct, against your explanation, to call this a police action under the United Nations?”

  “Yes. That is exactly what it amounts to.”

  Some have viewed as a mistake Truman’s acceptance of a journalist’s words to describe the conflict. However, in the circumstance, Truman wanted to avoid a congressional declaration of war given the scant five years since the last one; the police term handily fit his strategy. But the exchange did fit a pattern he had established during his regular dialogues with the press. Acheson later reflected on Truman’s extemporaneous conversations with reporters: “He was not good in the fast back-and-forth of a press conference. President Truman’s mind is not so quick as his tongue.” Truman often responded to a question before a reporter finished it and trapped himself with an off-kilter answer. “This tendency was a constant danger to him,” Acheson wrote, “and bugbear to his advisers.”

  In a meeting after the news conference, Truman clearly reiterated his war aims to his advisers: “Push the North Koreans back behind the 38th parallel . . . Restore peace and restore the border.” Those tasks became more complicated the following morning.

  “Frank Pace called at 5 a.m. EDT,” Truman wrote in his diary, referring to the Army secretary. “I was already up and shaved. Said MacArthur wanted two divisions of ground troops.” In his full report to the Pentagon that morning, MacArthur elaborated on his conclusion: “The only assurance of holding the present line and the ability to regain later the lost ground is through the introduction of US ground combat forces into the Korean battle area.”

  President Truman immediately approved MacArthur’s request. He also granted permission to the US Air Force to attack North Korean bases and supply lines, and directed the US Navy to blockade the North’s coastline. He then invited congressional leaders to the White House and updated them. Republican Kenneth Wherry, the Senate minority leader, repeatedly asked the president when he planned to consult formally with Congress. As many future presidents also would do, Truman deflected the point and said of his decisions that morning: “I just had to act as commander-in-chief, and I did.”

  Leapfrog and Mission Creep

  MacArthur had scant resources from which to draw two divisions of US troops. The US military had demobilized after World War II, and his only choice was to take troops from the Eighth Army. That unit occupied postwar Japan, and its soldiers lacked combat training. On July 7, the UN created the United Nations Command, with MacArthur as its chief. Ultimately, fifteen countries contributed men and weapon systems. Since South Korea was not a UN member, its military forces served under US Army command. But all of this reinforcement and organization didn’t help on the battle lines. By late July, the North Koreans had pushed the South’s army and elements of the Eighth Army to the southern tip of the peninsula. The defenders were preparing to make their last stand at the port city of Pusan.

  By this time, US intelligence indicated the Chinese were massing forces on the coast for what the Pentagon assumed was an invasion of Formosa. Truman decided to protect the island with units of the Navy’s Seventh Fleet and forego the use of other American forces. Many in the military, including Johnson and the Joint Chiefs, pushed for more aggressive actions, including offensive military operations against the communist mainland. MacArthur also sought an all-out military response and undertook two initiatives that not only infuriated Truman, but also foreshadowed the undoing of Truman’s management of the crisis.

  The general traveled to Formosa on July 31 and made public statements there about arming the Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek for a return to the mainland. This was sharply at odds with Truman’s decision to merely defend Formosa. The president sent his assistant, Averell Harriman, to Tokyo to instruct the general to get in line with the president’s policy, and MacArthur agreed. Truman assured the press that he and MacArthur “saw eye-to-eye on Formosa.” Nevertheless, MacArthur further irritated the president by writing a letter in late August to the annual meeting of the Veterans of Foreign Wars. In his message, MacArthur impugned Truman’s cautious approach to Mao’s threat to Formosa. “Nothing could be more fallacious,” MacArthur wrote, “than the threadbare argument by those who advocate appeasement and defeatism in the Pacific that if we defend Formosa we alienate continental Asia.” Bradley viewed the message as “the height of arrogance.”

