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PROLOGUE The Missourian



The first time you are in Washington I wish you would come in and see me. There are several things I want to talk to you about.

—Harry Truman to Harry L. Hopkins, August 18, 1945



1.

When Harry S. Truman became President of the United States, after the death of Franklin D. Roosevelt, he was sixty years old and, outwardly, the portrait of a Midwestern striver: a bit too well dressed, in natty suits, fedoras or Stetsons, and two-tone shoes. His thick glasses, at certain angles, could give his eyes a sudden, unsettling enlargement. His face—the face of a sympathetic small-town banker—appeared gray in newsreels, but was actually a weather-beaten red, the complexion of a retired farmer. That was not surprising, because he was someone who, for a decade, had plowed the fields and raised livestock on his family’s farm. Roy Roberts, the Kansas City Star’s managing editor and not a Truman admirer, was struck by the idea that someone who not so long before “was still looking at the rear end of a horse” should find himself leading the world’s most powerful nation. “What a story in democracy,” he wrote, and added, “What a test of democracy, if it works.” What a test indeed.

Truman’s nearly eight years as president—a time of exalted national goals, virulent anti-Communism, and accelerated social change—would encompass a lot: the end of wars in Europe and the Pacific; the emergence of the United States, ready or not, as the world’s preeminent military and economic power; the first use of an atomic bomb, and the development of far more destructive weapons; the beginning of a long “cold war” with the Soviet Union, and an unwinnable “hot war” in the Far East. He was prepared for none of this—although, having been a United States senator for ten years and a vice president for about three months, he had some idea how an operation like the Executive Branch functioned. But this was a bigger job than any he’d ever held—immeasurably so—and he wondered if he was up to it.

Having suddenly been handed the role of world leader, he knew that he had to take his rightful place, as Roosevelt’s successor, alongside the British prime minister Winston Churchill and the Soviet chairman Joseph Stalin. That was daunting. Churchill and Stalin had led their nations during a monstrous war while Truman was representing a semi-rural American state with a population under four million. Nor would it be easy to lead a nation of a hundred and forty million diverse people. Truman pretty much supported the New Deal, though not with the zeal of Roosevelt’s East Coast men—who knew that he wasn’t one of them. He believed that leaders needed to be resolute, and considered indecisiveness something of a character flaw, but this made him inclined to decide questions quickly, intuitively—making what he called “jump decisions,” with all the risks of undue haste.

Every administration has personnel problems, but Truman seemed to have more of them than usual. His first two secretaries of defense showed signs of mental instability. His first appointment as secretary of state, the cunning, and nervously high-strung James Francis Byrnes—Jimmy Byrnes—thought he should have been president; his eccentric secretary of commerce, Henry Agard Wallace, thought the same thing about himself. Truman’s fallings-out within his own administration were often followed by rancorous recriminations, and he fired so many top officials that, as he neared the end of his second term, the Washington Post counted the number and labeled him the “champion axman among Presidents.” That statistic bespoke Truman’s insecurities as well as his imperfect knowledge of the people who surrounded him, many of whom he’d first met when, without warning, he found himself holding the nation’s highest office.

He was deferential, too much so, toward the generals and admirals of World War II, particularly the three five-stars: George Catlett Marshall, who would hold two major cabinet posts; Dwight D. Eisenhower, whom Truman turned to until they turned on each other; and, until things went very wrong, the vainglorious and charismatic Douglas MacArthur, the Pacific commander. He relied inordinately on the honorable and steadfast Dean Gooderham Acheson, his fourth, and final, secretary of state, whose certainties about the postwar world would lead Truman into some dangerous policy cul-de-sacs. To better understand Truman, it helps to see how he was affected, and guided, by these men (there were no women) and quite a few others: antagonistic members of Congress, some principled and others consumed by partisanship; atomic scientists and engineers; a generation of unusually powerful newspaper columnists who disdained Truman, the parvenu, and didn’t hide it; and a coterie of Missourians—friends, cronies, and assorted hangers-on who sullied his reputation by casting doubt on his probity. One also needs to know the leaders of the Grand Alliance, not only Churchill and Stalin, but Roosevelt, whose absence was sharply felt during some of the most critical moments of Truman’s White House years.

Truman liked to be known for directness and honesty—it became a trademark of sorts—but he could fudge, and even lie, when he felt cornered or embarrassed. He was not a hater, but he had a sharp temper and could be a topnotch grudge-holder, especially if someone offended his wife, Bess, or his daughter, Margaret—Mary Margaret, whom her father called “Marg” or “Margie,” with a hard g. He saw himself as a defender of the Bill of Rights and talked, privately, about the danger of the FBI becoming a domestic “Gestapo.” Yet, by executive order, he established a “loyalty” program that affected more than two million federal workers, and didn’t entertain many second thoughts about its malign collateral damage.

Truman was the only modern-day president never to attend college, and certain gaps in his education were evident in what could be unusual readings of history. But he was highly intelligent, shrewd, and able to give close attention to the unending influx of papers that piled up on his desk. He was also a diligent student of the presidency, and his respect for it was such that he sometimes referred to “the President’s office,” as if it were a place apart. “He wouldn’t be asking what I ought to do, but what should the President do,” an aide said. He was rarely introspective, or reflective, and could be jingoistic and reactive, but then he’d come out with a burst of insightfulness or good humor. He could laugh with others, and at himself: “I have appointed a Secretary for Columnists,” he wrote in his diary. “His duties are to listen to all radio commentators, read all columnists in the newspapers from ivory tower to lowest gossip, coordinate them and give me the results so I can run the United States and the World as it should be.” He was the most approachable of postwar presidents, and the least self-important: “There were several thousand people at the airport in Paducah, all of whom wanted to see Jumbo, the Cardiff giant, the President of the United States,” he wrote, after a visit to Kentucky. “It is a most amazing spectacle, this worship of high office.” He never shed the romantic idea that America was a land of community, democratic values, opportunity, and don’t-fence-me-in freedom. Yet he once said that it might someday be necessary for the government to seize control of the press, much as he would one day seize the nation’s steel mills.

Since Truman’s death, in late 1972, a consensus has built among historians that he was a “near great” president, with full-fledged greatness usually reserved for the likes of George Washington or Abraham Lincoln, and perhaps Franklin Roosevelt, although those rankings, always in flux, can be a little silly. Truman’s standing reflects the applauded events of his time in office, including the postwar rebuilding of Europe through the Marshall Plan; the founding of the United Nations; establishing a stable North Atlantic military alliance; recognition of Israel. As a domestic leader, he wanted programs to expand the social and economic benefits of the New Deal—an impulse that led to several attempts to create a national health insurance program—and he was committed to equality for African Americans. He believed that he understood the “common, everyday citizen” as well as anyone in public life, and on that score may very well have been right.

But when Truman left office, his approval rating, after many climbs and dips, stood at a record low of 31 percent, and at one point fell to sixteen percent. There were good reasons for that, just as there are good reasons why his ranking has climbed sharply. Reassessments never end, and those numbers are bound to see further permutations as the past is approached from different vantage points. As the historian Amos Elon wrote, “Hindsight is not necessarily the best guide to understanding what really happened.” That shifting picture of the past is what draws us to what seems, at first, the familiar story of the Truman presidency, and to watch it unfold—and surprise—as its protagonists face the astounding problems of their time.

2.

The journalist John Gunther, in his 1947 time capsule, Inside U.S.A., recalled the pre-presidential Truman as a “trim, small, graying man with shiny spectacles and an alert inquisitiveness.” Gunther described him standing by a wall map in his Senate office and, “as affectionately as a father poring over the photograph of a beloved child, pointed out various lights and shadows, bumps and hollows, in the Missouri landscape political and otherwise.” Missouri has 114 counties, but Truman was most familiar with the landscape of Jackson County, in the western part of the state. He knew the territory the way William Faulkner knew his imagined Yoknapatawpha County. The roots of Truman’s life, his outlook, and his family, can be found there, particularly within a thirty-five-mile radius that encompasses the city of Independence and parts of Kansas City.

It’s most useful to know just a few things about Truman’s childhood and young manhood. One is that his father, John Anderson Truman, born in 1851, had a quick, fighting temper, and that his life turned into a series of disappointments and unrealized ambitions. He was a farmer, a livestock trader, a speculator in grain futures, a local road overseer, and a dabbler in Democratic Party politics. In late December 1881, he married Martha Ellen Young, a red-headed farmer’s daughter who’d reached the spinsterish age of twenty-nine. In their wedding photograph, one sees two determined people: John is seated and Martha, who at five-foot-six was two inches taller than her husband, is standing to his right. She’s the one likely to hold your attention. What can’t be seen beyond the portrait of a strong nineteenth-century farmwoman is how unusual she was for her place and time. For one thing, she’d been to college—Central Female College, a Baptist institution in Lexington, Missouri—where she studied music, art, and literature. Books and music were embedded in her. She was particularly attentive to her first child, Harry S. (the stand-alone initial honors the names of two grandparents), born on May 8, 1884, in Lamar, Missouri. Two more children followed: John Vivian (known as Vivian), born in 1886, and Mary Jane, in 1889.

John and Martha had grown up during a time of warfare along the Kansas-Missouri border, serial conflicts that were among the most vicious ever fought on American ground. In the 1850s, guerrilla bands—Kansas “jayhawkers,” who supported the antislavery Free-Stater cause, and the pro-slavery Missouri “bushwhackers”—engaged in robbery, murder, and a variety of atrocities, none of which surpassed a massacre in Lawrence, Kansas, where, on August 21, 1863, a psychopathic former schoolteacher, William Clarke Quantrill, who was to become a Confederate guerrilla leader, told his men to “Kill every male and burn every house.” Before Quantrill and his raiders escaped across the Missouri border, they had murdered nearly 200 men and boys and burned 185 buildings. The fighting and lawlessness only brushed the six-hundred-acre Young family farm, in Grandview, though it was situated just forty miles from Lawrence. The Trumans and Youngs were farmers, after all, not soldiers, but also Missourians with Confederate sympathies, which were passed down to their children, and baked into them.

Harry loved to read, though it’s hard to believe his claim that, when he was thirteen, he’d been through “all the books in his home town library including the International and Britanica [sic] Encyclopedia.” His mother gave him a set of illustrated books called Great Men and Famous Women, which influenced him well past boyhood. He admired Hannibal, Cyrus the Great, George Washington, Robert E. Lee—an eclectic grouping—and had a special affinity for Gustavus Adolphus, the King of Sweden during the Thirty Years’ War. “They may look like an ill-considered group,” he once said, “but if you notice, they have two things in common: each of them is the best in his line, and they all have that mysterious power that makes men ready to follow them into hell, if necessary.” As a reader, he was handicapped by a mysterious condition which an ophthalmologist called “flat eyeball,” an acute sort of myopia that Truman called a “deformity.” His doctor prescribed thick lenses, and told Truman to avoid rough sports so as not to risk breaking his glasses.

Harry went to school twenty miles from the Grandview farm, in Independence, where, as a Kansas City Star story put it, “his closest friends were a studious group…. During the Passover they would go to Abie Viner’s house and eat unleavened bread.” He gave serious attention to the piano and studied the music of Mozart, Chopin, Beethoven, and Liszt. Charles Ross, another friend and classmate, who later became Truman’s press secretary, remembered the sports-avoiding pianist walking to his teacher’s house, carrying a music roll: “Mothers held him up as a model, so he took a lot of kidding. It required a lot of courage for a kid to take music lessons in a town like Independence.” After high school, he worked in various low-paying jobs: as a timekeeper for a construction company, in the mailroom of the Kansas City Star, and as a clerk in the Union National Bank. His father, who had some local political connections, helped him get a page’s job at the Democratic National Convention, which convened in Kansas City in 1900, when William Jennings Bryan was nominated for the second time. “He had the most remarkable voice,” Truman recalled. “He could get up and tear the hide off the Republicans better than any man ever I heard.” Soon after his twenty-first birthday, Harry and some of his friends joined Battery B, a new Missouri National Guard unit, in Kansas City, which might have been a lark, but turned out otherwise.

Out of financial necessity, the Truman family in 1906 moved back to the Grandview farm. Harry, who gave up city life, and a hundred-dollar-a-month job at the Union National Bank, wrote that, during the next ten years, “I had the best time I ever had in my life,” and perhaps he did. But the farmhouse was small and dark; there was no electricity, and the only source of heat was a living-room stove. You either froze on below-zero winter mornings or baked in the heat of a Missouri summer. “Just think of me arising at 5:00 a.m. and making three fires on these chilly mornings,” he wrote to Bess Wallace, his future wife, in the winter of 1913. “I sleep with the windows up and shake for thirty minutes every morning when there’s a fire already going.” A visitor, poking around, and climbing a narrow, back staircase, will see that Harry and his brother, Vivian, must have shared a small second-floor bedroom, as well as a chamber pot that probably was stored under their bed. Harry’s parents slept in the front of the house, which had a separate entrance, and his sister had a room of her own.

The farm did well—agriculture was enormously profitable in that time and place—though it probably never earned fifteen thousand dollars in one year, as Truman claimed. But it made enough so that Truman could afford a 1911 Stafford automobile. The car was a great help in Harry’s nine-year, and apparently chaste, courtship of the former Elizabeth (“Bess”) Virginia Wallace, whom he’d first noticed in Sunday school, in Independence, when he was six or seven. “I saw there the prettiest sweetest little girl I’d ever seen,” he wrote in his diary. “I was too backward to even look at her very much and I didn’t speak to her for five years…. If I succeeded in carrying her books to school or back home for her I had a big day.” With jumbled tenses, and Victorian delicacy, he added “I’d never had another and never have.”

America entered the war in Europe in April 1917, and Harry, the National Guard member, enlisted that August. The following March, he was shipped overseas, to France, where, despite poor eyesight, he was chosen to lead Battery D of the 129th Field Artillery. With the rank of captain, Truman, a Baptist and Mason, realized that he had a talent to command, in this case men he called “the wild Irish and German Catholics from… Kansas City.” Bess by then had agreed to marry him, but they decided to wait until the war was over. “I didn’t think it was right to get married and maybe come home a cripple and have the most beautiful and sweetest girl in the world tied down,” Harry wrote in his diary. He promised that he “wouldn’t look at the French mademoiselles,” and would return “reasonably pure.”

Truman’s devotion to Bess was matched, perhaps overmatched, by the powerful, almost obsessive attentiveness of her mother, Margaret (Madge) Gates Wallace, who reacted to the prospect of Bess’s marriage with passive-aggressive opposition. Margaret Truman thought that it came from seeing her father as “the farmer who was threatening to take her daughter away from her.” Madge Wallace is sometimes portrayed as a model of nightmare mother-in-lawness, but whether or not she liked Harry (opinions differ because no one knows), she was a wounded, angry, difficult woman. She’d never gotten over the suicide, in June 1903, of David W. Wallace, her forty-three-year-old husband. The news was recounted in several regional newspapers, including the Jackson Examiner, which reported, with grotesque granularity, that he’d “stood in the center of the bathroom floor, placed the muzzle of the revolver back of the left ear and fired. The bullet came out over the right eye and fell into the bath tub.”

