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PRAISE FOR



THE MARSHALL PLAN

“Benn Steil’s fascinating book places the transformative design and huge impact of the Marshall Plan in the context of the early Cold War drama. Engaging, detailed, and well-researched, it takes us behind closed doors in both Europe and the United States, illuminating how the plan was created and how it changed the world. The book’s relevance extends well beyond its new historical insights, showing how offshoots of the plan continue to shape modern-day Europe. It also sheds light on how open mind-sets and intelligent economic architecture can help anchor an increasingly fluid and uncertain global economy.”

—Mohamed El-Erian, Chief Economic Advisor at Allianz and author of The Only Game in Town

“Benn Steil’s carefully researched new book reminds us of the economic uncertainties and political turmoil that surrounded U.S. foreign policy-making in the aftermath of World War II. In the end, the right choices were made, first in developing the Marshall Plan, which provided economic support for economically devastated European allies, and then in building NATO, a strong Western military alliance. Here we are seventy years later in very different circumstances, economic and military. The United States and its allies are strongly challenged to find new approaches to renewing the alliances. May our leaders benefit from the practical wisdom and ideas of seventy years ago.”

—Paul Volcker, former Chairman of the Federal Reserve

“The Marshall Plan is one of the great success stories of U.S. foreign policy. Benn Steil’s well-researched and insightful account reminds us that this iconic example of strategic foresight and imagination was anything but inevitable. On the contrary, his book shows that the Plan’s creation, refinement, implementation, and eventual success required perseverance, political savvy, and plenty of plain good luck. The moral for our era is clear: successful foreign policies require creative and dedicated public servants and do not emerge without them.”

—Stephen Walt, Robert and Renee Belfer Professor of International Affairs, Harvard Kennedy School

“Compelling and authoritative, The Marshall Plan is a first-rate work of history. But it also bears powerfully on the present, reminding us that if soft power is the power to attract, the Marshall Plan is a stunningly successful example of it.”

—Fredrik Logevall, Laurence D. Belfer Professor of International Affairs, Harvard University

“The Marshall Plan has become a favorite analogy for policy-makers. Yet few know much about it. Finally, Benn Steil provides a readable, authoritative account of what it was, what it did, and what it achieved.”

—Graham T. Allison, Douglas Dillon Professor of Government, Harvard Kennedy School
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FOREWORD

IN 1944, FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT set out to Forge a New, Cooperative postwar order. In it, the Soviet Union would, he believed, become a major power with its own peculiar interests. Yet it would be shepherded by a new United Nations and International Monetary Fund into collaboration with an agenda conducive to American security and prosperity—an agenda founded on free trade and respect for the independence of weaker neighbors.

Not long after Roosevelt’s death in April 1945, however, it became clear that Joseph Stalin had an agenda all his own, and that he was not going to play by American rules. Just before New Year’s Day 1946, at the deadline for ratification of the IMF agreement, he pulled out. He had, in fact, never intended to adapt Soviet policies to the requirements of membership. He had simply sought two benefits from cooperation in creating the new body. The first was a return by others to a monetary system that would boost the value of Soviet gold stocks. He got that, with no need to participate. The second was more unconditional U.S. financial aid for his country, as it had received during the war. When it became clear that none was forthcoming, he lost interest. As for the United Nations, the United States granted his priority demand: a veto on the Security Council. With it, he saw Soviet membership as no bar to extending his frontiers—which he set out to do in 1946.

Meanwhile, America’s natural allies in western Europe looked to be teetering on the edge of economic, social, and political collapse. The U.N. and IMF, which had been founded to maintain peace and stability rather than manufacture it, were powerless to reverse this slide. In 1947, therefore, President Harry S. Truman’s State Department, now under the leadership of General George C. Marshall, disowned FDR’s “One World” vision. Under formidable time constraints, they set out to formulate a new economic and security architecture appropriate to a Europe divided into Two Worlds: a capitalist and a communist one.

This book situates the Marshall Plan more directly at the center of the emerging Cold War than earlier accounts, highlighting the seriousness with which Stalin treated the threat it represented to his new, hard-won buffer zone in central and eastern Europe. The Soviet leader’s blueprint for postwar Europe assumed the Americans would withdraw, leaving behind a weak, pastoralized Germany, ongoing reparations from which would fund Soviet reconstruction and development. The Marshall Plan, however, promised a continuing energetic U.S. presence, underwritten by a reindustrialized capitalist western Germany at the heart of an integrated, capitalist western Europe. Many of the most dramatic episodes of the early Cold War, such as the Prague coup and the Berlin blockade, were driven by Stalin’s determination to undermine the Marshall Plan and American influence in Europe broadly. On the flip side, Washington’s support for a new transatlantic military alliance represented a reluctant acknowledgment that economic security would not take hold in western Europe without physical security.

Institutions that were outgrowths of the Marshall Plan, in particular the European Union and NATO, remain important elements of the postwar liberal international order—even as they are subjected to more critical scrutiny than at any time since their founding. In showing how the Plan evolved, I have brought to bear new material from American, Russian, German, and Czech sources that I hope will make an important story even more resonant. And given the enduring passion for creating new “Marshall Plans” to solve the world’s problems, the story of the old, original one is, I believe, a story well worth telling.
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    American, British, and Soviet leaders gather at Potsdam to discuss the future of Germany and postwar Europe, July 17, 1945. Foreground: British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden (left) and Permanent Undersecretary of State for Foreign Affairs Alexander Cadogan (right). Background: Soviet leader Joseph Stalin (center) and Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov (left).







ONE



PROLOGUE

THE GREATEST ACT OF GEORGE Washington’s presidency was his leaving of it. Having defeated the world’s most powerful nation in war, the celebrated general could have led his country like a European monarch—till his death. Yet determined to set the United States apart from the political order of the mother continent, he refused to serve a third four-year term. In a farewell address on September 19, 1796, he urged his countrymen “to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world,” above all Europe. “Europe,” he said, “has a set of primary interests which to us have . . . a very remote relation. Hence she must be engaged in frequent controversies . . . foreign to our concerns.” It was therefore “unwise . . . to implicate ourselves” in the “combinations and collisions of her friendships or enmities.”1 Generations of American statesmen would recall his warning with reverence and, at times, foreboding.

Yet a century and a half later, in 1945, the reflections of America’s first president seemed idyllic. The United States had just fought two world wars in the space of thirty years, at a cost of 522,000 American lives, both of which had been started four thousand miles from its shores. When Germany surrendered on May 7, 3,077,000 American troops were in Europe.

After the First World War ended in 1918, there took root in the United States a deep-seated popular desire to disengage from Europe—to re-embrace Washington’s injunction. This sentiment has been called, simply, “isolationism,” but it encompassed many strains. In the 1930s it included pacifists, pro-Communists, and pro-Fascists; it included those sympathetic to Germany and those who believed French and British resistance hopeless. In 1939, less than 3 percent of the American public supported the United States entering the latest European conflagration on the side of France and Britain; 30 percent were against even trading with any warring country.2 A series of Neutrality Acts, enacted to keep the United States from becoming entangled with warring nations on either side, channeled such sentiment. Legislation in 1935 instituted an embargo on trading in arms and other war materials. The following year Congress added a ban on loans or credits to belligerents, reflecting the findings of the so-called Nye Committee, which held that bankers had pushed the nation into the previous European catastrophe.

It took a devastating Japanese attack on the U.S. Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor in December 1941 to rupture this powerful inertia. The United States returned to war, both in Asia and in Europe, this time with the conviction in the White House that structures had to be put in place to prevent future conflict. There would be a United Nations with a muscular Security Council to prevent military aggression, and an International Monetary Fund (IMF) and International Trade Organization (ITO) to prevent what Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau called “economic aggression.” Pressure would be placed on the country’s ally of choice, Great Britain, to dismantle its imperial institutions, which were a moral and practical affront to this vision. Awkward accommodations would be made to its new and much stronger ally of necessity, the Soviet Union, to secure its cooperation. In concert with a liberated China, President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “Four Policemen” would oversee their respective quadrants of the globe, a stratagem that uncomfortably blended Wilsonian internationalism with Monroevian spheres of influence.

Roosevelt had publicly declared his hopes for “a peace loving” Soviet Union “shattered” after its brutal and unprovoked invasion of Finland in November 1939, motivated partly by Stalin’s fear that Germany or Britain might use the country as a base to attack Leningrad. FDR condemned Stalin’s government as “a dictatorship as absolute as any other in the world.”3 Yet he remained acutely aware that George Washington’s apprehensions on European entanglement had never left his nation’s psyche. Certain that the American public would not tolerate a lengthy European occupation, Roosevelt was determined to withdraw troops from Europe quickly after Germany’s surrender—within two years. This priority drove his steadfast efforts to cooperate with Stalin, despite his harboring none of the romantic illusions about Communist authoritarianism held by some in his administration. But it also explains the constant tension between the White House and the State Department, including diplomatic staff in Moscow, who found the president’s unwillingness to confront the Kremlin an ominous sign for the postwar landscape—one in which Stalin would be free to impose his will on Soviet-occupied territories.