  Outraged at MacArthur’s latest affront, Truman met with Acheson, Johnson, Harriman, Bradley, and the service chiefs on August 26. Had anyone known about this beforehand? the president asked. No one had. The president told Johnson, whom Truman blamed for MacArthur’s off-the-reservation activities, to order MacArthur to withdraw the letter. Johnson tried to “weasel out” of the task, according to Bradley, and in the end Truman dictated the letter to Johnson over the phone.

  MacArthur’s escapades prompted a shift in Truman’s view of the general from one critical of the general’s pompous personality to distrust. The events also marked the end of Johnson’s term as defense secretary and a member of the president’s crisis management team. Johnson’s evasion on the MacArthur letter was, according to Margaret Truman, “close to the last straw.” Truman had been trying since May to determine how to fire Johnson, especially when he became aware that Johnson had been scheming with congressional Republicans to oust Acheson.

  “Louis Johnson was causing huge problems,” wrote Truman aide George Elsey years later. “Johnson loathed Acheson and despised anyone associated with the State Department.” In addition, Johnson had political ambitions. He wanted to cut Pentagon funding and run for the Democratic presidential nomination in 1952 as a “dollar-saving strong man who could whip the military into shape.” Harriman tried to mediate between Johnson and Acheson, a job presidential assistants have routinely undertaken since, even in the middle of crises. Johnson in turn made a bid to recruit Harriman to help force out Acheson, assuring him that he would become the new secretary of state. With that, Harriman went to the Oval Office, where the desk plate read THE BUCK STOPS HERE.

  Truman, true to his direct, “Give-him-hell, Harry” personality, called in Johnson on September 11 and fired him. He then walked down the hall and told press secretary Charley Ross and Elsey what had happened. “When he came in,” Truman said, “I had a letter of resignation ready. I handed him a pen and told him to sign it. He broke down and cried.” Truman described how he waited a bit and then said, “Lou, you’ve got to sign.”

  At this point in the Asian crisis, Truman received some good news: Intelligence suggested China’s threat to Formosa had begun to wane, and in Pusan, reinforced US and South Korean forces finally held firm. (Truman was unaware that Mao had decided to cancel the Formosa invasion.) With total defeat avoided in Korea, MacArthur proposed a daring breakout maneuver, a leapfrog amphibious assault on the western flank of the North’s forces at Inchon, near Seoul. The Joint Chiefs were quite cynical about the plan’s chance for success but consented. In orders approved by Truman, MacArthur was to “extend his operations north of the parallel and to make plans for the occupation of North Korea.” The directive also banned ground operations north of the 38th parallel if either the Soviets or Chinese entered the war. These expanded objectives for MacArthur reflected Truman’s enlargement of his war aims beyond the late June mission of merely restoring the border; now reunification of Korea was on the horizon.

  On September 15, the First Marine Division and the Army’s Seventh Infantry Division landed at Inchon and quickly recaptured Seoul. That cut off the North Korean forces in the South, and restored the Republic of Korea’s government. MacArthur asked permission to pursue retreating North forces beyond the 38th parallel. On September 27, Truman ordered MacArthur to destroy the North Korean armed forces, provided there was “no threat by Russian or Chinese communists to counter our operations militarily.” The new secretary of defense, George Marshall, also loosened MacArthur’s reins: “We want you to feel unhampered tactically and strategically to proceed north of the 38th parallel.” By October 1, South Korean troops crossed the border in pursuit of the retreating remnants of the North’s army.

  [image: images]

  The Korean mission creep moved yet another notch on October 7, when the UN General Assembly approved a US-written resolution on Korea. It reaffirmed the goal of a unified and democratic Korea and authorized “all appropriate steps to be taken to assure stability” throughout the peninsula. The following day, Truman amended MacArthur’s guidance. The general was to “continue the action as long as, in your judgment, action by forces under your control offers a reasonable chance of success.”

  China Joins the War

  As MacArthur’s battlefield victories mounted and Truman enlarged his war aims, the Chinese prepared to set a trap for UN forces. Mao had foreseen a possible US victory in the South. “They may get so dizzy with success that they may threaten us,” Mao said at an August 4 meeting in Peking. He then declared that China would intervene at the timeliest moment, perhaps when MacArthur was in a vulnerable situation.

