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FOREWORD
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DWIGHT EISENHOWER was a great and good man. He was one of the outstanding leaders of the Western world of this century. As a soldier he was, as George C. Marshall said at the end of the war, everything that the U.S. Army hoped for in its finest products—professionally competent, well versed in the history of war, decisive, well disciplined, courageous, dedicated, and popular with his men, his subordinates, and his superiors. His leadership qualities also included a high degree of intelligence, integrity, commitment to basic principles, dignity, organizational genius, tremendous energy, and diplomatic ability. As a man, he was good-looking, considerate of and concerned about others, loyal to his friends and family, given to terrible rages (which he learned to control), ambitious, thin-skinned and sensitive to criticism, stubborn and inflexible about his habits, an avid sportsman and sports fan, modest (but never falsely so), almost embarrassingly unsophisticated in his musical, artistic, and literary tastes, intensely curious about people and places, often refreshingly naïve, fun-loving—in short, a wonderful man to know or be around. Nearly everyone who knew him liked him immensely, many—including some of the most powerful men in the world—to the point of adulation.

This is a biography of that man. It is not a study of his “life and times.” The distinction between the two types of books is, I think, clear. A biography concentrates on the man, his achievements, triumphs, disappointments, failures, and concerns. It is more interested in what he felt and experienced and thought than it is with the events of his lifetime. Biography takes its cue from the man himself; what was important to him is what is important to his biographer. What follows, then, is less a study of the Supreme Commander, or the Chief of Staff, or the president of Columbia University, or the presidential candidate, than it is a study of Dwight Eisenhower.

To be specific, in an earlier study of Eisenhower during the war,I I was concerned with the role of the Supreme Commander—what he did, and why, with what results, within the context of the vast organization he commanded. In that work, there is a great deal of detail about his staff, his plans, his operations, his superiors, his decisions as Supreme Commander, and almost nothing about his personal life. For example, his wife’s name appeared but four times in that book’s 732 pages, his son’s name only six times, and Kay Summersby’s name but once. These people were of almost no importance to his actions as the Supreme Commander. But they were of central importance to Dwight Eisenhower the man—he thought about them, worried about them, corresponded with them at length, and looked to them as the sustaining force that made it possible for him to bear his great burdens. Thus their names, their activities, and their relationship with Eisenhower are one of the main features of this book.

The point of view throughout is Eisenhower’s; the concentration is on the issues, people, events, and developments that he concentrated upon. I limit the perspective to what he knew, about his enemies, his friends, his superiors, and his subordinates. I am greatly concerned with what his appreciation was of Hitler’s, Rundstedt’s, and Rommel’s situation and intentions from 1942 to May 1945; I seldom undertake an analysis of what their actual situation and intentions were. In the same way, I attempt to understand and describe his appreciation of Stalin’s situation and intentions in the period May 1945—November 1952, without attempting any deep analysis of how right or wrong he was about the scope and nature of the Communist threat.

In a previous work,II I have argued that Eisenhower—like Truman and indeed nearly every American politician of the early Cold War—exaggerated Russian strength and misread Stalin’s intentions, that what Americans saw as a drive to world conquest by the Communists was in fact a defensive policy designed to protect the security of the Soviet Union. But such speculative analysis does not, in my view, belong in a biography. What Eisenhower thought, and why he thought it, does belong.

The vast majority of citations in this book are from Eisenhower’s own words—his personal letters, his directives, his memorandums, his diary entries, his telegrams and cables, his speeches, his memoirs, and his statements in dozens of interviews from 1962 to 1969. Only occasionally do I yield to the temptation to second-guess his decisions, and even then I almost always do so within the context of his own, later, self-criticism.

It is not my primary task, as I see it, to judge the man, but rather to explain and describe him. In the process, I hope that I convey some sense of what a truly extraordinary person he was, and—to indulge in one additional judgment—of how much all of us who live in freedom today owe to him.



I. The Supreme Commander: The War Years of General Dwight D. Eisenhower (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., 1970).

II. Rise to Globalism: American Foreign Policy Since 1938 (London and New York: Penguin, 1972).



CHAPTER ONE

[image: Image]

Pennsylvania, Texas, Kansas

1741–1900

HIS HERITAGE was ordinary, his parents were humble folk, his childhood was typical of thousands of other youngsters growing up around the turn of the century, and most of his career was humdrum and unrewarded. On the surface, everything about him appeared to be average. Had he died in 1941, on the verge of retirement on his fifty-first birthday, he would not today be even a footnote to history.

Yet Dwight Eisenhower was born to command and became one of the great captains of military history. He was also born to lead, and although he was sixty-one years old before he stood for public office, he became one of the most successful Presidents of the twentieth century.

Eisenhower was born in the year the American frontier came to an end. He died in the year that man walked on the moon. In his lifetime, the pace of technological change was breathtaking, but hardly more so than the changes in American and world politics. Only a handful of men—Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, Mao, Churchill, Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, and perhaps one or two more—had a greater role than he did in shaping the world of the mid-twentieth century. For the two decades from 1941 to 1961, Eisenhower played a central and crucial role in world events. He was the victorious general who, after the greatest war in history, led his people on the path of peace.

During his period of preparation, however, he showed little evidence of those qualities that would make him one of the most famous and popular men of the century. Yet the qualities of greatness were there, in the boy, in the young man, in the junior officer, and in the major (a rank he held for sixteen years) serving as an obscure staff officer. A discerning few among his friends, his contemporaries, and his superiors saw those qualities. Eisenhower himself made certain that when his opportunity came, an opportunity his parents had told him was his heritage, he was ready to reach out and seize it.

•  •

Eisenhower’s ancestors were Pennsylvania Dutch. They came from the Rhineland, where the name was originally spelled Eisenhauer—literally iron hewer. They were religious dissenters, followers of Menno Simons, founder of the Mennonites, a persecuted sect in their German homeland. During the Thirty Years’ War, the Eisenhauers fled to Switzerland. In 1741 Hans Nicol Eisenhauer, together with his wife, their three sons, and a brother, sailed from Rotterdam on the Europa, bound for Philadelphia. The bare genealogical record says nothing about motivation, but the assumption is that Hans left the Old World for the New for the same reasons so many others did, economic opportunity and freedom of worship.

Hans acquired a farm of 120 acres and built a home in Lancaster County, west of Philadelphia. After the Revolutionary War, Hans’s grandson Frederick moved some fifty miles west, to Elizabethville, north of Harrisburg. There his son Jacob built a large two-story, nine-room red-brick home that still stands, much the most substantial and impressive house any Eisenhower lived in until well into the twentieth century.

In the early nineteenth century, the Eisenhowers (as the name was now spelled) joined the Brethren in Christ sect of the Mennonites, known as the River Brethren because they held river baptisms. Frederick’s son Jacob, born in 1826, became the minister of the Lykens Valley River Brethren. Jacob was an orator, organizer, and leader. He attracted large audiences to his sermons, which he delivered in German, still the only language of the River Brethren. He wore a full beard, which emphasized his stern countenance and flashing eyes. Jacob was in his late thirties when the Civil War was fought; he did not join the Union cause because like most Mennonites he was an uncompromising pacifist. His wife, Rebecca Matter, was pregnant during the tense summer of 1863, when Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia passed within twenty miles of the Eisenhower home, on its way to Gettysburg. Just twelve weeks after the great battle, Rebecca gave birth to a son, David, who would become Dwight’s father. Jacob named his next son, born in 1865, after Abraham Lincoln. Altogether, Jacob and Rebecca had fourteen children.1

After the Civil War, as the railroads pushed onto the Great Plains, the West beckoned. The River Brethren, with their large families and their commitment to farming as a way of life, were looking for a location where land for their children was cheaper than in Pennsylvania. They responded enthusiastically to the inducements of the railroad promoters, who in their pamphlets described Kansas as another Eden.2 Jacob organized the move, in which some three hundred River Brethren participated. They took the train from Harrisburg, filling fifteen carloads with their freight. Jacob sold his farm and home for $8,500 to pay for the journey and to buy a new place in Kansas. The colony, according to an early history of Kansas, was “one of the most complete and perfectly organized . . . that ever entered a new country.”3

They settled in Dickinson County, just north of the Smoky Hill River, almost exactly in the middle of Kansas, twenty miles east of the geographic center of the lower forty-eight states, at the point where the Flint Hills of eastern Kansas give way to the flat, arid, treeless Great Plains of western Kansas. Jacob purchased a 160-acre farm, built a house, a barn, and a windmill. He prospered in Kansas; to each of his children, daughters as well as sons, he was able to give as a wedding present a 160-acre farm and $2,000 cash.

One of his sons, David, was fourteen years old when the family moved to Kansas. He had to work from dawn to dusk to make the farm a success, but he hated the endless hours of following the plow or gathering in the hay. The only part of farm life David enjoyed was tinkering with the machinery; he was, according to neighbors, a “natural-born” mechanic.4 He decided to escape the farm by becoming a full-time engineer. To do so, he told his father, he wanted to go to college. Jacob protested. Farming was God’s work, he said, and he put considerable pressure on David to stay on the farm.5

Eventually, Jacob yielded. He agreed to finance David’s education at a small River Brethren school, then known rather grandly as Lane University, now defunct, in Lecompton, Kansas. It provided a mixture of classical and vocational training. In the fall of 1883, when he was twenty years old, David enrolled in Lane. There he studied mechanics, mathematics, Greek, rhetoric, and penmanship. He became proficient in basic mathematics, excellent in Greek (for the remainder of his life his nighttime reading was his Greek Bible), and got a start on engineering.6

•  •

At the beginning of the next school year, 1884, twenty-two-year-old Ida Stover enrolled at Lane. Her background was similar to David’s. She was a member of the River Brethren and her people had come to America from the Rhineland in 1730. They had settled on the Pennsylvania frontier, then moved south down the Shenandoah Valley to Mount Sidney, Virginia, where Ida had been born in 1862. Ida’s father, Simon P. Stover, was a farmer; her mother, Elizabeth Link Stover, died when Ida was very young. Although she had no personal memory of the ravages of the Civil War, Ida grew up listening to numerous stories about the horrors of war, which reinforced the pacifism that went with her religion. Her father died when she was twelve years old; for the next nine years she lived with her uncle, Billy Link. Highly intelligent and religious, she spent hours reading and memorizing the Bible. According to family tradition, she once won a prize in Mount Sidney for memorizing 1,325 Biblical verses. All her life she prided herself on never having to look up a reference in the Bible.7

When Ida was twenty-one years old, Link handed over to her a small inheritance from her father. She used some of the money to pay for a train trip to Kansas, where two of her older brothers had already joined a River Brethren colony. “Kansas was still wild and wooly when Mother went out there,” one of Ida’s sons later explained. “They didn’t care if a woman went to college or not.”8 So Ida used most of the remainder of her inheritance to pay her tuition at Lane. There she met David Eisenhower and fell in love. Youthful passion overrode youthful ambition. On September 23, 1885, in the chapel at Lane, they married. “Maybe the tragedy, as far as Mother’s part is concerned,” one of her sons later commented, “is that she met Dad before she finished school, got married and started raising a family.”9

They made a good-looking couple. David was tall, muscular, broad-shouldered. He had a thin, hard-set mouth, thick black hair, dark eyebrows, deep-set, penetrating eyes, and a large, rounded chin. His legs were long, his hands large and powerful. For all his size and strength, however, he was quiet, shy, and retiring. Ida was much more outgoing. She had a beautiful head of brown hair, full lips, a ready grin that spread across her whole face, a grin as big as the Kansas prairie and as bright as Kansas sunshine, a hearty laugh, and a gay disposition. Music and religion were her great outlets; shortly after her marriage she spent the last of her inheritance on an ebony piano, which she kept for the rest of her life. She loved playing the piano and singing hymns.10 Her most notable physical feature, after her grin, was the twinkle in her eyes, a twinkle that was nearly always there and signified a spontaneity and a liveliness that complemented David’s quietness and seriousness. All her sons inherited Ida’s twinkle and her ever-ready grin.

As a wedding present, Jacob gave David his standard gift, a 160-acre farm and $2,000 in cash. David mortgaged the farm to Chris Musser, who had married his sister Amanda. With the capital, David bought a general store in Hope, Kansas, a tiny village twenty-eight miles south of Abilene that the young couple believed had a future befitting its name. With no business experience himself, David took in a partner, Milton Good, who had been a salesman in a clothing store in Abilene and who thus knew something about the retail trade. The Eisenhowers and the Goods had adjoining apartments on the second floor above the store, where they frequently entertained and, in that strict River Brethren community, gained a reputation for living above their means. In November 1886, Ida gave birth to her first son, named Arthur.

Two years later, in 1888, financial disaster struck. David awoke one morning to discover Good gone, most of the inventory with him, and a stack of unpaid bills left behind. According to family tradition, Good had absconded, leaving the innocent David to face the creditors.11 For a number of years after Good left “for parts unknown,” Ida studied law textbooks, hoping someday to bring Good to court, but no suit was ever pressed, for the truth seems to be that the business just collapsed. Kansas was in the midst of the worst agricultural depression in its history. With wheat down to fifteen cents a bushel, the farmers could not pay their bills. David and Good had been carrying them on credit, in the time-honored manner of American general stores. Their failure was a consequence of economic conditions beyond their control.12

The failure was total. David turned everything over to a local lawyer, telling the attorney to collect all the outstanding bills owed, pay the debts, and give what money was left to him. The lawyer sold the store; the mortgage on the farm was foreclosed; David’s remaining assets, save only for Ida’s piano, were converted into cash that was used to pay off the creditors. The lawyer kept the small amount of money that remained as his fee.13 David never trusted a lawyer again and was most unhappy when his second son, Edgar, decided to enter the legal profession.

Ida too was furious. “Throughout the years that her sons continued to live under the same roof,” Dwight Eisenhower recalled years later, “this warm, pleasant, mild-mannered woman never ceased to warn them against thieves, embezzlers, chiselers, and all kinds of crooks.”14

At the time the business collapsed, Ida was pregnant again. She stayed with friends in Hope as her husband sought employment. He found it in Texas, at $10 a week, working for a railroad. Shortly after Edgar’s birth, in January 1889, Ida and her two sons joined David in Denison, Texas, where they lived in a small rented frame house, not much more than a shack, set beside the railroad tracks. There, on October 14, 1890, Ida gave birth to her third son, named David Dwight Eisenhower. Later, she reversed the names, partly because she did not like nicknames and thought that Dwight could never be shortened, partly because it was confusing to have two Davids in the family.

At the time of his birth, Dwight Eisenhower’s parents owned their clothes, a few household possessions, and one ebony piano, which Ida had been forced to leave behind in Hope. They had squandered a substantial inheritance. They had three sons and precious few prospects. But they had their health, strong family ties, and determination.