British prime minister Winston Churchill shared these fears, particularly as regards Poland—a country he saw as a barrier to Soviet westward expansion, much as Stalin saw it as a barrier to Western encroachment.4 But FDR never bought into Churchill’s vision of Britain and America marching forward shoulder to shoulder into the postwar era. “The President shared a widespread American suspicion of the British Empire as it had once been,” noted Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden. And he had “no fear that other powers,” besides the United States, “might fill that role” after the war.5 Yet by 1947, such fear would concentrate minds in the State Department and Pentagon.

The Big Three wartime conference at Yalta in February 1945 was Roosevelt’s last face-to-face meeting with Stalin, a final chance to reconcile clashing interests over the shape of postwar Europe before the advancement of Soviet, American, and British troops settled matters on the ground. Washington and Moscow having nothing more in common than a soon-to-be-vanquished Nazi enemy (with whom Stalin connived from 1939 to 1941), the prospect for genuine agreement seemed remote. Conscious that a war-weary American public constrained his military and political leverage, the president had to rely on charms more than arms to persuade Stalin to permit genuine political independence in the East. Yet determined to secure Soviet membership in the new United Nations and entry into the war against Japan, he was willing to trade away much in Europe—not least Polish democracy and war reparations from the Western occupation zones of Germany—to get them. And what wiles he used in his cajoling were largely undermined by the ubiquity of Soviet listening devices in the American residence and directional microphones outside it.6 Given later Soviet behavior in the U.N. and imminent U.S. nuclear arms developments, Roosevelt would overpay for Stalin’s concessions.

Stalin also relied on charm, to evade commitments on territory the Red Army would soon control. “Don’t worry,” he told his alarmed foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, after reading an American draft of the Declaration of Liberated Europe. “We can deal with it in our own way later. The point is the correlation of forces.”7 As for relations with the United States, which was bound to interpret the Yalta agreements differently, he was equally unconcerned. “The best friendships,” he offered, “are those founded on misunderstandings.”8

Indeed, “there was hope, as we left Yalta,” State Department Sovietologist Charles (Chip) Bohlen recalled, “of genuine cooperation with the Soviet Union on political questions after the war.”9 A “spirit of Yalta,” the press declared, was guiding the wartime allies.10 Yet problems under the surface bubbled up almost immediately. In late March 1945, furious at Moscow’s undermining of Polish independence and treatment of American prisoners of war (which was not terrible by Soviet standards) in territory liberated by the Red Army, Roosevelt banged his wheelchair: “We can’t do business with Stalin. He has broken every one of his promises he made at Yalta.”11 By 1947, in both the United States and much of Europe, Yalta would become “a synonym for betrayal of freedom and the appeasement of world communism.”12 There would be consequences.
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ROOSEVELT’S SUDDEN DEATH IN APRIL 1945 shocked and distressed Stalin. Instinctively suspicious, he suspected foul play. His intelligence reports told him anti-Soviet hard-liners were gaining ground in Washington.13 Yet the president’s passing brought to power a man unprepared for the job, possessed of no desire or capacity to refashion the postwar foreign and security policy blueprint passed down to him.

“Who the hell is Harry Truman?” asked FDR’s incredulous chief of staff, Admiral William Leahy, nine months earlier, after learning that the 1944 Democratic convention had chosen him as the president’s running mate.14 Upon ascending to the White House, Truman refused even to discuss Churchill’s pleadings that General George Patton advance on Berlin to create bargaining leverage with Stalin—so committed was he to staying on the cooperative path laid out by Roosevelt.

The diplomatic demeanor of the two presidents, however, was very different. Though FDR had privately been no less critical of Soviet behavior than Truman,15 and Truman no less desirous of good relations with Moscow than FDR, Truman rarely masked his frustrations the way FDR did. In his first meeting with Molotov in Washington on April 23, the new president gave the Russian a tongue-lashing over the creeping Sovietization of Poland. When the latter protested that he had “never been talked to” that way “in [his] life,” Truman doubled down: “Carry out your agreements,” he recalled responding, “and you won’t get talked to like that.”16

Molotov took Truman’s tone as clear evidence that American policy had taken a hard right turn. Stalin, for his part, had always expected the worst from Truman. As a senator in 1941, Truman had, just after Hitler invaded the Soviet Union, casually told a New York Times reporter that “if we see that Germany is winning we ought to help Russia, and if Russia is winning we ought to help Germany, and that way let them kill as many as possible.”17 Indeed, for every American who would die in the war thirteen Germans and seventy Russians would perish. And once the war was won, at enormous cost to the Soviet military, civilian population, and infrastructure, Truman as president would infuriate Stalin by terminating Lend-Lease matériel assistance. In talks with Truman’s liaison Harry Hopkins, Stalin condemned the aid cut as a “brutal” act against an ally. Truman repented of the bungle and resumed supply flows, but Stalin took his behavior as a sure sign of hostile intent.

Yet in early July 1945, still navigating foreign affairs without a compass, Truman was confident he would soon set matters straight with Stalin, face-to-face. The president boarded the USS Augusta, en route to Europe for the third and final of the Big Three wartime conferences, in a decidedly optimistic frame of mind. He was determined to bring Europe “ninety years of peace.” The Russians have “always been our friends,” he wrote in his diary on July 7. “And I can’t see any reason why they shouldn’t always be.”18

Two weeks with Stalin and Molotov, however, changed his perspective. “You never saw such pig-headed people as the Russians,” he would write to his mother on July 31. “I hope I never have to hold another conference with them.”19

What had gone wrong?

When the president arrived in Potsdam, Germany, he and his new secretary of state, James (Jimmy) Byrnes, were determined to put disputes over Polish independence behind them20 and to forge agreement with Stalin on more pressing matters. They remained committed to pushing forward with Roosevelt’s priorities at Yalta: early Soviet entry into the war against Japan, and participation in the new United Nations. Yet they could no longer indulge Henry Morgenthau’s vision of a pastoralized postwar Germany—the “Morgenthau Plan”—the way FDR had. With Germany’s surrender in May, the priority was now to stabilize it—not to uproot its industry and watch it descend into starvation and unrest. Germany needed food. Europe needed coal. Coal needed to be mined and moved. This meant repairing Germany’s industrial apparatus and transport links. Economic castration no longer seemed such a bright idea.

Stalin had little problem giving Truman a commitment to declare war on Japan by mid-August: it would give the Soviet Union a basis for recuperating territorial losses from the disastrous 1904–05 Russo-Japanese War. Pledging that the Soviet Union would join the United Nations (which it did in October), with veto power in the Security Council, also gave him negotiating leverage over unfinished matters in the postwar settlement. But Truman’s German agenda collided head-on with his own.

At Yalta, Stalin had demanded $20 billion in German war reparations, half of which for Russia. Roosevelt had neither blanched nor acceded, preferring not to commit to a figure. Byrnes, however, took a harder line. Determined not to repeat the mistakes of the post–World War I settlement, through which the United States inadvertently ended up giving Germany the funds with which it paid the French and British, he insisted that reparations from current production in the Allied (western-occupied) zones could only be paid to Russia after covering the cost of keeping Germans and their coal industry alive. Stalin, uninterested in how Germans subsisted or mined coal, dismissed Byrnes’ formulation. This stalemate crossed all major issues, infuriating Truman.

Yet on July 31, just after Truman had penned the angry letter to his mother, Byrnes, an accomplished political bargainer, triumphantly sold Stalin on a “package deal, take it or leave it.”21 However morally abhorrent Truman found the terms, he agreed to let Stalin take German territory for Poland and offered conditional recognition for Soviet-backed regimes in Romania, Hungary, and Bulgaria. In return, Stalin agreed to depart without a guaranteed dollar figure for reparations—with the caveat that the Allied zones would deliver 15 percent of their “usable and complete” capital equipment to the Soviet zone in return for East German food, coal, and other natural resources.22

Relieved he had managed to preserve the cooperative relationship Roosevelt had established with Stalin, Truman was still unnerved by the price. During the difficult negotiations on Germany, Stalin kept referring to dividing “everything” according to whether it was to the east or the west of the Soviet-Allied occupation line. Truman suspected he was not just speaking of Germany. Did Stalin mean “a line running from the Baltic to the Adriatic?” he asked the Soviet leader. Indeed, Stalin confirmed matter-of-factly, adding that Finland and eastern Austria should also be within the Soviet zone.23 Truman had never imagined himself coming to Potsdam to carve Europe into spheres of influence, but faced with the alternative of returning home empty-handed he raised no objections.