That family history shamed Madge, who became something of a recluse, and may explain why she clung to her only daughter, born in 1885. After Bess and Harry were married, in 1919, at Trinity Episcopal Church in Independence, they moved to 219 North Delaware Street, a fourteen-room, two-story house built by Bess’s grandparents. When the newlyweds settled in, on the second floor, Bess’s grandmother and one of three younger brothers were already in residence. So was Madge.

Having been to war, and having led men with different backgrounds, gave Truman the self-confidence to see him through a number of business ventures, none of which did well. One was a partnership with a friend, Edward (Eddie) Jacobson, with whom he’d run a profitable Army base canteen—“a fine Jewish boy in my battery who had been in merchantile [sic] business in Kansas City.” The friendship would endure, but the Truman & Jacobson Haberdashery, which they opened in downtown Kansas City in 1919, went bust within two years. Like John Truman, his son kept looking for ways to become successful in a relative hurry.

3.

Truman may never have had a political epiphany, but he was attracted to the sociability of politics and acquired a patron: T. J. (Thomas Joseph) Pendergast, a former saloonkeeper who controlled the Democratic political machine in Kansas City. “I’m the boss,” T.J. once said. “I know all the angles of organizing and every man I meet becomes my friend.” Tom Pendergast became a “friend” to Truman, who’d had a wartime friendship with a Pendergast nephew, but Truman had other plusses: He was a farmer, a veteran, had local roots (the Trumans and Wallaces had relatives all over Jackson County), and was considered basically honest, though increasingly indebted to a corrupt political machine. He was also a joiner. Over the years, along with becoming a Mason (reaching the level of 33rd degree), he’d become, among other affiliations, an Elk, a Lion, and an American Legionnaire. He paid ten dollars to join the Ku Klux Klan, although when a Klansman informed Truman that the Klan was less interested in patronage than in keeping Roman Catholics from advancing in Jackson County, he changed his mind. As Richard Lawrence Miller noted, in his thorough book on Truman’s early political life, he never officially became a member.

Boss Pendergast offered Truman his political start in 1922, when the party needed a candidate for eastern judge in Jackson County’s three-man court. The post didn’t require judicial qualifications, of which Truman had none, but it did require administrative talent, which he possessed in large measure, as well as a capacity to focus on such fine points as the best mixture of concrete and gravel required to build superior, hard-surfaced roads. Although he lost his next election, in 1924, he stayed in public life, as the president of the National Old Trails Road Association, and talked about the importance of good roads. He won the higher post of presiding judge in 1926, and again in 1930, with the Kansas City Star writing that he’d given the county “an able, honest and efficient administration.”

But that had a two-term limit, and as 1934 approached, when Truman would turn fifty, he saw himself at a turning point. After a talk with Pendergast, he considered a new direction: to run for a safe seat in Congress (Pendergast had helped to gerrymander the district) or become a tax collector. “Congressman pays $7,500 and has to live in Washington six months a year,” he told Bess. “Collector will pay $10,000 and stay at home; a political sky high career ends with eight years Collector. I have an opportunity to be a power in the nation as Congressman, I don’t have to make a decision until next year. Think about it.” Though he’d asked Bess for her opinion, he seems never to have seriously considered anything but Congress. Pendergast, though, reneged, and offered the congressional seat to someone else.

Then another opportunity came along: a chance, though not a very good chance, to win a United States Senate seat, when the machine’s first two choices backed out. Truman’s eventual, narrow win became possible when a third candidate entered the Democratic primary, but success came with a cost to his reputation. After he arrived in Washington, he was called a “Pendergast office boy,” or “bellhop,” or someone who’d get “calluses on his ears listening on the long distance telephone to his boss,” labels that were shed slowly. He didn’t try to hide his connection. Almost as soon as Truman was sworn in, a large, framed photograph of T.J. was hung in the senator’s private office.

Truman very much liked being a United States senator. He thrived in an informal club that welcomed a certain breed of political man, mostly Democrats, most from small towns, who rotated in and out with each election cycle. They found in one another’s company a nurturing refuge, sometimes at “Board of Education” meetings in the hideaway office of Congressman Sam Rayburn, of Bonham, Texas, who would become House speaker in 1940. Its members, some leading a virtual bachelor’s life, included Vice President John Nance (“Cactus Jack”) Garner, of Uvalde, Texas, who’d been a senator when Roosevelt chose him as a running mate in 1932; Senator Alben Barkley, of Paducah, Kentucky, the majority leader; and Leslie L. Biffle, of Pigott, Arkansas, the fifty-year-old secretary of the Senate, who had no official power but whose presence could be felt in the currents, and undercurrents, of the Capitol building, someone who’d mastered an ability to whisper without moving his lips. “One had to be an adopted member of the group for quite a while to realize that anything was going on under the easy gossip and badinage,” Dean Acheson observed. “Then one discovered that almost everything was going on.” They enjoyed poker, bourbon, with its mystical additive, “branch water” (which might come from the tap in John Nance Garner’s washroom). They liked gossip, and politics, but their interests did not extend much beyond Capitol Hill and their constituents. They were content with the pleasure of their own company, and with the respect that came with the offices they held. In a letter to Bess, Truman described lonely stretches of time, broken up by visits to Griffith Stadium, the home of the Senators, the city’s baseball club, or a stop at the Metropolitan Theater, at 9th and F Streets, which, before the war, offered live stage shows along with movies:


You were anxious about my evenings. I haven’t had any this last week as we’ve worked every night…. [Senator Sherman] Minton and I went to a picture show…. We went to the ball game yesterday on a couple of free tickets he had, and Washington won five to two. They’ve been constant losers. I went up to the Metropolitan by myself and saw Man about Town. (Its cast included Jack Benny, Dorothy Lamour, and Eddie “Rochester” Anderson.) It is a very funny show. The nigger steals the screen.



As that last sentence suggests, Truman was a man with casual prejudices, some that he tried to rid himself of and some that he simply couldn’t.

By 1940, near the end of Truman’s first term, Boss Pendergast was no longer a factor. He’d been in and out of the penitentiary, for income tax evasion, and Truman faced another three-way primary, this time against two of the men who’d helped send his patron to prison: Governor Lloyd Stark, and the prosecutor, Maurice Milligan, whose brother, Jacob, had run against Truman in 1934. To add to Truman’s long odds, Roosevelt favored Stark. The Pendergast aroma could hurt Roosevelt’s chance of carrying Missouri, and he let Truman know that if he’d be good enough to drop out, and avoid a nasty primary fight, he could be appointed to the Interstate Commerce Commission. “I sent word that I would run if I only got one vote—mine,” Truman told Jonathan Daniels, a onetime aide and early biographer, though it’s difficult to believe that he’d been so defiant of the President. Truman got career-saving help from an energetic Irishman, Robert E. Hannegan, of St. Louis, chairman of the Democratic City Committee, from which came the city’s real power. His victory was suspiciously narrow, dependent on thousands of tainted votes from St. Louis. But a win by any margin left Truman gushing with relief that he could return to the companionable Senate: “I’ll never forget Tuesday night if I live to be a thousand—which I won’t,” he told Bess. “My sweet daughter and my sweetheart were in such misery it was torture to me. I wished then I’d never have made the fight. But it was a good fight.” It was also a good fight for Hannegan, who, helped by Senator Truman, was soon rewarded with the post of collector of internal revenue for St. Louis, a seven-thousand-a-year federal job, with benefits, an appointment that the St. Louis Post-Dispatch called “preposterous.”

After that, Truman was less a provincial back-bencher and more a legislator determined to accomplish something meaningful. With support from colleagues, he chaired a new committee—the Senate Special Committee to Investigate the National Defense Program—to examine defense budgets, cost overruns, and potential cheating by contractors, and brought to the task the focus that he’d demonstrated when he oversaw road construction in Jackson County. The Truman Committee, as it came to be known, began its work ten months before Japan attacked Pearl Harbor; before wrapping up, it had saved the nation many millions of dollars. Time magazine, in a 1943 cover story titled “Billion-Dollar Watchdog,” described Truman as “the committee’s energetic generalissimo,” and his committee as giving “red faces to Cabinet members, war agency heads, generals, admirals, big businessmen, little businessmen, labor leaders.”

In mid-1943, the committee’s tenacious investigators stumbled upon the secret atom bomb project after noticing some unusually high expenditures in Pasco, Washington, for something called the “Manhattan Engineer District”—the Manhattan Project. That led Senator Truman to telephone Henry L. Stimson, the secretary of war, to ask what was going on. Stimson, then seventy-six, a Republican with a pedigree of public service and a reputation for rectitude, attempted to deflect Truman, telling him that he “was one of the very few men who knew what that was about and what it was intended for, and I simply couldn’t tell.” In their conversation, which Stimson recorded, Truman said, “You assure that this is for a specific purpose and you think it’s all right; that’s all I need to know,” and Stimson replied, “Not only for a specific purpose, but a unique purpose.” Truman said “he trusted me implicitly,” Stimson wrote in his diary.

But Truman could get peevish when he didn’t get his way, and he wanted to know more. After all, he was a United States senator! In March 1944, he told Stimson that his committee had information that the work at Pasco “is being carried out in a wasteful manner,” and that, unless it got a proper briefing, it might have to be investigated. Stimson, in his diary, took note of Truman’s “ugly letter” and called him “a nuisance and a pretty untrustworthy man. He talks smoothly but he acts meanly.” After Stimson informed Truman that, in refusing to share his secrets, he was “merely carrying out the express directions of the President,” Truman dropped the subject.

4.

Washington is a city of secrecy and untruths, all the more so during wartime. “The amount of bare-faced lying that was done in Washington in those days is beyond estimate,” the educator-scientist James B. Conant recalled. “One just didn’t ask an old friend whom one met at the Cosmos Club what he was doing.” Certainly, the topmost secret was the development of an atomic bomb, but something else, something much harder to hide, concerned Roosevelt’s health. One had only to see him at close range to suspect that he wasn’t well; friends who hadn’t been near him for a while were, as one put it, “shocked and horrified” by his appearance. “His shirt collar hung so loose on his neck that you could have put your hand inside it,” a visitor recalled. There had been occasional newspaper stories that he was under the weather, but his White House doctor, Rear Admiral Ross T. McIntire, either lied or revealed diagnostic ineptitude when he said in early 1944 that his patient had “one of the best years since he entered the White House,” and moreover that his “stamina is far above the average.” These fictions were rarely questioned; no one wanted America’s enemies to know that the President was enfeebled. McIntire, though, knew that Roosevelt was suffering from advanced cardiovascular disease; his assistant, Dr. Howard G. Bruenn, knew that the prognosis was exceedingly grim.

In April,1944, Roosevelt spent a month at Hobcaw Barony, a twenty-three-thousand-acre coastal plantation in Georgetown, South Carolina, owned by the seventy-three-year-old financier Bernard M. Baruch, the son of a Confederate surgeon, who enjoyed acting the role of a Southern plantation owner and loved being in the center of things (and letting everyone know it). When Roosevelt reappeared in Washington, on May 8, rumors pursued him, among them that he’d had a secret operation, or had met Churchill in London, on the eve of an anticipated Allied invasion of Europe. By June 6, the actual date for Operation Overlord, Roosevelt was back at work and pretending to mull whether to run for a fourth term.

He waited until July 11—just eight days before the Democratic Convention opened in Chicago—to reveal his unsurprising intentions to reporters who’d gathered around his office desk. He was a heavy smoker, mostly of Camels, and after he’d fitted his latest cigarette in a favorite ivory holder and had it lighted by Stephen T. Early, his press secretary, he read aloud from a letter he’d purportedly written to Robert Hannegan, who’d recently become the national Democratic Party chairman: “If the people command me to continue in this office and in this war,” Roosevelt read, he was willing. He uttered these words with a straight face before he concluded, saying, “And now, if you will go out quietly—” The reporters laughed, but had one more question: “Have you found a candidate for Vice President yet?” To which Roosevelt replied, “Well, that sounds like an unfriendly question. I won’t answer it.”

It was a mildly unfriendly question. By then, Roosevelt, through indecision or the pleasures of secrecy, was tormenting the two leading candidates for the job: Henry Wallace, the incumbent, who’d replaced John Nance Garner in 1940, and the former South Carolina senator James F. Byrnes, whom Roosevelt had asked to head the Office of Economic Stabilization, and then, in May 1943, to reorganize management of the home front by establishing the Office of War Mobilization. That gave Byrnes control of rents, rationing, and the distribution of supplies, an assignment so big that journalists began referring to him as the “assistant president.” Interest in the vice presidency was considerable because of the pronounced awareness that the job came with the Damoclesian possibility of succession.

Roosevelt’s most awkward task was getting rid of Wallace, then fifty-five and looking slightly in need of a haircut. Before the vice presidency, Wallace had served seven years as secretary of agriculture, and before that had built the Hi-Bred Corn Company, of Des Moines, Iowa, which made him wealthy. He had been a cause for worry ever since Roosevelt, in 1940, had overruled party leaders to put him on the ticket. There was something about him, a penumbra of dreaminess, that made the very thought of a President Wallace alarming. The social critic Dwight Macdonald was struck by how Wallace’s Presbyterian upbringing incorporated elements of Buddhism, Judaism, Zoroastrianism, Islam, and Christian Science, as well as spiritualism, numerology, and astrology. It was also hard to miss Wallace’s pronounced sympathy for the Soviet Union. You did not have to be a Cold-Warrior-in-waiting to find such views troublesome, and more so because of the dreadful worry that Roosevelt would not complete his term.

Byrnes believed that, despite Wallace’s incumbency, Roosevelt had promised him the vice presidency. But there was considerable resistance to Byrnes. Leaders of organized labor mistrusted his commitment to the rights of workers, and Roosevelt worried that “the colored question would come up and then we’d have a lot of trouble.” The “colored question” was a euphemism for Byrnes’s unyielding segregationist views, which troubled a lot of people, even in an era when segregation was unexceptional. Walter White, who’d led the NAACP for two decades, regarded Byrnes as a hated enemy because of what White called his “unrelenting, skilled, and uniformly successful opposition to every measure sought by Negroes,” from a federal anti-lynching bill to gaining access to public accommodations and transportation. There was, in addition, an actuarial objection: Roosevelt wanted someone younger than himself, and Byrnes, at sixty-five, was three years his senior.

Byrnes’s career would be unimaginable in the résumé-driven world of modern Washington, but he’d demonstrated that, in pre–World War II America, one could go far with a generous helping of intelligence and aspiration. He looked like someone’s idea of a jaunty Irishman: A 1940 Saturday Evening Post profile described him as a short, slight man with an “odd, sharply angular face from which his sharp eyes peer out with an expression of quizzical geniality.” He’d been reared in Charleston, where his mother took in sewing to support the household. His formal education ended when he left school at the age of fourteen, but his mother taught him shorthand, which he mastered well enough to become a court reporter—a job that led him to study for the bar exam. The New York Times editor Turner Catledge, who was born and reared in Mississippi and felt a kinship with Byrnes, called him the “smartest politician I knew.” He liked to drop by for a drink at Byrnes’s office, or his apartment in the Shoreham Hotel, for what they called “bullbat time”—named for a Southern bird that comes out around twilight. Sometimes the two Southerners would sing hymns and old ballads. Catledge recalled that Byrnes took shorthand notes of every conversation, and “then he’d review them at night.” Byrnes’s biographer David Robertson called the shorthand a “defensive” tactic, “more a private language to himself than a record to be shared with others.”