  Kim appealed to Stalin for help on September 29 as UN forces neared the North-South border. Rather than answer Kim directly, Stalin asked Mao two days later to send Chinese soldiers, remarking, “The situation of our Korean friends is getting desperate.” Stalin and Mao then began a two-week negotiation about how to respond to the UN’s expanded offensive. The two men discussed the possibilities of a “big war” with the United States. “Should we fear this?” Stalin asked rhetorically. “In my opinion, we should not. . . . If war is inevitable, then let it be waged now, and not in a few years when Japanese militarism will be restored.”

  Mao instructed Foreign Minister Zhou Enlai to pass a warning to the West through the Indian ambassador: the Chinese would intervene if UN troops crossed the parallel. However, intelligence analysts—both in theater and in Washington—believed the Soviet Union did not want global war and that it could control the Chinese, and Truman’s advisers discounted Zhou Enlai’s statement as a bluff. Based on those assessments, on October 9, MacArthur broadcast a surrender ultimatum to the North. Kim, with Chinese help looming, rejected the demand.

  Mao, with assurances of Soviet air cover from Stalin, decided on October 13 to defend North Korea. The next day, he ordered the movement of an estimated 80,000 soldiers of the Chinese Fourth Field Army across the Yalu River, which marked the border, into North Korea. Much of the force had been near the border since July, but American intelligence and reconnaissance operations had failed to detect their staging and preparations.

  Wake Island. A Stunt?

  MacArthur’s successful maneuver at Inchon amplified his already heady self-confidence. “He was itching to overrun all of North Korea and take on China if she entered the fight,” Elsey wrote later. Elsey believed that Truman had begun to wonder if MacArthur might disobey orders or ignore restraint. He and another staff member suggested that the president fly to Wake Island in the Pacific west of Hawaii to meet with MacArthur and size up the man face-to-face. Truman agreed.

  “I begged to be excused,” Acheson later wrote of what he described as the president’s “pilgrimage” to Wake Island: “While General MacArthur had many of the attributes of a foreign sovereign, I said, and was quite as difficult as any, it did not seem wise to recognize him as one.” With the midterm elections just a few weeks away, Republican strategists viewed the trip as a political stunt, and it likely was.

  Contrary to early accounts of MacArthur arriving after Truman, the general met the president’s plane when it landed on Wake on October 15. MacArthur was respectful, and the two men generally agreed on a course of action. During the meeting, Truman asked, “What are the chances for Chinese or Soviet interference?”

  “Very little . . . We are no longer fearful of the intervention.” The general later added, “If the Chinese tried to get down to Pyongyang, there would be the greatest slaughter.”

  Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs Dean Rusk, who had subbed for Acheson, became alarmed at how quickly Truman ran through his agenda items during the meeting. He knew too short a session would add to the speculation already in the press that Truman’s trip to Wake Island was a political act. Rusk passed a note to the president, requesting that he slow down. The president wrote on the back and returned it to Rusk: “Hell no! I want to get out of here before we get into trouble.”

  Upon his return to the States, Truman triumphantly spoke about the harmony between himself and MacArthur at Wake Island in a radio speech in San Francisco on October 17. “The San Francisco report on Wake was to be the high-water mark of the second term,” Elsey wrote later of Truman’s time in office. “All went downhill thereafter.”

  The widely perceived political nature of Truman’s pilgrimage to Wake Island reflected the tense mixture of domestic politics and war in Washington in the months leading up to the November 1950 midterm elections. Historian Richard Lebow examined the period and wrote in 1981, “The Korean War only temporarily restored bipartisanship in foreign policy. By August, bipartisanship began to break down under pressure of the upcoming elections; the Republicans had too good an issue in Korea not to exploit it to their advantage.” MacArthur’s criticism of Truman’s policies in August, and the subsequent politically inspired scheming by Secretary of Defense Johnson added to the political divisions. The Republicans previously had cast the Democrats as the party that lost China, and now the GOP labeled the Korean conflict as Truman’s War.