The family rallied around the young couple to give David and Ida a fresh start. Chris Musser had become the foreman at the Belle Springs Creamery, at the company’s new plant in Abilene. The River Brethren owned the plant. Musser offered David a job as a mechanic in the creamery, at $50 per month. David quickly accepted. In 1891, when Dwight was not yet one year old, the family returned to Abilene. When the Eisenhowers stepped onto the train platform in Abilene, David had in his pocket the sum total of his capital—$24.15

The Eisenhowers rented a frame house on South East Second Street. The house and the yard were small, much too small to contain the energies of growing boys. Ida complained that she spent too much of her time keeping her sons out of other people’s yards, which put a severe strain on both the boys and on Ida. Her problems multiplied as she continued to have children: Roy, born in 1892, Paul in 1894 (he died in infancy), and Earl in 1898. Five healthy boys in one tiny house made life difficult and, as they grew, nearly impossible. Again, the family came to the rescue. David’s brother Abraham owned a two-story white frame house at 201 South East Fourth Street, set on a three-acre plot. Abraham was moving west. His father, Jacob, had been living with him and needed someone to care for him; his older brother David needed a larger home. Abraham offered to rent the house, at a minimal price, with an option to buy, to David, if David would agree to keep Jacob on in his own room and take care of the old man. David and Ida readily agreed, and in 1898 they moved into the more spacious quarters.16

To seven-year-old Dwight, and his brothers and parents, the new house must have seemed palatial. It had a basement, two stories, and an attic. The front parlor provided room for Ida’s piano, which finally found a permanent home. There was a large barn behind the house, with a hayloft and stalls for animals. The Eisenhowers acquired a horse for plowing and drawing the buggy, two cows to provide milk, chickens, ducks, pigs, and rabbits to provide eggs and meat, and a smokehouse for curing the meat. The three acres provided land to grow forage for the stock, with enough left over for a large vegetable garden. There was an orchard of cherries, apples, and pears, and a grapevine. Each boy, including the youngest, Milton, born in 1899, had a small piece of garden for himself, where he could raise vegetables to sell door to door. Ida ran the farm and canned fruits, vegetables, and meat, so that except for such basics as salt and flour, no money had to be spent at the grocery store. David’s work at the creamery, from six in the morning to six at night, six days a week, provided a bit of cash, never more than $100 a month.

The Eisenhowers were respected around town, because they were self-sufficient, because David paid all his debts promptly (after his experience with the store in Hope, he had a lifelong dread of debt), because Ida was such a good mother, and because the boys were well brought up, hardworking, fun-loving, and honest. The family was in no way prominent. David held no elective office, provided no community leadership. His role in the local economy was a minor one. The name Eisenhower appeared in the local newspaper only when one of his sons graduated, or got married, or upon his own retirement. But the Eisenhowers were content. The parents were frugal out of necessity, but they were proud and ambitious, if not for themselves, then for their sons. “I have found out in later years we were very poor,” Dwight said on June 4, 1952, on the occasion of laying the cornerstone of the Eisenhower Museum in Abilene, across the street from his home, “but the glory of America is that we didn’t know it then. All that we knew was that our parents—of great courage—could say to us: Opportunity is all about you. Reach out and take it.”17

•  •

By most standards, after the disaster with the general store, David and Ida never reached out to take that opportunity themselves. Instead they invested the hopes they once had in their sons. They taught the simple virtues of honesty, self-reliance, integrity, fear of God, and ambition. They wanted their sons to succeed in a wider setting than Abilene, or even Kansas. They gave the boys the feeling, as one of them later put it, that “if you stay home you will always be looked upon as a boy.”18

Breaking with the past did not mean abandoning religion or the strong family ties of the Pennsylvania Dutch. The Eisenhower home life revolved around worship. Every day, morning and night, the family members got down on their knees to pray. David read from the Bible before meals, then asked a blessing. After dinner, he brought out the Bible again. When the boys grew old enough, they took turns reading. Ida organized meetings of the Bible Students of the Watchtower Society, which met on Sundays in her parlor. She played her piano and led the singing. Neither David nor Ida ever smoked or drank, or played cards, or swore, or gambled. But they did not impose their prejudices on their sons, all of whom indulged in all those activities. Dwight especially became proficient in his use of Anglo-Saxon curse words and passionate in his card playing and gambling. He was also a heavy smoker. David and Ida did not object.19

The boys got more from their parents than simple virtues and pieties. David was a classic German father, the unquestioned head of the household, tough, stern, with a quick and fearful temper. All the boys later recalled that they never heard their father and mother shout at each other, or even raise their voices, and that they never heard them disagree. Dwight said he never heard a dispute between them on a value judgment in family, social, or economic affairs.20 The reason was simple—Ida accepted all David’s decisions and did as he wished in everything. She boosted his ego and bowed to his whims. The household revolved around his needs. As soon as they were old enough, the boys took turns getting up at 5 A.M. to build a fire in the cookstove and prepare his breakfast. They carried his hot lunch to him at the creamery. When he got home in the evening, Ida had his supper ready. After the boys did the dishes, the family gathered around him for the Bible reading. “Finally there was bedtime,” Earl recalled, “when Dad got up and wound the clock on the wall. You could hear the ticking no matter where you were. When Dad started winding, you might as well get ready for bed, for that was the bedtime signal.”21

David was something of a stranger and a terror to his children. He was aloof, paying little attention to their youthful successes or disappointments, seldom discussing with them their activities, hopes or dreams. He was precise in everything he did; his desk was always clean; he would not tolerate messiness of any kind in the children’s rooms, much less anywhere else in the house. When the children skipped a chore, or did one poorly, or otherwise misbehaved, Ida would give them a spanking on the spot, unless the offense was of a more serious nature, in which case she would warn them, “I will report this to your father when he comes home tonight.” As a result, Edgar recalled, “Dad was held as a bugaboo . . . he went about whipping us in a very businesslike manner. He got himself a maple switch, and really tanned us. As we grew older and began to resist, Dad was more energetic in his application of the switch than he had been.”22

One of Dwight’s sharpest memories about his father concerned the day that David came home unexpectedly for lunch and discovered that Edgar had been skipping school to work at a part-time job. “I never . . . saw him so angry.” Dwight recorded. “His face was black as thunder. With no pause for argument, he reached for a piece of harness . . . at the same time grabbing Ed by the collar. He started in.” Dwight, twelve years old, began shouting at his father to stop. When that failed to deter David, Dwight cried as loudly as he could, hoping that Ida would come out to the barn. Finally, Dwight came up behind his father and tried to catch hold of his arms. David turned on him, furious, and exclaimed, “Oh, do you want some of the same? What’s the matter with you, anyway?”

“I don’t think anyone ought to be whipped like that,” Dwight sobbed, “not even a dog.” David dropped the leather strap, turned away, and stormed off.23

Fortunately for the boys, they saw relatively little of their father. “Mother was by far the greatest personal influence in our lives,” Dwight remembered.24 She supervised their chores, made their meals, selected and mended their clothes, soothed their hurts, praised their accomplishments, and lightened the atmosphere in that authoritarian home. Milton, the youngest, said that “Father and Mother complemented one another. Mother had the personality. She had the joy. She had a song in her heart. Dad had the authority.”25

David hardly ever smiled; Ida smiled as easily as she breathed. She was quick to laugh, quick to give sympathy. Like David, she demanded much of her sons; unlike him, she gave much. She was a born organizer. She assigned her boys to various rooms in such a way as to minimize nightly bedtime fights. She rotated the chores, so that each boy learned to cook, to clean both the house and the stable, to care for the chickens, to do the laundry, to plant, tend, and harvest the vegetable garden. She dealt with the innumerable crises of childhood calmly and efficiently. Edgar recalled, “We all learned a degree of the spirit of service . . . from Mother.”26

Both David and Ida were open-minded about their sons’ development. They imposed a rigid discipline, obviously, but as Earl recalled, “There was no pressure put on us by our parents to choose this career or that. Of course, there were a few hints. . . . I never heard Dad tell anybody that he had to be something.” All the boys agreed that this was because David had resented his own father’s attempts to force him to be a farmer.27

In a family of six boys, competition was the natural order of things. Who could do the best job at this or that task? Who could run the fastest? Jump the highest? Lift the heaviest weight? Read the Bible aloud most accurately? Daily, in countless ways, the boys tested themselves against one another. David and Ida encouraged this competition, encouraged them to be ambitious to do the best. Most of all, each of the boys wanted to be the toughest and they fought among themselves to find out who was the best scrapper.

One day when relatives were visiting, Dwight and Edgar began scuffling in the yard. The relatives called Ida’s attention to the fight. She smiled and did nothing. “But aren’t you going to stop it?” one of the visitors asked. “They have got to get it out of their system,” Ida replied. “You can’t keep healthy boys from scrapping. It isn’t good to interfere too much.” Another time Ida was baking in the kitchen. Dwight and Edgar began a fight on the kitchen floor. Soon the older and heavier Edgar was sitting astride the prostrate Dwight, giving him a pounding. “Give up?” Edgar shouted. “No!” Dwight gasped. Edgar grabbed Dwight’s hair and began to thump his head against the floor. Earl rushed in to help Dwight. Ida, without turning away from the stove, said sharply to Earl, “Let them alone.”28

David encouraged his sons to stand up for themselves, among one another and in their relations with boys outside the family. Dwight recalled that his father never wanted to see his sons beaten by their playmates in anything, least of all in a fight. One evening David returned from work to see Dwight being chased by a boy about his own size. “Why do you let that boy run you around like that?” he demanded. “Because if I fight him,” Dwight replied, “you’ll give me a whipping, whether I win or lose!” Instantly, David replied, “Chase that boy out of here.” Dwight did.29

•  •

It is easy, and tempting, to romanticize Eisenhower’s family background. Living in the Norman Rockwell setting of turn-of-the-century Abilene, David and Ida Eisenhower instilled in their sons the time-honored virtues. They could serve as a definition of what most Americans think good parents should be. And the success of each of their six sons in their six different careers seems to provide proof that they were as ideal as they appear to be at first glance.

Certainly their sons regarded them as ideal. After Dwight became famous, he and his brothers were frequently interviewed on the subject of their parents. Not one of the boys could think of a single significant criticism of David or Ida. Arthur did regret his father’s lack of a sense of humor, but all the others disagreed with him even on this point.30 They excused their father’s failure in Hope by blaming it on his partner; they ignored his flight to Texas, leaving a pregnant Ida behind him with a baby in her arms; and they never complained about his low income and status. They emphasized instead his steadiness, his hard work, and his strong conviction of right and wrong. As adults, they even managed to remember with a certain fondness the beatings that had so frightened them as children, and they insisted that the punishment was both deserved and beneficial. “I don’t believe any of the brothers can honestly say that they were punished when they didn’t deserve it,” Earl told one interviewer. “I certainly deserved whatever punishment I got.”31

Thus Dwight, after telling the story of the terrible beating David gave Edgar when Edgar skipped school, stressed that Edgar deserved it because of his truancy and that it did him good because it changed his attitude toward school. “Had it not been for the application of leather, prolonged and unforgettable, my brother might well have become an unhappy handyman in Kansas,” rather than a prominent lawyer, Dwight said. As Dwight saw it, “Undoubtedly fear that his boy would seriously damage all the years of life ahead provoked my father to a violent display of temper and temporary damage.”32

For all their praise of their parents, the Eisenhower boys did not think that David and Ida were in any way exceptional. “There are many David and Ida Eisenhowers in this great country of ours,” Edgar said, speaking for all the boys.33

Typical parents, in short, raising typical kids in a typical small town in the heart of America, with the success of the boys providing proof that there is a latent greatness within the average American family. So Dwight, in 1952, could tell his audience in Abilene that although the world was far more complex than in his youth, if every American would dwell more on individual initiative, fear of God, and self-reliance, many of the problems would solve themselves. “I think it is possible that a contemplation, a study, a belief of those simple virtues would help us mightily.”34 Most of his audience, and millions of Americans, heartily agreed.

•  •

But it is almost as easy to be critical of Eisenhower’s upbringing as it is to be romantic, to sneer rather than to praise. David and Ida’s outlook was narrow, their vision limited. They lived unquestioning lives, and they taught their sons to do the same. They emphasized accomplishment, rather than intellectual contemplation or a wondering about why things were the way they were and what could be done differently. The counterpoint to their openness about their sons’ career choices was a closed mind to anything out of the ordinary. Similarly, the counterpoint to David’s steadiness was his caution. The only debt he ever incurred in Abilene was the long-term mortgage on his house. He took no financial risks, made no investments. He was, as Edgar said, a plodder and “a plugger.”35

The Eisenhowers had no spark of originality or genuine creativity, nor did they encourage these qualities in the boys. The nightly Bible readings provide an example. They were, Milton said, “a good way to get us to read the Bible mechanically.” But, he admitted, “I am not sure it was a good way to help us understand it.”36 They never discussed what they had read, never asked “Why?,” never explored the deep subtlety or rich symbolism of the Bible. It was the word of God, sufficient unto itself. The duty of mortals was not to explore it, investigate it, question it, think about it, but rather to accept it.

Such a family could, and did, produce great men who could accomplish much, men who were remarkably effective doers with a strong sense of duty and responsibility toward themselves, their own families, the wider community, and their fellow man. It could not, and did not, produce any great artists, or poets, or musicians, or scholars, or—more to the point—any political thinkers. All the Eisenhower boys were highly efficient, and in the cases of Milton and most of all Dwight, remarkably successful managers. They accepted the world as they found it and worked with the tools at hand to make it run better, not differently—which was just the way David and Ida wanted it.

•  •

The Abilene Eisenhower grew up in had a lurid reputation. “Sweet Abilene, prettiest town I’ve ever seen,” the old-time cowboys called it. Only someone who had spent six months on the Chisholm Trail, driving cattle through Texas, Oklahoma, and southern Kansas to reach the western terminus of the Kansas-Pacific Railroad, could have thought of Abilene as “pretty.” It was hot, dry, dusty in the summer, cold, windswept, and forlorn in the winter. Its buildings were clapboard houses and cheap saloons; its people were a mixture of cattle buyers, prostitutes, railroad men, cardsharps, saloonkeepers, and cowboys. It has since become famous, in large part because “Wild Bill” Hickok spent a short period there as town marshal, but its moment of glory was brief. When the railroad pushed on west, the terminus of the Chisholm Trail went with it, and Abilene changed from a wide-open cow town into a settled community that served the surrounding farmers. When the cowboys left, the prostitutes and saloonkeepers went with them. By 1878, when Jacob Eisenhower arrived, there was nothing distinctive about Abilene.

By 1891, when Dwight Eisenhower was one year old, most people would have regarded Abilene as a dull, dispiriting place. It is doubtful that Dwight ever saw a trail herd in his youth, and certainly he never saw a shoot-out, but like every other youngster in town he grew up with stories—much embellished—about the old, wild days, and he spent countless hours playing “shoot ’em up” on the streets, in imitation of “Wild Bill.” His only lasting legacy from Abilene’s early days, however, was a lifelong love of cheap Western novels, which he read by the score.

The chief characteristic of Abilene in the 1890s was that it was typical of small-town Midwestern America, which meant, for young Dwight, that it reinforced everything he learned from his parents. There was, first of all, the emphasis on self-sufficiency. Contact with the outside world was minimal, primarily consisting of the daily arrival and departure of the train, which carried in manufactured products from the East and carried out wheat. There were few taxes to pay to, and almost no services provided by, government, save on the local level. The city paid for and ran the school system. Families took care of their own sick, insane, crippled, elderly, or just down-on-their-luck members. There was no police force because in a town small enough (less than four thousand population) for everyone to know, and trust, everyone else, there was no need for one.

There was a strong emphasis on hard work, on getting things done. Little or no time was wasted on reflection or introspection. Everyone in Abilene worked, most of them at hard physical labor. Unemployment was virtually unknown, even among children. The youngest worked around the house; eight-to-twelve-year-olds held odd jobs; teen-agers found regular employment.

Abilene was cautious and conservative in its social outlook, religion, politics, and composition. Everyone was Christian, of European descent, and nearly all voted Republican. There was a strong sense of community, a feeling that the world was divided into “us” (the residents of Abilene, Dickinson County, and to some extent the state of Kansas) and “them” (the rest of the world). Abilene was like a large extended family, giving to its residents a feeling of security. Threats to that security came not from within, but from without, primarily in the form of adverse weather or falling commodity prices.

