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To William Bragg Ewald, Jr., and Fred I. Greenstein, pioneers a generation ago in the study of Eisenhower and McCarthy



PREFACE

Beginning in 1950, Wisconsin’s junior senator, Joseph R. McCarthy, threw the United States into turmoil with his reckless, unsubstantiated charges that a variety of citizens, especially government employees, were Soviet agents. McCarthy’s disregard for the truth, his insatiable appetite for headlines, and his willingness to damage reputations turned “McCarthyism” into an enduring epithet in our political language.

Yet by the end of 1954, McCarthy’s political influence had been essentially destroyed. How did that happen? The answer—fully told for the first time in this book—is that Dwight D. Eisenhower made it happen.

Ironically, in 1953, due to Eisenhower’s election, McCarthy acquired a new platform for his crusade. The Republicans held a one-vote majority in the Senate. As a result McCarthy was appointed chair of the Government Operations Committee and its permanent investigative subcommittee. In that capacity, the senator subpoenaed witnesses, conducted one-senator hearings, accused witnesses of guilt by association and labeled as “obviously communist” anyone who dared to invoke constitutional protections against self-incrimination.

In 1953, the nation was still at war in Korea and recovering from the traumas of depression and World War II. The Cold War with the Soviet Union created a climate of fear that was the lifeblood of McCarthyism, especially the fear of subversion. But in January 1954, that began to change. McCarthy’s prestige was at its zenith, with a Gallup Poll approval rating of 50 percent favorable, 29 percent unfavorable. But Eisenhower had concluded that the senator was more than a nuisance; he was a threat to the president’s foreign policy goals, to his legislative program, and to his party’s and his own electoral prospects.1

So Eisenhower did something breathtaking and dangerous; he launched a clandestine operation designed to wrap a scandal around the neck of a prestigious US senator in the president’s own party in an election year. That is what the 1954 Army-McCarthy hearings, lasting almost two months, were really about.2

THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM

The standard explanations for McCarthy’s political demise are well known: McCarthy, an alcoholic, did himself in; he was damaged by Edward R. Murrow’s legendary See It Now television program; his reputation was tarnished by the unsympathetic glare of the television cameras and by his confrontation with the wily Boston attorney Joseph Nye Welch at the Army-McCarthy hearings. In this conventional version, the final nail in McCarthy’s political coffin was the censure vote by the US Senate on December 2, 1954, which McCarthy lost 67 to 22.

In recent years, pro-McCarthy revisionists have attempted to repair the senator’s reputation by arguing that his political enemies destroyed him to cover up Soviet espionage in the US government. Eisenhower took the possibility of subversion seriously but firmly believed that his methods would be more effective and equitable than McCarthy’s demagogic tactics.3

In 1984, William Ewald published a book called Who Killed Joe McCarthy? Ewald drew on an immense cache of documents that Fred Seaton, the assistant secretary of defense, had collected on President Eisenhower’s orders during the 1954 Army-McCarthy hearings. Seaton possessed thousands of pages of letters, phone transcripts, memoranda, and documents that he had taken with him when he became secretary of the interior and—when he left the government—had hauled home to Nebraska. Ewald, who worked for Seaton at the Interior Department, recalled Seaton pointing to a locked file and saying “I’ll never open that until you-know-who tells me to,” referring to Eisenhower. When Seaton died, his “Eyes Only” file was donated to the Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library in Abilene, Kansas, where I have reviewed virtually every page. In addition, I have had access to documents declassified since Ewald and other leading authors on McCarthy published their books in the 1980s.4

Joseph McCarthy’s senatorial correspondence has been sealed for the lifetime of his daughter. But my objective is to tell the Eisenhower story that has been so long neglected by historians.5

This is a book about a particular era in US history—a time when power brokers embraced attitudes and behaviors unacceptable today. Attitudes regarding race, gender, and homosexuality have changed but, in the 1950s, gays and their relationships were not just denigrated, they were openly persecuted. Just the rumor—not the fact—that a government official was homosexual could cost that person a job. Homosexuals were widely perceived to be security risks, subject to blackmail by communists. As the reader will discover, the Eisenhower administration reflected the prejudice and discriminatory practices of the era.

This is a story about strategic deception, a realm in which Dwight Eisenhower was demonstrably expert. In 1944, the Allies under Supreme Commander Dwight Eisenhower successfully fooled the German leadership about when and where the largest military expeditionary force in human history would land in Europe. Operation Fortitude involved fake armies, dummy landing craft and airfields, fraudulent radio transmissions, and misleading leaks through diplomatic channels and double agents. Eisenhower understood that carefully planned, rigorously implemented deception could confuse an enemy until he makes a mistake; then he can be ambushed. That, politically, is what Eisenhower did to McCarthy. Only a half-dozen trusted aides knew what was really happening. Others—including most of the era’s great reporters—missed the story.6

Much of the conventional wisdom includes the enduring myth about the Eisenhower presidency—that Ike was a disengaged, grandfatherly president more interested in playing golf than in the effective exercise of leadership. That legend—now thoroughly discredited by two decades of intensive research—was initially generated by historians who never forgave the popular general for defeating Adlai Stevenson in 1952. But in part, Ike was the author of his own myth. He was obsessive about protecting the Oval Office from anything controversial.

In particular, critics grumble that Eisenhower failed to speak out about the great domestic issues of his time: civil rights and McCarthyism. His detractors depict him as downright cowardly in his response to the Red-baiting senator. Many would agree with the columnist Joseph Alsop, who, in 1954, after listening to an Eisenhower news conference statement intended to counter McCarthy, exclaimed, “Why, the yellow son of a bitch!”7

Ike had not won the war in Europe by making speeches. He did not believe that presidential rhetoric would damage McCarthy. History shows that presidential oratory rarely results in historic change; transformative progress is most possible when a president, faced with a crisis, seizes the opportunity to exercise leadership; consider Abraham Lincoln and the Civil War or Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Great Depression. However, pundits persist in rating presidents for their skillful use of the “bully pulpit.”8

Complaints that Eisenhower took too long to act against McCarthy are contrary to the facts. Any effort to destroy McCarthy during 1953 would probably have failed. There were eight to twelve senators who frequently supported McCarthy’s positions on communist subversion; therefore, the president lacked an anti-McCarthy majority. Though Democrats supported the president on most foreign policy issues, leaders such as Lyndon B. Johnson delighted in treating McCarthy as “a Republican problem.”9

President Harry Truman had openly denounced McCarthy for three years, but his attacks had only enhanced the senator’s prestige; Ike ruined him in half that time. The Eisenhower operation against McCarthy in 1954 was not without its glitches. The general understood that in war or political conflict, a commander must constantly adjust a strategic mission to new realities. He often repeated the maxim “Plans are worthless, but planning is everything.”10

In this case, the planning involved Eisenhower’s rigorous delegation of operations to a half-dozen trusted subordinates. Those men were expected, like foot soldiers in a war, to put their lives and reputations on the line to protect the president and extinguish McCarthy’s influence. Dwight Eisenhower’s deceptive operation, mediated through his trusted lieutenants, “killed” Joe McCarthy.



PROLOGUE

Friday, October 3, 1952, Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The Eisenhower-for-President motorcade was preparing to drive to the Milwaukee Arena, where General Eisenhower would climax a long day of campaigning with a 9:00 p.m. speech.

The candidate had decreed that no candidate running for office would ride with him and Mrs. Eisenhower. Douglas Price, an aide to Eisenhower who had organized the motorcade, recalled that the decision reflected “Eisenhower’s disdain” for Wisconsin Senator Joseph R. McCarthy. The senator from Wisconsin had not been just banned from the general’s car; he had been assigned to car number six, behind lower-ranking Wisconsin Republican officials—a transparent snub. Price was alarmed when he saw McCarthy “bolt out of car number six,” walking briskly toward Eisenhower’s car. But Price was relieved when he saw the senator “shoulder his way into a car behind Ike’s car.”1

It had been a difficult day for the candidate. Because of his dislike of McCarthy, he had tried to avoid campaigning in Wisconsin. But he had been pressured to do so by the Republican National Committee, which was concerned about winning Wisconsin’s electoral votes. Ike was forced to campaign with the senator all day long. His brother Milton said that Ike “loathed McCarthy as much as any human being could loath another.” Eisenhower deemed McCarthy to be “a curse on the American scene, both domestically and in the world.”2

THE RISE OF JOE MCCARTHY

While he was president of Columbia University and, later, as commander of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in Paris, Eisenhower had observed McCarthy’s rise. The Soviet occupation of Eastern Europe, the communist takeover of China in 1949, and the North Korean invasion of South Korea in 1950 had reinforced the public’s fear of a global communist conspiracy.