  Outside of Washington, the Democratic Party faced opposition from the public, and opinion polls showed that unhappiness. Many people had suffered through the Depression, World War II, the meager production of consumer goods in the immediate postwar years, and the 1949 recession. People wanted to get back to the good times, and the GOP preyed on public concerns, to say nothing about the communist witch hunts that drove Washington politics at the time—Commies are in the State Department! Truman increased public discontent in September when he and Congress established the Defense Production Act of 1950, which allocated many potential consumer materials to the Korean War effort.

  In light of both political and public criticism, a victory in North Korea was an appealing prospect to the Democrats. The successful Inchon landing and subsequent encirclement of parts of the North Korean army enhanced that possibility. “The pressures on the administration to liberate North Korea were almost irresistible,” Lebow concluded. Truman’s authorizing MacArthur to cross the 38th parallel on September 27 reflected the apparent dual goals of military and political triumph. “At this juncture,” Lebow wrote, “a stunning victory over the communists must have appeared to Truman, Acheson, and their supporters as the administration’s hope for political salvation.”

  Nevertheless, the Democrats suffered losses in the November 7 midterm elections, but clung to slim majorities in both houses of Congress.

  An Entirely New War

  MacArthur’s offensive in the North met an ominous obstacle on October 25. Elements of the Chinese forces that had deployed to North Korea in mid-October attacked three South Korean divisions 60 miles south of the Chinese border and routed two of them. MacArthur was undeterred by what he considered a small group of 15,000 to 20,000 Chinese “volunteers,” but his concerns grew when aerial reconnaissance discovered more Chinese troops crossing the Yalu River bridges into North Korea. When MacArthur ordered air strikes on bridges, his air component commander saw that as a provocative act and informally alerted Washington; Truman ordered the air assaults canceled.

  The Joint Chiefs met November 6 and agreed that MacArthur should withdraw to the “waist” of Korea near the North Korean capital of Pyongyang. The military leaders believed, now that the Chinese had entered the war, that the administration should seek a cease-fire through diplomacy. Yet their position was not fully presented to President Truman at an NSC meeting on November 9. Chairman Bradley elected instead to defer to MacArthur by allowing the theater commander to choose tactics. Truman agreed with him and decided not to rescind or change MacArthur’s orders from October 8—continue aggressive offensive action, pending further review. Bradley came to regret not stepping in to stop MacArthur. “Unfortunately,” Bradley wrote later, “we reached drastically wrong conclusions and decisions.” The chairman blamed MacArthur’s “wildly erroneous estimates of the situation . . . as well as . . . too much wishful thinking of our own.”

  Chairman Mao now had MacArthur’s armies where he wanted them. “To hook a big fish,” one of Mao’s generals said, “you must let the fish taste your bait. MacArthur boasts that he has never been defeated. We’ll see who is going to wipe out whom.” Mao ordered the covert staging of five armies near the border, and when that movement was completed, he added more bait to the hook. He created the illusion of a Chinese retreat on November 8 when he ordered a number of Chinese and North Korean units to withdraw from the battle lines. That move added energy to MacArthur’s offensive, and reinforced the earlier US conclusion that the Chinese were bluffing.

  By mid-November, MacArthur’s forces were in a vulnerable position. The Eighth Army had separated from the Tenth Corps, exposing the former’s right flank. (An Army corps then consisted of two or more divisions, and multiple corps constituted a field army.) MacArthur had ordered the disposition in order to occupy all of Korea and blamed the rugged terrain of a mountain range for keeping the two forces separated.

  Key Truman advisers—Harriman, secretaries Acheson and Marshall, Bradley, the Joint Chiefs, and others—met without the president in the Pentagon on November 21. Chairman Bradley later called the session “our last real chance to stop MacArthur’s proposed ground offensive,” which was scheduled to begin in three days. He and the service chiefs disapproved of the risky force disposition and saw a potential disaster in the offing. Coincidently, British military officials also considered MacArthur’s forces to be vulnerable to counterattack and urged a pullback. But when these dissenting views were not presented in full to the president, MacArthur’s orders remained unchanged. Accordingly, the theater commander readied his armies to kill or capture all remaining enemy forces in North Korea.