The new British prime minister, Clement Attlee, called the Potsdam agreement “an important milestone.”24 But millstone might have been more accurate. Despite the agreement, Stalin and Truman would continue to appeal to Yalta in claiming the other was failing to meet his commitments. Moscow would insist that the Allied zones of Germany owed far greater reparations, Washington that the economy of the eastern zone was being improperly Sovietized. The institutions set up to draft peace treaties with the former enemy countries and to oversee the German occupation—the Council of Foreign Ministers and the Allied Control Council—would soon begin to collapse under the weight of unresolvable differences over Germany. In 1947 these would spill over onto the rest of the continent, with Truman convinced that the Russians were bent on sabotaging democracy in the West, and Stalin that the Americans were using economic stratagems to undermine pro-Soviet governments in the East.
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ROOSEVELT HAD LARGELY BEEN HIS own secretary of State. His relations with the longtime official holder of the position, Cordell Hull, had deteriorated to the point of open hostility by the time the latter resigned in November 1944. To the extent that others had power over foreign policy, it tended be in the economic sphere—about which FDR cared little. Henry Morgenthau, his old Hyde Park neighbor who, with little knowledge of economics or foreign affairs, had run the Treasury since 1934, used his platform and access to great effect. Not having policy ideas of his own so much as instincts, Morgenthau relied on his ambitious, obliquitous deputy, Harry Dexter White, to give them form and substance.

White, one of the most enigmatic American political figures of the twentieth century, boosted Treasury’s global influence through his mastery of the forty-four-nation Bretton Woods Conference, which created the IMF in 1944, and the war-aid terms imposed on the penurious British. Yet like Henry Wallace—who would tap him as a future treasury secretary during his 1948 presidential campaign—White was also a great admirer of the Soviet Union and its economic system. He would, over the course of twelve years in Washington, to a much greater degree than Wallace, use his position to aid Moscow materially and with secret intelligence.25 He would also give substance to the so-called Morgenthau Plan to deindustrialize postwar Germany—effectively to render the country pastoral and infirm. Together with the dismantling of Britain’s empire under Washington’s approving gaze, the Morgenthau Plan became a pillar of Stalin’s expectations that he would be able to control a buffer of central and eastern European nations without interference from an indifferent United States and a weak and divided western Europe.

Yet Truman, who considered Morgenthau a “blockhead,” and opposed his meddling in German affairs, forced him to resign before leaving for Europe in July. This marginalized White, who would die of a heart attack three years later, right after defending himself against espionage charges (many later substantiated) before the House Un-American Affairs Committee.26 Treasury would become a backwater under Truman, while the State Department would not only regain full authority over traditional foreign affairs but come to arrogate power over foreign economic policy as well. By the time General George C. Marshall became secretary of state in January 1947, men of a very different political and intellectual disposition—such as Dean Acheson, George Kennan, Will Clayton, General Lucius Clay, and Republican senator Arthur Vandenberg—were in position to reshape policy on many fronts, to enormous consequence.

After Potsdam, Truman would continue to reach out to Stalin periodically for political purposes, to show the war-weary American electorate he was dedicated to peace, but the new president was far more inclined than FDR to let his foreign-policy team craft and conduct policy. Direct presidential contact with foreign leaders diminished; the control of cable contact was returned to the State Department.27 And the diplomats and experts were less willing to ignore Russian history and behavior. “Never . . . did I consider the Soviet Union a fit ally or associate,” Kennan would later reflect.28

Of course, hard political substance, and not just personnel changes, poisoned relations between Moscow and Washington in 1945, and it is far from clear that Roosevelt would have been more able or willing than Truman to assuage Stalin. Not least on the list of matters that troubled the Soviet leader at Potsdam was Truman’s oblique revelation of America’s powerful new weapon. Though Stalin had been well informed about the atom bomb project through his American spy network, the demonstration of its destructive power in Japan two weeks later still staggered him. Whatever the president’s true disposition toward his country, Stalin knew the United States now had the capacity to devastate it in an instant.

“Hiroshima has shaken the world,” Stalin told his weapons team. “The balance has been broken. Build the bomb—it will remove a great danger from us.”29

Stalin was convinced the Americans would try to use their atomic monopoly “to force us to accept their plans on questions affecting Europe and the world.” But “that is not going to happen,” he told Andrei Gromyko, his ambassador in Washington.30 All future meetings of the Council of Foreign Ministers, through which the Soviet Union, the United States, Britain, and France had pledged to coordinate postwar policy in Europe, would be poisoned by these fears and suspicions. Stalin directed Molotov to reject concessions to the West on the political organization of the new Soviet “satellites,” as he himself called them, in southeast Europe. Most importantly for the future of the continent, Stalin refused all Western proposals for occupied Germany that involved Soviet troop withdrawals in the east.31 And at the end of 1945, just at the deadline for forty-four nations to ratify the Bretton Woods agreement, the Soviets announced that they were staying out. This struck a major blow to FDR’s “One World” vision.

In the course of four weeks in early 1946, Stalin, Kennan, and Churchill would issue what would become rallying cries of the “Cold War”—a term George Orwell had coined in 1945 to describe the dystopian “permanent state” of hostility emerging between the United States and the Soviet Union.32 On February 9, Stalin gave an address at the Bolshoi Theater condemning world capitalism and its political face, imperialism, as the engines of world war. Two weeks later, Kennan sent his famous “Long Telegram” from Moscow, arguing that the Soviet Communist government was inherently expansionist, “impervious to logic of reason,” and responsive only to “the logic of force.” And two weeks after that, Churchill gave his historic “iron curtain” speech in Fulton, Missouri, warning of the dangers of “communist fifth columns” operating in western and southern Europe. All three circulated widely in the capitals of North America and Europe, helping to solidify the growing sense that conflict between East and West was inevitable. The only question was the form it would take.

For Stalin, 1946 was a year of probing. The Soviet empire’s western flank was now strong, with its forces occupying or looming over all of eastern and central Europe. But its southern flank was still vulnerable—as it had been during the Crimean War of 1853–56 and two world wars. Turkey and Iran loomed as potential U.S.-backed adversaries. With Britain headed toward bankruptcy, and imperial retrenchment looking inevitable, this might be a window to secure borders, acquire oil reserves, dominate critical parts of the Mediterranean and Middle East, and transform his empire into a maritime power. What he needed to know was how far the United States would go to stop him.
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THE MID-1940S REPRESENTED THE APEX of twentieth-century American economic diplomacy. The 1944 Bretton Woods initiative championed by FDR’s Treasury was grounded in the belief, born of the Depression and World War II, that economic instability led to currency wars, trade wars, and ultimately military wars. Using the tools of the new science of macroeconomics, Treasury believed, governments could end the plague of economic slumps and thereby sustain a cooperative global ban on competitive devaluations—a monetary form of “economic aggression.” But the scheme took as its starting point political stability, something lacking in the chaotic aftermath of the war.

In response to the rising threat of a new security vacuum in Europe, Truman’s State Department effectively mothballed the newly born IMF, dismissing disdainfully the assumptions Morgenthau and White had made to justify their faith in it—that Soviet cooperation would continue into the postwar period; that Germany’s economic collapse could be safely, and indeed profitably, managed; that the British empire could be peaceably dismantled; and that modest balance-of-payments credit support was sufficient to reestablish global trade. These had been based on “misconceptions of the state of the world around us,” future secretary of state Dean Acheson reflected, “both in anticipating postwar conditions and in recognizing what they actually were when we came face to face with them. . . . Only slowly did it dawn upon us that the whole world structure and order that we had inherited from the nineteenth century was gone and that the struggle to replace it would be directed from two bitterly opposed and ideologically irreconcilable power centers.”33

Bohlen concurred. “The United States is confronted with a condition in the world which is at direct variance with the assumptions upon which, during and directly after the war, major United States policies were predicated,” he wrote for a meeting of top State and War Department officials in August 1947. “Instead of unity among the great powers on the major issues of world reconstruction—both political and economic—after the war, there is complete disunity between the Soviet Union and the satellites on one side and the rest of the world on the other. There are, in short, two worlds instead of one.”

To be sure, economics as a tool of diplomacy would become more rather than less important under Truman than under Roosevelt. But it was now to focus on “the drawing together and consolidation of the non-Soviet world,” in Bohlen’s words, and not to rely “on the non-existent thesis of one world.” It was no longer “advisable for this Government to continue to press for long-range objectives,” he concluded, “however desirable in themselves, which do not immediately and directly bear upon the solution of Western European problems.” Further initiatives, Bohlen concluded, “should be consciously limited to Western Europe, based on the concept of the economic unity of Europe west of the Stettin-Trieste line” marking the border with what was now Soviet Europe.34

Indeed, many of Truman’s top advisers had by 1947 come to see western European unity and recovery as the only viable alternative to a major new American military engagement in Europe. “The greatest danger to the security of the United States,” warned the new Central Intelligence Agency, “is the possibility of economic collapse in western Europe and the consequent accession to power of communist elements.”35 Secretary of the Army Kenneth Royall insisted he would need 160,000 additional troops and a $2.25 billion (20 percent) boost to the military budget if Congress voted down a European aid plan.36 Former ambassador to Moscow Joseph Davies worried that the resulting “armaments race [with Russia] would probably bankrupt us.”37

Importantly, the character of the new economic thinking was radically different from that under FDR. Rather than lending Europe reconstruction funds and wishing it well, a new integrated western European entity would be constructed using American blueprints, cash, and—ultimately, contrary to all early intentions—security guarantees. This effort—the Marshall Plan, as it would come to be known—would entangle the United States in European affairs in precisely the manner George Washington had warned against.