Abilene’s conservatism and sense of security, that is to say, existed within the context of the tremendous risk-taking inherent in growing wheat for a living. Wheat farmers, and the small towns that serve them, are gamblers whose success depends on two factors entirely out of their control, weather and prices. Hailstorms, drought, and grasshoppers are only their most dramatic enemies—a year’s hard work can leave them flat broke if their luck goes bad, and all they can do is shrug, mumble “God’s will be done,” and start over. Even if they bring in a bumper crop, they can end up losing money because of a drop in prices. As soon as he was old enough to know a little about the broader scene beyond his immediate family circle, Dwight learned about the crucial importance of weather and of the world economic situation, even in isolated Abilene.

The conservatism was also tempered by an eager reception of the latest in modern technology. Residents regarded the town as quite up to date. During Dwight’s youth, “everyone was putting something in.”37 As Dwight grew, Abilene paved its streets, added board and later cement sidewalks, built a generator to provide electricity, added running water and a sewer system, acquired a telephone system, and welcomed the automobile. Cultural life, however, was limited to church “socials” and an occasional visit from the Chautauqua.

Extremes of wealth and poverty were unknown, but there were marked differences in income, social standing, and prestige. The railroad tracks divided the town. The merchants, lawyers, doctors, and bankers lived on the north side in newly built, large Victorian houses with grand porches, huge cottonwood trees, and sweeping lawns. The railroad workers, carpenters, bricklayers, and mechanics lived on the south side, like the Eisenhowers in small homes with few trees. The adults tended to regard such a division as entirely the normal order of things and hardly ever thought about or commented upon it, but the children, sensing the difference instinctively, tended to think of themselves as “North Siders” or “South Siders.” As a result, in school, there was a definite and lively rivalry between the two groups.

In general, however, few people thought in terms of class rank or standing. A man was judged by how hard he worked and whether he paid his bills on time, a woman by how well she ran her household. It was assumed that a man’s success depended solely upon his output and that the unsuccessful had no one to blame but themselves. “The isolation was political and economic,” Milton Eisenhower recalled, “as well as just a prevailing state of mind. Self-sufficiency was the watchword; personal initiative and responsibility were prized; radicalism was unheard of.”38

•  •

To a friendly observer, Abilene in the 1890s was peaceful, serene, progressive, prosperous, God-fearing, hardworking, and quite capable of taking care of itself through its own exertions, just as it had achieved its success on its own. To a critic, it was dull, backward, narrow, prejudiced, and hostile to culture, outsiders, and new ideas. Moreover, the critic would have pointed out that Abilene’s self-image was self-serving. The government that seemed so remote and unnecessary was in fact crucial to its very existence. Had not the U.S. Army driven out the Indians who possessed the country only a decade before Jacob Eisenhower arrived, there would have been no Abilene. Had not the federal government given generous land grants to the Kansas-Pacific Railroad, it would not have been built, and there would have been no Abilene. Had it not been for government tariff policies, designed to encourage agricultural exports, Abilene would have found it difficult to sell its only important product.

To children growing up there, Abilene was simply home. To the Eisenhower boys it seemed then, and always remained in their memories, an ideal place. However rigid and limited it was, it provided more than sufficient scope for a growing boy to discover himself and develop his physical capacity in an atmosphere of security, friendliness, and tolerance of boyish pranks.

In 1947, Dwight Eisenhower spoke from his heart about the town that he loved. He said that Abilene “provided both a healthy outdoor existence and a need to work. These same conditions were responsible for the existence of a society which, more nearly than any other I have encountered, eliminated prejudices based upon wealth, race or creed, and maintained a standard of values that placed a premium upon integrity, decency, and consideration for others. The democracy of our schools . . . helped likewise to emphasize the dignity of work and of accomplishment . . . Any youngster who has the opportunity to spend his early youth in an enlightened rural area has been favored by fortune.”39



CHAPTER TWO

[image: Image]

Abilene

1900–1911

IMAGINE HIM, on the Fourth of July, at the turn of the century, when he was nine and a half years old, standing on a street corner in Abilene, watching the high-school band march past. At first glance, an ordinary Kansas boy, barefoot, wearing hand-me-down clothes that were clean but frequently darned, mended, and patched. He was of normal size for his age, with a full head of light-brown hair and a suntan that highlighted his blue eyes. He had a large, broad mouth, a ready grin, and a friendly disposition. He knew every youngster in the band, indeed nearly everyone in town, and gave a big smile and a vigorous nod of his head to all those who caught his eye. They smiled and waved in return, for he was popular, as evidenced by his nickname, used by all the residents of Abilene save for his mother—“Little Ike.” The “Little” was used to distinguish him from his older brother Edgar, who was known as “Big Ike”; the “Ike” was a natural transformation of the first syllable of his last name.

A discerning observer might have noticed some slight differences between Little Ike and his companions. There was, first of all, the great energy. The band had caught his attention and brought a momentary pause in his incessant activity, but it was the first time that day he stood still. He was always on the go, investigating, exploring, playing, working, fighting. It was not his nature to daydream, to lie under the shade of a cottonwood and idly wonder about what his life might be like; rather it was his practice to go out and live it.

Even watching him, as he watched the band, one could see evidence of that energy. His eyes were seldom still. They moved rapidly, taking in everything. Two additional traits grew out of and complemented that energy, an intense curiosity and a remarkable ability to concentrate. He wanted to know all that he could about the world around him, and he would pursue his curiosity with a single-minded concentration until he found the answer. In later years, Edgar said of Little Ike, “If I were to say those flowers out there were Dutch iris, and he thought they were Japanese iris, he’d go out and examine them. If he couldn’t tell by that, he’d get out the books and look them up.”1

Much of his curiosity and concentration centered on his age-mates, as a natural outgrowth of his belligerence and competitiveness. He was a scrapper, getting into fights on an almost daily basis, usually against a boy slightly older and slightly bigger than himself. Most of all, he fought Big Ike. “The occasion for a fight could be the simplest kind of a little thing,” Edgar explained years later. “We might be walking with one another and he would try to trip me. Well, I would immediately slug him and then a fight was on. . . . He might take something away from me that I didn’t think he was entitled to; then another fight was on.” These fights were more wrestling contests than slugging matches, and usually ended with Big Ike on top. “There was no animosity in our fights,” Edgar recalled. “We fought for the sheer joy of slugging one another. We had to get rid of our energy, and I think that when a fight was over we probably thought more of one another than we did before it began.”2

Fights with other boys were a different matter—as Dwight later recalled, “in those cases you stood up and slugged until one gave way.” There were many such brawls, with the Eisenhower boys fighting side by side rather than against each other.3 There was a tradition in Abilene High School for the entering freshman class to have a contest between the champion fighter of the South Side and the champion of the North Side. The year he was a freshman, Big Ike won, giving the South Side boys bragging rights all year. When Little Ike’s turn came, in 1904, Wesley Merrifield represented the North Side. Wesley was bigger, stronger, faster. The fight lasted more than an hour. After Dwight became famous, nearly every resident of Abilene claimed to have been there for the “toughest kid fight” they had ever seen. Wesley and Little Ike both had bloody noses, cut lips, and battered ears. Their eyes were swollen nearly shut. Finally Wesley gasped, “Ike, I can’t lick you.” Ike gasped back, “And I can’t lick you.”

Little Ike went home and stumbled into bed. Ida tried to soothe his swollen face with warm towels. David suppressed a smile. Arthur summed it up: “That was Father in Dwight. Beaten to a pulp. But never licked. . . . He had Father’s stubbornness. He could take it . . . and never whimper.”4

Dwight also inherited David’s terrible temper. Anger would possess him, take complete control, make him oblivious to anything else. The adrenaline rushed through his body, raising the hair on the back of his neck, turning his face a bright beet-red. Only some act of unrestrained violence would release the tension. On Halloween night, 1900, his parents gave Arthur and Edgar permission to go “trick or treating.” Little Ike begged, pleaded, and argued to be allowed to go along, but his parents insisted that he was too young. Anger overwhelmed him. He rushed outside and began pounding the trunk of an apple tree with his bare fists. He sobbed and pounded until his fists were a raw bleeding mass of torn flesh. Finally his father grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him until he gained some control over himself.

Dwight went to his bed and cried into his pillow for an hour, out of resentment and rage. His mother came into the room and sat beside him. She took up his hands, putting salve on them and then bandages. After what seemed to him to be a long time, she said, “‘He that conquereth his own soul is greater than he who taketh a city.’” She went on to tell him how futile and self-destructive anger was, and how he, of all her boys, had much the worst temper and the farthest to go in conquering it. When he was seventy-six years old, Eisenhower wrote, “I have always looked back on that conversation as one of the most valuable moments of my life.”5

Getting control of his temper, however, did not come easily or quickly. Two years after the apple-tree incident, when Dwight was twelve and Arthur sixteen, Arthur incurred his little brother’s wrath over some trifling matter. Raging, but frustrated because Arthur was much too big for him to attack with his fists, Dwight looked around. Seeing a brick at his feet, he grabbed it and flung it with all his might at Arthur’s head. Arthur just did manage to duck out of the way—Dwight had fully intended to hit him.6

Another characteristic that Dwight had difficulty learning to control was his impetuousness. In 1898, heavy spring rains put the Smoky Hill River over its banks. Shortly before noon on the first day of the flood, Ida gave Big and Little Ike a hot lunch to carry to David at the creamery. They made a detour to go to the railroad embankment to look at the flood. On the bank they spotted an old leaky boat, without paddle or visible owner. Never hesitating, they found a board to use as a paddle and jumped in. As they paddled around the brown, swirling floodwaters, other boys joined them. After a couple of hours or so, there were too many boys and not enough boat. The boat sank. Dripping wet, covered with mud, the two Ikes and their companions climbed up onto dry land. Mr. Volkman, one of the Eisenhower neighbors, was standing on the bank. Ominously he said to the Eisenhower boys, “Your mother is looking for you. Do you know that it is now the middle of the afternoon, and you haven’t brought your father his lunch?”

The boys had lost the lunch when they lost the boat. Slowly, they dragged their way home. Ida met them at the front door. “Go to the back porch,” she said. “Take off your clothes.” As they did so, she went out in the yard and cut a maple switch. Then, as Edgar recalled, “She laid on us with all the vigor of a good pioneer arm. I’ll never forget that flood as long as I live!”7

•  •

Four activities that young Dwight concentrated on and became proficient in were exploration, hunting and fishing, cooking, and card playing. All four became passions that he enjoyed the rest of his life. Man and boy, nothing delighted him more than going into a new area, getting a feel for the lay of the land, shooting some quail or catching some trout, cooking them over an open fire, and ending the day with a marathon session of poker or bridge.

His instructor was an illiterate fifty-year-old man, Bob Davis, who made his living from the Smoky Hill River, shooting ducks, catching fish, and trapping muskrat and mink. Davis enjoyed Little Ike’s company and always welcomed him to his camp. He taught the boy how to paddle a flatboat, how to find north on a rainy day, how to read the folds in the surrounding countryside and figure out the drainage, how to hunt, fish, and trap, how to cook what they had shot or caught, and how to play poker. Davis played poker strictly by the percentages. His game was five-card draw, and he had no patience for those who chased inside straights. For the next thirty years, Eisenhower played poker on army bases around the world. He never played carelessly. He was such a regular winner that eventually, finding that he was creating resentment among his fellow officers, he quit altogether.8 Then he took up contract bridge. He became almost a fanatic, and certainly a successful, bridge player.

•  •

Dwight attended Lincoln elementary school, directly across the street from his home. The curriculum emphasized rote learning. “The darkness of the classrooms on a winter day and the monotonous hum of recitations,” Eisenhower wrote in his memoirs, “. . . are my sole surviving memories. I was either a lackluster student or involved in a lackluster program.” He came to life for the spelling bee and arithmetic. Spelling contests aroused in him his competitive drive and his hatred of careless mistakes—he became a self-confessed martinet on the subject of orthography. Arithmetic appealed to him because it was logical and straightforward—an answer was either right or it was wrong.9

The subject that really excited him, however, was one that he pursued on his own, military history. He became so engrossed in it, in fact, that he neglected his chores and his schoolwork. His concentrated persistence in following his curiosity, the time and energy he put into reading military history, alarmed his mother (her commitment to pacifism may also have been involved). She took his history books away from him and locked them in a closet. But he found the key to the closet, and “whenever Mother went to town to shop or was out working in her flower garden I would sneak out the books.”10 They were long, detailed accounts of Greek and Roman battles, and they fascinated him. Not that he made a decision there and then that someday he would walk in the footsteps of Alexander or Caesar. He was twenty years old before he gave the slightest serious, conscious thought to a military career. But he had a passion for battle histories. Who attacked? Where? When? On what flank? Who were the heroes that day, and what did they do? Neither the books nor his own curiosity led him to wonder much about why the battles were fought. He memorized dates, to the point that he became a pedant on the subject; “I have a sort of fixation,” he wrote in his memoirs, “that causes me to interrupt a conversation when the speaker is one year off . . . in dating an event like Arbela.”11

Later, in high school, he expanded his reading to include recent European and American military history, and eventually some political history. He did so well in his history classes that his teachers began giving him special assignments to keep him from being bored in class.12 Still his concentration was, in his words, on “the peaks and promontories—the dramatic features—of the historical terrain. . . . The reading of history was an end in itself, not a source of lessons to guide us in the present or to prepare me for the future.”13

His first hero was Hannibal. Then he became a student of the American Revolution, and George Washington excited his admiration. He became deeply involved, to such a degree that “I conceived almost a violent hatred of Conway and his cabal” for trying to remove Washington from his command.14 He talked history to his classmates so frequently that his senior yearbook predicted that he would become a professor of history at Yale (it also predicted that Edgar would become a two-term President of the United States).15

•  •

During Dwight’s freshman year, 1904, Abilene built a new high school on the north side of town. A solid two-story brick building, it seemed quite magnificent to the fourteen-year-old. The new building, and the commitment to education it represented, attracted new and better teachers. The faculty expanded. Most of the teachers were spinsters, whether young or old, dedicated to their pupils, determined to make certain that all their charges learned their basic studies—English, history, mathematics, Latin, and general science. If it was rote learning that encouraged the acceptance of the world as it was, it was superb training, providing those students who took advantage of it with a solid base for later accomplishment. In the year 1950, three pre-World War I graduates of Abilene High School were presidents of three famous eastern universities (Dwight Eisenhower at Columbia, Milton at Penn State, and Deane Malott at Cornell). The school was preponderantly female, with girls outnumbering boys by more than two to one. A majority of the boys dropped out to go to work long before graduation and in Dwight’s graduating class there were twenty-five girls and nine boys.16 Dwight’s brother Arthur left school two years before graduation to find work in a bank in Kansas City (he lived in a boardinghouse with Harry S. Truman), and Edgar also dropped out of school for two years, but finally returned and graduated with Dwight in 1909.

During Dwight’s high-school years his interests were, in order of importance, sports, work, studies, and girls. He was shy around the girls and in any case wanted to impress his male classmates as a regular fellow, just one of the gang. Paying too much attention to the girls was considered somewhat sissy. He was careless of his dress, his hair was usually uncombed, and he was a terrible dancer on the few occasions he tried the dance floor.17

Studies came easily to him and he made good to excellent grades without extending himself. He got all Bs in his freshman year, when the subjects were English, physical geography, algebra, and German. He did a bit better the next year, and as a junior and senior he was an A or A-plus student in English, history, and geometry. His sole B was in Latin.18

Throughout his high-school years, he worked, at odd jobs during the school year, more regular ones in the summer. Sometimes he worked at the creamery, sometimes at nearby farms. Joe Howe, who edited a weekly newspaper, and whose office served as a hangout for Dwight and his friends, said that Dwight “would take any job he could do and seldom complained about the work being too hard. He took [hard work] for granted.”19 He used the money he earned to buy clothes, shotgun shells, ice cream sodas, and, most of all, sports equipment.