  On November 24, MacArthur flew from Tokyo to Eighth Army headquarters near the Chongchon River, about fifty miles south of the China-North Korea border. He toured the battle lines and witnessed the start of his big, end-the-war offensive. He also told reporters in his press contingent, “If this operation is successful, I hope we can get the boys home for Christmas.”

  Just after sunset on the next day, a massive Chinese military force counterattacked near the spot MacArthur had been the day before. By the 28th, the UN armies were in retreat and his offensive in shambles. Bradley called Truman at dawn that morning with the bad news: “We face an entirely new war.”

  The President Misspeaks

  At 10:00 a.m. on Tuesday, four hours after Bradley’s ominous call, President Harry Truman met with his West Wing staff. After coolly dispensing with routine business, Truman changed both the subject and his demeanor. He said in a grave voice, “We’ve got a terrific situation on our hands. General Bradley called me at six-fifteen this morning. He said that there were two hundred and sixty thousand Chinese troops against MacArthur. MacArthur says he has to go over to the defensive. The Chinese have come in with both feet.”

  The staff stiffened in silence. The success enjoyed in Korea up until then suddenly seemed illusory. The chance for a quick victory had evaporated, and the chance for general war loomed. After a few beats of stunned stillness, Truman, who was normally ebullient, continued with a downbeat tone. “I’m going to meet with the cabinet this afternoon. General Bradley will be there to discuss the situation. Acheson is informing the congressional committees.” Truman paused again, yielding to the tension that had built within him in the previous four hours. His expression grew even more grim, and he seemed to be gripped by powerful emotions. “This is the worst situation we have had yet,” he said. “We’ll just have to meet it as we’ve met all the rest.”

  Truman convened an NSC meeting at 3:00 p.m. in the West Wing’s Cabinet Room. Attendees included Acheson, Marshall, Bradley and the Joint Chiefs, and others including Vice President Alben Barkley. In one of the most important meetings of his presidency, Truman decided to do everything possible to keep the Korean conflict from escalating into a world war. Secretary of Defense Marshall seconded that policy, saying America must slow the hostilities and “get out with honor.”

  The White House scheduled a press conference for Truman on November 30 at 10:30 a.m. in the Executive Office Building across from the West Wing. In the ornate Indian Treaty Room, over two hundred reporters rose as one when Truman arrived. He wore a dark blue suit and a tie that sported a colorful Paul Bunyan carrying a tree on his shoulder. Truman initially read a prepared statement, a bland roadmap of planned next steps in Korea, with no mention of honorable withdrawal. He then took questions from reporters. In testimony to the tense situation and his own taut emotions, Truman cut off each reporter mid-question and offered a terse answer. As Acheson had noted, Truman occasionally let his mouth race ahead of his mind. He also condescendingly addressed each correspondent by either his first name or nickname and made clear that there would be no news that morning. New York Daily News reporter Jack Doherty nevertheless tried to dig out a reportable nugget and asked, “Mr. President, will the United Nations troops be allowed to bomb across the Manchurian border?”

  “I can’t answer that question this morning.” After another question about specific battlefield tactics, Truman assured the press that the United States would take all necessary steps to meet the military situation. Doherty bored in again.

  “Will that include the atomic bomb?” Startled, the other reporters looked up from their pads.

  “There has always been active consideration of its use. I don’t want to see it used. It is a terrible weapon, and it should not be used on innocent men, women, and children who have nothing whatever to do with this military aggression.”

  “Mr. President, you said this depends on United Nations action,” NBC’s Frank Bourgholtzer asked. “Does that mean that we wouldn’t use the atomic bomb except on a United Nations authorization?”