This is the story of how and why it happened, what it achieved, and the legacy effects we continue to live with today.
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Communist demonstration in front of the Propylaea building of the University of Athens at the start of the Greek civil war, 1944.!







TWO



CRISIS

“BLESSED ARE THE DEAD,” READ the graffiti on the walls of the Reichstag, or what was left of it, “FOR THEIR HANDS DO NOT FREEZE.”

It was February 1947; nineteen thousand Berliners had been treated for frostbite in the past three months. Not that they hadn’t been prepared for winter. They had begun in the autumn of 1946, just before the ground froze, digging thousands of graves for those who would die of cold and starvation before spring.1

Europe in the war’s early aftermath was “a rubble heap, a charnel house,” Churchill said, “a breeding ground of pestilence and hate.”2 Canals were blocked, rivers frozen, bridges fallen, roads cratered, rail lines mangled, factories gutted. In Germany, once the workshop of Europe, Russian looters finished the job Allied bombs had not. Farmers grew only what they could eat, assuming they could grow anything at all. In a civilization built on an intricate division of labor across town and country, this meant widespread hunger, malnutrition, and death.

The New York Times called Europe “The New Dark Continent”—a place “which no American can hope to understand.” Much of it was still lawless, violent, even savage. The British military governor in Hanover, Germany, described daily scenes of “looting, fighting, rape, [and] murder.” War reporter Leonard Mosley documented surreal scenes of “screaming people” pillaging “a store for door knobs . . . kick[ing] and scratch[ing] and beat[ing] with iron bars those who had more doorknobs than themselves.” And this “in a city where half the doors no longer existed.”3

The European war had been to an unprecedented degree, in historian Tony Judt’s words, “a civilian experience,” with over 36 million war-related deaths.4 In many ways, its formal end simply shifted the perpetrator and victim groups. During the war, organized brutality had been directed not merely at enemies from abroad but at Fascists and collaborators at home. Now, in countries such as Yugoslavia, Italy, and Greece, those who had carried out the violence were in charge. Thousands of partisans remained armed, refusing to trust civil authorities that continued to rely on functionaries tied to discredited regimes.

In Italy, as many as twenty thousand suspected collaborators were murdered in the months following the Fascist defeat in April 1945. In Yugoslavia, partisans killed some seventy thousand accused collaborationists, civilians as well as soldiers. In Poland, thirty thousand would die in conflict over the new Communist regime between the end of the war and 1948. In France, some ten thousand were killed in extrajudicial reprisals. An estimated twenty thousand women suspected of collaboration—that is, sleeping with the enemy—were subjected to public degradation and violence. Mass trials, purges, expropriations, expulsions, and executions were used in eastern Europe—typically instigated by the Soviet occupation authorities—to eliminate political elements on the right; in Greece they were used to undermine the left. On a single day, May 19, 1945, the Czechoslovak Extraordinary Peoples’ Courts handed out over twenty thousand sentences (7 percent of which were for life or the death penalty) to “traitors, collaborators and fascist elements.” By 1948, Romania would imprison nearly a quarter million for political crimes, roughly 2 percent of the population. Up to 200,000 were arrested and deported from Hungary to the Soviet Union. Most wound up in the Gulag.

Ethnic minorities—notably Jews, who as “capitalists” or “communists” were held responsible for deprivations befalling communities in central and eastern Europe—were subjected to brutal mass attacks and expulsions. The most infamous postwar pogrom took place at Kielce, in south-central Poland, in July 1946, when false reports of a Jew abducting a Catholic boy triggered a massacre of forty-two Jews in a single day. Over 63,000 Jews flooded into Germany from Poland in the three months that followed; seventy thousand left for Palestine. Ethnic Germans fled the country, under Soviet direction, in the most prodigious numbers: roughly seven million (on top of three million from Czechoslovakia). By the end of 1947 there were virtually no ethnic minorities left in Poland.5 (Perversely, the new Soviet occupation thus made Poland more “Polish” than before the war.)

In all, some twelve million ethnic Germans left eastern and central Europe for the occupied zones of Germany, which were struggling to sustain the local population. Seven million foreigners had been forced to work in the country during the war, over a fifth of the country’s labor force, and many of these were now also on the march—part of the horrific mass movement of homeless humanity crisscrossing the devastated continent.

After the First World War, borders had moved while people remained largely in place. This time was different, with borders mostly stable while people moved (Poland being the major exception, where border movements led to at least 1.2 million being evicted from their homes). At the end of the Second World War, fifty million Europeans were homeless, half of whom in the western part of the Nazi-ravaged Soviet Union. In Germany, 40 percent of prewar housing was destroyed.6 All told, Stalin and Hitler forcibly displaced some thirty million between 1939 and 1943. Many were now being shunted “back home.” Non-Soviet Russians and Ukrainian partisans, for example, were herded across the Soviet border by British and American troops, meeting their fate (typically work camps or death) at the hands of waiting NKVD security forces.7

Local economies of sorts continued to function, but often only in their most Hobbesian form. During the war, the right to property had dissolved, with occupiers and resisters taking and distributing, retaking and redistributing, in the cause of war, justice, or opportunity. In the process, trust in authority and one’s fellows had been shattered. “Belgians and French and Dutch had been brought up in the war to believe that their patriotic duty was to cheat, to lie, to run a black market,” future Belgian prime minister Paul-Henri Spaak reflected decades later. “These habits became ingrained after five years.”8 Liberation, which, like invasion, had generally been carried out by foreigners, had not meant a return to “legitimate” local rule. The Nazis, after all, had run France with just 1,500 German functionaries. They had relied mainly on willing French collaborators. Now there was no right to anything, no common sense of justice to appeal to; only brute physical control over property.

“It [was] hardly an exaggeration,” the head of United Nations relief in western Germany wrote, “to say that every man, woman and child in Western Europe is engaged to a greater or lesser degree in illegal trading of one kind or another. . . . [I]t is hardly possible to support existence without doing so.” U.S. assistant secretary of war John J. McCloy memoed Truman in April 1945 that Germany was on the verge of “complete economic, social, and political collapse”—a collapse “unparalleled in history unless one goes back to the collapse of the Roman Empire.”9

Money had become part of the problem, having in parts of central and eastern Europe lost all meaning. In Hungary, inflation in 1946 rose to a peak of about 160,000 percent per day.10 Buying and selling with money was like setting one’s watch to a crazed clock. As a result, commercial exchange broke down, and production for exchange along with it. The human effect of this breakdown was dire. Average daily calorie consumption in the British occupation zone of Germany plummeted by a third between mid-1946 and early 1947, from 1,500 to 1,050.11 In major urban centers such as Vienna and Budapest it had fallen to as low as 800.12 “We are threatened,” said French economics minister André Philip, “with total economic and financial catastrophe.”13

U.S. State Department officials who would rise to public prominence in the coming months had been in Europe late in the war, and in its early aftermath. What they saw and heard disturbed them. In December 1944, fifty-one-year-old assistant secretary of state Dean Acheson wrote from Greece, where a thousand villages had been obliterated,14 of the potential for a continent-wide bloodbath if Europe were not somehow rehabilitated quickly. “The peoples of the liberated countries . . . are the most combustible material in the world,” he memoed to Roosevelt special assistant Harry Hopkins. “They are violent and restless.” Failure to put them to productive work would mean “agitation and unrest,” to be followed by “arbitrary and absolutist controls” and ultimately “the overthrow of governments.”15 More than fifty thousand Greeks would die in the renewed civil war that would erupt in 1946, one that would have dramatic and enduring effects much further afield. Acheson’s immediate concern in 1944 was, of course, winning the war with Hitler, but he also returned to Washington convinced that economic stabilization was vital to preventing another calamitous European conflagration.

In September 1945, forty-one-year-old diplomat George Kennan had, since June the previous year, been on his second tour of duty in Moscow, this time as the number two (“counselor”) to Ambassador W. Averell Harriman. Making his way by train between Moscow and Helsinki, four months after the formal end of the European fighting, he was moved to capture the eerie images in his diary. Vyborg, a modern and vibrant Finnish port city before the war, was at its end empty, rotting Soviet war booty. At the remains of its train station on his way back to Moscow, Kennan noted “rays of early morning sunshine [catching] the gutted shells of apartment buildings, flood[ing] them momentarily with a chill, pale gleam.” The train pulled away, clacking “slowly through a devastated and deserted country . . . houses, doorless and windowless . . . sinking gradually back into the new vegetation around them,” which “still concealed tens of thousands of live land mines.”16

In such a world, people wanted change. Economic change came in different forms, ranging from industrial planning in France to nationalization in Britain to outright seizure of farms and enterprises in Hungary and much of the Soviet-controlled East.17 Many thought that the disasters of authoritarianism in Europe were the products of the laissez-faire brutality, inefficiency, and inequity in the interwar years. “Nobody in Europe,” wrote British historian A. J. P. Taylor in 1945, any longer “believes in the American way of life—that is, private enterprise.”18