Sports, especially football and baseball, were the center of his life. He put more time into the games than into anything else, save work, and expended far more energy on sports than he put into his studies. He was a good, but not outstanding, athlete. He was well coordinated, but slow of foot. He weighed only 150 pounds. His chief asset was his will to win. He loved the challenge of the games themselves, enjoyed the competition with older and bigger boys, bubbled over with pleasure at hitting a single to drive in the winning run or at throwing the other team’s star halfback for a loss.

The more he played, the more he appreciated the importance of teamwork. His concern was with winning the game. He was the rah-rah type, constantly shouting encouragement to his teammates. He was a self-confident and assured player who knew his own capabilities. Like all serious athletes, he was also highly self-critical, keenly aware of his own shortcomings, blaming himself when his team lost, praising the team as a whole when it won. The first extant piece of his correspondence exhibits his attitude. The postcard, dated May 27, 1908, was written to Orin Snider, an older boy who had gone on to Kansas State College in Manhattan. The subject was a baseball game Abilene High School had just played against the freshman team from the University of Kansas. The card read: “We will probably play the college again next Mon. They beat us in a five inning game the other day, 7–3. I made a rank error. Young Ike.”20

Editor Howe, who attended most of the games, recalled that Dwight “had self-assurance but never in all my contact with him did he ever show any conceit. He resented this in other boys more than anything else. In fact, he would dislike a boy for being conceited much more than for something he had done.”21

Dwight, besides being modest, insisted on fair play. In the time-honored tradition of sports in small-town America, most of the games were self-regulated. Even in high-school games against teams from nearby towns, there would be only one umpire or referee at most. There were numerous opportunities to play “dirty,” to clip an opponent, to trip him, or to throw a punch at his face during a pileup. Eisenhower would experience a surge of anger when he detected someone, even one of his own teammates, violating the rules. If it were an opponent who was cheating, he would block or tackle him just a bit harder; if one of his side was guilty, he would sharply reprimand the player.

One Saturday afternoon, the Abilene players discovered that the opposition had a Negro on the team. Each Abilene player refused to play across the line from the Negro, who was a center. Dwight stepped forward to say that he would play center that day, although his usual position was end and he had never played center. Both before and after the game, Dwight shook hands with the Negro. “Rest of the team was a bit ashamed [of themselves],” he reported years later.22

It was in sports that he first discovered his talents as a leader and an organizer. As a boy, he provided the energy and leadership that led to a Saturday-afternoon game of football or baseball. Later, he was one of the organizers of the Abilene High School Athletic Association, which operated independently of the school system. Dues were twenty-five cents per month and the AHSAA used the money to buy bats, balls, uniforms, and other equipment. Most of the equipment was homemade, with sweat pads taken from livery stables as shoulder pads and old stocking caps for headgear. Dwight wrote to schools in the area to make up a schedule, and solved the problem of transportation by hustling his team onto freight trains for a free ride from Abilene to the site of the contest. In his senior year, he was elected president of the AHSAA. In his year-end report for the yearbook, he wrote: “We improved the condition of the Association itself by drawing up the constitution, which makes the organization a permanent one, and each year it will be simply a question of electing new officers.” It was typical of Dwight that he wrote “we” rather than “I,” and that the constitution he wrote was good enough to still be in force forty years later.23

He was also the team’s chief booster. A second extant postcard, written on October 21, 1908, reads: “Dear Orin: We play at J.C. [Junction City] Sat. for sure and I want to see you, Bob and Vet there. I will run some bluff to get you in the game free. Ike.”24

Dwight also organized camping and hunting trips. He got the boys together, collected the money, hired the livery rig to take them to Lyons Creek, twenty miles south of Abilene, bought the food, and did the cooking. He also participated in winter wolf hunts, for which occasions a score or more adults and boys would turn out, some driving the wolves, coyotes, and jackrabbits in front of them, others shooting. Dwight was one of the shooters, partly because of his skill, partly because he had saved his money and was the proud owner of a Winchester Model 1897 pump-action 16-gauge shotgun.25

•  •

The central importance of sports, hunting, and fishing to young Eisenhower cannot be overemphasized. He literally could not imagine life without them, as shown by the most dramatic incident of his childhood.

During his freshman year, he fell and scraped his knee. This was a common enough experience, and his only thought was for his ruined brand-new pants, which he had bought with his own earnings. Since there was no bleeding, he went to school the next day. Infection set in, however, and that evening he fell into a delirium on the sofa in the front room. His parents called in Dr. Conklin, but despite his treatment, the infection began spreading. For the next two weeks, Dwight slipped into and out of a coma. Conklin called two or three times a day; Ida stayed at his bedside; they painted a belt of carbolic acid around his leg; still the poison spread and crept up his leg toward his abdomen. Conklin called in a specialist from Topeka. The two doctors agreed that only amputation would save his life.

During one of his conscious moments, Dwight heard his parents discussing amputation. They distrusted surgery, but the doctors insisted on it. Fourteen-year-old Dwight listened, then said, quietly but firmly, “You are never going to cut that leg off.” When his parents told Conklin of his decision, the doctor warned, “If the poisoning ever hits his stomach he will die.”

By this time the infection had reached his groin and his periods of consciousness were few and short. He called in Edgar and said, “Look, Ed, they are talking about taking my leg off. I want you to see that they do not do it, because I would rather die than to lose my leg.” Edgar understood. He made the promise, and from then on stayed at his brother’s bedside to make certain that no amputation took place. Conklin grew angry, began mumbling about “murder,” but he could not persuade Edgar, or David and Ida, to allow him to amputate. Edgar even slept at night on the floor across the threshold of the door, so that Conklin could not get into the room while Edgar was sleeping.26

At the end of the second week, the poison began to recede, the fever left Dwight’s body, consciousness returned. After a two-month convalescence, which caused him to have to repeat his freshman year, Dwight recovered completely. It was miraculous enough, but became much embellished decades later. Sunday-school tracts and inspirational literature described the whole family as down on its knees, night and day, praying for his recovery. The Eisenhower boys hated such talk, with its implication that their parents believed in faith healing. They insisted that they prayed no more, and no less, than at other times. “We always prayed,” Edgar recalled. “It was just as natural for us to pray, to call upon God for help as it was for us to get up and eat breakfast.”27 And Dwight dismissed the night-and-day-praying stories as “ridiculous.”28

•  •

In May 1909, Dwight and Edgar graduated. Edgar wanted to go to the University of Michigan to study law. His father, still not convinced that a lawyer could be an honest man, told him that if he went to the University of Kansas to study medicine, “I’ll help you through, but, if you go to Michigan and take up law, you go on your own.” Edgar decided to go to Michigan anyway. His uncle, Chris Musser, now came to Edgar’s aid, guaranteeing a $200 loan for him. That was a start. “And then Dwight and I got our heads together,” Edgar related, “and we agreed that I would go to college for the first year and he would work and send me his money, and then I would stay out and work and he would go to college and I would give him my money.”29

Through the summer of 1909, both boys worked and saved their money, Edgar in the creamery, Dwight loading galvanized sheet metal. In September, Edgar went off to Ann Arbor. Dwight took his place at the creamery, first as the iceman, then feeding the furnace. Eventually he became night manager, working from 6 P.M to 6 A.M., seven days a week, for which he made $90 per month, almost as much as his father was earning.30 The work was not demanding, especially after having tossed around huge cakes of ice or shoveled coal into a furnace, and his friends would often drop in for a game of poker.

Most of the money he earned or won at cards went to Edgar; Dwight kept only enough for shotgun shells or other sports equipment or some item of clothing. Although his working hours severely limited his social life, he was becoming more clothes- and appearance-conscious as he grew out of his boyish shyness around girls. He began a half-serious romance with red-haired Ruby Norman. But his main physical recreation, aside from the inevitable baseball and football games, was hunting.

During the winter, or whenever the weather was bad, he spent his afternoons in Joe Howe’s office, reading newspapers. Howe had the dailies from New York, Chicago, St. Louis, and Kansas City. Dwight began to read them regularly, explaining to Howe, “I like to read about what is going on outside of Kansas.” As his horizons broadened, so did his interests. He began borrowing books from Howe’s library, books on subjects other than military history, the Wild West, or sports. He began to debate current issues with Howe and with some of the other youngsters who gathered in the office. He had an ability to absorb facts and he had a logical mind; during the debates, he would listen awhile, then jump in with an obscure fact that contradicted his opponent, or ask a series of rapid-fire controversial questions that would lead his opponent to contradict himself. But if, Howe noted, “he was being cornered he would come forth with some witticism and put on his best smile. . . . I think his grin saved Ike a lot of trouble.”31

By this time, too, he had lost much of his chip-on-the-shoulder belligerence. “I never knew of his going out to hunt up the town bully just to lick him,” Howe remembered. “He was not revengeful. He never went out looking for trouble, but at the same time, if he became unexpectedly involved, he never ran away from it.”32 He was a serious young man, working hard, saving money, his goals set.

For some unexplained reason, however, his deal with Edgar was pushed back a year. Edgar spent the summer of 1910 in Ann Arbor, and remained there in the fall, while Dwight continued to work. Dwight never complained about it, except during his retirement, when he would grin and say that Edgar still owed him a year’s hard labor.33

•  •

During the summer of 1910, Dwight got to know Everett “Swede” Hazlett, son of one of the town’s physicians. He had known Swede only casually before, because Swede had gone to a military school in Wisconsin. Swede had obtained an appointment to the Naval Academy at Annapolis, but in June 1910 had failed the mathematics section of the entrance examination. He had come home to study for a year, in order to repeat the examination the following June. He struck up a friendship with Dwight that became intimate and lasted for the remainder of their lives.

Swede was the first friend young Eisenhower had who did not share his passion for sports. Indeed, Swede actively disliked fighting and other contact sports so much that other boys bullied him and Dwight had to tell the tormentors to leave him alone.34 But Swede was intelligent, ambitious, witty, and thoughtful. He had been places and seen things, and he was a great talker. He was drawn to Dwight. “I liked him most for his sterling qualities,” he later explained. “He was calm, frank, laconic and sensible, and not in the least affected by being the school hero.” Swede began dropping in at the creamery at night. The two young men would fry eggs on a brightly polished shovel in the boiler room, then top off the meal with ice cream from the company’s freezer. While they ate, they talked. Dwight listened, entranced, to Swede’s stories about Wisconsin, about the Eastern Seaboard, and most of all about Annapolis.35

Dwight’s intentions at this time were to save money, hold Edgar to his bargain, and go to the University of Michigan in the fall of 1911. Unlike Edgar, he did not have law or any other specific profession in mind, but he did know that he wanted a college education and, more specifically, an opportunity to play college football and baseball. Michigan had one of the best football teams in the country. Swede pointed out to him that the Naval Academy played football too, that it had at least as much prestige as Michigan, that it guaranteed an interesting and useful career to its graduates, and best of all that it was free. He wanted Dwight to seek an appointment and become his classmate. Dwight agreed to try. Swede had obtained his Annapolis appointment from a local congressman who was a friend of his father. Dwight approached the same congressman, only to learn that he had already filled all his vacancies. The congressman advised Dwight to turn to Senator Joseph Bristow, who came from nearby Salina. Dwight was not optimistic—he felt he did not have a chance if appointments depended on political influence because his family had none. Swede convinced him it would not hurt to try.36

Dwight went after it with characteristic directness. He approached the leading citizens of Abilene, the bankers, newspaper editors, merchants, and the postmaster, asking them to write letters of recommendation to Bristow. All agreed. On August 20, 1910, Dwight wrote his own letter to Bristow: “I would very much like to enter either the school at Annapolis, or the one at West Point.” He had decided to put in the Military Academy in the event that Bristow had already made his appointment to Annapolis. “In order to do this, I must have an appointment to one of these places and so I am writing you in order to secure the same.

“I have graduated from high school and will be nineteen years of age this fall.

“If you find it possible to appoint me to one of these schools, your kindness will certainly be appreciated by me.

“Trusting to hear from you, concerning this matter, at your earliest convenience, I am respectfully yours,

Dwight Eisenhower.”37

His letter, and all his supporting letters, went unanswered. Like most other U.S. senators, Bristow had many more applicants than he had places to fill. Appointing one boy to a position that ten wanted would make him one friend and nine enemies. Bristow solved this problem by using the same method most of his colleagues used, an open, competitive examination.

In September 1910, Dwight read in the local paper an announcement from Bristow’s office: on October 4 and 5, in the office of the state superintendent of public instruction in Topeka, there would be a competitive examination for applicants for the service academies. Dwight wrote Bristow a second letter: “Some time ago, I wrote you applying for an appointment to West Point or Annapolis. As yet, I have heard nothing definite from you about the matter but I noticed in the daily papers that you would soon give a competitive examination for these appointments.

“Now, if you find it impossible to give me an appointment outright to one of those places, would I have the right to enter this competitive examination?”38

This time, Bristow responded immediately—of course Dwight had the right. Dwight began a cram course. Swede was his tutor. “Ike’s God-given brain had sped him along,” Hazlett later said, “until he was ‘way ahead of his . . . teacher.”39

Eight candidates gathered in Topeka in early October for the two-day examination. Dwight was outstanding in grammar (99), algebra (94), and arithmetic (96), did well in geography and spelling (90 in each), but somewhat to his surprise not so well in geometry (77), U.S. history (73), and general history (79). He had thought that history would be his strongest subject, but the questions were more about politics and economics than about generals and battles. His overall score was 87 1/2, good enough for second place among the eight contestants. The first-place finisher had indicated that he would accept an appointment only to Annapolis, while Dwight had checked “either” of the academies on the forms.40

Early in November, Bristow informed Dwight that he had appointed him to West Point. The entrance examination would be held in St. Louis in January 1911. Swede was disappointed. “This was a cruel blow,” Hazlett said years later, “and Ike didn’t like it any better than I did. All his hopes had been aimed at Annapolis and he felt that, through me, he knew a good deal about it.” Swede urged Dwight to write to Bristow, to ask the senator if he could not reconsider and send him to Annapolis instead. But Dwight had reread the entrance requirements for the Naval Academy and learned that at twenty years of age he was too old to enter. Swede said he could take a year off his age and no one could prove different. Dwight shook his head and mumbled that he could not “look a gift horse in the mouth.” He would accept the West Point appointment.41

Despite Hazlett’s opinion, Dwight was delighted. So were his brothers. His father, typically, showed no emotion whatsoever. His mother, in Dwight’s words “the most honest and sincere pacifist I ever knew,” was unhappy at the thought of her boy being a soldier, but she made no attempt to stop him.42 Decades later, people were fascinated by the idea that the world’s most famous soldier came from a pacifist family. In July 1954, President Eisenhower was asked about it in a press conference. He responded that it would be “enough to say about his father’s religion that he was Pennsylvania Dutch and he had all the temper of a Pennsylvania Dutchman, and there was nothing pacifist about him.” And although his mother was a “passionate pacifist,” stories that she objected strenuously to his going to West Point were all wrong. “She never said one single word to me.”43

In the fall of 1910, Swede continued to cram for his second try at Annapolis, while Dwight prepared for the West Point entrance examination. Joe Howe recalled that “he came into the office one evening . . . and wanted to know if he could borrow my Century Book of Facts. He said he guessed he would have to do some real studying now.”44 He also returned to Abilene High School for review courses in chemistry, mathematics, and physics, and not incidentally to play another year of football (eligibility limitations were unknown at that time). He did well at both endeavors, becoming the star of the Abilene team and a better student. The train trip to St. Louis in January for the examination took him the farthest he had ever been away from Abilene. The examination itself was similar to the one he had taken for Senator Bristow, and he passed it easily. In June 1911, he was off for West Point.