  “No, it doesn’t mean that at all,” Truman snapped. He then made two badly worded points, with the first implying the UN’s lead role: “The action against communist China depends on the action of the United Nations.” The second was untrue: “The military commander in the field will have charge of the use of the weapons, as he always has.” Suddenly, the reporters had some news. By law, only the president could direct the use of atomic weapons.

  After a few more questions, Truman’s impatience and anger with the press for what he considered falsehoods from journalists about his administration’s actions tumbled out. “All these attacks and speculations and lies that have been told on the members of this government have not helped that situation one little bit,” he said. Truman continued his scolding and ended the press conference with a testy statement. “I am getting tired of all this foolishness.”

  Within minutes of the press conference’s conclusion, the news wires overheated. The United Press carried this bulletin at 10:47 a.m.:

  WA10A WASHINGTON NOV 30—(UP)—PRESIDENT TRUMAN SAID TODAY THAT THE UNITED STATES HAS UNDER CONSIDERATION THE USE OF THE ATOMIC BOMB IN CONNECTION WITH THE WAR IN KOREA.

  The White House quickly issued a correction to Truman’s statement about the bomb. Truman and his advisers had never considered its use, and they put the option aside after Truman’s gaffe. However, the British reacted strongly, and Congressional Republicans loudly added to the tempest. Already stunned by the consequences of his overreach in Korea, the president further damaged his handling of the crisis when his emotions caused him to misspeak dangerously in a critical moment.

  The Chinese forced an immediate and bloody retreat by UN forces, and the Pentagon scrambled to find a way out of the dire military situation. Lieutenant General Matthew Ridgway, Army deputy chief of staff for operations, spoke alarmingly from a backbench at a December 3 Joint Chiefs meeting about MacArthur’s dangerous circumstances. He recommended an immediate direct order to MacArthur to “correct a state of affairs that was going rapidly from bad to disastrous”; none of the chiefs responded. Afterward, Ridgway approached Air Force chief Vandenberg, an old friend. “Why don’t the Joint Chiefs send orders to MacArthur and tell him what to do?”

  “What good would that do?” Vandenberg asked back. “He wouldn’t obey orders. What can we do?”

  “You can relieve any commander who won’t obey orders, can’t you?” Ridgway countered. Vandenberg did not reply.

  Throughout December, UN forces, including the US Eighth Army and Tenth Corps, retreated with heavy losses to a broad area southeast of Seoul. Upon the accidental death of the Eighth Army’s commander, Lieutenant General Walton Walker, Ridgway assumed command of the Eighth on December 26. He energized the troops and began to stabilize his sector of the front, despite the introduction of Soviet air support for the Chinese and North Korean troops. By February 1951, the Chinese military force had outrun its logistic support tail, and Chinese commanders eased their operational pace. Ridgway countered with a successful offensive push back toward Seoul.

  President Truman fired MacArthur in April 1951. The president had had enough after the general repeatedly defied orders and communicated his opposition to Truman’s policies to a Republican congressman. MacArthur’s recall, however, proved to be a political disaster for the president. Republicans called for Truman’s impeachment, regardless of the president’s prerogatives as commander in chief. Nevertheless, MacArthur’s successor, General Ridgway, provided successful leadership on the battlefront, and American troops and their allies eventually recaptured lost ground and gained a stalemate near the 38th parallel. UN and Chinese/North Korean representatives began truce talks in July 1951, although many bloody battles ensued while the lengthy negotiations dragged on. The two sides signed an armistice two years later.

  Dwight Eisenhower broke the twenty-year Democratic hold on the White House in the 1952 election, and the GOP also won small majorities in the House and Senate. The MacArthur saga had added to the public’s discontent with Truman’s War and the Democratic Party.

  Assessment

  Truman acted boldly and decisively in his initial reaction to the North Korean invasion of the South. However, faulty decision making during the fourth and fifth months of the crisis led to a disastrous setback on the battlefield. US and UN military forces eventually overcame that tactical defeat, but a bloody three-year war ensued.