For voters, the specter of spies in their midst was especially frightening. In August 1948, Whittaker Chambers, a former communist, had alleged that Alger Hiss, a former adviser to President Roosevelt, had spied for the Soviets. Hiss was eventually convicted of perjury, due in part to efforts by California senator Richard M. Nixon, Ike’s subsequent vice presidential running mate. On February 3, 1950, British authorities arrested Dr. Klaus Fuchs, who had worked on the atom bomb in the United States, for channeling nuclear secrets to the Soviet Union.

Six days after Fuchs’s arrest, McCarthy delivered a speech at the Republican Women’s Club in Wheeling, West Virginia. The senator announced that he had “here in my hand” the names of 205 communists in the State Department. That he did not actually have those names did not trouble him. When repeatedly asked for them, he dissembled, finally reducing the number to 57. William Ewald wrote that, from Wheeling onward, McCarthy presided over “a permanent floating press conference. Lights, cameras, microphones followed him everywhere.”3

In 1951, McCarthy attacked George C. Marshall, Eisenhower’s wartime boss and military mentor, who had served President Truman as secretary of state and defense. On June 14, on the floor of the Senate, McCarthy effectively charged Marshall with treason. “It was Marshall,” the senator intoned repeatedly, who had supported Josef Stalin’s demands at the postwar conferences, delivered China to the communists, and drawn the dividing line at the 38th parallel in Korea, setting the stage for the North Korean invasion. McCarthy accused Marshall of spearheading “a conspiracy of infamy so black that, when it is finally exposed, its principals shall be forever deserving of the maledictions of all honest men.” McCarthy converted that speech into a book entitled America’s Retreat from Victory: The Story of George Catlett Marshall.4

Eisenhower was incensed about McCarthy’s assault on his colleague. On August 22, 1952, at a news conference in Denver, the general was asked about charges that George Marshall was a traitor. He rose from his chair, marched to the center of the room and declared, “There was nothing of disloyalty in General Marshall’s soul. . . . If he was not a perfect example of patriotism and loyal servant of the United States, I never saw one.” He concluded, “I have no patience with anyone who can find in his record of service for this country anything to criticize.”5

On October 2, Eisenhower campaigned across Illinois, arriving in Peoria that afternoon, preparing to campaign in Wisconsin. Earlier that day, a plane carrying Governor Walter Kohler of Wisconsin and Senator McCarthy touched down in Peoria. That evening, Ike reluctantly agreed to meet with McCarthy in his hotel room. He chose not to reveal what was said in that meeting. Two aides, Tom Stephens and Kevin McCann, sat nearby. Stephens recalled hearing nothing, but McCann, years later, near death, thought he remembered that “the air turned blue” and that he had never heard the general “so cold bloodedly skin a man.” That account is open to question. Wisconsin was a pivotal state in the campaign, with twelve electoral votes. However much Ike detested McCarthy, he was unlikely to have confronted the senator so harshly prior to campaigning with him the next day. When McCarthy emerged from the meeting, a New York Times reporter, William Lawrence, asked him what had happened. “We had a very, very pleasant conversation,” McCarthy responded, noting that he planned to introduce the general the next day in Appleton, the senator’s hometown. However, in Appleton, following McCarthy’s introduction, Eisenhower made no mention of McCarthy or support for the senator’s reelection campaign. That foreshadowed his strategy as president: he would refuse to use McCarthy’s name in public.6

A REGRETTABLE DECISION

As his car moved through the streets the night of October 3, Eisenhower was still smarting from a painful experience on the campaign train that afternoon. Aware of his animosity toward McCarthy, Governor Kohler had asked to see an advance copy of his speech. Reading it, he discovered a paragraph—seventy-four words long—praising the patriotism of George C. Marshall.

Eisenhower was looking forward to sticking a rhetorical thumb in the senator’s eye as McCarthy sat on stage in Milwaukee. The paragraph was simple and straightforward, noting that there had been “charges of disloyalty” against Marshall and concluding “I know him, as a man and a soldier, to be dedicated with singular selflessness and the profoundest patriotism to the service of America.” Kohler feared that offending the senator could cost Eisenhower the state’s electoral votes. He quickly enlisted allies, including Sherman Adams, Ike’s chief aide on the campaign train, and convinced Adams that including the paragraph would reap more trouble than it was worth.

Adams arranged a meeting with Eisenhower. After listening to the argument, Ike interrupted, “Are you telling me this paragraph should come out?” “Yes,” responded Adams. “Take it out,” Eisenhower snapped. When Gabriel Hauge, a speechwriter, accosted the candidate to confirm the news, Ike growled an angry “Yes!” Eisenhower, Hauge recalled, “was purple down to the root of his neck, and glowering.”7

An experienced world leader but an inexperienced party politician, Eisenhower capitulated, failing to express support for the man who had made him a wartime leader. Fred Seaton, the Nebraska publisher handling the press for the campaign, had been unaware of Ike’s decision to drop the seventy-four words. He had already hinted to New York Times reporter William Lawrence that a paragraph praising Marshall would be in the address.8

That night, Eisenhower delivered a fervent cold warrior’s speech, sounding much like McCarthy. He deplored how communism had “insinuated itself into our schools, our public forums, some of our news channels, some of our labor unions, and—most terrifyingly—into our Government itself.” He decried subversion in “virtually every department, every agency, every bureau, every section of our Government.” He castigated a government run by men who “condoned the surrender of whole nations to an implacable enemy,” with that enemy “infiltrating our most secret counsels.” Those who had allowed this to happen, he declared, were guilty of “treason itself.” After the speech, Eisenhower tried to avoid McCarthy but McCarthy aggressively pushed into the general’s presence and forced him to shake hands.9

The next morning, William Lawrence’s report in The New York Times stated that although Ike had been unenthusiastic about campaigning with McCarthy, “General Eisenhower did bow to the Wisconsin Senator’s urging and eliminate from his Milwaukee speech tonight a defense of his old friend and chief, General of the Army George C. Marshall.” According to Lawrence, Eisenhower had informed McCarthy at their Peoria meeting of his intent to praise Marshall. McCarthy had allegedly told Eisenhower that “he had no particular objection to General Eisenhower’s saying anything he wished to say, but he believed a defense of General Marshall could be made better before another audience.”10

McCarthy himself was undoubtedly the source of that false report. The implication was devastating: that McCarthy had personally persuaded Eisenhower to betray his former mentor and superior. Ike never forgot that humiliation. For decades, historians assumed that this episode proved Eisenhower’s cowardice in the face of McCarthyism, when the cause was actually Ike’s political naiveté.

On November 4, Eisenhower won the Electoral College 442 to 89, carrying thirty-nine of the forty-eight states, including Wisconsin.


STAFFING IKE’S POLITICAL ARMY

Eisenhower knew that at some point he would have to deal with McCarthy; initially, he had other priorities. His longtime practice of selecting a small group of trusted subordinates to carry out special, often confidential, assignments would eventually pay off. Those men, important operatives during the campaign, would become Eisenhower’s political foot soldiers during his presidency. They included Sherman Adams, a former New Hampshire governor who became Ike’s chief of staff; Attorney General Herbert Brownell, Jr., a New York attorney who had played a large role in engineering Eisenhower’s nomination; Brownell’s deputy, William Rogers, another New York attorney; John Foster Dulles (“Foster” to Ike), secretary of state and a former policy adviser to New York Governor Thomas E. Dewey; and former Massachusetts Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr. (“Cabot” to Ike), a major organizer of the Eisenhower for President movement. Lodge was appointed US representative to the United Nations and would serve as a confidential political adviser. James Hagerty, Dewey’s former press secretary, became Eisenhower’s spokesman and confidant in dealing with McCarthy. Eventually, Ike would recruit Fred Seaton to serve in the Pentagon. Those men shared Eisenhower’s negative view of Joe McCarthy.