Byrnes had served seven terms in the House, beginning in 1910, and was elected to the Senate in 1930. Roosevelt had considered him for the vice presidency once before, in 1940. But Byrnes’s chances were damaged by his having left the Catholic Church and becoming an Episcopalian, which risked alienating both Catholic and non-Catholic voters. In 1941, Roosevelt appointed him to the Supreme Court—a great leap for someone who’d never finished secondary school or sat on the bench. Byrnes, though, was bored by the judiciary, and sixteen months later, having left no discernible mark on the court and with the nation at war, he was brought into the administration by Roosevelt. Byrnes’s impressive record seemed to qualify him for the vice presidency, apart from all that made him an unacceptable pick.

The Bronx political boss Ed Flynn, who’d been New York’s secretary of state when FDR was governor, was among the first to urge Roosevelt to jettison Wallace, and to see that Senator Truman offered many advantages. His labor record was better than Byrnes’s, his border state background much safer, and everyone had heard of the Truman Committee. Above all, he was unlikely to do much damage to the ticket. Roosevelt had also been thinking along those lines, and the newspapers had begun to pick up the speculation. Truman, aware of this talk, proclaimed his disinterest, which may have been the most effective way to campaign for the job.

Roosevelt sometimes dodged arguments by smiling and nodding and saying things like “Thanks for taking the trouble to come in and give me your slant on this,” but he’d gotten into a difficult spot by making promises that he needed to break. He asked Samuel Rosenman, a senior adviser, to tell Wallace he was out—that “I’d like to have him as my running mate, but I simply cannot risk creating a permanent split in the party.” He asked Postmaster General Frank Walker, a longtime confidant, to tell Byrnes the same thing—that “I’m sorry it has to be that way.” Before the end of what turned into a long dinner discussion on a hot July night, during which many names were proposed, Roosevelt, as if the thought had just occurred to him, said, “Boys, I guess it’s Truman.”

When the Democratic National Convention opened in Chicago, on Monday, July 17, the twenty-year-old Margaret Truman wrote in her diary, “We are on our way to Chicago. Hope it will be fun, but probably not very exciting.” Roosevelt, meanwhile, had set off on a journey west in his private railroad car, the Ferdinand Magellan, a specially constructed Pullman that was outfitted with armored plating, three-inch bulletproof glass, a bath, and an elevator that enabled him to board in his wheelchair. By then, he’d let the convention’s chairman know, in his circuitous way, that he wouldn’t be supporting Wallace: “If I were a delegate,” he wrote, he, personally, would vote for Wallace’s renomination, but, stepping back from any responsibility, he added, “Obviously the convention must do the deciding,” and he hoped that it would give “great consideration to the pros and cons of its choice.” On that same Monday, with Truman still insisting that he had no designs on the vice presidency, Byrnes told Truman that he was Roosevelt’s choice, and asked Truman to nominate him. By the next day, though, Truman no longer sounded uninterested in the job for himself. After the Missouri caucus voted, unanimously, to draft him, Margaret in her diary wrote, “Ye Gods!” But while Byrnes apparently believed that he remained Roosevelt’s first choice, there was at least one big problem—“one thing we forgot,” Hannegan told him. “The President said, ‘Clear it with Sidney’ ”—Sidney Hillman, who ran the influential political action committee for the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO). Hannegan later denied that the words “clear it with Sidney,” or any variation, were ever uttered by Roosevelt, but uttered or not, labor leaders, had made clear that they couldn’t support Byrnes, after which, as his friend Turner Catledge wrote in the Times, “his stock appeared to slip markedly.”

Truman later told Jonathan Daniels that, when Hannegan informed him that Roosevelt wanted him on the ticket, he’d replied, “Tell him to go to hell. I’m for Jimmy Byrnes.” That was Truman at his most inflated. The likely version is that Roosevelt, speaking by telephone in a voice loud enough to be heard by everyone in a hotel room, said he wanted Truman on the ticket to avoid a party split. Truman’s initial response, which can be read in many ways, was something like “Oh, shit,” but he certainly offered no objection. In his diary he wrote that he was “forced into it by Pres. Roosevelt himself,” and that became the version he decided to stick with.

On Wednesday, July 19, Byrnes formally, and sulkily, withdrew his name “in deference to the wishes of the President,” and Roosevelt the next day was renominated, for a fourth term. Truman watched the balloting from a box, alongside Bess and Margaret, though he took a break to get a hot dog. Alistair Cooke, the American correspondent of the Manchester Guardian, was at a lunch counter when the nomination was settled, and recalled, “Next to me was a lobster in steel-rimmed glasses—a solid, square little man in a sky-blue double-breasted suit and polka-dot tie. In one hand he had a Coke bottle and in the other a hotdog dripping mustard like butterscotch sauce.” When a voice in the hall kept asking “the next Vice President” to come to the rostrum and the organist started to play the “Missouri Waltz,” the man in the blue jacket “jammed the bottle on the counter, took a final lick at the mustard, dumped the hotdog in a trash basket and said, ‘By golly, that’s me!’ ” Hold that picture—that snapshot of a sixty-year-old legislator from Jackson County who’d just been nominated for the nation’s second-highest office—and then try to forget it.

5.

Before the 1944 convention, Roosevelt and Truman had barely been acquainted. Years before, when the Roosevelts invited Senator and Mrs. Truman to one of their nonstop White House dinners, Bess stayed home. She didn’t say so publicly, but Washington’s fast lane made her uncomfortable. Her absence surely went unnoticed in a crowd that included members of Congress, many with their wives, as well as cabinet officers, and Richard E. Byrd, the polar explorer—a “very spiffy affair,” Truman thought. Insofar as socializing with Roosevelt went, that was about it. In fact, after the convention, by my count, Truman and Roosevelt saw each other eight times, but—with just one exception—only in the company of many others.

“I don’t think I saw Roosevelt but twice as Vice-President except at Cabinet meetings,” Truman told Jonathan Daniels, adding that “Cabinet members, if they had anything to discuss, tried to see him privately after the meetings.” He complained to Henry Wallace that Roosevelt never took him into his confidence—“They didn’t tell me anything about what was going on.” According to James Roosevelt, the President’s oldest son, “Father felt Harry had done some good work in the Senate, but he still regarded him as a… small-town Midwesterner who in no way was big enough to become president. I don’t think Father thought about him that much.” Truman could not have forgotten that Roosevelt had nearly ordered him to withdraw from his 1940 Senate race, which helps to explain why, even after 1945, he’d refer to Roosevelt as a “fakir” (a favorite, albeit misused, Truman word) or a self-promoter or an “egotist.” Truman kept these views fairly private; like other politicians, he could bubble with admiration when it suited him. For all that, he was susceptible to Roosevelt’s charm.

They had their first, and only, face-to-face meal well before the election, on a hot, humid August 18: “The Pres. took his coat off and I had to,” Truman wrote to Margaret. “Told him if I’d known that was what he intended to do I’d have put on a clean shirt and he said he had that very morning.” They sat on the South Lawn, under a magnolia tree that was supposedly uprooted from Tennessee, where it had been planted by Andrew Jackson to honor his late wife. An AP photograph shows FDR, in a white shirt and polka-dot bowtie, looking pretty much like his best old self. They discussed the postwar jobs outlook, some pending bills, and the upcoming campaign. Lunch lasted seventy minutes.

Truman recounted more of this for Bess and Margaret: how he’d arrived five minutes early, how Roosevelt was so nice that “You’d have thought I was the long lost brother or the returned Prodigal.” Truman told Roosevelt how much he appreciated him for “putting the finger on me for V.P.” Then “the movie men and then the flashlight boys” worked until the President “got tired or hungry and said ‘now boys one more, that’s enough.’ ” The President’s daughter, Anna Roosevelt Boettiger, who took on the role of hostess when her mother was away, had expected Bess to be there. When Truman explained that she was in Missouri, Roosevelt, who guessed the truth, told him that Eleanor had once been very timid and that, when he first ran for governor of New York, she wouldn’t go to political meetings or make speeches. “Now,” he said, “she talks all the time.” FDR also gave him “a lot of hooey” about what Truman could do in the fall presidential campaign.

“He’s still the leader he’s always been, and don’t let anybody kid you about it,” Truman told reporters after the meal. “He’s keen as a briar.” He was more honest with his friend Harry Hawkins Vaughan, with whom he’d served during the war, and who, on the path to becoming Truman’s perpetual buddy, was working in Truman’s Senate office. “His hands are shaking and he talks with considerable difficulty,” he told Vaughan. “It doesn’t seem to be any mental lapse of any kind, but physically he’s just going to pieces.” Roosevelt, he thought, “talked like a phonograph record played at the wrong speed.” He didn’t say anything about this to Bess, who would only have worried about the implications for her husband. The subject of Roosevelt’s health was always raised gingerly by reporters, but intimations of mortality were in the air. On October 8, Wendell Willkie, the 1940 Republican presidential nominee, died, of a heart ailment. He was fifty-two, ten years younger than Roosevelt.

Truman wasn’t much of a campaigner, though perhaps not as shaky as William Shannon and Robert Allen made him out to be when they wrote that he “read his ghostwritten speeches slowly and mechanically, as if he were translating them from Hindustani as he went along.” He was better without a script, though he could be loose with facts. One October day, in El Paso, Texas, he seemed to blame World War I on Warren G. Harding, who’d succeeded Woodrow Wilson, in 1921—two years after the Armistice. “You can’t afford to take a chance on another Harding,” Truman said. He could sometimes seem recessive in the company of more colorful politicians. An aide to the New York mayor Fiorello La Guardia recalled Truman visiting City Hall, in the fall of 1944, after delivering a campaign speech. La Guardia sometimes liked to keep visitors waiting, and the aide remembered being “surprised to find Truman standing shyly alone, his hands thrust into his pockets, staring out of the window toward the cross section of Broadway and Chambers Street.”

On November 8, 1944, the Roosevelt-Truman ticket defeated the Republicans—New York governor Thomas E. Dewey and Ohio governor John W. Bricker—by an electoral landslide and a margin of three million votes. In Kansas City, radio listeners who tuned in to hear from Roosevelt’s running mate, instead heard Mozart’s Ninth Sonata. Then the announcer introduced the piano player: Truman. “Here was a man waiting to be Vice President,” a newspaperman recalled, “and he was playing Mozart instead of biting his nails. He played it very nicely.”

The inaugural ceremony, on the South Portico of the White House, was a minimalist affair, unfollowed by parades. It was a cold day. (In 1937, the inaugural date had been switched from March to January.) Some eight thousand guests, some in galoshes, stood on the snow-covered South Lawn, and thousands more watched from outside the distant gates. Truman was sworn in by Henry Wallace, who’d agreed to join the cabinet, as secretary of commerce. Roosevelt, bareheaded, was given the oath by Chief Justice Harlan F. Stone. He never smiled, and seemed, to Truman, to be in pain. The New York Times reporter Cabell Phillips recalled Roosevelt “standing gaunt, gray, and hollow-eyed… supported by his son James,” a sight that made onlookers uneasy. He spoke for six minutes, one of the shortest inaugural addresses ever. The ceremony was followed by a buffet lunch for favored invitees, among them Bernard Baruch, Edith (Mrs. Woodrow) Wilson, thirteen Roosevelt grandchildren, and Helen Keller, who, although she could neither see nor hear, admired a blue plume on a hat worn by Grace Tully, Roosevelt’s personal secretary. The President stayed for about twenty minutes, leaving hand-shaking duties to Eleanor and the Trumans.

Two days later, Roosevelt set off by rail, sea, and air, to Yalta, in the Crimea, for a meeting with Churchill and Stalin, travel plans that were kept secret. His entourage included his daughter, Anna; Jimmy Byrnes, whose invitation may have been a form of apology; and the Bronx boss Ed Flynn, whose presence was altogether baffling. Truman on January 22 received a “highly confidential” memorandum from Roosevelt, telling him “If you have any urgent messages which you wish to get to me, I suggest you send them through the White House Map Room. However, only absolutely urgent messages should be sent.” He furthermore told Truman to keep his radio messages “as brief as possible”; long messages might have to be sent by pouch. In other words, please don’t bother me.

Years later, Truman recalled a fantasy version of Roosevelt, someone who’d confided in him, and with whom he’d chatted about books and historical arcana. “We discussed such episodes in history as the turning back of the Turks at Vienna, and how Genghis Khan was stopped before he could reach Austria,” Truman wrote. “These were the things we talked about when we were through with our business. Roosevelt was just as interested as I was in history, and knew more about certain phases of it than I did.” It’s fair to assume that Truman yearned for such a connection, because he made it up with such conviction.



Truman discovered that a vice president’s life was sweet, and even Bess began to be drawn to the pleasures of flattering attention. By tradition, a president didn’t accept invitations to private functions, which made the Trumans the ranking “diners out,” a role they didn’t shy from. “Not since the days of Charlie Curtis”—Herbert Hoover’s vice president—“have we had a ‘social’ V.P.—and the town’s hostesses are licking their chops,” the Washington Post reported, explaining how things had changed for the worse, in 1933, when the John Nance Garners settled in. “Everyone knew they never stepped out of the Washington Hotel after 9 o’clock,” and after that came the war and Vice President Wallace. Then along came “the likeable Mr. Truman (whose natty scrubbed looks are quite a contrast to that of his two predecessors).”

The Trumans may have reached a social apogee on February 17, 1945, when Evalyn Walsh McLean invited a hundred and fifty people to meet them. Mrs. McLean, the fifty-eight-year-old widow of Edward McLean, a former owner of the Washington Post and the Cincinnati Enquirer, could lure just about anyone to Friendship House, at 3308 R Street. (The original Friendship House, an estate on upper Wisconsin Avenue, was demolished during the war and became the apartment complex called McLean Gardens.) Evalyn McLean owned the Hope Diamond, a deep blue gem with a convoluted international provenance, a stone that later went on view at the Smithsonian Institution.

This was not Truman’s bourbon-and-branch-water crowd, although a number of his Senate colleagues made it onto Mrs. McLean’s guest list. So did Supreme Court justices, military officers, and ambassadors, as well as Lauritz Melchior of the Metropolitan Opera and J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the FBI. The Kansas City Star announced the McLean party on its front page, where, under the headline “Social Spotlight Falls on the Missouri Plowboy,” it also hinted at the possible abuse of ration tickets at “one of the most sumptuous feasts since the war.” Mrs. George Mesta—Perle Mesta, an Oklahoma oilman’s daughter who became known as the “hostess with the mostest”—showed her competitive social muscle by giving a dinner for the Trumans at the Sulgrave Club, with an orchestra, a ventriloquist, and the operatic soprano Rosa Ponselle, who persuaded the vice president to become her accompanist after she climbed onto a piano and attempted to sing like the torch singer Helen Morgan. In March, a correspondent for the Chicago Tribune wrote that Truman had “shed the customary cocoon of Vice Presidential anonymity and emerged as the capital’s No. 1 social butterfly,” and that, since the inauguration, his name had appeared more often on the society pages than that of any other Washingtonian. That statistic would have been hard to verify in the pre-Google age, but Truman was increasingly found in company in which he’d never before been found.