People also wanted political change. Communist parties throughout Europe were promising a radical alternative to capitalism. History seemed to be on their side. The Soviet Union was victorious in war, and now far and away the most powerful country on the continent. Communists received 19 percent of the vote in Italy, 24 percent in Finland (where Communist Mauno Pekkala became prime minister), and 26 percent in France in 1945–46. And although no national elections in Germany would take place before 1949 (in the west), Communists took up to 14 percent in some regional contests. Together with the Socialists, the total left-wing vote was 39 percent in Italy and 47 percent in France. In Italy, many thought the revolutionary left was destined to take control of the country. The merging of the left parties in the Soviet zone of Germany seemed a template for wider Europe.19

Back in Washington, where belief in the civilizing influences of the market had been far less shaken by the war than in Europe, officials were worried by developments. The State Department view, represented by its decidedly anti-statist under secretary of state for economic affairs, Will Clayton, was that the new postwar European approach was doubly misguided, entrenching failed interventionist doctrines nationally while erecting barriers to cooperation and trade internationally. The sweeping 1946 Monnet Plan for industrial modernization in France, for example, cohered only in a context in which French access to German raw materials and markets could be assured. Europe as a series of national economic silos would, in Clayton’s view, never regain its former vitality. The American aid that was being extended—over $13 billion between 1945 and 1947 ($161 billion in today’s money)—could therefore provide only relief and not recovery. Or in the perspective of New York Democratic congressman Emanuel Celler, it was simply “promot[ing] too damned much Socialism.”20

Meanwhile, the mood in the American heartland was set against the idea that American troops or treasure had any further useful role to play in Europe. The “popular attitude toward foreign policy,” Acheson observed, could be summed up as “bring the boys home” and “don’t be a Santa Claus.”21 Europe could choose to prosper or perish as it wished. President Truman had himself jumped on the homefront-first bandwagon following the Japanese surrender in August 1945, canceling Lend-Lease aid abroad and proclaiming a sweeping twenty-one-point progressive economic reform program at home.

In Britain, too, there was an urge to turn the page. The country could not quite decide, though, whether to go forward or back. Winston Churchill, who had just led his nation through to victory in war, was unceremoniously booted from office while representing it at the final Big Three wartime conference at Potsdam in July 1945. Clement Attlee’s Labour Party swept to power on a platform of creating full employment, a National Health Service, and a cradle-to-grave welfare state. “Let us face the future” was the theme of the victorious campaign. Yet the belief remained, even within the Labour leadership, that the country’s strength lay in its past—in (a reformed) empire. “I know that if the British Empire fell,” Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin told the House of Commons in February 1946, “it would be a disaster. I know, further, it would mean that the standard of life of our constituents would fall considerably.”22 But what a difference a year would make.
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BRITAIN’S NATIONAL DEBT HAVING QUADRUPLED during the war, the strain of policing occupied Europe and restless far-flung colonies had, by 1947, become an intolerable financial burden. “We are, I am afraid,” Chancellor Hugh Dalton wrote to Attlee on January 20, “drifting in a state of semi-animation, towards the rapids.”23 Over the course of a dramatic few weeks between January 27 and February 20, one pillar after another of British imperial power came crashing down—Burma, Palestine, Greece, India. The driving force was a desperate lack of dollars and gold, which the war had rendered the only acceptable means of international payment.

The Communist insurgency in Greece had the most immediate ramifications for Britain’s relations with both the United States and Russia. “I am very doubtful indeed about this policy of propping up . . . weak states in the Eastern Mediterranean against Russia,” Dalton put to Attlee in November 1946, “even with American aid.” It was time, he concluded by February 1947, to “put an end to our endless dribble of British taxpayers’ money to the Greeks.”24

To make matters worse, the weather over Britain turned violent in mid-January 1947. Temperatures plummeted and, on the 23rd, snow began to fall incessantly: it did not stop for seven weeks. Blizzards hammered the country. For three weeks in February, temperatures did not rise above freezing; high winds amplified the chill. Travel all but stopped, as roads and rail lines disappeared under feet of snow. Already near-destitute men and women lost their jobs. The Royal Air Force parachuted food and supplies into isolated farms and villages. Fuel and power supplies collapsed; water pipes burst. Homes went unheated. People venturing out risked their lives. Death rates among older Britons soared.25

Now, against the background of a collapsing economy, with over half of British industry at a standstill, the government decided to prioritize conservation of Britain’s inadequate dollar reserves, which were running down at an alarming rate. In 1945, Washington had demanded that the string and glue holding debt-ridden Britain’s empire together—imperial trade preference and an inconvertible pound sterling—had to go as a condition for $3.75 billion in loan assistance. But with convertibility now looming on July 15, 1947, guaranteeing a run on Britain’s meager dollar stash by its eager colonies and dominions, the British government could do little more than hunker down in London. The imperial mind-set had been slow to adapt, but the crisis could no longer be postponed. It fell to Britain’s ambassador in Washington, Lord Inverchapel (Archibald Clark Kerr), to hand off the crumbling edifice of empire to its main creditor.

Inverchapel, his private secretary told Dean Acheson on February 21, 1947, wished to deliver to the new secretary of state “a blue piece of paper”—diplomatic parlance for a message of great importance. George Marshall having left that morning to speak at a bicentennial celebration at Princeton, the embassy allowed Acheson to breach protocol by reviewing a facsimile of the documents, holding back the “ribbon copy” to present to the general on Monday. The revelations, Acheson recalled, “were shockers.”

In six weeks’ time, Inverchapel said, Britain would begin withdrawing its forty thousand troops from Greece. It would further cut off aid to both Greece and Turkey, which was costing half a billion dollars a year ($5.4 billion in today’s money). The United States would need to take over the security and financial burden, immediately.26

The British pullout, Acheson understood, was the final act of the Pax Britannica—the global order that had defined the nineteenth century. Since Greece was the last barrier to Soviet domination of the Aegean and the Adriatic, the responsibility was now on Washington to prop it up.

The following day, Marshall delivered his speech at Princeton. Though he had prepared it before learning of the British decision, it foreshadowed his reaction to it. “I think we must agree,” he told his young audience, “that the negative course of action followed by the United States after the First World War did not achieve order or security, and that it had a direct bearing upon the recent war and its endless tragedies”:

There were people in those days who understood the lessons of history, who knew well what should be done in order to minimize the danger of another world disaster, but their combined voice was a feeble one and their proposals were ignored. . . .

You should have an understanding of what course of action has created power and security and of the mistakes which have undermined the power and security of many nations, and above all, a clear understanding of the institutions upon which human liberty and individual freedom have depended. . . .

You should fully understand the special position that the United States now occupies in the world, geographically, financially, militarily, and scientifically, and the implications involved. The development of a sense of responsibility for world order and security, the development of a sense of overwhelming importance of this country’s acts, and failures to act, in relation to world order and security—these, in my opinion, are great musts for your generation.27
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STANDING BEFORE A LARGE MAP of the newly expanded Soviet Union Shortly after the German surrender in May 1945, Stalin nodded with approval. The vast buffer in Soviet-occupied eastern Europe would now protect his empire against future Napoleons and Hitlers. He took the pipe from his mouth, waving it under the base of the Caucasus. This time he shook his head and frowned.28

“I don’t like our border here.” This was where the Soviet republics of Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan met the hostile powers of Turkey and Iran.29

So in June, Molotov summoned the Turkish ambassador. Uncompromisingly, he laid out for the stunned diplomat new Soviet claims to the Kars-Ardahan regions of eastern Turkey, encompassing some 6,500 square miles and 300,000 people. The Soviet republics of Georgia and Armenia would soon press additional claims.30 Pravda published arguments from Soviet strategists asserting their unquestionable legitimacy.31

In an attempt to extend his Caucasus border and force oil concessions from Tehran, Stalin also began organizing an armed separatist movement in northern Iran—using Soviet troops that had occupied the country under the wartime Anglo-Russian-Iranian Treaty of 1942. When the Iranian government sent forces to quell the rebellion, the Soviets barred the way. On March 1, 1946, Moscow announced that it would keep its troops in the country beyond the March 2 deadline for withdrawal specified in the treaty. Privately urged on by Washington, Iran appealed to the new United Nations Security Council, making it the object of the first major superpower confrontation in the body. In April, Truman signaled his intention to defend Iranian sovereignty by transporting the body of Mehmet Münir Ertegün, the deceased former Turkish ambassador to Washington, home on the mightiest battleship in the American fleet—the USS Missouri. Anxious to end the bad publicity, and unwilling to risk an armed confrontation, Stalin retreated. He withdrew the last of his troops from Iran in May.32

In August, however, he probed again, this time demanding that Ankara accept joint control of the strategic Turkish Straits and Dardanelles, including provision for Soviet military bases. The ultimatum was a blatant contravention of Turkey’s sovereign rights in the waterways under the Montreux Convention of 1936.33 At Yalta, Roosevelt and Churchill had agreed, off the record, to Stalin’s demand to review the convention; he now took this assent as license to ignore it.