Ike also brought onboard General Wilton B. Persons (“Jerry” to Ike). He had served on Eisenhower’s staff during the war and then on the general’s NATO staff. Persons would be the White House’s chief congressional liaison, accountable to Sherman Adams but often working directly with the president. A conservative Alabaman respected by the Republican right wing, including McCarthy, Persons would serve as the protector of the fragile one-vote Republican majority in the Senate.

Eisenhower was ready to govern. But he would never live down the egregious decision he had made to eliminate seventy-four words of praise for George Marshall from his speech on October 3, 1952.



PART 1

1953: PRIORITIES




CHAPTER 1





THE FIRST CONFRONTATION

“Nothing else mattered half as much as Joe McCarthy.” That was Sherman Adams’s recollection of the mood of the Eisenhower White House staff in 1953 and 1954. In that climate, numerous historians have blithely assumed that Eisenhower dithered while McCarthy’s victims suffered and that Ike’s inaction constituted cowardice in response to the demagogue’s assault on civil liberties.1

EISENHOWER’S PRIORITIES

The reality was more complex. Though the White House staff soon split into factions over how to deal with McCarthy, the new president was not so conflicted. Eisenhower believed in setting priorities, and his paramount priority was preventing another world war. That meant ending the Korean War as quickly as possible. He sought to blend a political party rusty at the art of governing with a determined effort to calm the fears of internal subversion.

Ike saw Joe McCarthy as a symptom, not a cause. The public’s fears could not be defused by attacking the senator himself, only by addressing underlying realities. The new president sought credibility with the American people as their premier defender against enemies, both foreign and domestic. That task would consume most of his first year in office. Once done, if need be, the issue of Joe McCarthy could be more directly addressed.

Ike knew he was vulnerable to McCarthy’s “guilt-by-association” demagoguery. Following the war, as military governor of the US occupation zone in Germany, Eisenhower had necessarily cultivated warm relationships with communists and Soviet leaders. His friends fretted constantly about whether McCarthy might exploit those associations. However, Eisenhower believed that prematurely addressing the McCarthy threat would probably backfire.2

Eisenhower devised a simple prescription for dealing with Joe McCarthy in 1953: ignore him—at least in public. The senator, he wrote in his diary, “is, of course, so anxious for the headlines that he is prepared to go to any extremes in order to secure some mention of his name in the public press.” He concluded, “Nothing will be so effective in combating his particular kind of trouble-making as to ignore him. This he cannot stand.”3

Hence, Eisenhower refused to use McCarthy’s name in public. He steadfastly maintained that commitment, to the consternation of friends and critics who implored him to denounce the senator. His approach was not as passive as it appeared; it was designed to get under McCarthy’s skin. To Ike, the most insulting stance he could take toward McCarthy was to say, in effect, “You don’t really matter.”

Ike believed that McCarthy wanted to run for president in 1956. He did not intend to let that happen. There would be time in 1954, once the new administration was well established, to more directly address McCarthy’s threat to any plans Eisenhower had to run for a second term.4

MCCARTHY’S CONGRESS

Eisenhower, who knew the British system intimately, understood that he was not a prime minister. He could not shape or even marginally influence the organization of the 83rd Congress. The Republicans settled their leadership issues by January 2, 1953, nearly three weeks before Eisenhower’s inauguration. None of the top leaders in the Senate—Majority Leader Robert Taft of Ohio, President Pro Tempore Styles Bridges of New Hampshire, and Republican Policy Committee Chairman William F. Knowland of California—was an Eisenhower loyalist. Taft was the man Eisenhower had defeated for the Republican presidential nomination, the man regarded as the likely nominee until Ike declared his candidacy. The conventional wisdom is that Ike and Taft became good friends in 1953; however, like most political rivals, they papered over their differences with a superficial civility. Most important, Taft, as majority leader, controlled appointments to Senate committees and therefore could define McCarthy’s role in the new Congress.5

Joe McCarthy rode into Washington, DC, in January 1953, committed to weeding out communist villains in every corner of government. Taft granted McCarthy precisely what he wanted; the chairmanship of the Government Operations Committee and therefore control of its Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations. McCarthy exploited his new status immediately. He announced that Roy M. Cohn, an assistant US attorney for the Southern District of New York, would serve as chief counsel for the investigative subcommittee. Cohn, a twenty-five-year-old legal prodigy, had received his law degree from Columbia University at the age of nineteen, too young to take the bar examination. By 1953, he was an experienced investigator and had assisted in the prosecution of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, who had been sentenced to death for espionage. At Cohn’s insistence, McCarthy added G. David Schine, the handsome son of a wealthy New York family, as an unpaid “chief consultant.” Schine’s only credential was a superficially written six-page pamphlet, “Definition of Communism,” that had been placed in the rooms of his family’s hotels. Attorney General Herbert Brownell recalled that the two men were quickly observed to be “inseparable.”6

Dwight Eisenhower could control none of this. Furthermore, the Republican Party had only a one-vote majority—48 to 47 with 1 independent—in the Senate. That was not a real majority because the conservative wing of the party numbered eight to twelve senators, depending upon the issue. The Republican margin in the House was also fragile—221 to 211. If he wanted to get anything important through Congress, Eisenhower would have to placate the anticommunist stalwarts in both houses.7

The Senate Rules Committee approved a fund of $200,000 for McCarthy’s subcommittee—double the previous year’s budget. The New York Times editors opined that the Senate had delivered “what amounts to a vote of confidence in Senator McCarthy.”8

THE EISENHOWER ERA BEGINS

For Eisenhower, preparing the inaugural address was a tense experience. The speech endured nine drafts—really more, given Ike’s penchant for penciled editing. He wanted “a high-level talk” that would neither attack the Democrats nor saber rattle toward the Soviets, focused on the “question of free men” more than “the current world situation.” He wrestled with “how to do it without becoming too sermon-like.”9

At his inauguration on January 20, Eisenhower recited the difficulties the nation had endured; depression, world war, and conflict in Korea. Missing, except by allusion, was any mention of communism or the Soviet Union. Nor did he say anything about the threat of internal subversion—Senator McCarthy’s agenda. His address was a call not to arms but, in a favorite phrase he used on other occasions, to “waging peace.”10

The next day Eisenhower arrived at the Oval Office. He recorded in his diary, “Plenty of worries and difficult problems. But such has been my portion for a long time.” This day felt “like a continuation of all I’ve been doing since July ’41.” Not quite; Ike was not experienced in party politics. True, he had demonstrated the capacity to cope with powerful, sometimes difficult personalities, including Douglas MacArthur, Franklin Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and George Patton; but he had never dealt with a politician like Joe McCarthy.11

There were already signs of trouble for Eisenhower’s Pentagon appointments. Eisenhower’s nominee for secretary of defense, Charles “Engine Charlie” Wilson, the former president of General Motors, had run into trouble in the confirmation process. He had agreed to sever his ties with the company but retained stock that, if sold, would result in significant capital gains taxes. The catch was that General Motors provided equipment to the US military. At a hearing the previous week, Wilson had insisted that he perceived no conflict of interest “because for years I thought what was good for our country was good for General Motors and vice versa.”12

UN Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., complained to Attorney General Herbert Brownell that Wilson “seems to be a very arrogant man and a man with no understanding of government.” A former senator, Lodge was offended that Wilson, sitting in the president’s box at the inaugural parade, with “a loud voice and a great deal of laughter,” had compared members of Congress to “hoot owls.” Wilson, he grumbled, needed “a complete change of heart and mind; otherwise he will be unable to get any results in Congress.” The evening of January 22, Eisenhower held a contentious off-the-record meeting with Wilson, Brownell, and Secretary of the Treasury George Humphrey. At 7:21 p.m., Jim Hagerty announced; “Mr. Wilson visited the President this evening and volunteered his intention to dispose of all his stock in General Motors.”13