His role as the city’s number one diner-out included a benefit for the National Press Club Servicemen’s Canteen, where the movie star Lauren Bacall “perched” on a piano while the vice president played a serenade and a Marine allegedly “sighed” to a sailor, “Wow, she’s really a sizzler!” A photograph of Bacall, her legs well displayed, smiling down at the piano player, did not please Bess. Truman was also getting friendly attention from, among others, the Christian Science Monitor columnist Roscoe Drummond, who wrote, “While he does not count himself a heavy thinker, Mr. Truman knows what is going on in Washington, has a genuine grasp of national affairs and is an informed interpreter of Administration policy.” Drummond could be an observant reporter, but, like so many of his colleagues, he could also be solicitous of people in power.

From February 4 to 11, while the Trumans were immersed in social Washington, Roosevelt was in Yalta, in the Crimea, a locale chosen because Stalin had refused to travel far from home. It had been an arduous journey. “If we had spent ten years on research we could not have found a worse place in the world than Yalta,” Churchill said. Dr. Howard Bruenn was to write that conditions at the Livadia Palace, the site for talks, were “wholly unsanitary, as the Germans had left the building infested with vermin.”

The three had met once before, in Tehran, in November 1943, when the liberation of Europe was still a year off. Now they knew that the war with Germany was nearly won and that victory over Japan was inevitable, although at an uncertain cost. What remained was the aftermath, including questions of reparations, a new “world security” organization—the United Nations—and the possible dismemberment of Germany. In Tehran, Roosevelt had said, “You either have to castrate the German people or you have got to treat them in such a manner so that they just can’t go on reproducing people who want to continue the way they have in the past.” The future of Poland, its boundaries and governance, was an issue contentious enough to come up for discussion at seven of the eight plenary sessions. The agenda of a London-based Polish government-in-exile, formed during the war, was very different from that of the pro-Soviet “Lublin” government. Although it was finally agreed that the “London Poles” should have a role in the government, it was an agreement that Stalin would never honor. Roosevelt understood, and Truman was to learn, that Stalin regarded Poland’s geography as inseparable from Russia’s security.

Roosevelt’s voyage home included more meetings: with King Farouk, of Egypt; Haile Selassie, of Ethiopia; and, in the Suez Canal, with the first Saudi king, Abdul Aziz ibn Saud. It also included a death at sea: Roosevelt’s devoted, and protective, appointments secretary, General Edwin “Pa” Watson. The ship docked in Newport News, Virginia, on February 27, and, at six the next morning, Roosevelt arrived, by train, at the Bureau of Printing and Engraving “station,” near the White House—an arrival preceded by rumors that it was the President who’d died at sea.

At noon the next day—March 1—Roosevelt went to the Capitol, to report to Congress. He delivered an odd, almost conversational speech, which he began by referring to the polio he’d contracted in 1921 and his decision not to stand while he spoke. “I know that you will realize it makes it a lot easier for me in not having to carry about ten pounds of steel on the bottom of my legs,” he said. A couple of times, he appeared to lose his place and wandered away from the text. The cadences were Roosevelt’s, but the words were not delivered by the vigorous man who’d led the nation since 1933. Mrs. Roosevelt saw the decision to sit in the well of the House as significant: It meant that her husband “had accepted a certain degree of invalidism.” A decade later, Truman said it was his suggestion that Roosevelt stay seated. Such a conversation, though not disprovable, is inconceivable. It was a way for Truman, with the same imagination that recalled him bullshitting with Roosevelt about history, to burnish the past.

At the March 21 White House Correspondents’ dinner, the New York Times correspondent Allen Drury thought Truman “looked spick and span in a dark suit with a handkerchief, carefully folded so that exactly four comers showed, stuck in his breast pocket, beginning to seem, already, like a man who is getting a great deal of experience in the social life”; and that Roosevelt, who seemed to enjoy the entertainment by Danny Kaye, Jimmy Durante, and Fanny Brice, looked “old and thin and scrawny-necked.” The President the next day left for Warm Springs, Georgia, where for twenty years he’d been treated for the effects of infantile paralysis. His only contact with the vice president came after Truman, on April 5, asked for a bit of friendly patronage: “Hope you are having a good rest. Hate to bother you,” Truman wrote. He thought that his friend Bob Hannegan was “entitled to recognition” for his good campaign work, that Roosevelt should appoint him postmaster general, and that Frank Walker, who held the post, should become federal loan administrator. Roosevelt, at his noncommittal best, replied two days later: “I think your idea has a lot of merit in it and as soon as I get back I will talk with Frank.”

6.

On April 11, 1945, Truman wrote home to say how busy he was, having to answer letters and greet people—“just as fast as they can go through the office without seeming to hurry them.” As for his sole constitutional duty, to preside over the Senate, “it’s my job to get ’em prayed for… and then get the business to going by staying in the chair for an hour.” As vice president, he was entitled to an office, on the Senate side of the Capitol, but he still liked to end his afternoons by making his way to the House and to Speaker Rayburn’s “Board of Education” hideaway. There, somebody would pour bourbon and branch water, and life was good.

The next day, April 12, a Thursday, Truman started another letter home, urging his mother and sister to “Turn on your radio tomorrow night… at 9:30 your time and you’ll hear Harry make a Jefferson Day address to the nation.” His more limited task was to introduce Roosevelt, who was to deliver the radio speech. Truman had otherwise been looking forward to a poker game that evening at the Statler Hotel, a prospect to make him smile. But there was a last-minute change in the schedule. Edward McKim, another Truman war buddy, who was to join the game, heard from Harry Vaughan, who informed him that the vice president had gotten a call from the White House. “He’ll have to answer that,” Vaughan said, “but we’ll be a little bit late.”

The call was from Steve Early, Roosevelt’s press secretary, who wanted Truman to telephone the White House “right away.” Early asked him to come to 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue “as quickly and as quietly” as possible, after which a member of Truman’s staff watched his smile vanish: “He just jammed his hat on his head and rushed out. He just said, ‘I’m going to the White House’ and he was through the door like a flash.” By then, Early had telephoned the three major wire services with a “Flash,” the designation for news of utmost urgency. First reports were that, at about 1 p.m., on this mild spring day, while sitting for a portrait inside the Little White House, his retreat at Warm Springs, Roosevelt had said, “I have a terrific headache”—probably his last words. Two hours later, at the age of sixty-three, Roosevelt was dead of what was described as a massive cerebral hemorrhage.

It was nearly dark when Truman was driven to the White House grounds, followed, as Jonathan Daniels later wrote, “by the personages who constituted the government of the United States,” who raced past the guarded gate. Truman was taken to Mrs. Roosevelt’s second-floor sitting room, where, when Truman asked what he could do, Mrs. Roosevelt replied, “Tell us what we can do.” That Truman-Roosevelt exchange, which appears in most accounts of those moments, was followed by practical matters, among them that Truman had to be sworn in as soon as possible. He telephoned Bess, who was at their second-story apartment, at 4701 Connecticut Avenue. He told her the President was dead and that he was sending a car. Bess and Margaret were quickly en route, but the six-mile drive from upper Connecticut Avenue to the White House added more delay—“quite a long wait,” Secretary of War Stimson thought.

Truman, neatly dressed as always, wore a light gray business suit and a blue bow tie, with a blue-and-white handkerchief showing from a pocket. Close by were members of the Roosevelt cabinet—most of whom would soon be gone—and such familiar faces as Les Biffle, the secretary of the Senate. Truman looked nervous and pale and held on to a small Bible that had come from Roosevelt’s office. Standing across from Chief Justice Stone, who wore a black suit, he raised his right hand, then lowered it to grip the Bible. At first, he seemed unable to repeat the oath. Then he reached into a pocket for a slip of paper, a cheat sheet with the words he needed to recite. He stood stiffly, the Bible in his left hand, and when he’d finished, with the words “So help me God!” he shook Stone’s hand. Stone said simply, “Mr. President.” Bess Truman was weeping, and it doesn’t take a mind reader to know that the tears were not entirely for the dead president and his family.

He became “President Truman” at 7:09 p.m., and after that met with the cabinet officers. At first no one said anything, but Henry Morgenthau Jr., the treasury secretary for most of Roosevelt’s three terms, aimed a nod of his head at Secretary of State Edward R. Stettinius, the ranking cabinet officer—a nudge that he ought to say something. Stettinius, who’d been appointed by Roosevelt just three months before, said they all supported Truman. Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins, who was close to the Roosevelt family, was “quietly praying,” and sobbed throughout the meeting. Before Stimson left, he spoke briefly to Truman. Considering their terse communications over the past eighteen months, it was not a complete surprise when the secretary of war said that they needed to talk “about an immense project that was under way.” But there was no time then to get into that. The Trumans soon led a procession, which raced out to their Connecticut Avenue apartment, where the President ate a roast beef sandwich in a neighbor’s apartment.

On Friday morning, Jonathan Daniels came to the Oval Office with papers that, on an ordinary day, he would have given to Roosevelt, who would have been at the two-pillared “Resolute” desk where Truman was sitting. “The desk had been swept clean of the toys and bric-a-brac which Roosevelt had left when he went off to Warm Springs,” Daniels recalled. “It seemed still Roosevelt’s desk and Roosevelt’s room. It seemed to me, indeed, almost Roosevelt’s sun which came in the wide south windows and touched Truman’s thick glasses. I remember that his eyes were magnified by them. Also, I remember that he swung around in the President’s chair as if he were testing it.”

In the afternoon, Truman went to the Capitol, for a lunch that he’d asked Les Biffle to arrange. The Vermont senator George Aiken, a Republican, recalled that Truman “hung on to me and the tears ran right down his cheek. He kept saying, ‘I am not big enough for this job, I’m not big enough for this job.’ ” To reporters who’d trailed him to the Capitol, Truman asked, “Have you ever had a bull or a load of hay fall on you? Well, I felt as though the moon and the stars and all the planets fell on me last night when I got the news.” He added, “I don’t know if you newspaper men ever pray. But if you do, please pray for me.” That appeal, much quoted and repeated, was Truman at his most modest, stunned, and frightened. It reflected the mood of the city. “It was almost… a physical shock to the entire community, that permeated the atmosphere in a way that I’ve never known before or since,” a Pentagon official recalled. “Even the declaration of war didn’t compare, the shock waves, that seemed to be going around us everywhere with our war leader suddenly dead.” Federal workers, finding it hard to concentrate, began taking annual leave. Distracted elevator operators in government buildings were letting people off at the wrong floor.

When Truman returned to the White House, another visitor was waiting for him: Jimmy Byrnes who, just before Roosevelt died, had resigned his post at the Office of War Mobilization and returned to his home, in Spartanburg, South Carolina. “I greeted him as an old friend,” Truman recalled, and during the half hour they spent together, he asked Byrnes about the Yalta conference. Despite the invitation to Yalta, Byrnes remained bitter about the way he’d been treated by Roosevelt. “He has not hesitated to gut every friend he had,” Byrnes told a friend. After Byrnes heard the news, he’d hurried back to Washington. “It is a world tragedy,” he said to reporters. “At the moment my personal regret is such that I would not trust myself to make a statement. I am so distressed.” One can read that as an expression of grief, but Byrnes’s distress certainly encompassed the ache that one feels at an important missed chance: his absence from the line of succession. He said he was ready to give the new president any assistance he might want. “I’m just private citizen James F. Byrnes,” he told reporters, trying to sound like an ingenuous volunteer.

That pose wasn’t likely to last. Newspaper stories were already suggesting that Byrnes would become a high-level adviser, as Harry Hopkins had been to Roosevelt, or that he’d replace Secretary of State Stettinius, who was widely regarded as an affable amateur, though one who, with his strong features and white hair, had been favored since birth with the countenance of a serious man. Byrnes, in Yalta, had been little more than spectator, kibitzer, and, with his shorthand skills, a note-taker. But simply having been there, with Roosevelt, gave him a cloak of gravitas. He quickly prepared for Truman a morocco-bound volume of his shorthand summaries, entitled The Crimean Conference, which he labeled “Top Secret.” It included a memorandum that described Roosevelt’s willingness to admit two Soviet republics—Ukraine and White Russia—to the future United Nations, thus giving the Soviets three Communist-bloc votes in the General Assembly. Byrnes’s excited advice was that this information “should be kept under lock and key” lest it fall into the hands of “the columnists,” and “start a war on several fronts.”

Roscoe Drummond, with a well-aimed dart of flattery, wrote that bringing Byrnes into the administration’s “inner counsels” suggested “both wisdom and bigness” on Truman’s part. Byrnes and Truman had never been intimate friends, and uneasy feelings between them had lingered since the convention. But from the time that Truman had arrived in Washington as a freshman senator, in 1935, Byrnes had seemed to him an impressive figure, a self-confident leader. Truman once called him “the best all-round official” he’d ever met. No one doubted the hold that Byrnes seemed to have on people for whom he worked, and the insinuating charm he possessed.



The train from Warm Springs, bearing Roosevelt’s coffin, arrived at Union Station on an unseasonably warm and humid Saturday morning, and was carried to the White House on a horse-drawn caisson. A late-afternoon service in the East Room was attended by two hundred people, who sat in gold-backed chairs. Robert Sherwood, the playwright and Roosevelt speechwriter, noticed that when Truman entered the room, no one stood—not out of disrespect, Sherwood believed, but because those present “could not yet associate him with his high office; all they could think of was that the President was dead.” Everyone stood for Eleanor Roosevelt, dressed in black, who was with Anna and Elliott Roosevelt, the only one of the four Roosevelt sons to make it home from overseas duty. An empty wheelchair was off to the side.

The three Trumans—Harry, Bess, and Margaret—were joined by Truman’s friend Harry Vaughan. After the Inaugural, Vaughan was transferred from Truman’s Senate office to become the first-ever vice-presidential military aide, with the rank of colonel. On this occasion, Colonel Vaughan wore heavy gold fourragère, a noisy sartorial display. Harry Hopkins, who’d been Roosevelt’s closest aide and was being treated at the Mayo Clinic for stomach cancer, appeared, Sherwood recalled, “like death… a dreadful cold white,” and looked as if he was about to faint. The service, which included two hymns, was over in twenty-three minutes. As the Truman family walked to a waiting car that would take them to their apartment, the new president realized that he’d forgotten his hat. That’s what aides were for: Harry Vaughan soon came running, hat in hand.