•  •

The goodbyes were calm and dignified. David said his farewell before leaving for work at 6 A.M. Arthur was in Kansas City, Edgar in Ann Arbor. Dwight shook hands with Roy, Earl, and Milton. He left his shotgun and his dog, Flip, in their keeping, sternly telling them to take good care of both. His mother went to the front porch with him, gave him a hug, then waved as he walked toward the train station, suitcase in hand. After he was gone, she went back to her room. Milton later told Dwight that for the first time in his life he heard their mother cry.45

Standing outside the station, waiting for the train, he made a striking picture. He had filled out in the past two years, putting on twenty pounds, none of which was fat. At nearly six feet tall, and weighing 170 pounds, with strong, broad shoulders and rock-hard muscles, he was the embodiment of an athlete. He was rawboned, with big hands. He walked on the balls of his feet and carried himself gracefully, as good athletes do.

Most people thought him extremely good-looking. He had light-brown hair, large eyes, and an oversize nose and mouth that fit nicely with his large head. His face was full, round, and symmetrical. His blue eyes sparkled, danced, and looked intently at whatever he saw. His lips were heavy and thick; young women found them sensuous.46 The lips were seldom at rest, because he grinned as easily as he breathed, a big, lopsided grin that most people found irresistible. He laughed easily too, and loudly, with great gusto, usually slapping his knee in exclamation at the same time. He had a marvelously expressive face that still turned beet-red when he was angry, scowled furiously when he was disapproving, lit up when he was pleased.

He was the most popular young man in town, but carefully avoided anything that might indicate a swelled head. Young women found him charming because of his polite manner, honesty, and mature bearing. Young men liked him because he was such a good organizer, because of his enthusiasm for games and fun, and because he was a straight shooter, a fearsome competitor who nevertheless always played clean. Most of his contemporaries admired him for his earnestness, toward work and sports and, increasingly of late, toward knowledge. They also admired his ambition, his determination to get out of Abilene and make something of himself.47

For a twenty-year-old, he had remarkable self-confidence. It showed in his movements and gestures, in his talk, and in his actions. He knew he could provide for himself, that he was good at poker, hunting, fishing, and competitive sports; he knew that he was a good student. He realized that the school he was about to enter was one of the most difficult engineering schools in the country, with a heavy emphasis on mathematics and the physical sciences, but he was confident he could handle it.

He had an active curious mind. He wanted to know about history, about sports, about mathematics, about opportunities, about how things worked and what people had done. His curiosity, however, was neither creative nor original. He had no interest in music, or painting, or any of the fine arts, or literature, or political theory. He directed his great energy and powers of concentration on making things work better, not differently. Internally his goal was self-improvement, whether in sports or studies, not self-change.

Most of all he knew himself and his capabilities, and as he swung himself up on the train and headed east, away from Abilene, his family, and his friends, he broke into one of his biggest grins. He had no doubts about himself. There was not, for him, the self-searching or identity crisis so often associated with young men. Dwight Eisenhower knew who he was and where he was going.



CHAPTER THREE

[image: Image]

West Point

1911–1915

IT WAS a full half continent from Abilene to West Point, a three-day train ride. Dwight stopped off at Ann Arbor, where he visited with Edgar, who was taking his final exams. One evening the brothers rented a canoe and paddled down the Huron River with two college girls, passing canoeloads of other students as they went. This was, Dwight recalled, “the most romantic evening I had ever known,” and as he resumed his journey, he had the dismaying feeling that he had made a mistake in not joining Edgar at Michigan. “It looked to me as if he were leading the right life.”1

That feeling must have been strengthened when he arrived on the banks of the Hudson. Most entering cadets were, like Eisenhower, the best athletes or the best students, or both, in their home towns, and they tended to think a great deal of themselves. West Point undertook to shrink their swelled heads. The process began with their arrival at the Point, where they were deliberately given a rude, hard shock.

“Get your shoulders back! Suck in that stomach! More yet! More yet! Hold your head up! Drag in your chin! Hurry up! Hurry up!” They were double-timed from building to building as they turned in their money, collected their bedding, received their uniforms, and moved into their rooms on the fourth floor of Beast Barracks. They discovered they had even left their names behind when they said farewell to civilian life; now they were “Mr. Dumbjohn” or “Mr. Ducrot” or “Mr. Dumgard.” They learned that they could not respond quickly enough to any command, that for all their athletic skills they were incredibly clumsy, totally unable to keep step while marching. They learned that they were not cadets, but plebes, not exalted, but degraded, not intelligent, but stupid.

When Eisenhower arrived at West Point, in 1911, hazing was more widely practiced than at any other time in the Academy’s history. The techniques, most of which Eisenhower endured on his first day, included bracing (standing at exaggerated attention), picking up all the ants in a hill, one by one, reciting nonsensical stories and poems, holding Indian clubs at arm’s length for long periods, “Swimming to Newburgh” (balancing on the stomach on a pole and pretending to swim), and sitting at meals with the feet raised to the bottom of the table. For general nuisance value Yearlings made idle plebes do push-ups and other exercises.2

Some boys could not take it. Eisenhower’s first roommate, a seventeen-year-old from Kansas, had been escorted to the train by a band when he left home. The contrast of Beast Barracks was too much for him. The first night, and every night thereafter, he wept. When Eisenhower pointed out the obvious, that hundreds of others had gone through the same trials successfully, and that he could do the same, his roommate would sob, “It’s easy for you . . .” He shortly left the Academy.3

Eisenhower accepted the hazing. He never lost his temper with a red-faced Yearling barking commands; whenever he was tempted to do so, he reminded himself, “Where else can you get a free college education?” Nearly twenty-one years old, he was one or two years older than many of his tormentors, tough enough to do the physical exercises with ease, detached enough to regard hazing and the Yearlings as a bit absurd.4

What impressed him was the other side of West Point, the ceremony, the tradition, the idea of joining the Long Gray Line, the sense of duty and service. He felt it at the end of that first day, June 14, 1911, when—together with 264 other appointees—he stood in a line on the parade ground to watch the Corps of Cadets march past. In full-dress uniform, moving as an organic unit in perfect rhythm, the cadets marched by as the band played. It was, and always is, a stirring sight. When he took the oath of allegiance and became a part of the U.S. Army, Eisenhower felt that the words “United States of America” had taken on a new meaning, that from then on he would be serving his country, not himself. It was a precious moment for him, one he always cherished.5

•  •

West Point regarded its own past with veneration and concentrated on instilling that concept in the plebes, filling them with the feeling that the past was a living thing, all around them. Here was Grant’s room, there Lee’s, there Sherman’s. Over there Winfield Scott lived. Here Custer learned to ride. Eisenhower, with his sense of military history, responded enthusiastically. In his free time, of which there was precious little, he liked to wander about the Plain, climb the cliffs, look down on the Hudson, reflect on the Point’s crucial role in the American Revolution, wonder at what might have happened had Benedict Arnold’s attempt to betray the post to the British been successful. Years later he told his son he never tired of such speculation.6

Hazing, the uglier side of West Point, had little appeal to him, obviously not as a recipient, but not as a Yearling either. Only once, at the beginning of his own third-class year, did he yield to the temptation to haze. A plebe, dashing down the street to carry out an order, ran into him and tumbled to the ground. Reacting with a “bellow of astonishment and mock indignation,” Eisenhower scornfully demanded, “Mr. Dumgard, what is your P.C.S. [Previous Condition of Servitude]?” adding sarcastically, “You look like a barber.” The plebe pulled himself together and replied softly, “I was a barber, sir.” Eisenhower turned red with embarrassment. Without a word, he returned to his room, where he told his roommate, P. A. Hodgson, “I’m never going to crawl [haze] another plebe as long as I live. As a matter of fact, they’ll have to run over and knock me out of the company street before I’ll make any attempt again. I’ve just done something that was stupid and unforgivable. I managed to make a man ashamed of the work he did to earn a living.”7 Eisenhower’s reaction to the incident typified his four years at the Academy. He took from West Point what was positive and rejected that which was negative.

The Academy made his life as Spartan as possible. Cold rooms in winter, hot ones in summer, plain, unappetizing food, and constant drill in the summer, recitations the remainder of the year, were only the beginning of the discomforts. West Point’s first goal was character building, and to that end it pushed, pulled, shaped, and hammered its cadets into the accepted mold of a Christian gentleman and officer. Regulations covered every conceivable act. From the moment Eisenhower woke in the morning to the moment he finally closed his eyes, his life was prescribed. At a time when civilian colleges were shedding themselves of their nineteenth-century regulations, West Point held firm to its traditions. While the country as a whole was undergoing rapid and drastic changes in politics, economics, fashions, and technology, West Point deliberately cultivated a sense of timelessness. Superintendent Hugh Scott explained, “West Point is not a subject for reform. . . . It goes forward on its majestic course . . . moving serenely . . . without need of radical alteration.” And Henry H. Arnold, who graduated shortly before Eisenhower entered, remembered of his cadet days, “We lived . . . in conformance with a code, and with daily routines which had not changed . . . since Grant was a cadet.”8

West Point was even more cut off and isolated from the rest of the world than Abilene had been. Like Abilene, its self-satisfaction was complete; like Abilene, it had a revealed truth and felt no need to examine it. And that truth reinforced much of what Eisenhower had absorbed in his upbringing. At Michigan, Edgar was in the middle of intellectual ferment—everything was questioned, nothing was accepted. At West Point, Dwight was ordered to accept what he was taught and memorize it.

Eisenhower’s studies were overwhelmingly narrow and technical, with the emphasis on civil and military engineering. His teachers were, to a man, recent graduates of the USMA. The method of teaching had not changed since the War of 1812. Every day, in every class, every cadet was expected to recite, to give an approved answer to a standard question and to receive a carefully recorded grade on each response.

Often the instructors knew little more than their students. In integral calculus one day, the teacher ordered Eisenhower to do a long, complicated problem on the blackboard. The instructor had previously explained the problem and supplied the answer, but since it had been obvious to Eisenhower that the instructor was doing it entirely by rote he had paid no attention. Thus, when called upon, he had “not the foggiest notion of how to begin.” After struggling for almost a full hour, he finally tried a solution that, to his amazement, worked. He was asked to explain his solution; it was shorter and simpler than the rote answer. But the instructor interrupted him to charge that he had merely memorized the answer and then put down a lot of figures and steps that had no meaning.

Eisenhower could not abide being called a cheat. He began to protest so vehemently that he was soon in imminent danger of being expelled on a charge of insubordination. Just then, a senior officer from the Mathematics Department walked in. He inquired about the trouble, had Eisenhower go through the solution again, then pronounced it superior to the one being used in the department and ordered it incorporated into the Mathematics Department’s teaching.9

Eisenhower was saved, but just barely, for a flexible and sympathetic response from the authorities was unusual at West Point. In most cases, there was no room for discussion or exploration of new answers to old problems. English was composition, never literature; history was fact, never inquiry. It was all rote learning, and Eisenhower was good enough at it that he could stay comfortably in the top half of his class without undue exertion. He was especially good in English; while others struggled for days over a theme, he could produce a high-scoring essay a half hour before class. The chief requirement of a good essay at West Point was a logical presentation of fact. At the end of his plebe year, when his class had shrunk from 265 to 212, he stood tenth in English.10

•  •

In other subjects, Eisenhower was content to stay in the middle. He preferred enjoying his classmates to competing with them. These classmates were, generally, like him—white (between the Civil War and World War I, West Point admitted only thirteen black cadets, of whom three graduated), Protestant (almost no Jews, and few Catholics), rural or small town in origin, middle class, intelligent, and athletic. Eisenhower’s own class later became the most famous in West Point’s history, “the class the stars fell on.” In 1915, 164 of them graduated. Of the 164, 59 rose to the rank of brigadier general or higher, three to the rank of full general, and two to the rank of general of the army. Members included Vernon Prichard, George Stratemeyer, Charles Ryder, Stafford Irwin, Joseph McNarney, James Van Fleet, Hubert Harmon, and Omar Bradley.11 Eisenhower knew and liked them all, especially Bradley, who became a close friend, and of whom he wrote, in the 1915 yearbook, the Howitzer, “Brad’s most important characteristic is ‘getting there,’ and if he keeps up the clip he’s started some of us will someday be bragging that, ‘Sure, General Bradley was a classmate of mine.’”12

The West Point system is designed to find and break the nonconformist, and is usually successful—Edgar Allan Poe, a cadet in 1830, hated the “God-forsaken place” and, after less than a year, simply walked away.13 Others, less extreme than Poe, enjoyed testing or bending the regulations, finding out what they could get away with, more or less cheerfully paying the price when they got caught. Eisenhower was one of these. His cadet pranks, which he told with great relish in his old age, as if they were originals, were in fact part of a traditional pattern followed by generations of cadets who managed to adjust to West Point without losing their individuality.

Cigarette smoking was strictly forbidden. “So,” Eisenhower recorded laconically, “I started smoking cigarettes.” He smoked roll-your-own Bull Durhams. His roommate did not approve; other plebes were worried; Eisenhower smoked anyway. When caught by an officer, he walked punishment tours or served room confinement for a number of hours. He continued to smoke.14

This was only one of his small acts of rebellion. He could not or would not keep his room as neat as the regulations required, was frequently late for formation or guard mounting, often failed in his attempts to dress according to the regulations. For all these, and other, sins, he paid a price in demerits, which counted against him in his final class standing. Of the 164 men in his class who graduated, he stood 125th in discipline. It hardly bothered him; he later admitted that he “looked with distaste on classmates whose days and nights were haunted by fear of demerits and low grades.”15 During World War II, he expressed astonishment at the news that one of his classmates had made general officer rank; “Christ,” he said, “he’s always been afraid to break a regulation.”16

His own favorite story about a cadet prank centered on the sometimes absurd literalness of the regulations and orders. Eisenhower and another plebe, named Atkins, were guilty of an infraction. The cadet corporal who caught them, named Adler, ordered them to report to his room after tattoo in “full-dress coats,” meaning a complete dress uniform. The two plebes decided to do exactly as ordered, and that night reported to Adler wearing their coats and not another stitch of clothing. It was one of West Point’s oldest stunts—Edgar Allan Poe had pulled it—but Eisenhower and Atkins nevertheless got the reaction they wanted. Adler roared in anger. He ordered them to return after taps “in complete uniform including rifles and crossbelts and if you miss a single item I’ll have you down here every night for a week.” They did as ordered and suffered through a long session of bracing and lecturing, but the laughs they and their fellow plebes got from Adler’s discomfort made it worthwhile.17

•  •

Eisenhower’s major escape from the grind was not in petty pranks, but in athletics. Sports remained the center of his life. He said later that he had “a lack of motivation in almost everything other than athletics, except for the simple and stark resolve to get a college education.”18 In his plebe year, he played football for the Cullum Hall team, or junior varsity. Over the winter, he ran on the indoor track, practicing fast starts and improving his speed, and worked at gymnastics to strengthen his leg and arm muscles. To build up his weight, he ate until he thought he would burst. In the spring, he played baseball—Omar Bradley was a teammate. By the fall of 1912, he was faster, stronger, and bigger—at 174 pounds—than he had ever been. He was determined to make the varsity. In the first practice game, he did well. After the scrimmage, Coach Ernest Graves told him to get a new, better-fitting uniform, a not-too-subtle way of saying that he was varsity material and, for Eisenhower, a dream come true. He was, in his words, “as high as a kite.”19

With his improved speed, Eisenhower shifted from the line to the backfield. He got his chance when Army’s star ballcarrier, first-classman Geoffrey Keyes, was injured before the first game. Eisenhower led Army to a victory in that game, against Stevens Institute, and was again the star the next week in a win over Rutgers. The New York Times described him as “one of the most promising backs in Eastern football” and carried a two-column photograph of him punting a football. Swede Hazlett, then in his second year at the Naval Academy, clipped it out and tacked it on his wall. He recalled “the consternation at Annapolis when the sports pages brought news of a great new Army halfback who could do everything and was running wild against all opponents.”20 In a victory over Colgate, the West Point yearbook reported that “Eisenhower in the fourth quarter could not be stopped.”21