Robert Ten Broeck Stevens, the nominee for secretary of the army, was similarly reluctant to sever his relationship with J. P. Stevens and Company, his family firm. Arthur Krock, in The New York Times, characterized all this as “a bad start” for the new administration, contradicting Eisenhower’s campaign pledge to “clean up the mess” in Washington.14

MCCARTHY’S SEARCH FOR TARGETS

With his investigative subcommittee staffed and funded, McCarthy was ready to intensify his hunt for communists. The senator was impulsive, jumping erratically from one target to another. Deputy Attorney General William Rogers’s private assessment of McCarthy was critical: “Joe never plans a damn thing, he doesn’t know from one week to the next, not even from one day to the next, what he’s going to be doing. . . . He just hits out in any direction, no plan, no forethought.” McCarthy typically searched for subversion among people low on the food chain with an agenda more designed to generate headlines than to uncover genuinely subversive activity.15

McCarthy had begun his rise to prominence with attacks on the State Department, so he initially harassed John Foster Dulles’s department with small-scale accusations and investigations. However, Eisenhower urged that, for the time being, cabinet members adopt “a sympathetic attitude” toward such investigations and inform committee chairs of “constructive plans” to address their concerns. “A negative approach,” the president ordered, “was to be avoided.”16

McCarthy quickly served notice that he had no respect for the president or his loyal subordinates. General Walter Bedell Smith had been Eisenhower’s chief of staff during the European campaign and a planner of the details of the Normandy landing. Most recently, he had served as CIA director under Truman. Eisenhower nominated Smith to be Dulles’s undersecretary of state. On Eisenhower’s second day in office, McCarthy and his allies put a hold on Smith’s confirmation, delaying it for most of a month.17

McCarthy found an even juicier target in Eisenhower’s nomination of Harvard President James B. Conant for US high commissioner in Germany. The New York Times called Conant “a splendid appointment” and stated that “as president of a great American university and as a distinguished scholar, scientist and educator, he can count on commanding the respect of the Germans” and “the support of the whole American people.” However, three weeks later, Sherman Adams’s deputy, Bernard Shanley, confided to his diary that, due to McCarthy’s opposition, Conant’s confirmation was “in jeopardy.” On February 3, McCarthy wrote the president that he was “strongly opposed” to Conant’s confirmation and that the educator’s assertion that there were no communists teaching at Harvard showed “a woeful lack of knowledge of the vicious and intricate Communist conspiracy.” On February 4, Eisenhower called McCarthy and apparently succeeded in backing the senator off; that day, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee unanimously recommended confirmation for both Smith and Conant, who were confirmed on February 6.18

THE BOHLEN BATTLE BEGINS

Those skirmishes were McCarthy’s warmups for his first big conflict with Eisenhower. The United States had been without an ambassador in Moscow since September 1952, when George Kennan had offended the Kremlin by publicly comparing the Soviet Union’s repressive policies to those of Nazi Germany. Eisenhower selected Charles E. “Chip” Bohlen, a State Department Soviet expert who spoke fluent Russian. He had served in the Soviet Union and had been an interpreter and adviser at international conferences with Soviet leaders during and following World War II. The president knew Bohlen; in 1951, as commander of NATO, he had held numerous conversations with him about how to deal with the Soviets. He had found Bohlen’s attitude “tough, firm but fair.” Ike recalled in his memoirs, “I came to look upon him as one of the ablest Foreign Policy officers I had ever met.”19

However, Bohlen’s nomination confronted a conservative backlash on his role at the Yalta Conference in February 1945. Yalta, a resort city on the Crimean Peninsula in the Soviet Union, had hosted face-to-face discussions among President Roosevelt, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, and Soviet Premier Josef Stalin. The meeting had addressed both the reorganization of postwar Europe and the perceived need to persuade the Soviet Union to join the ongoing war against Japan. Republican conservatives, led by Senate Majority Leader Robert Taft, believed that the physically frail Roosevelt, counseled by men such as Bohlen, had signed off on the Soviet occupation of Eastern Europe. Nevertheless, Eisenhower secured Taft’s agreement to lead the fight for Bohlen’s nomination; one enticement may have been Eisenhower’s appointment of his son, William Howard Taft III, as ambassador to Ireland, a choice, Ike told him, that “was based solely upon merit.” On February 27, Eisenhower sent the Senate his formal nomination of Charles Bohlen as ambassador to the Soviet Union. The stage was set for Ike’s first major confrontation with McCarthy.20

On March 2, Bohlen told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that he would not condemn the Yalta Agreements. He asserted that the accords themselves had been reasonable but the Russians had violated them, especially in Poland. Though some senators on the committee deplored the Allied desertion of Poland to the Soviets, Bohlen pointed out that Soviet military forces had already occupied that country by the date of the Yalta conference and could not be dislodged.21

“A SICK FRIEND”

Suddenly an unexpected event transformed the international situation. About two in the morning on March 4, 1953, the phone rang in National Security Advisor Robert Cutler’s bedroom. Cutler picked up the receiver to hear the voice of Allen Dulles, the CIA director: “I’ve just learned that Uncle Joe [Stalin] has had a stroke and is either dead or dying. Do you think I ought to wake up the Boss?” They agreed to wait until the president’s normal rising time and meet in the Oval Office at 7:30. On that cool, rainy day, Dwight Eisenhower entered the Oval Office wearing a brown suit and tie, his choice of color when it was going to be a “hard day.” His first words: “What do you think we can do about this?” They discussed drafts of a statement and settled on one, thoroughly edited by the president himself.22

In his statement, without mentioning Stalin by name, the president affirmed that “the thoughts of America go out to all the peoples of the U.S.S.R.—the men and women, the boys and girls—in the villages, cities, farms and factories of their homeland. They are the children of the same God who is the Father of all peoples everywhere.” Eisenhower invoked the almighty again “to watch over the people of that vast land” and allow them to live “in a world where all men and women and children dwell in peace and comradeship.”23

Stalin died on March 5. The president issued a one-sentence statement offering “official condolences to the Government of the U.S.S.R. on the death of Generalissimo Joseph Stalin, Prime Minister of the Soviet Union.” That afternoon, Under Secretary of State Smith told committee that he and Bohlen had been “sitting up with a sick friend” and that Stalin’s illness had cost them “a lot of sleep the last two nights.”24

Stalin’s death did not alter the situation with respect to Bohlen’s nomination. On March 10, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee—after approving six other diplomatic appointments—rejected Secretary Dulles’s plea for quick action on the Bohlen nomination. Expecting to testify, Bohlen was kept waiting for an hour and a half outside the hearing room. Nevertheless, Eisenhower resolved to “fight it out.”25

RUMORS

Chip Bohlen had never undergone an FBI investigation. Rumors bubbled up about his personal life that reflected the homophobia of the period. When the rumors surfaced—eagerly disseminated by Joe McCarthy—FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover ordered an inquiry. The columnist Drew Pearson recorded in his diary that, on March 5, FBI agents visited him and “asked whether Bohlen was a homo and then quoted me as having once said he was.” Pearson, who did not particularly like Bohlen, told the agents that he had “never had the slightest suspicion or thought along this line.”26

However, a week later Dulles fretted to Sherman Adams that the Bohlen nomination was “on very shaky grounds” due to “moral” allegations. Alexander Wiley, the senior Republican senator from Wisconsin and chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee, stated that the nomination hinged on efforts “to cut through rumor and get at the facts.”27

On Monday, March 16, Dulles engaged in a flurry of phone calls, trying to assess the status of the Bohlen nomination. Dulles told Eisenhower about “certain rumors afloat,” and the president urged him to check with State Department counselor Douglas MacArthur II, who had worked closely with Bohlen. MacArthur found the allegations “incredible” and was confident that Bohlen, a married man, had “a normal family life.” Eisenhower never wavered; he “had not the slightest intention of withdrawing Bohlen’s name,” and he ordered that the secretary should so inform Senator Taft. Dulles called Taft and informed him that the president “was determined to stand behind the Bohlen nomination.”28