“What would Britain do if Spain or Egypt [could] close the Suez Canal?” Stalin had asked Churchill rhetorically in October 1944. “Or what would the United States Government say if some South American Republic [could] close the Panama Canal?” It was equally “impossible for Russia to remain subject to Turkey, who could close the Straits and hamper Russian imports and exports and even her defence.”34 These were waterways used by the French and British to lay siege to Sevastopol during the Crimean War. The Germans controlled them during two world wars. A Soviet military presence would provide Stalin’s largely landlocked empire with both security and unrestricted access to a global maritime route.

Back in Washington, Acheson watched Stalin’s actions with alarm. The eastern Mediterranean marked the intersection of his fears of British retrenchment and Soviet advance. The president, he was relieved to see, grasped the threat. Briefing him in the Oval Office, surrounded by top military brass, the under secretary was awed to see Truman take “a great big map” from his desk drawer and deliver “a ten-minute lecture on the strategic importance” of the region.

Truman had a passion for maps. Maps adorned his old Senate office, which he had used to follow the war. After moving into the White House, he was a regular visitor to the highly secure Map Room, where movements of ships and armies were constantly updated with colored pins. Using them as props, he impressed many under him, such as Acheson and chief of staff to the commander in chief Admiral William Leahy, with his autodidact’s knowledge of geography and military history.

With no hesitation, Truman told Acheson to inform the Soviet chargé d’affaires (an ambassadorial subordinate) of his full support for Turkish rights in the Straits and his intention to take any act of aggression to the Security Council. He backed it up by ordering a flotilla of military ships to the Mediterranean and, secretly, authorized plans for strategic air force operations in the region. Stalin, after his intelligence agents confirmed that Truman was prepared to fight for Turkey, dropped his demands on Ankara in late October 1946.35 The map meeting would be seminal in the political bonding between Truman and Acheson.

In spite of Britain’s weakening position and Stalin’s provocations in 1946, Washington was caught unprepared by Britain’s retrenchment in 1947. Stuck in a nineteenth-century diplomatic and military posture, the United States had neither a policy nor the immediate capacity for deterring a determined aggressor in a traditional British theater of imperial control. General Walter Bedell Smith, the newly appointed ambassador in Moscow, thought Turkey had “little hope of independent survival unless it [were] assured of solid long-term American and British support.”36 British retreat, now, was tantamount to “open[ing] three continents to Soviet penetration.”37

Reinstalled in Washington teaching Grand Strategy at the National War College, Kennan feared the Soviets would underestimate U.S. determination to prevent their further encroachment in the region, believing it raised the odds of war. Acheson, who unlike Kennan held no theory of Soviet conduct, was alarmed by the brute cartography of it. To his mind, the Kremlin’s efforts to establish naval bases in the Turkish Straits presaged domination of an enfeebled Turkey, to be followed by penetration into Greece and “the whole Near and Middle East.” The region would then be “cut off from the Western world,” encouraging the Russians to push on into India, from which British lines of passage would be cut. China would follow.

Two years prior, FDR’s State Department had been critical of Britain’s military support for the brutal Greek royalists in their fight against Communist rebels. But the geopolitical landscape had since changed. Greece, American ambassador Lincoln MacVeagh reported, was in complete political, economic, and social disarray; armed Communist bands, he warned, would take over if the government collapsed. Mark Ethridge, the U.S. delegate to a U.N. commission investigating Greek border disputes, reported that the “Soviets feel that Greece is [a] ripe plum [waiting] to fall into their hands in a few weeks.”38

When London had been urging a coalition against the Soviet threat on the European continent, Washington was uninterested. Now that Washington was warming to the idea, London hadn’t the means to participate. Acheson, who had fought pitched battles with the FDR Treasury over its efforts to unravel the British empire financially, now scrambled to deal with the consequences of its success. It was a crisis, he believed, “in some ways more formidable than the one described in the first chapter of Genesis.”39
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DEAN GOODERHAM ACHESON, SON OF an Episcopal Bishop, had been born for this moment—a moment his political memoir would term “the Creation.” His abiding admiration for the Pax Britannica had, until this point, been a nostalgic one—one that made him an awkward bystander at times during two tours with the FDR administration. At Treasury in the early 1930s, he could not abide the president’s willful destruction of the gold standard, an inheritance from the last century; at State in the early 1940s, he condemned efforts to encourage Britain’s imperial liquidation. Britain had, until Pearl Harbor, stood alone against Hitler, and its collaboration, he believed, would be needed to restore order after his defeat. Now that the ruinous effects of British insolvency were clear, Acheson became consumed with a sense of mission. As convinced of the need to resist Soviet expansion as he had been of the need to roll back Nazi expansion before it, he set out to initiate a new American order to carry out the resistance. He hoped that this time the United States would not have to resort to arms.

Acheson was no reflexive cold warrior. He sought détente over confrontation. In 1944 he supported extending debt forgiveness and reconstruction aid to Moscow.40 In November 1945 he gave a speech to the Soviet-American Friendship Society, before thousands at Madison Square Garden in New York, proclaiming that “we understand and agree with [the Soviet Union] that to have friendly governments along her borders is essential both for the security of the Soviet Union and the peace of the world.”41 In a January 1946 address he called it “absolutely unthinkable that we should fight Russia.”42 The press needled him as “Red Dean.”43

But he had also been deeply distrustful of the Soviet leadership since its crushing of Polish independence in 1945—a distrust that turned to alarmed wariness after Stalin’s belligerent February 1946 “election” speech at the Bolshoi Theater, on the eve of the first postwar balloting for the Supreme Soviet, in which he painted a dark landscape of inevitable conflict with the capitalist West. Acheson thought Secretary of State Jimmy Byrnes too naively compromising in his dealings with him.44 The media began to take note of the shift in his posture. “When the facts seemed to him to merit a change,” as they did in the case of the Soviet Union, wrote James Reston of The New York Times, Acheson “switched with the facts.”45

When in January 1947 Marshall asked Acheson to stay on as his under secretary, and de facto chief of staff, he accepted with the proviso that he would return to private life on June 30—hardly sufficient time to erect a new postwar diplomatic architecture. But the dangerous breach in Western defenses left by Britain’s retrenchment left him in no doubt of his responsibility for doing so now. Eloquent and possessed of a lawyerly love of logic and detail, Acheson was an ideal complement to Marshall. Their relationship would become much like that between Alexander Hamilton and George Washington—never close, but each essential to the other’s success.46

George Frost Kennan, too, was no instinctual cold warrior. Six feet tall, thin, balding, with engaging blue eyes and a smile “chilling or charming as its owner decrees,”47 an eclectic, emotional, even melancholic intellectual, Kennan had what at times seemed an all-consuming empathy for Russia. Fascinated by foreign peoples generally, or more specifically those living outside the United States (where he favored old-stock Protestants such as himself), Kennan—whose great-uncle of the same name had traveled Russia and written popular books on Siberian life and tsarist authoritarianism48—had a powerful affinity for Russians. “It gave me an indescribable sort of satisfaction,” he said after returning to Moscow in 1944, “to feel myself back again in the midst of these people—with their tremendous pulsating warmth and vitality. I sometimes feel that I would rather be sent to Siberia among them . . . than to live on Park Avenue among our own stuffy folk.”49

Deeper still was Kennan’s love for the Russia of literary renderings—of Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, and Chekhov (of whom he was writing a biography, never finished). His facility with the language, buoyed as it was by his literary engagement with it, astonished Russians—even Stalin himself.

Kennan’s warm sentiments for the country and its culture, however, did not extend to its leadership. He abominated it. Like Acheson, he was unnerved by Moscow’s brutal subjugation of “liberated” Poland after 1945, as he was by the massacre of thousands of Polish officers at Katyn five years prior. He saw these as harbingers of wider aggression to come.

Kennan had had two postings to the embassy in Moscow, the first from 1933, right after FDR normalized relations with the Communist government, to 1937, and the second from 1944 to 1946. On May 9, 1945, he watched the city’s frenzied celebration of the war’s end from the embassy’s balcony. Terrified of being swept away by the surging mass of revelers, he, as deputy chief of mission with Ambassador Harriman away, felt he had no choice but to engage them, lest silence be interpreted as official indifference or hostility. Walking downstairs and stepping out onto the pedestal of one of the building’s large columns, he summoned his courage. “Congratulations on the day of victory!” he shouted in Russian. “All honor to the Soviet allies!” The crowd roared. Kennan, heart pounding, dashed back inside.

Harriman, the former banker—pragmatic, peremptory, businesslike, monolingual; Kennan’s temperamental and intellectual opposite—had great regard for his deputy’s insights, but was put off by his impractical tendency to ruminate. Kennan, he said, was “a man who understood Russia but didn’t understand the United States.”50 Bohlen seemed to agree, urging his friend to reacquaint himself with his native land by automobile after returning from Moscow in May 1946.51

Kennan certainly did not understand his government, or more specifically what he considered its absurd belief that it could conclude a Grand Alliance with Moscow to preside over a peaceful postwar world. In early 1946 he set out to disabuse Washington of its notions in the most famous and influential diplomatic cable in history—what has come to be known as the Long Telegram.

Byrnes had asked for Kennan’s analysis of Stalin’s notorious election speech. What he got back on February 22 was a 5,326-word cable,52 well exceeding the department’s length limits, written in a singular style mixing high prose with telegrammatic abbreviation, expounding on the forces driving the behavior of Soviet rulers.