On November 9, 1912, Army played the Carlisle Indian School, whose star was Jim Thorpe, winner of both the decathlon and the pentathlon at the 1912 Olympic Games. Despite an intense Army buildup to “get Thorpe,” Thorpe went wild. He ran for two touchdowns, one for ninety-five yards, passed for another, kicked three field goals and three extra points. Late in the game, Eisenhower arranged with a teammate to “high-low” Thorpe—Eisenhower would hit him high on one side while the other halfback would hit him around the ankles. The technique worked, and the Army backs congratulated themselves on their success. They were sure that their crushing tackle had laid up Thorpe for the remainder of the afternoon. “But,” as Eisenhower later told his wide-eyed younger brothers, relating the story with great gusto and grinning broadly, “do you know what that Indian did? He picked himself up, went back to the huddle, took the ball on the next play, and ran for another first down!” Eisenhower, not Thorpe, limped from the field. The final score was Carlisle 27, Army 6.22

The following week against Tufts, Eisenhower twisted his knee. There was some swelling and he spent a few days in the hospital, hoping that he would recuperate soon enough to play in the final game of the season against Navy. But that week, while participating in the “monkey drill” in the riding hall—leaping off and back onto a galloping horse—his knee crumbled when he hit the ground. The cartilages and tendons were badly torn. The doctors put his leg in a plaster cast; the pain was so intense that for days he could hardly sleep.23 His spirits sank even lower when Navy won the game. “Seems like I’m never cheerful any more,” he wrote to Ruby Norman. “The fellows that used to call me ‘Sunny Jim’ call me ‘Gloomy Face’ now. The chief cause is this game pin of mine—I sure hate to be so helpless and worthless. Anyway I’m getting to be such a confirmed grouch you’d hardly know me.”24

He hit bottom when the doctors took off the cast and informed him that he would never play football again. So great was his depression that several times his roommate had to talk him out of resigning from the Academy. “Life seemed to have little meaning,” he later recalled. “A need to excel was almost gone.”25

His studies suffered. As a plebe, he had stood fifty-seventh in a class of 212; in his Yearling year, when he hurt his knee, he slipped to eighty-first in a class of 177. P. A. Hodgson wrote of him, “Poor Dwight merely consents to exist until graduation shall set him free. At one time he threatened to get interested in life and won his ‘A’ by being the most promising back in Eastern football—but the Tufts game broke his knee and the promise.”26

A ten-week visit to Abilene in the summer of 1913, his only leave in four years, helped revive his spirits. His cadet uniform, erect bearing, confident manner, and stories about the Academy and playing against Jim Thorpe impressed everyone. He was, Earl remembered, the “town hero, and he acted the part. [He] lost no opportunity to impress us with what he knew and had done.” Wesley Merrifield thought “he looked like a million dollars.”27

That fall, back at the Point, he tried to repair the damaged knee by distance running. But for the remainder of his life, the knee would become dislocated under strain. Although his playing days were ended, his interest in football was not. He became a cheerleader, which gave him his first experience as a public speaker—he would address the entire Corps of Cadets the night before a big game, exhorting the members to make an all-out effort as fans the next afternoon.

Like all true fans, his mood ebbed and flowed with the fortunes of his team. “Everything has gone wrong,” he wrote Ruby Norman in the fall of 1913. “The football team . . . got beaten most gloriously by Notre Dame last Saturday. The only bright spot is, just now, that trouble with Mexico seems imminent. We may stir up a little excitement yet. Let’s hope so—at least.” Two weeks later he had forgotten Pancho Villa and the possibility of active duty in Mexico because of the excitement of a victory over Navy. He wrote Ruby, “Back from N.Y.! and we surely turned the trick—22–9. Oh you beautiful doll! Some game, some game! Just a small crowd saw us do it, you know. Just 45,000 people. Sure was sad! . . . You should have seen us after the game. Oh! Oh! Oh! Believe me, girl, I enjoyed myself. Course I couldn’t raise a riot for I was in uniform—but I went down to Murray’s in a crowd of four—and we danced and ate—and oh say—the joy of the thing is too much—I feel my reason toppling.”28

His enthusiasm was matched by his intense study of the intricacies of the game, to the point that the football coach suggested that he coach the junior varsity. He did so eagerly, and with success, sending a number of players on to the varsity and winning most of his games.

His experiences as a coach—and there were to be many more—strengthened his love for the game. Like many other fans, he made football into something more than just an athletic contest. The act of coaching brought out his best traits—his organizational ability, his energy and competitiveness, his enthusiasm and optimism, his willingness to work hard at a task that intrigued him, his powers of concentration, his talent for working with the material he had instead of hoping for what he did not have, and his gift for drawing the best out of his players. During World War II, a number of his associates compared his techniques as a general with those of a good football coach, pacing up and down the line, urging his team forward. In his private talks with his corps and division commanders, and in his Orders of the Day, Supreme Commander Eisenhower used football slang extensively, urging his men to “pull an end run” and “hit the line” and “break through” and “get that ball across the goal line.”

Most of all, as a general and as President, he urged teamwork. At the end of his life, he wrote, “I believe that football, perhaps more than any other sport, tends to instill in men the feeling that victory comes through hard—almost slavish—work, team play, self-confidence, and an enthusiasm that amounts to dedication.”29 Millions of Americans would agree that the act of playing or coaching football built successful men who could go out and get a job done.

His activities as a cheerleader and a coach increased his popularity. Swede Hazlett, who graduated from Annapolis two weeks before West Point’s June Week in 1915, came up to the Point to pay Eisenhower a visit. “It was no surprise to find him . . . generally liked and admired,” Swede recalled. “Had he not indulged in so many extracurricular activities he could easily have led his class scholastically. Everyone was his friend—but with no loss in dignity or respect.”30 Not pressing anyone for class standing also helped his popularity—he was sixty-first out of 164.

One official judgment was not so flattering as Swede’s. “We saw in Eisenhower a not uncommon type,” a tactical officer recorded, “a man who would thoroughly enjoy his army life, giving both to duty and recreation their fair values, [but] we did not see in him a man who would throw himself into his job so completely that nothing else would matter.”31 But another officer, perhaps more interested in football, wrote that Eisenhower “was born to command.”32

•  •

What did he learn, other than football, in his four years at West Point? These were the years in which he had his most intensive schooling and adopted or had reinforced his attitudes and assumptions. What he learned as a cadet affected his thoughts and actions as a general and as a President, so it is inherently important.

He learned, first, his profession. West Point gave him a solid base on which to build a career as an officer. He knew Army customs, jargon, traditions, organization. He knew how to march, how to handle a rifle and small artillery pieces, how to ride, how to build a simple bridge or fortification. He knew a great deal about mathematics and geography, some physics and chemistry. He knew how to write an operational order. He knew a multitude of facts about military history.

He had a clear idea of what an Army officer should be. His course on the history of the military art emphasized the Great Captains and their personal attributes, carefully drawing for the cadets the image of the ideal military leader. The good officer, Eisenhower learned, is highly motivated, a man who has dedicated his life to his country, a leader who is able to examine a situation, come to a quick decision, and stick by it. He is a well-dressed, well-behaved gentleman who enthusiastically performs the duties required of him and regards lethargy or indifference as a sign of weakness. He is an unselfish team player whose sense of honor impels him to strive for truthfulness and sincerity while abhorring deceit, quibbling, or evasiveness. He is physically and morally courageous. He respects the privileges and responsibilities of rank and takes pride in his profession.33

Beyond his formal schooling, Cadet Eisenhower lived in a climate of opinion, surrounded by a set of ideas that, although unspoken and unacknowledged, nearly every cadet absorbed and embraced as his own. Some of these assumptions Eisenhower held to for the whole of his life, others he gradually rejected, but they were all part of his education. Many of his strengths and weaknesses as President can be traced back to the intellectual milieu at West Point and in the U.S. Army, circa 1915.

The first point to note is how fiercely the Academy resisted the trends in higher education and American society. The climate of opinion at West Point differed markedly, for example, from that at the University of Michigan. Ann Arbor was liberal and progressive; the Academy was conservative and hidebound. At Ann Arbor, the individual was supreme; at West Point, the group was paramount. Ann Arbor encouraged questioning and doubt; West Point demanded obedience and acceptance. Ann Arbor concentrated on the future, West Point on the past. Ann Arbor was optimistic, West Point pessimistic. Ann Arbor believed that mankind was perfectible, a notion the Academy rejected.

When they looked inward, officers saw themselves as part of a well-functioning machine. Individual genius was held to be superfluous, if not dangerous. Teamwork was the key. War had become rationalized and routinized, and the German General Staff, in which any officer could do the duties of any other officer, was the model. It was the corporate ideal, almost diametrically opposed to the popular American faith in rugged individualism, but held to firmly by the officer corps. West Pointers saw themselves as different from, and superior to, civilians. It was difficult for them to suppress feelings of contempt for civilians in general, although of course they regarded their own civilian friends as exceptions. The money-grubbing, the extreme individualism of the marketplace, filled them with distaste, and they wanted no part of it. Nor did they want any part of the politics that went with it.

It was both circumspect and necessary for Army officers to think of themselves as apolitical. Their view was that the military existed to take orders, to carry out policy decided upon by the President, never to set policy itself. Several important corollaries flowed from that premise. The one that would affect Eisenhower most directly was the firmly held belief that politics and officership did not mix. In 1915, it was estimated that not one officer in five hundred had ever cast a ballot.34 It was unthinkable that an officer should ever present himself as a candidate for political office. This was not merely theory—General Grant’s unhappy experience in politics was taken to be a practical lesson in the wisdom of soldiers staying aloof from party politics. Sherman, not Grant, was the model.

Another corollary was the preeminence of the President. Army officers ignored the President’s role as head of a political party and instead concentrated on his role as Commander in Chief, the head of the sacrosanct chain of command that stretched from him to the lowest enlisted man. By contrast, Congress was the arena of party politics. “If any convictions . . . were acquired by the cadet,” one of Eisenhower’s instructors declared, “they were generally of contempt for mere politicians and their dishonest principles of action.”35 All his life, almost twenty years of which was spent in Washington working with congressmen on a daily basis, Eisenhower would heatedly and repeatedly express his scorn for “politicians.” To him, as to most officers, noise and clamor came from Capitol Hill, while the White House gave clear orders.

These attitudes led to an exaltation of the office of the President, based on the disingenuous notion that the President was above politics. Of course they knew better, were aware that the President is the supreme politician, but they made the proposition believable, at least to themselves, by putting the emphasis on the office rather than the man himself.

As a cadet and a young officer, Dwight Eisenhower absorbed most of the military prejudices, assumptions, and traditions. Many of the general ideals fit in perfectly with what he had learned from his parents and from Abilene. They were also part of his sports orientation. Inherent in the whole of Eisenhower’s education was the concept of dedication, and its corollary, duty. He got it from David and Ida, from Abilene, from his sports activities, most of all from West Point. Robert E. Lee once said duty was the most beautiful word in the English language. Eisenhower felt the same way.



CHAPTER FOUR
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San Antonio, Gettysburg

1915–1918

EISENHOWER GRADUATED in June 1915. He had drifted into West Point and, as a student, drifted through it. He had obtained the free education he wanted, but although the Academy had sharpened his sense of duty, it had not given him an intense desire to meet that duty by being an officer. When the doctor at West Point told him that he might not be given a commission in the Army because of his knee, he shrugged, made no protest, and instead sent off for literature on Argentina. He had a vague notion that he might try life on the frontier in South America. The doctor said that he could have a commission in the Coast Artillery, which would have meant a sedentary life and thus no strain on his knee. Eisenhower refused it. Finally the doctor said that if he applied for service in the Infantry, rather than the Cavalry, he could have his commission. Eisenhower did so, primarily on the grounds that he could think of nothing better to do.

For his preferred duty station, he put down the Philippines, the only man in his class to do so. The Philippines appealed to him because they were exotic, not because he could expect rapid advancement there (no assignment could provide that, as promotion was based strictly on seniority). Going to the Far East would give him a chance to see the world. He purchased a set of tropical uniforms, then went to Abilene for his graduation leave. In mid-September 1915, he got his orders. Instead of the Philippines, he was told to report to the 19th Infantry Regiment at Fort Sam Houston, outside San Antonio, Texas.1 As he set off for Texas, he was determined that so long as he was an officer in the Army, he would do his best to be a good one. It was a resolve rather than an ambition, and sprang from a sense of obligation and responsibility rather than from a competitive drive, for he felt that with the end of his sports career, his competitive days were over.

•  •

Fort Sam Houston was one of the Army’s most desirable posts, as life there in 1915 was slow-paced, leisurely, meant to be enjoyed. Any competent officer could complete his duties by noon, or earlier, and spend the remainder of the day enjoying the excellent dove and deer hunting, unlimited horseback riding, and gay social life. There were dances, parades, formal and informal calls, bachelor parties, and poker games. It all appealed to Eisenhower’s gregarious nature; he found he enjoyed living in the South and being an officer in the U.S. Army.

Eisenhower’s reputation as a football coach preceded him, and shortly after he arrived one of the local military academies asked him to coach its football team, at a salary of $150 for the season. Second Lieutenant Eisenhower, assuming that his duties as an officer would require afternoon as well as morning work, politely declined, saying that he had no time for football. A few days later the commander at Fort Sam, General Frederick Funston, told him, “It would please me and it would be good for the Army if you would accept this offer.” Eisenhower said, “Yes, sir,” and thus he coached that fall, compiling a winning record. The next season, 1916, he moved up to the college ranks, taking over St. Louis College, a Catholic school that had not won a game in five years. Under Eisenhower’s direction, the team tied its first game, won five straight, and then lost a close game for the championship of the league.2

In the winter of 1915–1916 there was action on the U.S.-Mexican border. Not much action, to be sure—it involved Pancho Villa and his irregulars, who conducted a raid against Columbus, New Mexico—but the first the Army had seen since the Philippine Insurrection. Like most recent West Point graduates, Eisenhower applied for service with General John J. Pershing’s Punitive Expedition. His application was rejected. Instead the War Department, which he soon came to regard as “that nebulous region” where incomprehensible decisions were made, assigned him to training duty with a National Guard regiment mobilizing along the border.3

Scarcely had the Punitive Expedition returned—without catching Villa—than the 1916 Preparedness campaign got under way. Eisenhower was assigned to the 57th Infantry, a new Regular Army regiment, as supply officer. He was given three days to prepare for the arrival of three thousand recruits at Camp Wilson, on the edge of Fort Sam. Eisenhower, learning one of the most basic lessons of soldiery, made friends with the quartermaster, then pleaded successfully for more tents, rifles, shoes, uniforms, everything. He learned another basic lesson, that any junior officer who complains about the food becomes the mess officer. Eisenhower became the mess officer. He and the regimental adjutant, Captain Walton Walker, already knew enough to realize that a happy CO makes for happy junior officers. Their CO, Colonel D. J. Baker, was fussy about his meals. To please him, and to have a bit of fun themselves, Eisenhower and Walker got up at 4 A.M., rode their horses to the edge of camp, shot enough doves for the colonel’s breakfast, and had them on his plate by 8 A.M.4

Doing his duties, hunting, and coaching football hardly took up all his time. He played poker with the other junior officers, winning consistently, went drinking with them, and generally got along easily with the gang. He made some lifelong friendships, including Walker, Leonard Gerow, and Wade Haislip (each of these lieutenants became four-star generals).5

•  •

And he fell in love. The romance began on a Sunday afternoon in October 1915, one of those perfect autumn days in South Texas. Eisenhower was Officer of the Day. Putting on his newly cleaned and pressed uniform, his boots, brightly polished by his orderly, and his service revolver, he walked out of the Bachelor Officers’ Quarters to make an inspection of the guard posts. Across the street, on the lawn of the Officers’ Club, sitting on canvas chairs enjoying the sunshine, a small group of women was gathered. One of them, Mrs. Lulu Harris, the wife of Major Hunter Harris, saw Eisenhower and called out, “Ike, won’t you come over here? I have some people I’d like you to meet.”