Finally, Dulles called Bohlen, who was quarantined at home with the measles, to assure him that there was “no weakening of the President’s determination to stand by his nomination.” He wanted to be certain that Bohlen would not withdraw, “because that would leave the President in an embarrassing position.” Bohlen assured Dulles that he had no such intention, “none whatever.”29

Dulles did not address the issue that had caused him and the president to pin down Bohlen on staying the course: Bohlen’s brother-in-law, Charles Thayer, was about to be dismissed from the State Department. Thayer, the US consul general in Munich, had been repeatedly investigated concerning unproven accusations of communist leanings and homosexuality. Nevertheless, J. Edgar Hoover and McCarthy had targeted him for removal as a security risk. The case was putting serious strains on the Bohlen family. It was evident that the price of Bohlen’s confirmation would be the resignation of Thayer. Dulles ultimately admitted to Bohlen that the Thayer situation had been the reason for his phone call.30

McCarthy, sensing a loss of momentum in his effort to keep the Bohlen rumor mill going, escalated his attack on Dulles. In a speech on the Senate floor, he declared that “our Secretary of State is completely misinformed on Bohlen’s usefulness as an expert on Communism.” The containment policy, supported by Bohlen, had “delivered millions of free men and women to serfdom and death.” The senator thundered, “We want no part of this ‘Chip’ off the old block of Yalta.” He asserted that Eisenhower would surely withdraw the nomination if he saw the “entire file” the FBI had on Bohlen—implying again that he himself had reviewed its contents.31

On March 18, Dulles called Bohlen into his office to plan their hearing strategy before the Foreign Relations Committee. He suggested that Bohlen downplay his advisory role at Yalta and depict himself as primarily an interpreter; Bohlen retorted that he was unwilling to play the “village idiot.” Dulles asked once more, “Is there anything in your past that might be damaging?” Bohlen replied, “No.” Dulles called Sherman Adams and, in effect, communicated to the president that he had become convinced beyond any doubt that “there was nothing to the [homosexuality] story after discussing it with Bohlen.”32

Later that day, Dulles and Bohlen departed for Capitol Hill. Dulles decreed that they go in separate cars, leading Bohlen to wonder if he “would have the courage to stand up to the McCarthyites.” Bohlen’s fears were unfounded; Dulles was brilliantly persuasive. In a three-hour closed-door session, he discredited the rumors about Bohlen’s personal life and effectively made the case for his experience and expertise. He still argued that the ambassador to Moscow was not in a policy-making position, whereas Bohlen, in his present position as a State Department counselor, was. Though that assertion bordered on absurdity, it provided protective cover for pro-Bohlen senators. The next day Arthur Krock endorsed the fiction that the Soviet ambassador “is not by function a policy maker.” Foreign policy, he wrote, was the province “of the President and two or three of his ministers.”33

Based on the secretary of state’s virtuoso performance, the Foreign Relations Committee voted unanimously that day—15 to 0—to approve Charles Bohlen as the next ambassador to the Soviet Union. At Eisenhower’s news conference on March 19, the momentum for Bohlen’s nomination was evident; still, reporters asked the president to comment on McCarthy’s assertion that “it was a serious mistake for you not to withdraw the Bohlen nomination.” Eisenhower responded that he had “a full report” from the secretary of state. He continued, “I have considered Mr. Bohlen a man to be thoroughly trained in State Department functions and practices, familiar with Russia . . . and he seemed to me to be a very fine appointment.”34

Once the Senate committee approved Bohlen, the State Department accepted Charles Thayer’s resignation. Thayer’s cover story was that he was resigning to resume his writing career. On March 21, Secretary Dulles called his brother, Allen, the CIA director, to tell him that Bohlen understood “about the Charlie [Thayer] situation and that it is no longer a real difficulty as far as he is concerned.”35

THE MCLEOD PROBLEM

Back in February, in an attempt to appease McCarthy, Dulles had appointed a new security officer. His choice was Scott McLeod, a former FBI agent and aide to Republican Senator Styles Bridges of New Hampshire, a known McCarthy admirer. McLeod quickly fulfilled his role; in his first three weeks on the job, he dismissed twenty-one State Department employees who were alleged to be homosexual.36

However, just when the Eisenhower team thought they had the obstacles to Charles Bohlen’s nomination under control, rumors surfaced—almost certainly spread by the McCarthy camp—that McLeod had doubts about Bohlen’s fitness for office. Dulles, based on his own review of the FBI summary report on Bohlen, had overruled McLeod’s doubts. In response, McLeod committed two major indiscretions. First, he went over Dulles’s head to White House congressional liaison Jerry Persons. Sherman Adams discussed that contact with Eisenhower and called Dulles, who angrily declared that McLeod “needed straightening out.” However, if his aide resigned now, Dulles feared it “would probably cause a floor fight on Friday when the nomination comes before the full Senate.” Adams responded that he and the president did “not propose to let that happen” and urged Dulles to reach an accommodation with his security officer. However, in conversation, Dulles found McLeod, “very stubborn” and, to his further discomfort, he learned that McCarthy had threatened to subpoena the security officer for a televised hearing.37

On March 20, McLeod’s second indiscretion surfaced. Reading his morning paper, Dulles felt as if he had been slapped in the face; McLeod had apparently leaked his dissent over Bohlen to McCarthy and the press. Dulles angrily grumbled to Adams and Jim Hagerty that McLeod “is obviously in close touch with McCarthy.” Adams urged Dulles to talk once more with McLeod; Eisenhower personally called the secretary to say he would back whatever he decided to do. However, after more discussion with Ike, Adams called Dulles back, warning him to “remember relations on the Hill [and] the explosion that could come.” Nevertheless, he stated that if McLeod “does not come clean you cannot keep him.”38

By the time Dulles confronted the wayward aide, his anger had abated. McLeod was embarrassed and repentant. As Dulles later explained to Adams, McLeod had unwittingly intersected McCarthy’s grapevine. He had discussed his doubts with his former boss, Senator Bridges, who mentioned the concern on a ride to the airport with Senator Herman Welker of Idaho, who spent the evening with McCarthy. McCarthy then gave the story to the papers, once again leaving the clear impression that he had seen the full FBI file on Bohlen.39

Dulles informed McLeod that the president had authorized him to demand his resignation, but he offered him “a fresh start”—in effect, probation. McLeod provided a written apology, thanking the secretary for his “patience and understanding.” Dulles warned McLeod that, as security officer, he could not “testify before a Congressional Committee” without authorization from the president or the secretary. Then he spirited his troublesome aide out of the city to an undisclosed location, leaving McCarthy’s staff frustrated over attempts to deliver a subpoena.40

At his March 20 news conference, Secretary Dulles, with Senator Wiley at his side, denied that he had “summarily overridden” McLeod’s judgment—McCarthy’s charge—on Bohlen’s security clearance, nor had he misrepresented the facts in his testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. “I did not find in the Federal Bureau of Investigation reports in summary, any facts indicating that Mr. Bohlen might be a security or loyalty risk,” he said. He maintained that there was “no disagreement” between him and McLeod and the aide would continue in his job. He reminded the reporters that the day before, President Eisenhower had defended the Bohlen appointment, knew about every item in the Bohlen file, and did not intend to withdraw the nomination.