Kennan argued that the natural neuroses and insecurities of Russian autocrats were born of a geographic vulnerability to outside predators, and found their ultimate political pretext in Marxist dogma:

In this dogma, with its basic altruism of purpose, they found justification for their instinctive fear of [the] outside world, for the dictatorship without which they did not know how to rule, for cruelties they did not dare not to inflict, for sacrifice they felt bound to demand. In the name of Marxism they sacrificed every single ethical value in their methods and tactics. Today they cannot dispense with it. It is [the] fig leaf of their moral and intellectual respectability. Without it they would stand before history, at best, as only the last of that long succession of cruel and wasteful Russian rulers who have relentlessly forced [the] country on to ever new heights of military power in order to guarantee [the] external security of their internally weak regimes.

The implications for American policy were stark: “We have here,” he wrote, “a political force committed fanatically to the belief that with [the] US there can be no permanent modus vivendi, that it is desirable and necessary that the internal harmony of our society be disrupted, our traditional way of life be destroyed, the international authority of our state be broken, if Soviet power is to be secure.” Negotiations with them were ultimately fruitless. Soviet leaders, he argued, were “impervious to logic of reason.” They were, however, “highly sensitive to logic of force.”53

As the content of the cable flowed through the Washington foreign policy apparatus the effect was rapid, widespread, and consequential. “The year 1946,” Acheson would later write, “was for the most part a year of learning that minds in the Kremlin worked very much as George F. Kennan had predicted they would.”54

The rhetorical quality of the cable should not be underestimated. Kennan’s prose had, in Acheson’s words, “a sort of sad lyrical beauty about it which drugs the mind.”55 Even if the Russia his cable purported to explain had been fictional, its sheer logical eloquence, not typically seen in such a medium, would have ensured an impact. It offered a sense of epiphany, of a great and important mystery being unraveled. It gave justification to inchoate animus. And the message seemed clear, devoid of the usual messy diplomatic caveats: Russia was implacably hostile to American interests, and had to be confronted whenever and wherever those interests were challenged. Even those, like future secretary of defense James Forrestal, who had been convinced that Marxism was driving Russian expansionism, rather than being co-opted to justify it (as Kennan was arguing), embraced this message.56

Kennan would sharpen and expand upon it in an article he was now, in the spring of 1947, honing for the establishment journal Foreign Affairs—an article he would naively publish anonymously under the pseudonym “X,” but which would make its easily identifiable author famous. The piece would argue that “the main element of any United States policy toward the Soviet Union must be that of a long-term patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies.” Such “containment” would have to be conducted through “the adroit and vigilant application of counter-force at a series of constantly shifting geographical and political points.”57

On the basis of the telegram and the article, Henry Kissinger would later credit Kennan with coming “as close to authoring the diplomatic doctrine of his era as any diplomat in our history.”58 But what did “containment” mean? When translating the article for Stalin, certain Soviet analysts wanted it hardened to “strangulation.” Though they were overruled, Stalin still interpreted containment as “extremely hostile to the USSR.”59 Given the context painted of an implacable foe, together with the reference to “force,” the article appeared to be pointing to armed confrontation. Indeed, Kennan’s War College lectures in the fall would highlight the benefit in negotiations of “quiet but effective augmentations of our military and air strength.” Soviet leaders, he said, “are not gamblers when faced with the reality of military force.”60

But Kennan was never that simple. In two of the most important paragraphs of his cable, he insisted that a robust diplomatic offensive against Moscow needed to encompass what Harvard’s Joseph Nye would today term “soft power”61—being able to influence the behavior of others who might otherwise fall under Soviet influence. “We must,” Kennan said, “put forward for other nations a much more positive and constructive picture of [the] sort of world we would like to see than we have put forward in [the] past.” Europeans, he wrote, were “tired and frightened by experiences of [the] past.” They were seeking “security,” to be understood in the widest sense: encompassing domestic order, material well-being, and freedom from foreign threat. “We should,” he went on, “be better able than [the] Russians to give them this.” But if the United States failed to act, if it retreated into the old isolationism, the “Russians certainly will” act to fill the gap. Americans must never, however, Kennan emphasized, behave like Russians. “[W]e must have [the] courage and self-confidence to cling to our own methods and conceptions of human society.”

It is no leap to read into these passages, however vague, a call for the United States to bolster free and independent European nations through material, as well as military, assistance: a prescription that lay ready for the first hard evidence of the malady. In early 1947, it was at hand.

Kennan argued that Moscow would exploit all “timely and promising” opportunities to expand its power. Initially, it would focus on “neighboring points . . . of immediate strategic necessity, such as Northern Iran [and] Turkey.”62 The State Department, special assistant Joseph Jones63 explained, now saw these countries, together with Greece, as a single “barrier” to Russia “breaking through . . . into the Middle East, South Asia, and North Africa.” And given that “every Communist party in the world” was, Bohlen asserted, “the subservient instrument of Moscow Policy, the installation of a Communist regime in Athens would have meant extension of Soviet control in the eastern Mediterranean.”64 The upshot, Jones said, was that “everyone in the executive branch” now recognized what “British abdication from the Middle East” meant: that “if Russian expansion was to be checked, the United States [would have to] move into the defaulted position in the Middle East.”65

Such a move could not be undertaken without reckoning with its consequences. Soviet foreign minister Molotov had been blunt in condemning British political, economic, and military support for the royalists in Greece as unacceptable interference in that country’s internal affairs and a threat to international peace and security. He had typically been more restrained in leveling charges against the United States, but any overt move by the Truman administration to take over the British role in Greece with financial and military aid would, at least many in Washington believed, elicit a harsh reaction from the Kremlin.66 Confining the boundaries of a confrontation to Greece seemed, therefore, a virtual impossibility at this point, whatever the two sides might wish for. Thus would begin what Jones was famously to call “The Fifteen Weeks”67—America’s monumental, breakneck transformation into a political superpower, filling the breach left by Britain’s imperial implosion.
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ACHESON’S STAFF FOLLOWED ORDERS TO “work like hell” over the weekend of February 22–23, preparing reports on the political, military, and financial situations in Greece and Turkey and position papers laying out the case for U.S. aid. Following a businesslike tête-à-tête between Inverchapel and Marshall on Monday morning, the 24th, Acheson finally sat down with his new boss.

The unflappable sixty-six-year-old general had found Inverchapel’s news “unpleasant . . . but not wholly unexpected.”68 Unafflicted by Acheson’s Anglocentrism, Marshall would certainly have recoiled from his deputy’s biblical analogies. The final collapse of the British empire was, to him, a well-signaled event with regrettable but manageable consequences.

He probed the practicalities. How long could the British be induced to keep troops in Greece? What forces would be necessary to replace them? How would the administration get an effective government going? What would it cost and over what timetable? Acheson had no answers. Needing to prepare for a critical conference on Germany with his Soviet, British, and French counterparts next month in Moscow, Marshall directed Acheson to find them.

Matters proceeded at breakneck speed. Following a lunch meeting with Truman and Marshall, War Secretary Robert Patterson and Navy Secretary James Forrestal agreed with Acheson on the central elements of the recommendations they would prepare for the president: that it was vital to the security of the United States that Greece and Turkey be strengthened so as to safeguard their independence, that only the United States could do this, and that Congress would need to provide the necessary authority and funds.69

On February 25, Acheson met with State’s top political, economic, legal, and information officers to hash out alternate courses of action and an initial draft of the department’s “Position and Recommendations” paper. Perspectives differed over the prudence of challenging the Soviets so directly at that juncture. Whereas “some were elated over the possibility that the United States might at last stand out boldly against Soviet expansion,” others were concerned about doing so when American “military strength was at a low ebb.”70 The exchange was robust, if unnervingly compressed given the enormity of the commitments being proposed. Acheson let the discussion range until it was time to deliver his summation, at which point he issued the inevitable directive: devise a plan for immediate financial and military aid to Greece and Turkey.

Russia specialist Loy Henderson and the Near Eastern Affairs staff worked into the night drafting the final version of the recommendations, which Patterson and Forrestal approved the following day. But the backing came only after an intense discussion of whether similar aid was needed for South Korea, China, and other vulnerable countries and territories; Army chief of staff General Dwight Eisenhower wanted the study to be expanded with a view to making a wider appropriation request. Though the group rejected a wider request as impractical, given the obstacles of time and Congress, the question of the geographic boundaries of the commitment to containing Communism would not go away. Indeed, it would come to trouble Kennan and others who saw great dangers in the president issuing blanket guarantees to protect the globe from communists.

Truman had his report that afternoon. Convinced since Potsdam that the Communist police state was as great a threat as the Nazi one,71 he signed off.
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FOR THE STATE DEPARTMENT, THE Military, and the president to coalesce, in peacetime, so rapidly around such a far-reaching, potentially open-ended, American commitment abroad was unprecedented. “The consciousness that a chapter in world history had come to an end,” Jones observed, “was so real and ever-present as to seem almost tangible” to all involved.72 Yet the initiative still faced an enormous hurdle in the form of the Republican-controlled legislature. Truman, an accidental and politically isolated Democratic president, knew he needed to get them on board immediately; the White House telephoned invitations to the House and Senate leadership for a meeting at ten the following morning.