At a little past 10 p.m., along with the official party, the Trumans boarded an overnight train to Hyde Park, where Roosevelt was to be buried on Sunday morning. Harry Hopkins was too exhausted to make the trip, but there were no other obvious absences. As the train headed north, Byrnes was busy, giving Truman his impressions of Yalta, but also staking a claim on a return to power. Gertrude Lash, whose husband was close to Mrs. Roosevelt, noticed that Byrnes “never left Truman’s side.” Francis Biddle, the attorney general, recalled approaching Truman in the train and seeing that Byrnes, along with Hannegan, “clung to him as if they were afraid that he might be captured by someone else.” In Truman’s eyes, Byrnes was a man who’d not only been the “assistant president” but, perhaps as well as anyone, understood Washington, and the nature of its intrigues, through which Byrnes had suffered and advanced. Unlike Truman, Byrnes already knew about the atomic bomb, which he’d regarded with a crafty politician’s worry that, if it didn’t work, his Office of War Mobilization might be blamed for a two-billion-dollar failure. “I know little of the project,” he’d written to Roosevelt, in March, as if to make sure his ass was covered, “except that it is supported by eminent scientists,” and that “even eminent scientists may continue a project rather than concede its failure.”

The next day—Monday, April 16—the neophyte president addressed a joint session of Congress. He spoke slowly, and with firm intent. With his unmistakable border-state twang, soft and slightly high-pitched, it was far from the resonant voice to which the nation had grown accustomed. He called Roosevelt “a great man who loved, and was beloved by, all humanity,” and said that “no man could possibly fill the tremendous void left by the passing of that noble soul.” The applause was loudest when he said that the war would continue “until no vestige of resistance remains.” Afterward, in a letter home, he told his mother and sister that he was frightened—“almost as scared” as he’d been when he was told that Roosevelt was dead—but “it seemed to go over all right,” and “maybe it will come out all right.”

7.

How it came out is the subject of this book, and at the heart of the narrative is Harry S. Truman, a complicated man concealed behind a mask of down-home forthrightness and folksy language, who’d say something was “right good” rather than just “good.” There was a peppiness to him—the newsreels caught that. He walked with a rapid, soldierly gait, eyes straight ahead, often smiling, managing to exude confidence despite what a top aide called a “wholesome sense of inadequacy” and a belief that “nobody is really big enough to be President.” He started off like someone who’d made a wrong turn into the wrong place—an alien among the Ivy Leaguers of New Deal Washington, or a scrappy artillery captain among the illustrious generals of World War II. He understood that he could never emulate Roosevelt, and privately said that most of the people around FDR were “crackpots and the lunatic fringe”—certainly people who made him feel uncomfortable. “I want to keep my feet on the ground,” he told an aide, and didn’t “feel comfortable unless I know where I am going.”

He was, inescapably, someone who’d stepped out of the nation’s rural past and found himself in a dizzying mid-twentieth-century world, like a character from a Mark Twain fable: A Missouri Farmer in FDR’s Court. That’s the Truman celebrated in national memory, an ordinary man who rose greatly to an occasion: solid, plainspoken, unbendable, proof that individuals, even if they lacked the captivating personalities found in Great Men and Famous Women, could alter their times. It’s true that, out of the disorder that followed victories in Europe and the Pacific, Truman and his circle did alter their times, even if not always for the best.

They did so even though Truman himself bore little resemblance to the commanding figures he admired, or aspired to follow. He could connect to crowds from the back of a train, but seemed to shrink, almost nervously, when he spoke to the nation on radio or television. Perhaps that didn’t matter, or not all the time. His presence wasn’t always required for great things to be accomplished. For instance, the Marshall Plan, a great success of the Truman era, had many fathers—advocates, visionaries, idealists, and planners—while Truman’s role was decidedly passive. The order to drop an atomic bomb—widely regarded as the most momentous of Truman’s decisions—transformed the concept of warfare, and much more. But loosing that first atom bomb, on Hiroshima, was also an inescapable choice, an unremarkable decision for a wartime leader. That is, one may debate the necessity, and morality, of simply using atomic weapons, but after years of planning and expense, not to mention the political realities that Jimmy Byrnes recognized, it’s implausible that any president—particularly a novice like Truman—could have halted its deployment against a hated enemy, moreover an enemy that could still inflict many more casualties on American soldiers. “I couldn’t worry about what history would say about my personal morality,” Truman later wrote. “I did what I thought was right.” His remarks on that subject, over the years, would reveal troubled, even ambivalent feelings, but never any serious doubt.

The greatest test of Truman’s leadership would come when he committed the nation to a new kind of war, on the Korean peninsula. The deepening involvement and changing objectives in what became an inconclusive, and ruinous, three-year conflict were entirely escapable. It became the tragic misjudgment of the Truman presidency, a failure of vision and direction, although it did show off Truman’s ability to make major decisions, sometimes in a hurry. There were certainly good reasons to challenge Communist North Korea after it attacked the South, in June 1950, among them a belief that Stalin was behind it, aiming to expand Soviet control, and that something should be done to thwart that ambition. It was also seen as a first test of the United Nations’ ability to repel unprovoked aggression.

But what Truman was eager to characterize as a UN “police action” became, almost overnight, an American war. The conflict, which exploded with uncontrollable force, would result in more than thirty-seven thousand American deaths, a far greater loss of Korean life, and the obliteration from the air of much of Korea, then an unadvanced nation, with a population of about thirty million, scattered among towns and villages. The goal of pushing the northern invaders back across the Thirty-Eighth Parallel—the de facto border between North and South—was soon revised. In a breathtaking escalation of purpose, Truman soon described America’s first “limited” Asian ground war in existential terms: “We know,” he said, “that what is at stake here is nothing less than our own national security and the peace of the world.”

To go to war seven thousand miles away, in a country that posed only an abstract threat, required of Truman not only a suspension of disbelief but credulous faith in his advisers. Their outlook, a dread that any hint of weakness might be interpreted as appeasement, had been shaped by the events leading up to World War II. No one felt that more acutely than Secretary of State Acheson, who surrounded himself with like-minded men, which didn’t leave much room for vigorous debate, or for consideration of what might go wrong, not only then but in the future. Acheson’s perspective, along with an absence of steadying presidential leadership, was most keenly felt in the late fall of 1950, when the war took an ominous turn and Truman seemed overwhelmed, even unnerved. That’s about when General Eisenhower, in a diary entry, wrote “Goddamit—is there no desire to know where we are going?” Not without sympathy, he added “And poor H.S.T., a fine man who, in the middle of a stormy lake, knows nothing of swimming. Yet a lot of drowning people are forced to look to him as a lifeguard. If his wisdom could only equal his good intent!!”

After a successful, creative beginning—a time of the Marshall Plan, and a military alliance among North Atlantic nations—that stormy lake would engulf the last years of Truman’s presidency. Yet even as he was worn down, he remained the man whom Winston Churchill met for the first time in July 1945, on the outskirts of Berlin: not a simple person, though someone who sometimes saw things in simple terms, as if the world could be understood as a place like Jackson County, only bigger, and with more dialects. Charles McMoran Wilson, the prime minister’s doctor, had asked Churchill if he thought Truman had any “real ability.” Lord Moran’s recollection was vivid: “The P.M. stood over me. The white of his eyes showed above his pupils, his lips pouted. Looking down at me as if he were saying something he did not want to be repeated: ‘I should think he has,’ he said. ‘At any rate, he is a man of immense determination. He takes no notice of delicate ground, he just plants his foot down firmly on it.’ And to illustrate this the P.M. jumped a little off the wooden floor and brought his bare feet down with a smack.”

That’s not a bad way to start thinking about Harry Truman, from the time when he’d just taken on his enormous new task: as a determined man, a man of limited imagination and experience, who happened to be a good man, and who managed to hold tight for nearly eight years as he was hurled through the mid-twentieth century, and wouldn’t, or couldn’t, let go.






ONE President Truman



Just two months ago today, I was a reasonably happy and contented Vice President. But things have changed so much it hardly seems real. I sit here in this old house and work on foreign affairs, read reports, and work on speeches—all the while listening to the ghosts walk up and down the hallway.

—Harry Truman, June 1945

Don’t shoot the piano player—he’s doing the best he can.

—Harry Truman, October 1945 (overheard)



1.

A few days after Truman’s swearing-in, Eben Ayers, a former newspaperman who’d come to work in the White House press office just before Roosevelt’s death, told his diary, “Confusion and uncertainty prevail.” He worried that the late, notorious T. J. Pendergast, to whom Truman once owed so much, might still cast a shadow of disrepute over the White House. He was also reacting to this new crowd, people unknown to him, such as Harry Vaughan, Truman’s military aide and faithful friend, “a man of bouncing enthusiasms and earthy comedy.” It was not quite twenty-five years since the short, scandal-burdened presidency of Warren G. Harding, and Ayers feared a return to low standards. “I have no desire to remain here,” he wrote, “if we are to have a Democratic Harding Administration.” Ayers was letting his Northeastern prejudices show, but he wasn’t alone in harboring suspicions about this new, seemingly rough-hewn bunch, so unlike the Roosevelt crowd, and what it might say about the new president—a stranger to the executive branch. “It was a dreadful time,” one correspondent recalled. “Here was a man who came into the White House almost as though he had been picked at random from off the street, with absolutely no useable background and no useable information.”

Sympathy for Truman would have been a more appropriate reaction. The job was, without a pause, crushing, inescapable. Decisions needed to be made rather than debated on the floor of the Senate. Truman worried about his family—especially about Margaret, and how the change in their lives would affect her—but even about the Connecticut Avenue apartment they’d just vacated. “I’ve paid the rent for this month and will pay for another month if they don’t get the old White House redecorated by that time,” he wrote to his mother and sister four days after being sworn in. The rent! For their five-room corner apartment, it was $120 a month. The Trumans hadn’t entirely moved out, and, in the meantime, were living in Blair House, across Lafayette Square from the White House, where Mrs. Roosevelt would stay for a few more days, while she packed.

He thought about his general unreadiness—and who to blame for it. He told John McCloy, the assistant secretary of war, that Roosevelt had said, “Harry, I want you to follow these things more closely because I feel that I may not last through.” McCloy recorded this in his diary, although with skepticism, noting that others close to Roosevelt said “this was the first time they had even heard anyone say that the President had intimated any such thing.” It was alarmingly obvious that Truman didn’t know a lot that he ought to have known, and that there was no crash course for presidents. The situation left Truman especially vulnerable to missteps in foreign policy. While Roosevelt had been surrounded with advisers whom he trusted, and with whom he was comfortable, Truman hadn’t given the subject a lot of thought and had no foreign policy team that he could call his own. Nor did he have much of an idea what Roosevelt had been up to. “I was handicapped by lack of knowledge of both foreign and domestic affairs—due principally to Mr. Roosevelt’s inability to pass on responsibility,” Truman wrote in his diary, on May 6. “He was always careful to see that no credit went to anyone else for accomplishment.”

One of Truman’s first tutors was W. Averell Harriman, an intense, and nervous, chain-smoker, the son of the railroad oligarch Edward Henry Harriman. He had striking good looks, was a first-rate polo player, and, with a fortune estimated at about forty million dollars, could have led the life of the idle rich. But he’d known the Roosevelts, Eleanor and Franklin, since his student days at Groton, and was drawn to politics and public life. Since 1940, when he was recruited by Roosevelt to help oversee the Lend-Lease program, he’d held a number of high-level jobs. In 1943, he became ambassador to the Soviet Union, a job, as the New Yorker’s E. J. Kahn Jr. wrote, for which he was “abnormally equipped with energy, curiosity, ambition, and money.” Harriman had been an effective, self-confident minister, one who tended to rely on personal diplomacy—“A country’s policies can only work out successfully if you get to the right people,” he said. He claimed that no other foreigner had spent as much time with Stalin as he had.

The news from Warm Springs had reached Moscow at about 2 a.m. on April 13, and Harriman, knowing that Stalin kept late hours, had set out immediately for the Kremlin, and Stalin’s suite of offices, which seemed to a visitor like an ornate maze, a succession of reception rooms. Stalin seemed to him genuinely distraught. “He greeted me in silence and stood holding my hand for about thirty seconds before asking me to sit down,” Harriman recalled. Harriman tried to assure him that Truman would continue Roosevelt’s foreign policy and that he was “a man of action and not of words”—someone he would like.

But in the two months after Yalta, Harriman had become increasingly mistrustful of Russia, so much so that, a few days before Roosevelt’s death, he’d begun a cable to Secretary of State Stettinius, setting down his concerns. It continued for eight typed pages, and grew increasingly harsh: The Russians were consumed by “suspicion and resentment,” and “hadn’t carried out all the military agreements made at Yalta”; since then, “the Soviet government has retaliated in the most definite way against one or all of the positions we have taken in both large and small matters.” He suggested that he, personally, inform Stalin, with whom he’d had some “very rough talks,” to change course. If not, “the friendly hand that we have offered them”—namely Lend-Lease—“will be withdrawn.” Harriman must have had second thoughts, because he didn’t send the cable; after Roosevelt’s death, he decided to take his views directly to Truman.

By the time Harriman got to Washington, the handholding in Moscow had been forgotten. He talked to Truman as if the President were a schoolboy just learning the fundamentals. He told Truman that he’d hurried back out of a “fear that you did not understand, as I had seen Roosevelt understand, that Stalin is breaking his agreements.” He worried that Truman couldn’t have had time “to catch up with all the recent cables.” Truman told Harriman that he’d done his homework—read, and absorbed, the correspondence between Stalin and Roosevelt, as well as the Yalta agreements—an improbable accomplishment, even for a speed-reader with perfect eyesight. Harriman said he was “greatly relieved to discover that you have read them all and that we see eye to eye on the situation,” but he was not entirely relieved: During their first conversation, and subsequent ones, Harriman feared that Truman “was being overhumble,” and worried “that he would not grasp control of the presidency, that he might be indecisive.” He “kept saying—too often, I thought—that he was not equipped for the job, that he lacked experience and did not fully understand the issues.” But Harriman soon became persuaded that the President “showed the right kind of humility,” and “the capacity to make decisions.”

Truman’s reaction was gratitude. “I am glad,” he told Harriman, “that you are going to be available to our delegation in San Francisco. And keep on sending me long messages.” He assured Harriman that he wasn’t all that worried about the Russians—“Anyway, [they] need us more than we need them,” he said.

Truman’s antipathetic view of Russia, though not entirely consistent, seemed to be entrenched, its origins obscure. He’d told Stettinius that “we must stand up to the Russians at this point… we must not be easy with them,” and had remarked to Henry Wallace that they were “like people from across the tracks whose manners were very bad,” a view that certainly appalled Wallace. Those opinions were reinforced by Harriman, who saw the Russians as “these barbarians,” and help to explain Truman’s diplomatic debut: a testy, off-key meeting with Vyacheslav Molotov, the Russian foreign minister, who’d stopped in Washington before flying on to San Francisco, for the first United Nations conference. That in itself reflected a Soviet change of heart. Stalin had originally refused to send Molotov as a delegate, but Harriman apparently had persuaded him to change his mind. That was interpreted as a friendly gesture, though it was also a way for Stalin to get a reliable secondhand impression of Truman.