“Sorry,” Eisenhower responded. “I’m on guard and have to start an inspection trip.” Turning to her companion, Mrs. Harris muttered, “Humph! The woman-hater of the post.” Looking back at Eisenhower, she called again: “We didn’t ask you to come over to stay. Just come over here and meet these friends of mine.”

Eisenhower walked across the street to say a polite hello to the ladies. “The one who attracted my eye instantly,” he later recalled, “was a vivacious and attractive girl, smaller than average, saucy in the look about her face and in her whole attitude.”6 She was wearing a starched white linen dress and a big, floppy black hat. She had just arrived in Texas for the season—she lived in Denver during the hot months—and was renewing her many friendships at Fort Sam. She had two younger sisters, she was eighteen years old, and she was intrigued by Mrs. Harris’ comment about the woman-hater of the post. Her name was Mary Geneva Doud, but she was known as Mamie.

Mamie’s first thought on seeing Eisenhower walk out of the BOQ, resplendent in his brass buttons, determined in his stride, big in his shoulders, had been, “He’s a bruiser.” As he came closer, her next thought was, “He’s just about the handsomest male I have ever seen.”7 When he asked her to accompany him as he walked his rounds, she accepted.

The following day, when Mamie returned home from a fishing expedition, her maid informed her that a “Mr. I-something” had been calling every fifteen minutes all afternoon. The phone rang. It was “Mr. I-something.” Very formally, Eisenhower asked “Miss Doud” to go dancing that night. She said she had a date. The next night? Another date. And so on until finally he made a date for a dance four weeks away. Having established her popularity, before hanging up Mamie also established her feelings—“I’m usually home about five,” she said. “You might call some afternoon.” Eisenhower said he would be there the next day.8

A whirlwind courtship ensued. Eisenhower was drawn to the whole Doud family, which pleased Mamie, who was close to her sisters and mother and adored her father. John Doud, in turn, was drawn to Eisenhower, soon treating him like the son he never had. Eisenhower liked Mrs. Doud so much he would call on her even when he knew Mamie was not at home. All the Douds responded to his contagious enthusiasm. Except for the father, the family had no interest in sports, but Eisenhower talked about the team he coached so often that the whole family began attending the games. Soon even the girls were cheering madly for “Ike’s boys.”

But Mamie, of course, was the real attraction. Eisenhower persuaded her to cancel her dates; they went out together every evening. His $141.67-per-month pay, even though supplemented by poker winnings and his coach’s salary, limited them to dollar-per-couple meals at a Mexican restaurant and a once-a-week show at the vaudeville house. To save money, he gave up store-bought cigarettes and returned to rolling his own.9 On Valentine’s Day 1916, he proposed and she accepted. They sealed the engagement with his West Point ring. When he formally asked Mr. Doud for his daughter’s hand in marriage, Doud consented, but only if he would agree to wait until November, when Mamie would be twenty years old. Doud told Eisenhower that the couple would be on their own financially, and warned him that Mamie might not be able to adjust from her carefree life to that of an Army wife. She was accustomed to having her own maid and a generous allowance. He made a similar speech to his daughter, in addition pointing out to her that she was agreeing to a life in which she would be constantly on the move, frequently separated from her husband, and often worried about him. She said that she understood and looked forward to the challenge.10

That spring of 1916, with the Preparedness campaign putting the Army almost on a war footing, and with American entry into the Great War an increasing possibility, Eisenhower and Mamie decided to push forward the date of their wedding. The Douds agreed. Eisenhower got ten days’ leave, and on July 1, 1916, in the Douds’ spacious home in Denver, they were married. Eisenhower wore his tropical dress uniform, stiffly starched and dazzlingly white, the crease so sharp he would not sit down; Mamie wore a white Chantilly lace dress, her hair in bangs over her forehead. Doud’s chauffeur drove them to Eldorado Springs, Colorado, for a two-day honeymoon.11 Then they took the train for Abilene, so that Mamie could meet the Eisenhower family.

They arrived at 4 A.M. David and Ida were up, waiting for them. They liked Mamie at once, and she them, especially after they told her they were so glad to finally have a daughter (Dwight was the first of their sons to marry). When Earl and Milton came downstairs, Mamie charmed them by saying, “At last I have some brothers.” Ida served a huge fried chicken breakfast.

As to what happened next, the Eisenhowers had divergent memories. He recalled spending only eight hours in Abilene, catching the noon train south for San Antonio. Mamie remembered staying a few days. She said it was sharply etched in her memory because it was the occasion of their first fight. One afternoon, Mamie related, Eisenhower went downtown to play a little poker with his pals. When he had not returned by suppertime, she called him on the telephone—against Ida’s advice—and told him to get home immediately. He replied calmly that he never left a poker game when he was behind. She told him to come home now or not at all. He hung up. When he finally came home, at 2 A.M., a winner, Mamie was waiting, furious. They went to their upstairs room, closed the door, and quarreled until dawn.12

Back at Fort Sam, they settled into Eisenhower’s three-room quarters in the BOQ. He concentrated on his work; she concentrated on him. Eisenhower had firm expectations about his wife’s role, which was to center her life around his. That suited Mamie. She was six years his junior; she had been trained for such a role in her Denver finishing school; she had watched her mother devote herself to pleasing her father. As an Army wife, she was ideal. She loved to entertain, as did he, and in a society in which everyone knew exactly how much everyone else earned, there was no need for pretense. Beans, rice, and beer more than satisfied the junior officers and their wives who were their guests. They sang popular songs at the top of their lungs, Mamie playing a rented piano. Eisenhower’s favorite was “Abdul the Bulbul Amir,” to which he knew some fifty verses. Their apartment came to be known as “Club Eisenhower.” Mamie taught her man some of the social graces. “She takes full credit for smoothing the edges off the rough-and-ready Kansan,” her son John told an interviewer, “and for teaching him some of the polish that later put him in good stead.”13

She did not share his love of the out-of-doors, nor of athletics or physical exercise of any kind. But they both enjoyed talking, to each other and to other people, and playing cards together, and music and entertaining. Best of all, for Eisenhower, she never complained, although she had much she might have complained about. In the first thirty-five years of their marriage, they moved thirty-five times. Not until 1953 did they have a home they could call their own. Until World War II, with one exception, in 1918, he was never the CO, so she always had to defer to someone else’s wife. His progress in the Army, after World War I, was excruciatingly slow. She had to manage the money to the penny, and watched as he turned down numerous offers for civilian employment at substantially higher salaries. But she never nagged him to leave the Army, never told him that the time had come for him to make something of himself.

Her father provided some help. Although Doud never made life easy for them, he was not as stern in practice as he had been in warning them that they were on their own financially. Shortly after their wedding, he gave them an automobile, a Pullman, and after the birth of their first child, he began giving Mamie a $100-per-month allowance.14

•  •

In April 1917, the United States entered the war. Eisenhower stayed at San Antonio, training the 57th Infantry. He did well at it, using the same skills he had developed as a football coach, and earned the high praise his superiors gave him in his 201 file, the official record of an officer’s career. He was promoted to captain. But he was impatient to get to France. Training troops was like coaching football all week without ever being able to play a game on Saturdays. He had more than the normal American male’s mystique about combat; he had been trained, at considerable expense, to fight; his place was on the fighting line, not on the sidelines. He was dismayed, therefore, when in mid-September his orders finally came, and he learned that the War Department was sending him to Fort Oglethorpe, Georgia, to train officer candidates.

In Georgia, he helped construct a miniature World War I battlefield, complete with trenches and dugouts, in which he and the trainees lived while they practiced assaults across no-man’s-land. It was not very realistic training, because neither Eisenhower nor his superiors knew much about the actual battlefield conditions; what they did know, they learned from an avid reading of the newspapers. Oglethorpe had none of the advantages of active service, but many of the disadvantages, the chief being that Mamie could not be with him and was thus in San Antonio when, on September 24, 1917, their first son was born. She named him Doud Dwight and called him “Icky.”

Eisenhower pestered the War Department with requests for overseas duty. All were turned down. Instead, in mid-December, he was sent to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, to instruct provisional second lieutenants. The only bright spot was that he got to spend a few days with Mamie and Icky in San Antonio, where they were living for the winter with the Douds. Before reporting at Leavenworth, Eisenhower had made repeated requests to be sent to France. The post commandant called him in to read him a letter from the Adjutant General in the War Department, reprimanding Eisenhower for his frequent requests for a transfer. The commandant began adding reprimands of his own.

Eisenhower cut him off. “Sir,” he said through tight lips, “I have only asked to be allowed to go into battle, and this offense—if it is an offense—was committed before I came under your jurisdiction. If there is punishment to be given out, I think that it should be given by the War Department and not added to by yourself, with all due respect.” The commandant thought about it, decided Eisenhower was right, and sent him off to do his duty.

That duty, to Eisenhower’s dismay, turned out to be supervising the physical training of the unit—bayonet drills, calisthenics, and exercises. It was not even as challenging or as much fun as coaching football. But he did it and again managed to impress his superiors and his trainees. One of the latter wrote, “Our new Captain, Eisenhower by name, is, I believe, one of the most efficient and best Army officers in the country . . . He has given us wonderful bayonet drills. He gets the fellows’ imaginations worked up and hollers and yells and makes us shout and stomp until we go tearing into the air as if we meant business.”15

At Leavenworth, he found time to take a course himself, in the Army’s first tank school. In February 1918, he received orders to report to Camp Meade, Maryland, to join the 65th Engineers, the parent group of the 301st Tank Battalion, Heavy, which was slated to go to the battlefield in the spring. Elated, he threw himself into the job. The men were all volunteers, morale was high, expectations even higher. Although none of the men had actually seen a tank, they were convinced that with the new weapon they would break through the German lines and drive straight to Berlin. Insofar as he could do so from newspaper accounts, Eisenhower studied the Battle of Cambrai (November 1917), where the British for the first time used tanks to achieve a breakthrough. They had not gathered together enough tanks to exploit the victory, but they had shown what could be done. In mid-March, he was informed that the 301st would soon be embarking for France from New York, and that he was to be its commander. Exuberant, he rushed to New York to make certain that the port authorities were prepared for the 301st; “Too much depended on our walking up that gangplank,” he wrote, “for me to take a chance on a slip anywhere.”16

Back at Meade, elation gave way to more despair. The War Department had changed his orders. His superior’s praise of his “organizational ability” had been so lavish that the authorities had decided to send him to Camp Colt, in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. It was an old, abandoned camp, on the site of the great Civil War battle. The War Department had decided to reorganize its armored units, take them away from the 65th Engineers and give them an organization of their own, the Tank Corps. The tankers were to be trained at Camp Colt, with Eisenhower in command.

It was, on the face of it, a choice assignment. At twenty-seven years of age, Eisenhower was to be in command of thousands of men, all of them volunteers. He would be working with the weapon of the future (although he was given no actual tanks, nor training manuals, nor experienced armored officers to work with). He could expect a promotion. He was able to rent a house in town, so his wife and son could live with him. Nevertheless, he later confessed, “my mood was black.” He completed the preparations for the 301st to embark, then watched the unit sail with a sinking heart.17

•  •

Eisenhower was certain that the War Department had made a terrible mistake, but in fact, in its wisdom, it had made an excellent selection for the commander at Camp Colt. Working with whatever materials he could find, he transformed the historic ground of Pickett’s charge from an open wheat field into a first-class Army camp. He obtained tents, food, and fuel for his men. He taught them to drill, got them into shape, kept up their morale by establishing a telegraph school, then a motor school. By mid-July, he had ten thousand men and six hundred officers under his command, but still no tanks. He went to Washington, badgered the War Department into giving him some old Navy cannons, and drilled his men in their use until they were proficient. He managed to obtain some machine guns; soon his men could take them apart and put them back together again while blindfolded. He mounted the machine guns on flatbed trucks and taught the men to fire the weapons from a moving platform. He used Big Round Top as a backstop and soon the firing there was heavier than it had been during the battle fifty-five years earlier.18

He was always trying to improve the training and lift the morale. To that end, he wanted suggestions and ideas from his subordinates, not praise. One of his young lieutenants, anxious to please, nevertheless praised every aspect of his administration. “For God’s sake,” Eisenhower cut him off one day, “get out and find something wrong with the camp! It can’t be as good as you say it is. Either you’re not being frank, or you’re as big a fool as I am.”19

The men responded to his leadership. “Eisenhower was a strict disciplinarian,” his sergeant major, Claude J. Harris, declared, “an inborn soldier, but most human, considerate, and his decisions affecting the welfare of his officers and men were always well tempered. Despite his youth, he possessed a high understanding of organization, the ability to place an estimate on a man and fit him into a position where he would ‘click.’ In the event his judgment proved erroneous the man would be called in, his errors pointed out, and adjustments made to suit the situation. This principle built for him high admiration and loyalty from his officers perhaps unequaled by few commanding officers.”

That ability to get the best out of an officer, and to find the right officer for the job, was to be one of his hallmarks in World War II. So too were other traits Sergeant Harris observed—-Eisenhower’s penchant for detail and his concern for his officers. “He was always available to confer with his officers on either military or personal problems,” Harris noted.20

Like every CO, Eisenhower had a problem with enlisted men and their liquor. He discovered that one hotelkeeper in town, against his orders, was selling liquor surreptitiously to soldiers. The owner promised not to do it again; Eisenhower gave him another chance. The offense was repeated, so Eisenhower surrounded the hotel with a guard, which kept not only the soldiers out but most civilians too. The hotel owner appeared the next day in Eisenhower’s office, accompanied by his congressman. Eisenhower refused to remove the guard. The congressman threatened: “We have means,” he said. “We can go to the War Department. If you’re going to be so stubborn, I’ll have to take up the question of replacing you.”

“You do just exactly that,” Eisenhower shot back. When the congressman looked startled, Eisenhower explained, “Nothing would please me better than to be taken out of this job. I want to go overseas. If they take me out of here, maybe I can get there.” The congressman did go to the War Department, but the results were not what either he or Eisenhower wanted—Eisenhower received a letter from the Assistant Secretary of War, praising him for his diligence in looking after the welfare of his men.21

The experience reinforced Eisenhower’s West Point prejudice against politicians, and strengthened his contempt for civilians who would not put their duty to the nation above their own immediate gain. He had the good feeling of being able to act on principle against the cutters and trimmers. He had no sympathy for the congressman, no feeling for his need to placate, to find a compromise, a way of working things out. He was in a position to take the high ground and stick to it, and he did.