McCarthy challenged Dulles, saying “From all the information we have, any statement that both Dulles and McLeod agree on Bohlen would appear to be untrue.” He again proclaimed, “I know what’s in Bohlen’s file.” The FBI file, the senator said, included sixteen closely typed pages of “what could be termed derogatory information.”41

THE FBI REPORT MUDDLE

With the McLeod matter put to rest, the Bohlen controversy migrated to the question “Who may see the FBI report?” Senator Taft proposed that one or two senators from the Foreign Relations Committee be delegated to review the report. On March 21, Attorney General Brownell informed Dulles that he had been unable to persuade the reluctant J. Edgar Hoover “to change his mind about having some senator look at the Bohlen File.” In addition, Senator Wiley was now insisting that one of the two senators be a Democrat, a proposition Brownell heatedly opposed. Brownell cautioned Eisenhower that Taft’s solution would “open up Pandora’s box to certain senators”—obviously McCarthy. That argument persuaded Eisenhower to delay a decision on whether to insist the senators be given access to the file.42

Meanwhile, on the Senate floor, the debate grew rancorous. On March 23, Republican senators led what New York Times columnist William S. White called “the first general and determined counterattack ever made on [McCarthy] within his own party in the Senate.” The senator was accused of abusing both Secretary Dulles and the president. Taft defended his proposal to have the Foreign Relations Committee designate two members to review the FBI report on Bohlen. He maintained that more broadly exposing a file filled with gossip could damage Bohlen’s reputation and “destroy the F.B.I.”43

Eisenhower made his final decision the morning of March 24. Dulles called Taft to say that the president “would overrule Brownell if necessary, making it plain that this was a special case.” The president wanted assurances that the sources of the FBI’s information would not be compromised. Dulles phoned Attorney General Brownell: “We are agreed that we must do something to clear this situation up. The rumors have become so thick that unless someone on the floor of the Senate is in position to dissipate them the situation will be very serious.” The attorney general acquiesced, and Dulles sent Wiley a formal letter stating that two senators had been approved to review “the summary of the FBI report regarding Mr. Bohlen.” The committee then selected Taft and Democratic Senator John Sparkman of Alabama.44

However, Dulles’s words “the summary” triggered a whole new brouhaha. What would the two senators get to see—a “summary” of the FBI report or the “raw material”? Unable to reach the attorney general, Dulles, in Taft’s presence, phoned J. Edgar Hoover to inform him that the senators wanted to see the “raw files, as well as the summary.” Hoover was adamant: “The raw material file is never made available to anyone.” Dulles put Taft on the phone; he quoted McCarthy’s claim on the Senate floor that “he had seen the entire file,” an assertion the FBI director denied. Hoover said he would provide the raw file only if the attorney general ordered him to do so. Having lost the previous arguments, Brownell drew the line and supported Hoover, maintaining that it was “really a protection to the senators if they did not see the material.” They should, he said, “take Hoover’s word that it was a complete summary.” Reluctantly, Taft accepted the decision; he and Sparkman would review only the summary.45

On March 24 at 5:45 p.m., after reviewing the FBI document, Taft and Sparkman emerged from the secretary of state’s office. Pressed by a flood of questions, the senators commented to reporters that they had found the summary “unusually complete.” Taft described it as “25 pages, single spaced” and “very long and detailed.” They confirmed that Dulles’s testimony before the committee had been “a very fine statement of the summary.”46

On March 25, McCarthy rose on the Senate floor to deliver his final tirade in opposition to Bohlen’s appointment. Decrying “two black decades,” he declared that “history will write large the names of those who sold out this country at the diplomatic tables at home and abroad.” He called the Bohlen nomination “a grave and inexcusable mistake on the part of our Secretary of State” and accused Bohlen of playing “directly into the hands of international Communism” in a “government of, by and for Communists, crooks and cronies.” He sneered at Dulles’s suggestion that Bohlen, rather than being a policy maker at Yalta and Potsdam, “was only an interpreter.” McCarthy let Ike off the hook; the president, he said, “burdened with work and pressed for time,” had not had the chance “to study the complete record of Bohlen.”47

The Senate debate that followed was described by The New York Times as “bitter.” Taft sparred with McCarthy, insisting that the FBI summary had nothing in it “reflecting on the loyalty of Mr. Bohlen in any way”; he had found no evidence that Bohlen was “a bad security risk,” a veiled reference to the homosexuality rumors. Sparkman confirmed that view, saying he had found no evidence of “anything wrong with the character, integrity or honesty of Mr. Bohlen.” “So,” Taft concluded, “I myself came to the conclusion that Mr. Bohlen was a completely good security risk in every respect, and I am glad so to report to the Senate of the United States.”48

TOWARD CONFIRMATION

Eisenhower’s March 26 press conference was sandwiched in between that final Senate debate and the confirmation vote, scheduled for the twenty-seventh. Asked again whether Mr. Bohlen was his “personal choice” for ambassador to Moscow, he delivered a ringing endorsement. “I have known Mr. Bohlen for some years,” he said. “I was once, at least, a guest in his home, and with his very charming family. I have played golf with him. I have listened to his philosophy. So far as I can see, he is the best qualified man for that post that I could find. That is the reason his name was sent to the Senate and the reason it stays there, because I believe, still, that he is the best qualified man we could find today.”

A reporter asked what the president thought McCarthy’s “objectives have been in the Bohlen case, as affecting your appointment?” “I am not going to talk about Senator McCarthy,” he snapped—a rare occasion when he mentioned the name. However, he warned that congressional investigations could be pursued “to the point that you are damaging from within what you are trying to protect from without.” McCarthy commented only mildly on the president’s support of Bohlen, saying “I am sure he is very serious when he says Bohlen is the best man. But it so happens that I differ with him.” He admitted that he had “no remote hope of success” in derailing the nomination.49

The next day, the Senate voted 74 to 13 to confirm Charles Bohlen as ambassador to the Soviet Union. The negative votes included eleven Republicans, while thirty-nine Democrats supported the nomination. Secretary Dulles called Senator Taft to thank him; Taft is alleged to have grumbled in response, “No more Bohlens.” McCarthy was unrepentant, mocking the president’s statement about Bohlen being the “best man” for the job: “I hope that those of us who felt he was the worst man for the job will be proven wrong.”50

Eisenhower had won an important strategic victory over McCarthy. He had not permitted the senator’s fearmongering to dictate an appointment of great importance. When the outcome became apparent, Ike discussed McCarthy’s motivations with Sherman Adams and his deputy, Bernard Shanley. He commented that “the only thing” McCarthy wanted “was headlines” and he did not care how he got them. Ike declared, “McCarthy has the bug to run for the presidency in 1956.” Slapping his knee, Ike thundered, “The only reason I would consider running again would be to run against him.” Shanley “let out a whoop,” whereupon the taciturn Adams glared at his aide as if he were “completely out of order”—“which,” Shanley conceded, “I was.”51



CHAPTER 2





“DON’T JOIN THE BOOK BURNERS!”

By April 1953, the pattern of Joe McCarthy’s relationship with the Eisenhower White House had been set. Still fixated on the State Department, he would test Eisenhower’s will with small skirmishes, preparatory to opening up a bigger, headline-grabbing investigative target.

On March 28, the day following Charles Bohlen’s confirmation by the Senate, McCarthy announced he had negotiated an agreement with the Greek owners of 242 New York–based merchant ships to end all trade with Communist China, North Korea, and eastern portions of the Soviet Union. The agreement, he boasted, would have “some of the effect of a naval blockade.” Moreover, his representatives were “negotiating” with additional Greek shipowners in London.1

Alarm bells sounded in the White House and the State Department. The senator’s bold interference with executive-branch authority over foreign affairs confirmed columnist William S. White’s conclusion that although McCarthy had lost the battle over Bohlen, “his war goes on.” White concluded, “Mr. McCarthy’s essential power may in no sense be lessened, and may even be increased.” At the height of the Bohlen debate, McCarthy had said to one reporter, “You wait, we’re gonna get Dulles’ head.”2

The administration dispatched Harold E. Stassen, the director of the Mutual Security Administration (the successor agency to the Marshall Plan), to testify at McCarthy’s closed-door subcommittee hearing on the Greek shippers. Stassen reported to Secretary Dulles that McCarthy had declared that “anyone who does not agree with him is trying to kill more boys in Korea.” Stassen had shot back that McCarthy was “undermining” the administration’s efforts to make peace.3

The White House moved quickly to rein in the situation. On April 1, Vice President Richard Nixon arranged a luncheon for Secretary Dulles and Senator McCarthy. Nixon had apparently warned the senator that he was wading into deep constitutional waters. The day before the luncheon, McCarthy had backpedaled in a letter to the president, carefully avoiding the word “negotiate” that he had so freely employed at his news conference. “No agreement as such was made with the Committee, nor did the Committee assume any obligation,” he wrote. He asserted that the agreement had been reached among the shippers “and presented to us.”4