  President Truman’s crisis management errors have become textbook examples of “groupthink,” a term coined by Yale research psychologist Irving Janis. The expression has worked its way into the lexicon of crisis analysis because the dynamic has also challenged presidents who followed Truman. Janis defined the malady as “the psychological drive for consensus at any cost that suppresses disagreement and prevents the appraisal of alternatives in cohesive decision-making groups.”

  Groupthink arose from conditions within the Truman team that to a casual observer might seem intuitively valuable—the team enjoyed significant solidarity and little friction. Each man respected the others and valued consensus. However, this circumstance stifled healthy disagreement. Team harmony only increased when Secretary of Defense Johnson was fired and replaced by George Marshall. As a former secretary of state and chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Marshall was reluctant to second-guess his successors.

  Additionally, any dissent within a department about proposed actions never made it up the stovepipe to the president if the secretary or general discounted advice from subordinates. Examples of this include the two occasions in November when Bradley didn’t fully brief Truman on the Joint Chiefs’ grave concern about MacArthur’s overreach. Also adding to the harmful harmony was another seemingly illogical dynamic—MacArthur’s success at Inchon. This led to euphoria and optimism among the team members, the “intoxication of success,” which in turn led to “wishful thinking” that no dissenting voice was available to puncture.

  From the start, Truman forcefully favored an aggressive response. The president stated in passing at the first NSC meeting that he had an open mind but then proceeded to espouse his belligerent position. “By God,” he said to his secretaries of state and defense, “I’m going to let them have it!” His crisis advisers fell in line, not necessarily through sycophancy but rather because of the group dynamics. It was in this context that the president fostered the mission creep within military operations. The president’s main crisis goal started with restoration of the North-South border in June. By early October, after MacArthur’s shift to offensive operations, reunification of Korea was the target. Total destruction of the enemy in North Korea followed in November. Periodic enlargement of crisis objectives, without full consideration of potential untoward consequences, led to ever more risky situations. Also, wishful thinking about the unlikelihood of a Chinese counterattack led Truman and his team to discount very real battlefield risks. On the other hand, MacArthur’s sweep into North Korea looked great for Democratic strategists in the run-up to the November midterm elections. As in all crises, domestic politics have flavored virtually everything done in the White House, a constant that will be evident in subsequent chapters.

  Truman diverted his ire after the Chinese counterattack to the press and political foes, especially during his November 30 press conference. This too is a symptom of group solidarity—the president didn’t want to blame a team member for the dangerous mess, so he picked on the press. And yet he had many reasons to fault his advisers by November 1950. During the two-week period in November before the start of MacArthur’s end-the-war offensive, Acheson, Marshall, and Bradley saw what was coming. Political scientist Richard Neustadt captured the quandary: “No one went to Truman because everyone thought someone else should go.” Acheson agreed: “We were all deeply apprehensive. We were frank with one another, but not frank enough.”

  Looking back nearly sixty-five years, there is irony in the way the nation’s perception of President Truman has changed. The public and his political opponents faulted Truman for poor crisis decision making during the Korean War, as have political scientists since then, but his stock over time has risen nonetheless. Multiple polls in recent years have ranked Truman in the “near great” category of presidents following those in the top group—Washington, Lincoln, and Franklin Roosevelt. He appears in the top ten in virtually all polls. History has proven that Truman deserves credit for containing Soviet expansion on several fronts, including Korea, despite his missteps during the crisis.


  CHAPTER 2

  DWIGHT EISENHOWER

  Part 1. 1956 Suez War

  Confronting Allies

  With the 1956 presidential election only eight days away, President and Mrs. Eisenhower traveled from Washington, DC, to Florida on the morning of October 29 for campaign appearances in Miami and Jacksonville. Later in the day, the couple and staff flew to Richmond, Virginia, for another reelection rally. President Eisenhower was in the midst of that event when an urgent wire service report reached the State Department in Washington. “FLASH-FLASH-FLASH. MAJOR ISRAELI FORCES HAVE INVADED EGYPT AND HEAVY FIGHTING IS UNDERWAY.”