Molotov was no ordinary foreign minister. As Milovan Djilas, a Yugoslav revolutionary-turned-dissident, pointed out, he was the only Politburo member who addressed Stalin with the familiar pronoun ty. He was short on charm—he seemed unsure of himself and stuttered—but he was born with a talent for infinite patience, which gave an impression of impenetrability; he was, Djilas wrote, “deliberate, composed and tenacious.” Molotov arrived in Washington on April 22, in the late afternoon, after an unusually long flight: Due to wartime restrictions inside the Soviet Union—no beacons or landing lights—he was limited to daytime flying, which lengthened the journey by four days. When he saw Truman the next day, the President had already absorbed advice from Harriman, Stettinius, and army chief of staff George Marshall, among others, which reinforced his sentiments. Charles (Chip) Bohlen, a Russian expert and Roosevelt’s interpreter at Yalta, watched with evident pleasure as the conversation with Molotov turned sour.

At one point, the well-coached Truman told Molotov that keeping commitments was not a problem for the United States but that the Soviet Union was taking too long to honor its agreements, particularly a promise, made in Yalta, to bring the “London” Poles into the Polish government. When Molotov said that the Poles had not been cooperating with the Red Army, Bohlen recalled, Truman “firmly and briskly” said he wasn’t interested in propaganda—that he merely wanted Molotov “to inform Stalin of his concerns.” When Molotov tried to change the subject, Truman interrupted him, and finally cut short their conversation, saying, “That will be all, Mr. Molotov. I would appreciate it if you would transmit my views to Marshal Stalin.” In his memoirs, Truman made this back-and-forth sound even harsher, with Molotov saying, “I have never been talked to like that in my life,” and Truman replying, “Carry out your agreements and you won’t get talked to like that.”

Hearing this from someone who’d been president for less than two weeks, Molotov may have been more mystified than insulted—and surprised that Truman was trying to sound as if he’d mastered the tortuous history affecting Poland and Russia. “At our first meeting,” Molotov recalled, “he began talking to me in such an imperious tone!” Rather stupid, he thought—“he wanted to show who was boss.” Bohlen remembered Molotov leaving in a hurry, but Molotov later claimed to remember something else: a change in Truman’s tone as he “talked modestly about himself” and said, “There are millions like me in America, but I am the President.”

When Molotov reported to Moscow, he must have emphasized the stridency, because Truman the next day received a mild scolding from Stalin, who suggested, in pure Stalinese, that the President needed to remember that Poland and the Soviet Union had a common border, and that, as he’d pointed out to Roosevelt, in Yalta, security was his primary focus—that Poland had twice been used as a corridor to invade Russia. “You evidently do not agree that the Soviet Union is entitled to seek in Poland a Government that would be friendly to it,” Stalin’s cable said. “This is rendered imperative… by the Soviet people’s blood freely shed on the fields of Poland for the liberation of that country.” Stalin’s claim on Poland was strengthened by the irresistible fact that Poland was already an occupied country.

Whatever was actually uttered, Truman had the all-too-human penchant for inflating himself after the fact. In this case, he sketched a self-portrait of a tough, no-nonsense executive. “I gave it to him straight,” he told Joseph E. Davies, a former ambassador to Russia. It was a “one-two to the jaw.” He informed Davies that what “the Soviets best understood was ‘the tough method,’ ” and that “Molotov was shaken and went pale.” One-two to the jaw or not, an aide later wrote, Truman’s memory of conversations with those with whom he disagreed “frequently did not square with the recollections of others who were present.” Robert L. Dennison, who later became a naval aide to Truman, was one of those who recognized the habit: “I have been with the President on occasions when he had what appeared to me to be a perfectly normal and amiable conversation with a caller. After the caller left, he would say to me, in effect, ‘I certainly set him straight,’ or, ‘I let him have it.’ ” Dennison supposed that he “may have been commenting on what he wished he had said, or perhaps his words were too subtle for me to understand.”



On April 24, right after Molotov left for San Francisco, Truman received a note from Secretary of War Stimson, saying “I think it is very important that I should have a talk with you as soon as possible on a highly secret matter.” That “matter” was the atom bomb, and Stimson had prepared a memo that, in dramatic language, recounted its history and declared that “within four months we shall in all probability have completed the most terrible weapon ever known in human history, one bomb of which could destroy a whole city.”

The next day, Stimson and General Leslie R. Groves, who had directed the Manhattan Project, made their way to the White House. They spent about forty-five minutes with Truman, trying to explain the power of this new device, which had never been tested, had cost a fortune, and had taken years to build, with operations in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, Pasco, Washington, and an archipelago of university laboratories that included Columbia, the University of Chicago, and Berkeley. Its most celebrated lab, attached to the University of California, was in the New Mexico mountain town of Los Alamos, near Santa Fe. The first detonation, code-named “Trinity,” was to take place sometime in the next few months, in the New Mexico desert.

The project—Stimson referred to it as “S.1,” with the “S” standing for “Special”—had its doubters. Admiral William Leahy, whose formal title, under Roosevelt, was “chief of staff to the commander in chief,” called it “the biggest fool thing we have ever done. The bomb will never go off, and I speak as an expert in explosives.” On the other hand, it was possible to imagine that it might be at least as powerful as Stimson believed. Jimmy Byrnes, putting aside his own doubts, at one point told Truman that “we were perfecting an explosive great enough to destroy the whole world.” Truman remembered how, when he’d chaired the Truman Committee, Stimson had rebuffed him. Stimson remembered too: “[Truman] said that he understood now perfectly why it was inadvisable for me to have taken any other course than I had taken,” Stimson wrote in his diary. His first impression of Truman, as president, was positive. He liked the “promptness and snappiness with which he took up each matter and decided it.” Stimson missed Roosevelt’s leadership qualities, but not his “long drawn out ‘soliloquies.’ ”

2.

On May 8, 1945, which happened to be Truman’s sixty-first birthday, Generaloberst Alfred Jodl, the chief of staff of the German High Command, signed Germany’s unconditional surrender, in a red school building in Reims, France. General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the supreme commander of the Allied forces, had by then visited the Buchenwald concentration camp and seen, as he put it, “indescribable horror,” and that “evidence of bestiality and cruelty is so overpowering as to leave no doubt… about the normal practices of the Germans in these camps.” Jodl was the Nazi soldier closest to Hitler, and Eisenhower’s revulsion was such that he avoided meeting him, and thus any chance of having to shake his hand.

News of the surrender brought out cheering crowds in Europe’s capitals. In New York, the celebrations lasted until Mayor Fiorello La Guardia urged people to go home, or return to work. In Washington, the mood was more subdued, if only because any attempt at joyful spontaneity would have seemed a little forced—“an overanticipated thrill” in the words of Isaiah Berlin, the British philosopher and historian, whose job at the British Embassy was to report on the American political scene. Stimson said that Japan’s “fading power for evil must and shall be utterly destroyed,” and he warned that the Germans “must be watched lest they again poison civilization.”

Truman knew that the occasion required a speech—yet another address to the nation, and, ready or not, he did his best. Looking a little uncertain, and in a voice that sounded nervously mechanical, his short talk began, “This is a solemn but a glorious hour. I only wish that Franklin D. Roosevelt had lived to witness this day.” He continued, “If I could give you a single watchword for the coming months, that word is—work, work, and more work…. Our victory is but half-won. The West is free, but the East is still in bondage to the treacherous tyranny of the Japanese.” The coming Sunday was Mother’s Day, which Truman proclaimed as a time to “acknowledge anew our gratitude, love, and devotion to the mothers of America,” as well as a day for prayer and thanksgiving.

The Mother’s Day designation had a special meaning because, three days later, Martha Ellen Young Truman, the President’s ninety-two-year-old mother, would visit Washington, accompanied by the President’s fifty-six-year-old sister, Mary Jane. It would be Martha Truman’s first flight—on the same four-engine plane that Roosevelt used. It was her first time in Washington, as well as the first time that she’d seen her firstborn son since he’d become president. When Truman met the plane, he went aboard for a private welcome, and, perhaps, to warn his mother that a swarm of photographers was outside, waiting for them. “Oh fiddlesticks!” Martha Truman reportedly—and may actually—have said. “If I’d known that I wouldn’t have come.”

The visit was a brief respite. It had been just a month since Roosevelt’s death, and change was about to come, speedily. Although Truman was Roosevelt’s constitutional heir, no one thought that things would continue as they had. The quick appointment of Robert Hannegan as postmaster general, replacing Frank Walker, made that clear. For the holdovers, getting used to the Truman presidency took some effort. Truman had supported the New Deal, but he was never a full-throated New Dealer. “I don’t want any experiments; the American people have been through a lot of experiments and they want a rest from experiments,” he told an aide. He disliked words like “progressive” and “liberal,” and thought a phrase like “forward-looking” expressed it better.

Those who’d been closest to Roosevelt found the transition especially hard, even wrenching. They had only to read the newspapers to know what lay ahead—that, and hear about Truman’s indiscretions, which had a way of leaking out. He’d carelessly told Henry Wallace that he had “no confidence in the State Department whatsoever” and was “going to get new leadership as soon as possible.” He also let slip that he wasn’t eager to keep Francis Biddle, at Justice, or Frances Perkins at the Labor Department, and their fates too quickly became the subject of Washington gossip. Secretary of State Stettinius couldn’t avoid newspaper stories saying that Jimmy Byrnes would soon replace him, and while he was not the brightest man in Washington, he knew that he was being undermined. The undermining was being carried out by such people as the very powerful political commentator Walter Lippmann, who was certain that the inexperienced secretary of state would soon resign and be “given another post of distinction and usefulness.” Byrnes, who could read the same stories and felt entitled to any chance to better himself, could not always bring himself to call Truman “Mr. President,” or even some workaround. In their correspondence, he sometimes used the salutation “Dear Harry,” less a sign of disrespect than of bewilderment at their new circumstances.

On May 23, Truman began his press conference by saying, “Well, I have some Cabinet changes I wanted to tell you about. Mr. Biddle’s resignation has been accepted, and Tom Clark of Texas will be appointed in his place as Attorney General.” Frances Perkins had also resigned, he said, along with the secretary of agriculture. There’d been rumors that Truman would replace Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, but when Truman was asked whether Morgenthau had offered his resignation, he said, “No, he did not, and if he had, I wouldn’t accept it.” Did he contemplate any change in the State Department? “I do not,” Truman said. Were any of the resignations offered at his request? “They were not,” Truman said.

Almost nothing that Truman said that day was true. Francis Biddle knew—and knew that Truman knew—that his fate was tied to Missouri loyalties, and was proof of the saying that all politics is local: Then-Senator Truman had once tried to block the reappointment of Maurice Milligan, the Kansas City U.S. attorney who’d led the prosecution of T. J. Pendergast, and Biddle, the attorney general, had refused to go along. Truman not only fired Biddle, but the dismissal had come in a phone call from Steve Early, the former Roosevelt press secretary. Biddle was appalled—not at being fired, but that “the manner of my dismissal was abrupt and undignified.” He’d asked for an appointment with Truman who, to his credit, agreed to see him.

Nor had Biddle wanted Tom Clark, then the head of the Criminal Division, to succeed him; in fact, he’d been so displeased by Clark’s performance that he’d wanted to fire him. Truman later remembered it differently—claiming that Biddle had recommended Clark’s appointment. What’s probably the truth is that, six days after Roosevelt’s death, Sam Rayburn, the House speaker, sent a note to his friend Harry Truman that invoked the persuasive elements of friendship, patronage, and local politics. The speaker told the President that “in case an Attorney General was to be named there is one man who has my complete confidence and endorsement”—Tom Clark, who “knows how to work on the team.” Rayburn didn’t need to spell out the meaning of “team”; Truman surely knew that Clark had been a protégé of Truman’s Missouri ally Bob Hannegan.

Morgenthau should have known that he’d be leaving. His relationship with Roosevelt had been an easy one. They’d been neighbors in Hyde Park, FDR called him “Henny Penny,” and his wife, Ellie, was a friend of Eleanor Roosevelt’s. Morgenthau could see that Truman “has a lot of nervous energy and seems to be inclined to make very quick decisions,” but he was burdened by a shield of obtuseness, which led to colossal misreadings of Truman’s moods, even as those moods were recorded in Morgenthau’s diaristic accounts. Following one conversation, right after Germany’s surrender, Morgenthau left “with the distinct feeling that the man likes me and has confidence in me, and I must say that my confidence in him continues to grow. He gives me the impression of being completely frank”—which was certainly the impression that Truman cultivated. He had no idea that Truman would refer to him as a “block head, nut—I wonder why F.D.R. kept him around.” Truman certainly didn’t believe Morgenthau was a blockhead, and everyone knew that he was friendly with the Roosevelts, but that was the sort of language that Truman used about people he didn’t much care for.

Morgenthau, like Stettinius, soon became aware of maneuverings that affected him, and he tried to pry information out of Truman by volunteering to exchange private intelligence. In a visit to the Oval Office, he said, “The talk around town is that you are going to put Stettinius out. Now, I am not asking you whether you are or not, but if you have it in mind, I would like to talk to you about his successor.” When Truman told him to go ahead, Morgenthau put his foot in it: “I don’t know whether you are thinking about putting Byrnes in or not,” he said, “but I want to say in the first place, so that you completely understand me, I can’t get along with him.” He continued, “If the other people around you were honest, they would tell you the same thing.”

Truman, who was an enthusiastic poker player, kept his Byrnes card facedown.

“Oh, I know Mr. Byrnes. He is a conniver,” Truman said.

“That’s just what he is. I just don’t think he would work on anybody’s team. Just because he has gone on a trip to Russia doesn’t make him an expert on foreign affairs.”

“You don’t know how difficult the thing has been for me,” Truman said, shaking his head.

Truman can’t be blamed for avoiding straight answers. Replacing any senior cabinet officer would be seen as a major shakeup, and it was not Truman’s style to hurt people. But these Roosevelt appointments were not his people, and the White House was not yet his territory as the Senate had been.

Secretary of State Stettinius was in San Francisco, for the first United Nations conference, when he got the anticipated news from the occasional Truman errand boy and lobbyist George E. Allen—“the laughing lobbyist,” in columnist Doris Fleeson’s words—a chubby, ingratiating Mississippian described as a “court jester, adviser, and wire-puller.” Allen knew how to pour it on, and told Stettinius that he’d “done a magnificent job here and the only thing that can happen to you is to be something bigger than Secretary of State”—even President. When Stettinius asked what he was talking about, Allen said he meant Stettinius would become the first United States delegate to the United Nations.