McCarthy emerged from his luncheon meeting with Dulles, uncharacteristically quiet. Besieged by reporters, the secretary, he said, would issue a statement and they would have “nothing to say” otherwise. Dulles’s statement called what had happened with the Greek shippers an “informal understanding”; the shippers “had voluntarily agreed among themselves” to cease trading with communist nations. He thanked McCarthy for pledging to communicate future developments “to the proper authorities.” Arthur Krock, the New York Times pundit, noted McCarthy’s abandonment of his original assertion that he had negotiated an agreement with the shippers: “How many times can’t you mean what you said?” he asked. Columnists Stewart and Joseph Alsop read higher ambitions into McCarthy’s shipping gambit. “It is almost universally agreed,” they wrote, “that McCarthy’s objective is the Presidency and nothing less.”5

When asked at his news conference the following day if Senator McCarthy’s agreement with Greek ship owners had “undermined”—Stassen’s word—administration policy, President Eisenhower suggested that “infringed” might be a more appropriate term. “The exclusive power of negotiating such arrangements, anything that is legal, belongs to the Executive,” he said. A “misguided” action by anyone else could not alter that. Reminded of McCarthy’s use of the term “negotiate,” at his Saturday news conference, he tersely replied, “How do you negotiate when there is nothing that you can commit?” Obtaining “promises” or “some kind of expression of opinion or intention” might take place. “But that,” he said, “in my mind, is not negotiation.”

When asked whether he was “unhappy” with what had happened, Eisenhower snapped, “I am not in the slightest bit unhappy. . . . The mere fact that some little incident arises is not going to disturb me. I have been scared by experts, in war and in peace, and I am not frightened about this.” His subtle message to Joe McCarthy: “I am not scared of you; you, in fact, don’t matter very much.”6

THE EISENHOWER WAY

Eisenhower still refused to take on McCarthy in public. When supporters pressed him to abandon that approach, his response was unrelenting. “The President of the United States cannot afford to name names,” he wrote Harry Bullis, a General Mills executive. “Nothing would probably please [McCarthy] more than to get the publicity that would be generated by public repudiation by the President.” To the diplomat William Phillips, he wrote, “I deplore and deprecate the table-pounding, name-calling methods columnists so much love.” Though he might relish “a good fight,” he had learned that “such methods are normally futile.”7

Eisenhower never repudiated his McCarthy strategy, even after leaving the White House. William Ewald, who assisted the former president in writing his memoirs, recalled an anecdote that Ike eventually deleted from the manuscript. His brother Milton had urged him “to announce to the world that I strongly disapproved of all that McCarthy was doing and all that he stood for.” Eisenhower had responded that attacking McCarthy would only “greatly enhance his publicity value without achieving any constructive purpose.” He reaffirmed his intention to publicly ignore McCarthy: “I would not demean myself or the Presidency by getting in the gutter with him.” On another occasion, Milton urged Ike to make an anti-McCarthy speech that would “tear him apart.” The president countered that such a strategy would “only backfire” and “probably draw down upon me the fury of the entire United States Senate because, let me tell you, it’s a club. No president goes around attacking one member of the Senate without having the rest of them coalesce behind him.”8

Eisenhower’s approach to dealing with McCarthy was not nearly as passive as it appeared. He instinctively understood that treating him as inconsequential would drive the senator into self-destructive behaviors; he sensed that repeated presidential snubs over time would have a cumulative effect. There was another, pragmatic aspect to the Eisenhower strategy. Given the senator’s demagogic skills, the president knew he must avoid saying or doing anything that would make himself, not McCarthy, the issue.

In spite of his dismissive public demeanor, the president was privately annoyed at McCarthy’s antics. On April 3, the day after his news conference, Ike wrote his brother Edgar that “for the past couple of days I have been completely fed up and it is high time I was getting away from here for three or four days. Sometimes I think only a miracle will make it possible.”9

THE TROUBLED VOICE

Eisenhower and Dulles had handled McCarthy’s foray into negotiating shipping agreements with minimal fuss. That would not be the case with McCarthy’s assault on the Voice of America (VOA). President Truman had placed most foreign information activities, including the Voice, under the umbrella of the International Information Administration (IIA), an agency of the State Department. When Eisenhower took office, that agency had a staff of about ten thousand—around 40 percent of the State Department’s personnel—and a budget exceeding $100 million per year.10

Early on, Eisenhower and Dulles agreed that the propaganda operation should probably have its own independent agency, outside the State Department. They had not had time to act on that perception when, on February 13—while the fight over Bohlen’s confirmation was still under way—McCarthy announced that his subcommittee would hold televised hearings into “management and subversion” in Voice of America operations. At least fifty employees had been subpoenaed, and a personnel shake-up was rumored. Following his subcommittee’s executive session, McCarthy told reporters that “there are people in the Voice of America who are doing a rather effective job of sabotaging Dulles’ and Eisenhower’s foreign policy program.”11

McCarthy had zoned in on a particularly vulnerable agency in the State Department. On February 16, Secretary Dulles called Sherman Adams, “bothered” about the VOA, which was “not in very good condition and is now being investigated by Sen. McCarthy.” Speechwriter Emmet Hughes described the agency as a “soggy, fog-bound information program.” Adams ordered his deputy, Bernard Shanley, to brief Eisenhower about “the barrel of rotten apples we have in the Voice.”12

Dulles let McCarthy’s agitation pressure him into a hasty decision on new VOA leadership. He recruited Dr. Robert L. Johnson, the president of Temple University, to take over the VOA and “help clean it up.” Johnson turned out to be a troublesome choice. He insisted on the need to “study” the VOA for sixty to ninety days, and he wanted an ironclad pledge that the agency would be separated from the State Department. Eisenhower and Dulles urgently wanted a new boss for the agency and had intended to postpone those matters until later. Somehow, Johnson misread his conversations with both men. When Eisenhower authorized the announcement of his appointment “to head and to study the entire operation of the Foreign Information Service,” Johnson threatened to back out. He did not want to “head” the agency without the preliminary study he deemed essential. The appointment was already public; if Johnson withdrew, McCarthy might subpoena the educator to testify about his misgivings.

Eisenhower bluntly wrote Johnson that their “misunderstanding” had to be cleared up. First, no firm decision had yet been made to convert the IIA into “a separate agency of government.” Second, it was not acceptable for Johnson to “stay on some indefinite, indeterminate status for a matter of months.” The VOA needed “firm and quick direction.” Therefore, the “study function” should last “a matter of days only—not of months.” Johnson finally capitulated to Eisenhower’s wishes, but this rocky start indicated his tenure would be short and stormy.13

Meanwhile, in reaction to McCarthy’s investigation, panic had set in among VOA’s bureaucrats and librarians in the overseas libraries. On January 30, VOA officials instructed the libraries to avoid using “materials produced by controversial persons.” On February 18, VOA headquarters sent out the first of two directives forbidding the use of any books or materials written by communists. On February 25, the VOA libraries were ordered “to destroy the July 1946 issue of the Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science.” Two months later, the order went out to remove works by authors who had refused to testify about their communist affiliations, resulting in the removal of books by almost two dozen writers, including the mystery writer Dashiell Hammett.14

As if the VOA had not suffered enough adverse publicity, on March 4—two days after Robert Johnson began his new job—Raymond Kaplan, a forty-two-year-old radio engineer, threw himself in front of a truck near Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Kaplan’s suicide note, leaked to the press, attributed his action to persecution by McCarthy’s subcommittee. “Once the dogs are set upon you,” Kaplan wrote his wife, “everything you have done since the beginning of time is suspect.” Kaplan believed that suicide was the only way he could protect his wife and son from being “continuously hounded for the rest of your lives.”15

On March 18, under Robert Johnson’s new leadership, the VOA issued instructions moderating the previous Draconian rules about books in the libraries, permitting the use of “Communist material” solely to “expose Communist propaganda or refute Communist lies.” That action brought a loud protest from Senator McCarthy, resulting in a new directive from the State Department prohibiting outright the use of writings by “Communists, fellow travelers, et cetera.”16

At that point, the White House gambled that leaking the word that the old organization’s days were numbered would take some steam out of McCarthy’s investigation. By March 20, “authoritative sources” disclosed that the IIA would be shut down after June 30 and replaced by an independent agency outside the State Department.17

“SCUMMY SNOOPERS” IN EUROPE

Once the Bohlen fight was settled, McCarthy dispatched his chief lieutenants to Europe to dig for dirt on the VOA. On April 2, Dulles informed European embassies and consulates that “Roy Cohn, Chief Counsel; David Schine, Chief Consultant, U.S. Permanent Sub-Committee on Investigations” would be visiting Paris, Frankfurt, Berlin, Bonn, Munich, and Vienna to investigate IIA programs. The two men, the secretary’s missive said, were to be extended “all possible courtesies” by US diplomats.