  As Eisenhower hurriedly flew back to Washington, his staff organized a White House crisis meeting at 7:15 p.m. Joining the president were Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, Undersecretary of State Herbert Hoover, Jr., Secretary of Defense Charles Wilson, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Arthur Radford, CIA director Allen Dulles, and several Eisenhower staff members.

  President Eisenhower started the meeting mad. He immediately directed Secretary Dulles to contact the Israelis. “All right Foster, you tell ’em, goddamn it, we’re going to apply sanctions, we’re going to the United Nations, we’re going to do everything that there is so we can stop this thing.”

  Admiral Radford counseled patience: “This will be all over in a few days.”

  Why is that? the president asked.

  “The Israelis will be to the Suez Canal within two or three days.”

  “It is far more serious than that,” Dulles interjected. “The canal is likely to be disrupted, and oil pipe lines through the Middle East broken. If these things happen, we must expect British and French intervention. In fact, they appear to be ready for it and may even have concerted their action with the Israelis.” Dulles added that US communications with the French and Britain had dried up during the last ten days. When Radford urged that US action be guided by principle, Eisenhower instantly agreed and adopted that point as his personal attitude during the meeting—principled US reaction to the Israeli attack.

  “We should let the British know at once our position,” the president stated flatly. “And nothing justifies double-crossing us,” he added, angry with America’s closest allies. He went further and stated that the United States must act honorably, even if that meant opposing the British. “I don’t fancy helping the Egyptians, but I feel that our word must be made good.”

  America’s “word” in this case referred to the 1950 Tripartite Declaration (or Agreement) that bound the United States, Great Britain, and France to guarantee the borders between Israel and its Arab neighbors. In the aftermath of the creation of the state of Israel in 1948 and the Arab-Israeli War that immediately followed, the three allies wanted to limit sales of arms to both Israel and the Arab states in order to reduce the chance of future violence, and they needed an alternate arrangement to stabilize the region. To that end, the central tenet of the declaration that applied to Israel and the Arab states declared that if “any of these states was preparing to violate frontiers or armistice lines,” the three powers “would immediately take action, both within and outside of the United Nations, to prevent it.” In the present circumstances, the Tripartite called for the three allies to act in concert against Israel.

  The minutes of the meeting show that the participants used the word “pledge” nine times when referring to the Tripartite. For example, Ike observed at one point: “In these circumstances perhaps we cannot be bound by our traditional alliances, but must instead face the question how to make good on our pledge.” With that remark, Ike defined the pickle he found himself in—choosing between two of his basic instincts. He was an “unabashed believer in conciliation and compromise,” according to his adviser Emmet Hughes, yet his principles tugged him in the opposite direction. Perhaps his anger with his allies’ deceit tipped him toward principle. Regardless, the moral high ground seized by the former World War II Army general at this early point in the crisis would later prove to be challenging terrain. The president’s declaration of his preferred solution at the start of the incident only added to the potential for problems during the crisis by virtually eliminating alternative options from consideration.

  Later that evening, Eisenhower met with several Republican politicians, who told the president his campaign was at risk. The men suggested that forceful US opposition to the Israeli aggression would backfire on Ike politically. Eisenhower later wrote of their message: “With many of our citizens of the Eastern Seaboard emotionally involved in the Zionist cause, this, it was believed, could possibly bring political defeat.”

  Background

  The origins of what became known as the 1956 Suez War were complex, but a few key points and events stand out. After defeating Germany and its allies in World War I, the Allied Powers—Great Britain, France, Russia, the United States, and others—dictated the breakup of their major opponents, the German, Austro-Hungarian, and Ottoman Empires. The newly formed League of Nations, a predecessor to the UN, mandated Great Britain in 1923 to control Ottoman Syria, and the British subsequently divided the territory into two sectors, Palestine and Transjordan. The British governed Palestine and allowed the Hashemite family to rule what later became Jordan.
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