These personnel shifts would reveal a definite westward shift, away from Roosevelt’s Hudson River and toward the Mississippi. Six of FDR’s ten cabinet members were from New York, with none from the South or the West Coast. Roosevelt’s circle had included several women, while Truman’s confidants were uniformly men—many of them Missourians, some dating back to his time in the National Guard, most of whom were regarded by people like the Eastern columnists Joseph and Stewart Alsop with unconcealed snobbery, as “the sort to be conspicuous good fellows at a State convention of the Legion.” Isaiah Berlin, whose circle included the Alsops and Chip Bohlen, reported home that “the men whom the new President has chosen for his personal staff are of blameless enough reputation but dim and provincial to a degree…. a collection, at best, of worthy and honourable mediocrities.” Frances Perkins, the only woman in the cabinet, was born with the handicap of being female. It’s not that Truman didn’t like women, but that, as one adviser put it, he was “rarely relaxed and comfortable in their presence.” Perkins had wanted to resign for some time, but Roosevelt had said, “Oh, you can’t leave me, you’ve got to stay here, Frances,” after which she could only obey.

The new press secretary was another Missourian, in this case a boyhood friend, Charles Ross, a reporter and editorial writer at the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, a Pulitzer Prize winner—and by no means a mediocrity. Ross, who suffered from arthritis and heart ailments, often had a cigarette dangling from his lips; he favored a lugubrious expression and was, in one description, a “stooped, lean, tired figure, with sad spaniel eyes and enormous pouches under them.” He was trusted by reporters and knew Truman well enough to address him with uncommon directness.

Ross was also perfect choice for a press corps that was getting used to Truman. The President for his part mostly enjoyed reporters, although he could rage at some of the columnists, and assumed, often with good reason, that newspaper owners—Hearst and Scripps Howard and, above all, Robert “Colonel” McCormick’s Chicago Tribune—were against him. But he was relaxed with beat reporters, many of whom came from backgrounds very much like his; on some level, these were his people. He liked joking with them, and liked the laughter. Before the formal questioning began, he might say, “I just want to get the ordeal over with,” or “Let the vultures in.” Because he sometimes spoke rapidly, and journalists, not yet using tape recorders, were forced to take notes, he was sometimes asked, “Are you going to go slow today?” To that, he once replied, “I haven’t very much to give you today, but I’ll be very slow. I understand the longer I string it out, the fewer questions I’ll have to answer, and you’ll all say ‘Thank you’ sooner.”

In early June, less than two months into his presidency, Truman wrote to Bess to say, “Well I’m getting better organized now. My office force soon will be shaken down and so will my Cabinet when I’ve gotten State straightened out”—replacing Stettinius with Byrnes. He hadn’t given much thought to replacing Secretary of War Stimson or navy secretary James Forrestal, but he wanted Bess to know that he was on top of things, adding, “I shall let [them] alone until the Japanese are out of the picture.” He ended on a note of good-humored hope, or perhaps self-mockery, when he went on to say, “It won’t be long until I can sit back and study the whole picture and tell ’em what is to be done in each department. When things come to that stage there’ll be no more to this job than there was to running Jackson County and not any more worry.”






TWO Terminal



I am getting ready to go see Stalin & Churchill, and it is a chore. I have to take my tuxedo, tails, negro preacher coat, high hat, low hat and hard hat as well as sundry other things. I have a brief case all filled up with information on past conferences and suggestions on what I’m to do and say. Wish I didn’t have to go, but I do and it can’t be stopped now.

—Harry Truman, in a letter home, July 3, 1945



1.

On May 13, 1945, a warm and damp Washington day, Joseph E. Davies, the former ambassador to the Soviet Union, telephoned the White House to say it was urgent that he see the President. He was “gravely concerned and alarmed over the Russian situation,” he said, but it’s fair to say that Davies never stopped being gravely concerned and alarmed about Soviet-American relations, so much so that, after he’d heard Truman’s account of his encounter with Molotov, he’d written a note to the foreign minister—“My dear friend”—that amounted to an apology: “I feel sure that as you and Marshal [Stalin] come to know our President Truman better… a concert of action and purpose will be assured.” He told Molotov that he had faced a “difficult situation… with ability and dignity.”

Truman welcomed the sixty-eight-year-old Davies, who’d been the first chairman of the Federal Trade Commission. He’d become a very rich Washington lawyer in 1935, when he married Marjorie Merriweather Post, the breakfast-cereal heiress, whose homes included Washington’s Hillwood mansion and the Mar-a-Lago estate in Palm Beach, Florida. Davies’s ambassadorial duties began in 1937, and he’d used his experience, which lasted two years, to produce Mission to Moscow, published in 1942. The book became a best seller, and the basis of a Warner Bros. film, in which Walter Huston played Davies and Davies, appearing as himself, introduced the movie.

The film undoubtedly strengthened American support for the Soviet Union, then an essential ally in the fight against Nazi Germany. It was said, though never confirmed, that President Roosevelt himself had asked Jack Warner to make it. The book, though, did not do much to enhance Davies’s reputation, and is best remembered for his impression of Stalin, as someone with “a strong mind which is composed and wise,” and whose “brown eye is exceedingly kindly and gentle. A child would like to sit in his lap and a dog would sidle up to him.” George Kennan, who was on the embassy staff when Davies began his stint, saw him as “a shallow and politically ambitious man, who knows nothing about Russia,” but in the spring of 1945, Davies was still someone to be reckoned with.

When Davies arrived in the President’s private office, on the second floor, Truman, in shirtsleeves, said that he too was disturbed by the Russian situation, such as renewed tension over the future of Poland. He complained that the newspapers—“these damn sheets”—made everything more difficult. Davies told Truman that “he and he alone could really save the situation,” and urged him to meet with Stalin. He suggested Alaska or Siberia, or “on a warship somewhere in that neighborhood,” and offered to cable Molotov to help arrange it. Their conversation continued until seven-thirty, at which point Truman asked Davies to stay for dinner. They had “a jolly time,” Davies recalled, at a table that included Bess and Margaret, as well as Truman’s mother and sister, who’d been in town since Mother’s Day, and Madge Gates Wallace, who would spend many of her remaining years with her daughter and son-in-law.

Davies was about to learn that plans for another meeting of the Grand Alliance were already in the works, and a week later, Truman asked him to take on some advance work—as an emissary to Churchill. That was a curious choice, not least because Davies’s empathetic view of Russia was so at variance with that of the British prime minister, who had already begun using the phrase “Iron Curtain.” Truman was in a talkative mood, and told his visitor about the still-top-secret atomic bomb. “I was startled, shocked, and amazed,” Davies wrote in his diary.

Truman had also decided to send Harry Hopkins as his envoy to Stalin, although Hopkins, on most days, felt too poorly even to get out of bed. When Churchill’s doctor saw Hopkins in Yalta, in February, he’d thought that “physically he is only half in this world.” But Stalin was known to trust Hopkins, whom he’d met in 1941. Chip Bohlen recalled him saying that Hopkins was the first American to whom he’d spoken “po dushe”—“from the soul.” Truman told Stettinius that “he had great confidence that Harry would be able to straighten things out with Stalin.”

Part of Hopkins’s errand was no doubt to make diplomatic repairs, but there were substantive matters to pursue, such as the ever-elusive Polish compromise, which had stalled the talks in San Francisco, and getting agreement on a site for another Big Three conference—preferably Berlin. The arduous journeys to Tehran and Yalta had drained Roosevelt and Churchill. “Twice running we have come to meet [Stalin],” Churchill had written to Truman in early May, and suggested that they meet at “some unshattered town in Germany, if such can be found.” He gave this future meeting the appropriate, and somewhat ominous, name “Terminal,” which may have reflected his gloomy suspicions about Russia’s military and political ambitions in Europe.

Truman, in his diary, sounded oddly unrealistic about Hopkins’s assignment, writing that he wanted him to “make it clear to Uncle Joe Stalin that I knew what I wanted—and that I intended to get it—peace for the world for at least 90 years. That Poland, Rumania, Bulgaria, Czvekosvakia [sic], Austria, Yugo-Slavia [sic], Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia et al made no difference to U.S. interests only so far as World Peace is concerned.” He added that “Uncle Joe should make some sort of gesture—whether he means it or not to keep it before our public that he intends to keep his word.” As it happened, Stalin complained about American “misdeeds,” and seemed almost baffled by the concept of a “free Poland,” but Hopkins, joined by Harriman and Bohlen, soldiered on. At one point, Stalin informed his visitors that Hitler was alive—that he hadn’t shot himself inside the Reich Chancellery, on April 30—and, furthermore, that Joseph Goebbels, the Reich’s propaganda minister, and others, might also be alive and “in hiding.” Upon hearing that, Hopkins said he hoped that Hitler could be tracked down “wherever he might be.” Stalin said that submarines might be transporting gold to Japan, “with the connivance of Switzerland,” and that Hitler could have fled to Japan. Harriman reported to Truman that the talks had gone about as well as could be expected, although Stalin “never will fully understand our interest in a free Poland as a matter of principle.”

Joseph Davies had been instructed to inform Churchill that Truman wanted a pre-conference tête-à-tête with Stalin because Churchill already had “the benefit of frequent contacts and friendly association” with Soviet leaders. Churchill at first expressed no objection to Truman meeting first with Stalin. Then he began having second, and third, thoughts—becoming “quite emotional,” Davies thought. He had to face a parliamentary election in July, with voting to begin on July 5, and worried that this perceived change in his status might hurt him. The PM had already sensed a gravitational shift in the alignment of power, away from him. To an observer in Tehran and Yalta, it looked as if Roosevelt and Stalin enjoyed “ribbing” Churchill, sometimes to the point of angering him. Churchill was especially concerned about the “grave dangers which would arise with the withdrawal of American troops from Europe,” a view that Davies had conveyed to Truman, along with his opinion that Churchill’s anti-Soviet outlook “placed not only the future, but possibly the immediate Peace in real danger.”

2.

The White House, in mid-June, announced that the next Big Three meeting would run sometime between July 5 and July 26. The site was to be Potsdam, situated twelve miles southwest of Berlin, in the Russian occupation sector, a city once known for its parks and grand houses. The city’s name became history’s shorthand for the longest, and strangest, of the three Grand Alliance conferences.

Truman knew that the title “President” could not close the gap in stature and authority that came from having led a nation through the deadliest war in history, as Churchill and Stalin had done. Churchill was said to view Stalin as “one of the great figures of history,” much the way that Churchill saw himself. In an upended time, in which Truman had become the leader of the world’s most powerful nation, he could only try to demonstrate confidence and sureness, as he had when he flew to San Francisco, on June 26, for the formal signing of the UN charter. As an unseen band played “Hail to the Chief,” Truman walked to the stage and told delegates from some fifty nations, “You have created a great instrument for peace and security and human progress in the world. The world must now use it!” There, for one happy, spontaneous, presidential moment, he departed from his script to say, “Oh, what a great day in history this can be!”

While Truman was there, Edward Stettinius, the wounded secretary of state, finally got his chance for a face-to-face talk about what lay ahead for him, and to tell the President that he worried whether Jimmy Byrnes, his unannounced successor, could work with others.

“Jimmy Byrnes will work with you harmoniously and satisfactorily,” Truman said. “I shall insist upon it. That will be part of the understanding.”

“Are you going to make it clear I have succeeded as Secretary of State?” Stettinius asked.

“Yes,” Truman replied, “you have done a magnificent job and I shall say so.” The next day, Truman traveled to Independence, and kept his word: He said that the forty-four-year-old Stettinius had carried out his work “with distinction,” and that he intended to nominate him to be the chief representative to the United Nations.

On June 30, Truman formally nominated Byrnes as secretary of state, an appointment the Senate approved, in a unanimous vote, without a committee hearing. With that, Byrnes moved to the head of the line of presidential succession—where Truman had stood the year before, and which, it was pointed out, “alters completely the necessary qualifications of the Secretary of State.” It took the Presidential Succession Act of 1947 to bring the House speaker and the president pro tempore of the Senate to the front of the queue.

In the next day’s New York Times, the Washington correspondent Cabell Phillips wrote that Truman “continues to grow to those exacting proportions demanded by the high office he inherited.” When Phillips wrote about “mounting confidence” that Truman’s tenure would be marked by “soundness of judgment and clear-headed progressiveness,” it sounded as if he was trying to persuade himself that Roosevelt’s unexpected successor could do the job.

Truman was undoubtedly cheered by such favorable report cards. His buoyant spirits were evident at his next press conference, on July 5, two days before he was to leave for Europe, when he showed up wearing a white-and-black seersucker suit with a green necktie. “Take the bars down,” he said, as the press corps filed in. As he sipped a glass of water, he said, “Just taking a little something for my nerves!” Reporters laughed. The President then removed from a drawer what appeared to be a sword—an ivory baton, encrusted with gold and diamonds. “That’s the Reichsmarschall’s baton,” Charlie Ross informed reporters—war booty presented to Truman by the general who’d captured Hermann Göring, the Luftwaffe commander. Truman said that Göring had wept when the baton was taken from him, and that it would go to the war museum at West Point, to be put on display alongside such treasures as the golden 7.65mm Walther PP given to Hitler by Carl Walther on the occasion of Hitler’s fiftieth birthday.

The President also announced that Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau was resigning. “I have a successor in mind, but he will not be announced until I get back from Europe,” he said. The unsurprising choice was Fred Vinson, the son of the Louisa, Kentucky, town jailer, who’d served several terms in Congress, before resigning, in 1943, to run the Office of Economic Stabilization. He was described as a “tax expert,” but was, above all, Truman’s genial good friend and a favorite poker companion. That left Truman with just four of the ten cabinet members he’d inherited from Roosevelt: Secretary of War Stimson, Commerce Secretary Henry Wallace, Navy Secretary James Forrestal, and Interior Secretary Harold Ickes.



On July 7, 1945, a Saturday morning, Truman sailed from Norfolk on the navy heavy cruiser USS Augusta. When he considered what lay ahead, his mood was no longer cheerful. “Talked to Bess last night and the night before,” he wrote in his journal. “She wasn’t happy about my going to see Mr. Russia and Mr. Great Britain—neither am I.” He went on to write, “How I hate this trip! But I have to make it—win lose or draw—and we must win.” What he meant by “win” was not spelled out. It was the sort of sea journey that Roosevelt would have loved. “We have just enough work to keep us busy and not too much to prevent a rest,” H. Freeman (Doc) Matthews, who ran the State Department’s Office of European Affairs, wrote to his wife, naming some of his shipmates: Byrnes; Benjamin Cohen, an aide to the new secretary of state; Chip Bohlen; and Admiral William Leahy, who’d been Roosevelt’s chief of staff and had been asked to stay on as Truman’s. “[We] usually meet for an hour in the morning and another in the afternoon preparing for meeting and between times Chip, Ben & I work up some papers. Before dinner the President comes to the mess for a highball with us and after dinner (at 6 p.m. incidentally) we have movies in his cabin which is large and roomy. I’m seeing all the good pictures we missed.” Truman had time to enjoy target practice with five-inch, eight-inch, and forty-millimeter guns. “Right interesting to an artillery man,” he wrote home.

Truman had asked the State Department and the Pentagon to summarize what they thought he needed to know, and used his shipboard time like a diligent student. “He squeezed facts and opinions out of us all day long,” Admiral Leahy later remarked, exaggerating the duration of Truman’s concentration, though not his determination. Truman felt the strain of having to catch up: “Have been going through some very hectic days,” he’d told his diary, on June 1. “Eyes troubling somewhat. Too much reading ‘fine print.’ Nearly every memorandum has a catch in it and it has been necessary to read at least a thousand of ’em and as many reports. Most of it at night.”