On April 3, in an “eyes only” telegram, Dulles warned the chief US diplomats in Britain, France, Austria, and Germany that they had “no authority” to provide information to Cohn and Schine “re security matters or policy directives.” In particular, no information “contained in personnel security files will be divulged to investigators.” Later that day, he was infuriated to discover that Scott McLeod’s secretary had been spotted at the airport showing his “eyes only” telegram to Cohn and Schine as they prepared to depart.18

After a brief stay in Paris, the two McCarthy aides took off for Bonn, Germany. On arrival, Cohn stated that they had already uncovered “millions of dollars’ worth of waste and mismanagement” in the IIA. The spectacle of Cohn and Schine rummaging for scandals in Germany surely concerned Eisenhower’s friends, who worried constantly about McCarthy exploiting Eisenhower’s postwar communist associations while in command there.

Cohn and Schine’s antics in Europe also generated gossip about the men’s relationship, some of it salacious.19 One day in Bonn, the two men rushed back to their hotel to retrieve a notebook Schine had left behind. In the lobby, Schine batted Cohn over the head with a rolled-up magazine and they chased each other into Schine’s room. The hotel maid later found the room in a shambles. When asked about the incident, Cohn called the story “just one of many lies in this fantastic newspaper article.” Cohn introduced Schine as “a management expert,” saying he had “written a book about the definition of Communism,” a gross exaggeration about a six-page pamphlet. The European junket underlined a new reality: the Roy Cohn–David Schine relationship would become central to the conflict between Joe McCarthy and Dwight Eisenhower.20

WAGING PEACE

Dwight Eisenhower, focused on his Cold War priorities, appeared to pay little attention to the escapades of what one newspaper called the “Gold Dust Twins.”21 On April 15, when they arrived in Belgrade, Ike was working on the most important speech of his new presidency. Following the death of Stalin on March 5, Eisenhower had wrestled with options for reaching out to the new Soviet leadership. He decided to use his address, scheduled for April 16 before the annual meeting of the American Society of Newspaper Editors in Washington, DC.

That was a dangerous decision. Eisenhower knew his “Chance for Peace” speech would be delivered against the backdrop of McCarthy’s demagoguery on communist subversion, punctuated by headlines generated by Cohn and Schine on their European junket. On April 12, a feature-length article in The New York Times called Senator McCarthy “the most talked about man in the capital today,” next to the president. His strong opposition to Bohlen, his alleged agreement with Greek shipowners, and the hearings of his investigative subcommittee had raised his prestige to a new level. “All in Washington agree it is risky to quarrel with him,” the article concluded. In that climate, Eisenhower’s April 16 address clearly risked the charge from McCarthy that he was “soft on communism.”22

Nevertheless, Ike stuck to his peacemaking priorities. He ruminated about themes for that speech with speechwriter Emmet Hughes. “The average citizen,” he told Hughes, “can’t—in a whole lifetime of work—earn as much money as it takes to make the jet plane that flies above his head.” He wanted to “convert all this armament spending into the things that raise living standards.” “I don’t feel like making any more speeches condemning the Russians,” the president concluded, “until I can offer some peace plan.”23

The address took at least twelve drafts, not counting the president’s penciled edits, and was reviewed by the CIA, the Defense and State Departments, and key allies, including Winston Churchill. After meeting with Eisenhower on April 12, Hughes complained to his assistant, Robert Kieve, that he had “come to the point where I just think the President’s hopeless” regarding speech preparation. Ike himself complained to Sherman Adams that “this speech preparation is too big a strain.”24

The stress was such that Ike decided to get out of town. On April 13, he flew to Augusta, Georgia, to play golf, taking the speech with him. However, on the night of April 15, he suffered a painful abdominal attack. The morning of the speech, National Security Advisor Robert Cutler found the president “depleted and in general misery.” That night, Eisenhower moved slowly along the side of the crowded auditorium toward the podium; Cutler saw “sweat glistening on the President’s brow and cheeks.” Ike’s delivery was labored, Cutler recalled. “There was slackness in his robust voice; its hearty earnestness seemed mute. His big hands so tightly gripped the sides of the speaking lectern that I could see the whiteness of his knuckles.” During the speech, he thought the president seemed “a little dizzy and tremulous.”25

Nevertheless, Eisenhower delivered a stirring address. “A nation’s hope of lasting peace,” he stated, “cannot be firmly based upon any race in armaments but rather upon just relations and honest understanding with all other nations.” He deplored “the way of life forged by eight years of fear and force. What can the world, or any nation in it, hope for if no turning is found on this dread road?”

Eisenhower eloquently recounted the human costs of the Cold War:

Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, a theft from those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and are not clothed. This world in arms is not spending money alone. It is spending the sweat of its laborers, the genius of its scientists, the hopes of its children. The cost of one modern heavy bomber is this: a modern brick school in more than 30 cities. It is two electric power plants, each serving a town of 60,000 population. It is two fine, fully equipped hospitals. It is some 50 miles of concrete highway. We pay for a single fighter plane with a half million bushels of wheat. We pay for a single destroyer with new homes that could have housed more than 8,000 people. This, I repeat, is the best way of life to be found on the road the world has been taking. This is not a way of life at all, in any true sense. Under the cloud of threatening war, it is humanity hanging from a cross of iron.26

When he finished, the president walked slowly into a small, private parlor. Cutler found him there, “pale, covered with clammy perspiration.” Eisenhower said he felt “chilly” but was no longer in “misery”; the pain in his gut had subsided. The papers the next day reported that the president had been ill from “food poisoning,” had had “a slight fever,” and had returned immediately to Augusta, where his physician had put him to bed. The speech drew immediate praise from members of both parties and allied leaders abroad. In the wake of such effusive praise, McCarthy was silent.27

On the day of speech, Roy Cohn and David Schine left Belgrade for Athens. They concluded their trip on April 20 with five hours in London, where the Financial Times labeled them “scummy snoopers,” and arrived the next morning back in Washington, DC. In an appearance on NBC’s Meet the Press, Cohn charged that the State Department had put “a tail” on them during their trip, the purpose of which “was to feed all of sorts information and stories to the hostile press so they could smear us up a little bit.” In fact, the State Department had carefully monitored their travels, with frequent reports to Secretary Dulles.28

INTERNAL SECURITY

Throughout 1953, Eisenhower shadowboxed with McCarthy on the issue of who could best protect the country against communist subversion. The president understood that McCarthy’s obsession with subversion was aimed, however irresponsibly, at a genuine problem. In the midst of the Cold War, the government was legitimately concerned about Soviet spies, moles, and assets. Dramatizing that concern, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg had been convicted of espionage in March 1951 and condemned to death. On Eisenhower’s first day in office, appeals for clemency for the couple were waiting on his desk, but he did not grant clemency.29

In his first meeting with Republican congressional leaders on January 26, Eisenhower had announced that he would employ government personnel on a “security rather than loyalty” basis, implementing the philosophy that “working for the Government is a privilege rather than a right.” He intended to move “vigorously to establish an adequate security program,” overseen by Attorney General Brownell.30

Ostensibly, the Eisenhower program sought to protect the legitimate rights of employees, creating hearing advisory boards whose members came from outside the agency under investigation. The columnist Walter Lippmann, a frequent Eisenhower critic, deemed the new policy an improvement over President Truman’s approach; the former president’s program had been so focused on loyalty that a negative decision in a hearing could label the employee in question, justified or not, as “a spy and a traitor.” Eisenhower’s program, treating employment as “a privilege” without explicit loyalty implications, seemed more even-handed.31
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