•  •

His domestic life helped ease the frustration of not getting to France. Eisenhower enjoyed holding and playing with his infant son, occasionally feeding him and once or twice changing him. Mamie was learning that if she wanted some time with her husband, she would have to share some of his interests. For relaxation, he liked to roam around the Gettysburg battlefield, examining the historic ground. Mamie’s indifference to the movement of this Confederate regiment or that Union brigade was complete, but she went along and managed to keep from yawning as he explained the details of the battle. “[He] knew every rock on that battlefield,” she later said. It was partly a boast, partly a complaint.22

Far more enjoyable were her duties as the CO’s wife. Because the tank was a new weapon and the Tank Corps an experiment, Camp Colt attracted various important people, including congressmen, high-ranking Army officers, and industrialists. In their large rented house, a former fraternity house on the Gettysburg College campus, the Eisenhowers entertained them. The food was basic; the music, led by Mamie’s piano playing, consisted of popular songs; the conversation, led by Eisenhower, centered on tanks and the war.23 When the first actual tanks, three Renaults, arrived, two British officers came with them, as advisers. Tank enthusiasts themselves, they told Eisenhower about a British politician named Winston Churchill, who had played a key role in producing the first tanks.24

On October 14, 1918, his twenty-eighth birthday, Eisenhower was promoted to lieutenant colonel (temporary). Even more welcome were his orders—he was to embark for France on November 18, there to take command of an armored unit. The Allies, for the first time under a unified command, with Marshal Foch as Supreme Commander, were preparing for a gigantic offensive in the spring of 1919. Tanks would lead the way. Eisenhower saw himself at the head of those tanks. He put Mamie and Icky on a train for Denver and went to New York to make certain that the port authorities were ready for his men and that nothing would go wrong with the embarkation. Then, on November 11, the Germans signed the Armistice. Captain Norman Randolph was sitting in Eisenhower’s office when the news arrived. “I suppose we’ll spend the rest of our lives explaining why we didn’t get into this war,” Eisenhower moaned. “By God,” he added, “from now on I am cutting myself a swath and will make up for this.” But whatever his determination, glittering combat possibilities had turned into demobilization realities. Eisenhower supervised the discharge of thousands of men, the tearing down of Camp Colt, the movement of the remnants of the Tank Corps—including the three Renaults—to Fort Benning, Georgia.25

Eisenhower was deflated and depressed. He could hardly believe it had happened to him—he was a professional soldier who had missed action in the greatest war in history. He had never heard a shot fired in anger and now did not expect to in his lifetime. He worried about what he would tell Icky when his son asked him what he did during the war. He envisioned having to sit silent at class reunions when his fellow officers talked about their experiences and exploits in combat. When he met a young officer at Benning who had been in France and who complained that there had been no promotions over there, he snapped back, “Well, you got overseas—that should be promotion enough!”26

In 1919, Colonel Ira C. Welborn recommended him for the Distinguished Service Medal. The award finally came through in 1922. It praised Eisenhower for his “unusual zeal, foresight, and marked administrative ability.” To Eisenhower, it was more a bitter reminder than a welcome award.27

•  •

Although it was obviously no fault of his, Eisenhower was nevertheless embarrassed by his lack of participation in the war. During World War II his detractors, led by General Bernard Montgomery, who did have extensive experience in the trenches, began their criticism of Eisenhower by pointing out that he had never commanded men in combat. That was true, but the supposed conclusion, that this fact somehow disqualified him for high command, was not. Eisenhower did not hear the zing of bullets over his head, did not lead men or tanks on charges across no-man’s-land. But he did have firsthand experience at setting up and running a camp of thousands of men, for creating and supervising their training schedule, for preparing them for combat. It might even be argued that his not being in the trenches was an advantage in conducting the next war, which was to be so different from 1917–1918-style combat, most of all in its mobility. The caution that was to characterize so many of the veterans of the First World War, especially British officers who had been in the Somme and Flanders battles, was not Eisenhower’s. He went into the Second World War with a clear mind, not one burdened by the memory of futile slaughter. And, obviously, it was an advantage for Eisenhower to have been associated with tanks from the beginning.

So too was Eisenhower’s contact with civilians. Had he gone overseas in 1917 with a Regular Army regiment, his acquaintances would have remained limited to other professional officers. Dealing on a daily basis with civilians trying to become officers and soldiers was a broadening experience for him. In the same way, entertaining visitors to Camp Colt, working with hotel owners in Gettysburg, and arguing with congressmen gave him a broader perspective on the way in which the American democracy made war than he could have gained on the Western Front. He did not see it that way himself until the end of his career, but in many respects his World War I experience was an excellent preparation for high command in World War II.



CHAPTER FIVE
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Camp Meade, Panama, Leavenworth, Washington

1919–1928

EISENHOWER WAS twenty-eight years old when the war ended. His ambitions had been thwarted, his attempts to guide his own career rebuffed. He was a member of an organization that was being practically dismantled. Soldiers shed their uniforms in a rush that dwarfed the Civil War demobilization—within six months, 2,608,218 enlisted men and 128,436 officers had received their discharges, and by January 1, 1920, the Army had only 130,000 men on active duty. Through the 1920s and 1930s it would continue to shrink. By 1935, the Army did not have a single combat-ready unit of any size. It ranked sixteenth among the world’s armies. “As anything more than a small school for soldiers,” Russell Weigley has written, “the Army scarcely existed.”1

As the Army shrank, so did Eisenhower’s rank. On July 30, 1920, he reverted to his permanent rank of captain. Three days later he was promoted to major. He would remain a major for sixteen years. As the American economy boomed, as fortunes were made, as his own brothers forged ahead in their varied careers, Eisenhower stayed in place. During the war, although he had not been where he wanted to be, he at least had important responsibilities; in the 1920s and 1930s, save as a football coach, he had none. He made almost no decisions between his twenty-eighth and fifty-first birthdays, except to stay in the minuscule Army and do his best. He was getting nowhere, had no realistic prospects of personal advancement, but he was content. He accepted his role, concentrated on doing his assigned tasks to the best of his ability, and for the rest indulged his fun-loving nature.

Inevitably, he had job offers, as would any man with his good looks, winning personality, and obvious abilities. The first offer came even before the war ended—an Indiana businessman who was serving as a junior officer at Camp Colt asked him to join his firm after the war, at a salary considerably higher than he was making as a lieutenant colonel.2 He turned it down, as he would other offers for civilian employment that came to him through the next twenty years.

Why did he stay in the Army? He had a well-developed sense of patriotism and service, to be sure, but he did not need to remain in the Army to satisfy them, especially an Army that was generally scorned by the few people—mainly congressmen at appropriation time—who bothered to think about it at all. He knew that after the Mexican War some of the best officers in the Army, including Grant, Sherman, George B. McClellan, Philip Henry Sheridan, and Henry Halleck—West Pointers all—had resigned their commissions. Some of them were successful in civilian life, most notably McClellan; some were failures, most notably Grant; all had found life in the pre-Civil War peacetime Army too dull to abide. But Army life in the 1920s and 1930s was much easier, more interesting and challenging, and just plain more fun than in the 1850s. Army officers after the Mexican War served in destitute frontier posts, with no recreational facilities, few if any creature comforts, almost no companionship—they were usually without their wives—and no intellectual challenges. They stayed in the same place year after year, doing the same job, working with the same people, weapons, and doctrine. Army officers after World War I, by way of contrast, were pampered, not with promotions or pay, but nevertheless in meaningful ways. Their Stateside posts had well-run officers’ clubs, golf courses, and various types of interesting entertainment. They rotated every year or two. If they could never expect to get rich, they had complete financial security for themselves and their families. They had the challenge of new weapons, especially the tank and the airplane, for which they had to devise new doctrines. For Grant and Sherman and their contemporaries, the Army offered nothing in the way of postgraduate education; for Eisenhower and his contemporaries, the Army offered an extensive system of advanced schooling.

In addition, America after World War I, despite the prevailing isolationist mood, had worldwide interests, which meant that Army officers got to live and serve in various exotic foreign posts. It was a man’s world. Officers spent much of their time out of doors, working with soldiers, riding horseback, firing weapons, participating in athletic games. The social life was male-oriented, with the emphasis on poker or singing Army ballads and popular songs at get-togethers. If the Army of Eisenhower’s day was a monastery, as Samuel Huntington insists—and it certainly was narrow and introspective and small and protected from the risks of civilian life—being an officer was a lot more fun than being a monk.

For Eisenhower, it was a satisfactory life, in many ways an exciting one. In 1919, after a short stint at Camp Meade doing demobilization paper work, he accompanied an Army truck convoy on a cross-continent journey. The official reasons for the trip were to test Army vehicles, to show the people samples of equipment used during the war, and to dramatize the need for better roads. Eisenhower later confessed, however, that for him the trip was a lark. He camped out for the entire summer, got to see the country, went hunting and fishing, played practical jokes and poker, and thoroughly enjoyed himself. He also learned firsthand just how miserable the American road network was—the convoy hardly averaged five miles per hour between Washington, D.C., and San Francisco.3

In the two decades following the journey, Eisenhower enjoyed a varied life. He attended three postgraduate schools. Among other places, he lived in Panama, Washington, D.C., Paris, and Manila. His family was usually with him. He did not have the satisfaction of having a home of his own, but hardly a year passed, except when he was out of the country, that he did not manage to visit Abilene at least once.

In 1926, there was a grand reunion of all the brothers. Each one was making more money than Dwight—Arthur as a vice-president of a leading Kansas City bank; Edgar as a prominent lawyer in Tacoma, Washington; Roy as a pharmacist in Kansas; Earl as an engineer in Pennsylvania; Milton as a high-ranking official in the Agriculture Department—and each one had brighter prospects than Major Eisenhower. David and Ida, justly proud of them all, may have wondered when Dwight would get going.

But Dwight was not concerned. Various photographs were taken during the reunion—they all show a healthy, suntanned, self-confident Major Eisenhower, much the best-looking of all the boys, and quite obviously the one in the best physical condition. Although he was not jealous of his brothers’ successes, the old physical competitiveness was still there. He was anxious to get Edgar into a boxing match, to pay him back for all the beatings he had suffered from Ed when they were children, but Edgar wisely managed to avoid all Dwight’s challenges.4 Dwight had the further satisfaction of learning that although he had not enjoyed the financial rewards of his brothers, he had traveled more than any of them, or all of them put together. And he had had more schooling, grappled with more challenging problems, and dealt with more interesting men.

•  •

The schooling was almost continuous, the problems were the nature of the next war and the role of the tank in it, and one of the fascinating men was George S. Patton, Jr. Eisenhower first met Patton in the fall of 1919, at Camp Meade, Maryland. It was an ideal assignment for Eisenhower. He had Mamie and Icky with him and he was working with tanks. The War Department had transferred the Tank Corps out of the Engineers and into the Infantry; Eisenhower and Patton were to help create, and be both students and instructors at, the Infantry Tank School. Each man also commanded a battalion of tanks. Best of all, they had some actual tanks to work with, British heavies, French Renaults, German Marks, and even some American-built tanks.5

Eisenhower and Patton immediately became and remained fast friends, despite their much different personalities and backgrounds. Patton came from a wealthy, aristocratic family. He was an avid polo player, well able to afford his own string of ponies. He was extreme in his mannerisms, his dress, and his talk. Eisenhower could swear as eloquently as most sergeants, but he went easy on the curse words in mixed company; Patton, who could outswear a mule skinner, swore at all times as if he were in a stag poker game. Eisenhower’s voice was deep and resonant, Patton’s high-pitched and squeaky. Eisenhower enjoyed being one of the gang, wanted to be well liked and popular. Patton was more of a loner, did not much care what his associates thought of him. Where Eisenhower tended to qualify all his observations and statements, Patton was dogmatic. Where Eisenhower had no particularly strong views on race or politics, Patton was viciously anti-Semitic and loudly right wing. Where Eisenhower was patient and let things happen to him, Patton was impatient and took charge of his own career. Patton had been in combat, with tanks, and Eisenhower had not. And to hear Patton tell it, as he loved to do, he had ridden into battle on one of his tanks as if it were a polo pony and then single-handedly (well, almost) breached the Hindenburg Line.

But Eisenhower and Patton had enough in common to overcome these differences. Both were West Pointers (Patton graduated in 1909). Both had been athletes—Patton played football as well as polo for the Army—and remained interested in athletics. Both were married, and their wives got along well together. Both had a deep interest in military history, both were serious students of war. Most of all, they were both enthusiastic about tanks, sharing a belief that the weapon would dominate the next war.6

It would, that is, if properly understood and utilized. Eisenhower and Patton directed much of their effort toward seeing that it would be. The role of the tank in the next war was, along with air power, the most important challenge all the world’s armies faced in the 1920s, and Patton and Eisenhower were in the middle of the discussion from the beginning.

In Europe, British officers Basil H. Liddell Hart and J. F. C. Fuller were the leading theorists of tank warfare. They advocated speed, concentration, and independence for tanks. The Germans translated their writings, read them avidly, and used their teaching to great advantage in the opening stages of the next war. The British and French armies ignored Liddell Hart and Fuller, keeping their tanks small and slow and using them only in support of infantry, to their great disadvantage in 1940–1941. The U.S. Army, with its strong tradition that infantry was the queen of battles, also operated on a doctrine that subordinated armor to infantry. Official doctrine held that the mission of tanks was to precede attacking infantry by fifty yards, destroying machine-gun nests as they crept along at three miles per hour. Tanks therefore did not need speed, nor did they need heavy armor or cannon.

Eisenhower and Patton, testing the various tanks available to them, were convinced that new tactics and bigger, faster tanks were needed. They believed that the tank was “a weapon that could change completely the strategy and tactics of land warfare.” By using tanks in mass instead of spread out among the infantry units, Eisenhower and Patton argued, “they could break into the enemy’s defensive positions, cause confusion, and by taking the enemy front line in reverse, make possible not only an advance by infantry, but envelopments of, or actual breakthroughs in, whole defensive positions.”7

In 1920, both officers published articles summarizing their conclusions, Patton for the Cavalry Journal, Eisenhower for the Infantry Journal. Eisenhower called for a tank “of sufficient length to cross a 9-foot trench, a maximum weight of 15 tons, a firepower of one 6-pounder and two Browning machine guns, sufficient power to run cross-country at a speed of 12 miles per hour, and on good roads, with treads dismounted, at a rate of 20 miles per hour.” Eisenhower concluded, “The clumsy, awkward and snail-like progress of the old tanks must be forgotten, and in their place we must picture this speedy, reliable and efficient engine of destruction.”8

As World War II would prove, the two young officers had it exactly right, so right in fact that their conclusions seem commonplace today. But in 1920 they were two decades ahead of most military theorists, except for Fuller and Liddell Hart, whom they seem to have been unaware of, and whose works were just beginning to appear in any case. Eisenhower and Patton were true pioneers, original and creative in their thought.

But the Army was not pleased. The Great War had been won by infantry, charging in mass. Future wars would be won the same way. The Army’s postgraduate schools all taught that basic lesson, all scorned maneuvering and outflanking attempts and concentrated on the problem of how to get the infantry across no-man’s-land. The proper role of the tank was to help solve that problem. The head of the Army War College wrote in 1922, “I wish to stress this point; that warfare means fighting and that war is never won by maneuvering,” and the American author of a 1928 book on strategy maintained, “Maneuvering in itself will not gain victories.”9

There was, in short, as in Abilene and at West Point, a revealed truth. For the first time in his life, Eisenhower had rejected it, striking out on a bold, creative, and original course of his own. With what results? He was summoned before the Chief of Infantry. “I was told that my ideas were not only wrong but dangerous and that henceforth I would keep them to myself. Particularly, I was not to publish anything incompatible with solid infantry doctrine. If I did, I would be hauled before a court-martial.”10

Fuller and Liddell Hart had roughly similar experiences in the British Army. Their reaction was to resign their commissions and continue to express and expand their theories in books and articles. Patton, also slapped down, reacted by getting angry, muttering to hell with it, and transferring out of the Infantry Tank School into the Cavalry, which he said lamely “might display more imagination and receptiveness to ideas.” That was hardly likely, but at least in the Cavalry he would have more opportunities to play polo while waiting for the War Department to move into the twentieth century.

And Eisenhower? He reacted by doing exactly as ordered. He published no more articles on the role of tanks, made no lectures on the subject, kept his views to himself, and stayed in the Infantry, hoping for another assignment, away from tanks.11 Hardly convinced that his superiors knew best, he nevertheless accepted their orders, if not their conclusions. It was not his style to engage in a hopelessly unequal struggle against the full weight of the U.S. Army. It would be a very long time before he again attempted to strike out on his own course.
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