At one point during the eight-day crossing, Truman led correspondents from the three major wire services (“the three ghouls,” Leahy called them) up and down ladders, from the boiler room to the control towers, to the sick bay to the kitchen, taking time for meals with officers and seamen. He conferred every day with Byrnes and Leahy, to discuss not only the somewhat spare agenda in Potsdam, but the terms of Japan’s anticipated surrender. Cordell Hull, Stettinius’s predecessor as secretary of state, had urged Byrnes to insist on unconditional surrender, meaning that the emperor, and Japan’s ruling class, “must be stripped of all extraordinary privileges and placed on a level before the law with everyone else.” The poet Archibald MacLeish, who was working for the State Department as a public information officer, also favored that condition. “What has made Japan dangerous in the past and will make her dangerous in the future if we permit it, is, in large part, the Japanese cult of Emperor worship,” he argued in a memo. Byrnes wanted Truman to insist that the emperor’s abdication was non-negotiable, to see that any concession would smack of “appeasement,” although “appeasement” was not a useful term when referring to an enemy that was, by almost any measure, already beaten. But with no one aboard to argue, as Kai Bird observed, in his biography of Stimson’s deputy, John McCloy, Truman left unaltered the draft of the surrender proclamation, which, in its final form, became the “Potsdam Declaration.”

The Augusta docked on July 15, in Antwerp, Belgium, where Truman was greeted first by General Eisenhower, who’d become military governor of the American occupation sector in Germany. The President was driven to Brussels, and flown to Berlin-Gatow Airport, in a Douglas C-54 Skymaster. Berliners that day saw the power of the occupiers, not only the twelve P-47 Thunderbolts that accompanied Truman’s plane, but the fourteen giant transports that circled the city. Truman’s C-54 took a roundabout path so that he could view the battlefields in northern France, Belgium, and Germany. Stimson went from side to side, peering from the plane’s windows, while Byrnes and army chief of staff George Marshall seemed uninterested in aerial sightseeing. From the air, the cities of Kassel and Magdeburg looked obliterated—not a house standing—while the countryside, according to the logbook, “seemed to be under cultivation and, with its numerous black-green wooded hills… presented a beautiful appearance.” The devastation of Europe wasn’t always visible; cities that had escaped heavy bombing still had to cope with illness and food shortages. At a Washington dinner party, someone asked the columnist Marquis Childs, who’d recently been in Eastern Europe, “What is Belgrade like?” and he replied “Like North Dakota bombed.”

3.

Potsdam offered another, frustrating opportunity to solve several disputes that were bound to keep lingering, such as the once and future boundaries of Germany and Poland. At times the conference came to resemble an appalling dinner party, giving the victorious hosts a chance to dress up and strut.

Two of the victorious hosts were no longer in peak form. Churchill, at seventy, was weary, not only from the years of war but from bouts of pneumonia, and efforts to keep his parliamentary majority. Voting had already begun, with the results due on July 25, and the PM was right to be worried: On July 4, at a rally in Walthamstow, in northern London, he’d heard the most enthusiastic booing of the campaign. Facing the possibility of defeat, Churchill asked Clement Attlee, the leader of the opposition Labour Party, to attend the conference as a “friend and counselor” of the British government. Stalin had no immediate political worries—after all, he’d maintained control of the Soviet Union, since 1929, with a network of secret police, domestic terror, and, in the late 1930s, the purge trials that got rid, permanently, of many political opponents. But he too was exhausted by a war in which the number of Soviet dead had exceeded twenty million, and, at sixty-six, he was far from robust.

Potsdam was moderately shattered (a castle built by Frederick the Great had recently been demolished by a British air raid), but among its intact buildings were six royal and imperial palaces, some of them failed emulations of Versailles. One of these, Schloss Cecilienhof, an attempt to evoke an English country house, with Tudor trimmings, was selected as the meeting place. The three leaders were to stay in Potsdam’s once-prosperous Babelsberg neighborhood, on Lake Griebnitz, situated about a mile and a half from the Schloss. Babelsberg had remained fairly intact and, at first glance, looked much like the unshattered place where, in another time, the once-renowned UFA film studios had produced Fritz Lang’s Metropolis and Josef von Sternberg’s The Blue Angel, and, in the mid-1930s, with the rise of Nazism, Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will. One could easily imagine a good life among the well-to-do, many of them high-ranking Nazis, and the filmmakers who worked for them. Each large villa came with a Steinway or Bechstein grand piano. Joan Bright Astley, who worked for Churchill’s war cabinet, saw the enclave as “an oasis of material comfort in a desert of devastation.”

Some thirty-eight houses were assigned to the Americans, and maintained by household staffs, who watched over amenities that included barber service, laundry facilities, and toothbrushes wrapped in cellophane. Truman’s “Little White House,” painted yellow and overgrown with vines, was a twenty-three-room, three-story stucco villa, at 2 Kaiserstrasse, and like the other houses was set close to the road, with rear gardens that stretched to the lake. Doc Matthews, who roomed there with Chip Bohlen, wrote home to say that the house “used to belong to a big Nazi movie producer who has long since disappeared”—probably to a “labor battalion,” in Siberia. “His wife works in the neighborhood as a charwoman now and is glad to do so for she gets more rations that way.” Stimson thought that “except for the heat and mosquitoes”—Berlin and environs were going through an intense hot spell—his quarters were “fairly comfortable.” The Russians had installed two new bathrooms. They’d also very likely bugged the house, as they’d done during the conferences in Tehran and Yalta. The interior, the Baltimore Sun’s Price Day wrote, showed off “overdone lampshades, sentimental lithographs, statues of women and children, too many stuffed birds and a bewilderment of ornate clocks.”

Churchill arrived two hours after Truman, and settled in two blocks away, at 23 Ringstrasse—“a beautiful house… surrounded on every side by forests,” he told his wife, Clementine, though he too complained about the heat. Stalin had been delayed by a heart ailment of uncertain severity. His arrival, a day later, solved the matter that had vexed Churchill during his conversations with Davies: There would be no Stalin-Truman meeting before Churchill got his à deux chance. That was to come the next day, July 16, at 11 a.m., an early hour for a late-riser like Churchill.

“Well, I gave him as cordial a reception as I could—being naturally (I hope) a polite and agreeable person,” Truman wrote home. He was determined not to be impressed by Churchill’s celebrity, or smothered by his charm: “I am sure we can get along if he doesn’t try to give me too much soft soap.” Afterward, he judged the prime minister to be “a most charming and a very clever person—meaning clever in the English not the Kentucky sense. He gave me a lot of hooey about how great my country is and how he loved Roosevelt and how he intended to love me etc etc.”

Churchill’s impression of Truman was less guarded: “Winston has fallen for the President” was how Charles McMoran Wilson—Lord Moran, the Prime Minister’s doctor—saw it. The prime minister seemed to think that Truman had fallen for him too, but those early conversations were uncomfortable, especially when Churchill began referring to “the melancholy financial position of Great Britain,” an admission that his country was broke. “We should require time to get on our feet again,” he told Truman, sounding less like the leader who’d given courage and hope to a beleaguered nation, and more like an American senator seeking disaster relief after a tornado had ripped through his state.

Soon after Churchill left, Truman ventured out to see Berlin—“to do a little sightseeing,” as Byrnes put it—to inspect the wreckage of Germany’s defeat. He was accompanied by Byrnes and Leahy, and their excursion quickly grew to ten cars, motoring past what remained: the Victory Column, erected after the Franco-Prussian War, in 1870; most of the Brandenburg Gate; then, along Unter den Linden, to the kaiser’s palace. German civilians, who watched with passive curiosity, noticed a tall, uniformed man in the lead car—Major General Floyd L. Parks, commander of the city’s American Sector. No one seemed interested in Truman, the man in the blue suit and tan Stetson, who rode in the second car, an open convertible. Churchill, who’d decided to tour Berlin in another caravan, did not go unrecognized: Some onlookers turned away, some smiled, and one older man shook his fist and said, “There he is, the old one.” The two motorcades met briefly when they crossed the Unter den Linden.

It was not hard to feel some sympathy for the battered Germans. Admiral Leahy’s antipathy toward Russia was such that he wanted to blame most of the destruction on Russian artillery, explaining that “it was not hard to distinguish between the effects of artillery and of aerial bombing,” as if flattening the city by air had been a gentler path to ruin. Leahy regarded the Germans, unlike the Russians, as “a highly cultured and proud people who are racial kinsmen of the English and the Americans” and just happened to have “followed false leaders to their destruction.”

The drive had a dreamlike quality. Churchill’s chief military adviser, Lord Alanbrooke—General Alan Brooke—“found it hard to believe that after all these years’ struggles, I was driving through Berlin!” Lord Ismay—General Hastings Lionel “Pug” Ismay, Churchill’s chief of staff—noted that the “only Germans to be seen were a few old men and women pushing wheelbarrows, perambulators and hand-carts piled up with their pathetic possessions…. There was a smell of death and decay, and one wondered how many corpses still lay in the ruins.”

Both motorcades stopped on Wilhelmstrasse, where the passengers observed the smoked walls of the Reich Chancellery and what was left of the balcony—the “Hitler balcony.” The Chancellery appeared at first to be a pile of rubble (the balcony had collapsed over an entrance), but John McCloy thought it was still “an impressive affair even in its present state of serious destruction.” Truman wanted to go in—it was, after all, where the Reich, and its fuehrer, had met their end—but, at Byrnes’s urging, he stayed in the car. Truman’s reflections, in all their banality, have been quoted in many histories: “It is a demonstration of what can happen when a man overreaches himself. I never saw such destruction. I don’t know whether they learned anything from it or not.”

As for the wasteland that had once been the lively city of Berlin, Truman showed little curiosity; the depressing picture that stayed with him was “the long, never-ending procession of old men, women, and children wandering aimlessly… carrying, pushing, or pulling what was left of their belongings. In that two-hour drive I saw evidence of a great world tragedy.” Churchill, who’d seen firsthand the bombing of British cities, couldn’t resist a closer inspection of the bunker, and followed a Russian soldier down a flight of stairs. He turned back when told that there were two more flights, dissuaded by the impending upstairs climb but also by the smell—of corpses, and garbage—the stink becoming more intense in temperatures that exceeded ninety degrees Fahrenheit. Outside, perspiring and wiping his forehead, Churchill sat in an adjoining courtyard, which was covered with shell splinters. “Hitler must have come out here to get some air, and heard the guns getting nearer and nearer,” Churchill said, as if to himself, adding that “it was from here that Hitler planned to govern the world.” These thoughts made him smile. “That is why England is where she is,” he added, contentedly. “I’ll tell Stalin about this.”

A White House aide, George McKee Elsey, a twenty-seven-year-old former duty officer, made the full descent to Hitler’s study, where a large marble-topped table had been shattered. He couldn’t resist picking up some of Hitler’s stationery, as well as a “pocketful of Nazi medals.” John McCloy took possession of a chair from Eva Braun’s bedroom, a “gift” presented by General Parks. McCloy realized that he didn’t know how to get it home, “and I feel as if I were very much of a ‘looter,’ ” but Parks and his MPs “took two others so I felt less guilty.” Joseph Davies, whom Truman had invited to attend the conference, took a stack of dinner invites that had belonged to Hermann Göring’s family. He filled in the date, and sent invitations from Hermann and Emmy Göring to various members of the American delegation, a macabre, and slightly unsettling, prank.

This contagious search for keepsakes went well beyond Berlin. By the time of the Potsdam conference, the ruins of Hitler’s mountain retreat in Berchtesgaden had been visited by GIs and nurses, as well as generals and congressmen, many writing their names on the walls. A corporal named Edward Kilitsky, a Third Army soldier, picked up a set of dishes from the SS barracks and sent them to relatives, in Philadelphia, who posed for a newspaper photographer with their Nazi dinnerware.

4.

On the day that the war’s victors went sightseeing in Berlin, the world’s first atomic bomb was exploded in the American Southwest. The brief, blazing light from the Trinity test, in New Mexico, could be seen as far away as Albuquerque and El Paso. A story, on page thirty-four, of the El Paso Herald-Post, said it was caused by an army ammunition explosion and that many “saw a flash light up the sky, like daylight, and felt earth tremors.” A newspaper reported that “a blind woman… saw the light.” Stimson, in Potsdam, got the report at about 7:30 p.m., in a cable from his assistant, George L. Harrison, a former New York Life Insurance executive. Stimson took the cable immediately to Truman’s villa, at 2 Kaiserstrasse, where he showed it to the President and Byrnes, “who of course were greatly interested, although the information was still in very general terms.” The cable said:


Operated on this morning. Diagnosis not yet complete but results seem satisfactory and already exceed expectations. Local press release necessary as interest extends great distance…. I will keep you posted.



McCloy thought “the whole thing seems ominous,” and Truman’s reliance on Byrnes and Leahy worried him. “It is not a particularly intellectually-minded group the President has about him,” he thought, “though Byrnes is astute and experienced. There will be some Missouri and old Leahy in our policies from now on—I do not know how enlightened it will be.” Then: “It amazes me how the power to dispose the world reposes in these three men gathered here—God give them light!” A more detailed account, carried to Potsdam five days later by an army courier, included an arresting description of the explosion written by a brigadier general, Thomas F. Farrell:


The whole country was lighted by a searing light with the intensity many times that of the midday sun. It was golden, purple, violet, gray, and blue. It lighted every peak, crevasse and ridge of the nearby mountain range with a clarity and beauty that cannot be described but must be seen to be imagined.



Stimson took this more detailed description to Truman’s Babelsberg villa, and afterward observed that “the President was tremendously pepped up by it and spoke to me of it again and again when I saw him. He said it gave him an entirely new feeling of confidence.” It seemed to give Truman a feeling of superstitious awe, which he waited several days to record, in his diary: “We have discovered the most terrible bomb in the history of the world. It may be the fire destruction prophesied in the Euphrates Valley era, after Noah and his fabulous ark.” When Churchill read General Farrell’s description, his excitement seemed insuppressible. He waved a cigar and said to the American secretary of war, “Stimson, what was gunpowder? Trivial. What was electricity? Meaningless. This atomic bomb is the second coming in wrath.” The world seemed to have been rearranged: “We now had something in our hands which would redress the balance with the Russians!” To Lord Alanbrooke, Churchill sounded transported, and even a little bloodthirsty: “Now we could say if you insist on doing this or that, ‘Well we can just blot out Moscow, then Stalingrad, then Kiev, then Kuibyshev, Karkhov, Stalingrad [sic], Sebastopol etc etc. And now where are the Russians!!!”

When McCloy later observed Truman and Churchill, he thought that the news had even affected their body language, and that they had begun to act like “little boys with a big red apple secreted on their person.” In motion-picture images from that time, one can see Truman, with a confident expression, wearing a Stetson, advancing with a sure-footed stride.
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