Eight congressmen, four Republican and four Democrat, joined Truman, Marshall, and Acheson at the White House on February 27: Senate Foreign Relations Committee chairman Arthur Vandenberg (R-MI), Styles Bridges (R-NH), Tom Connally (D-TX), and Alben Barkley (D-KY) represented the Senate; Speaker Joseph Martin (R-MA), Minority Leader Sam Rayburn (D-TX), Charles Eaton (R-NJ), and Sol Bloom (D-NY) represented the House.73 Acheson eyed the scene around the circular table with foreboding. “I knew we were met at Armageddon,” he reflected later, continuing to pile on the biblical references.

Truman invited his new secretary of state to explain why the group had been assembled at such hasty notice. Marshall, as was his practice in such settings, read from a prepared script.

He “flubbed” it—at least according to Acheson. In Jones’ word, Marshall was “cryptic.” He “conveyed the . . . impression that aid should be extended to Greece on grounds of loyalty and humanitarianism and to Turkey to strengthen Britain’s position in the Middle East,” rather than to resist Soviet expansion. The congressional majority, committed as it was to cutting foreign aid and taxes, was in no mood for suggestions that it do the opposite without strong cause. Their leaders demanded to know why the United States should be “pulling British chestnuts out of the fire” and “how much [it was all] going to cost.”74

When delivering unwelcome news, style is never separable from substance. Skepticism brooks no charity toward inept messengers. Marshall, a dry speaker even in the most friendly of settings, had an aversion to tub-thumping rhetoric. Yet Jones’ account is still curiously at odds with what Marshall actually said—which was that the country was “faced with the first crisis of a series which might extend Soviet domination to Europe, the Middle East, and Asia.” The words, at least, could hardly have been starker. But Jones was close to Acheson, whose portentously titled memoirs Present at the Creation declared: “This was my crisis. For a week I had nurtured it.”75 Part of him may simply have wanted to reclaim it as his own.

“Is this a private fight,” Acheson whispered to Marshall as the congressmen grumbled, “or can anyone get into it?” Marshall turned to Truman, asking him to give Acheson the floor. Truman agreed.

Acheson was conscious of having one chance to reset the discussion. Failure to persuade the visitors would be fatal for the funding request. With a litigator’s skill, a preacher’s conviction, and a politician’s feel for his moment in history, he laid out a narrative focused on the clear and present communist threat.

Senators Vandenberg and Connally, Acheson recalled to the group, had traveled with Secretary Byrnes from conference to conference in Europe, trying with tenacious goodwill to negotiate peace settlements.76 The Soviet Union, meanwhile, he said, busied itself encircling Germany, Turkey, Iran, and Greece, probing for opportunities to destabilize them. With the British pullback, Greece was, Acheson warned, at imminent risk of collapse. Unhindered by any organized resistance, the Soviets would take control, after which it was only a matter of time before Turkey succumbed. From Turkey, he said, the eastern Mediterranean and Middle East would be open to them, after which penetration of South Asia and Africa was inevitable. All the while, Soviet-backed communist movements would continue to undermine Hungary, Austria, France, and Italy.

Aiding Greece, Acheson insisted, had nothing to do with British chestnuts; Britain was finished. Its financial position was untenable. Only two great powers remained in the world: the United States and the Soviet Union—a polarization of global power unparalleled since the time of Rome and Carthage. The ideological chasm between the two was unbridgeable; democracy and individual liberty were antithetic to dictatorship and absolute conformity. The Soviet Union, which already spanned huge swaths of two continents, was determined to expand its control to two thirds of the world’s surface and three fourths of its people. Aiding Greece and Turkey, therefore, was not about helping the British. It was not about humanitarianism. It was about supporting free peoples against communist aggression and subversion, in the service of preserving America’s national security. The choice, therefore, was whether to act with determination or lose by default.

A pregnant silence followed. It was Vandenberg who broke it.

He was, he said, “greatly impressed, even shaken” by developments in the Mediterranean. Greece and Turkey, though, however serious their situations, were only part of a much bigger problem the United States needed to face. It was essential, therefore, that any request for funds and authority to act be accompanied by “a message to Congress, and an explanation to the American people,” about the “grim facts of the larger situation.” Greece, he would clarify to a colleague six days later, “cannot be isolated by itself. On the contrary, it is probably symbolic of the world-wide ideological clash between Eastern communism and Western democracy; and it may easily be the thing which requires us to make some very fateful and far-reaching decisions.”77

According to Henderson, who was present at the meeting with the congressional leaders, Vandenberg added that the president would have to “scare the hell out of the country.” But if he would have a go, the senator would back him. “And I believe that most members will do the same.”78 Truman pledged to set out his aid request for Greece and Turkey against the broader background and in the frankest terms.79 “It was Vandenberg’s ‘condition,’ ” Jones concluded, “that made it possible, even necessary, to launch the global policy that broke through the remaining barriers of American isolationism.”80

News of the secret morning meeting spread, as of course did speculation as to its agenda and meaning. The administration now had to get out in front of the story. Acheson arranged for an off-the-record briefing with twenty newspaper correspondents that evening.81

In The New York Times, Reston hit all the notes Acheson needed Congress and the public to hear. Greece was at serious risk of falling to the Kremlin-backed Communist insurgency. This was a critical point in terms of American policy toward Britain, an ally in grave financial circumstances, and the Soviet Union, expansion of whose power and influence the administration was committed to checking—a policy of “stern containment.” Reston noted that there was “no enthusiasm on Capitol Hill for additional foreign loans” and “little willingness to think through the broader implications of the British economic crisis on our foreign policy.” Importantly, however, he concluded that “few leading members of the majority [Republican] party seem eager to take the responsibility for the consequences of rejecting the President’s request” for funds and authority.82 Such wariness could help soften the opposition the administration would face.

The next morning, February 28, Acheson assembled his key departmental officers in the secretary’s conference room, explaining with “unusual gravity” the historic decisions that had been made over the preceding days and laying out the work ahead. They would have to craft a presidential message explaining the “global struggle between freedom and totalitarianism.” It would have to stress, he said, in words that would have made Kennan shudder, the “protection of Democracy everywhere in the world.”

There were, however, clear tensions in Acheson’s framing of the mission. On the one hand, staff were told to proceed “vigorously without any regard to the effect that the Greece-Turkey program, or any public statement of it, might have on the Moscow Conference or upon [the Secretary’s] personal position there.” On the other, they were instructed “not to be belligerent or provocative”; the policy was not to be “directed against any country or even movement.”83 The latter might work as a statement of principle, but not of practical fact. The administration was only backing massive aid to Greece and Turkey because of the presumed intentions of one country: the Soviet Union. These tensions over how broadly Moscow would be confronted, and through what means, would bedevil two fateful initiatives that would emerge in the coming weeks and months: one a “Doctrine” to be named for the president, and another a “Plan” to be named for the secretary of state.
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EACH PROPOSED SENTENCE OF THE president’s message to congress was scrutinized from every angle: diplomatic, political, and stylistic. Numerous State Department and White House staff were involved. Truman himself criticized an early draft as too wordy and technical. The Missourian being a straight speaker, there was little room to hide ambiguities behind rhetorical flourish. “I wanted no hedging,” Truman insisted. “It had to be clear and free of hesitation and double-talk.”84 Difficult and consequential decisions would, therefore, have to be made about what was said and what was not.

“If F.D.R. were alive I think I know what he’d do,” observed Acheson, a man who was “without affection” for the former president. “He would make a statement of global policy but confine his request for money right now to Greece and Turkey.” Jones revised accordingly. The president would ask for $400 million ($4.32 billion in today’s money) to aid the two countries, and those two countries alone, through the first half of 1948.

In the end, the speech would be far more Greece than Turkey—strikingly more, given the greater strategic importance of the latter. Turkey’s location made it vital to the defense of the eastern Mediterranean and the security of nations on three continents. Military assistance to Ankara was considered imperative in private discussions between the executive branch and congressional leaders. Yet there was great reluctance to have the president highlighting this publicly. Turkey had not suffered the war destruction that Greece had, and was not in the midst of a domestic uprising. There was therefore an element of raw power diplomacy to Turkish aid that, it was feared, would alienate the American public. Turkey, moreover, unlike Greece, shared a border with the Soviet Union. Though the Soviet Union would, most strikingly, not be mentioned in the address, the State Department still feared that Moscow would make propaganda out of an American military-aid initiative in Turkey that appeared to threaten it with Western “encirclement.” Turkey, one witness before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs observed wryly, “was slipped into the oven with Greece because that seemed to be the surest way to cook a tough bird.”85

Treatment of Great Britain was also cautious. The inability of Britain to continue aid to Greece and Turkey would be cited in each case as a reason why American aid was necessary; yet no suggestion would be made that the United States was stepping directly into the breaches of a collapsing empire. FDR had been too forthright in highlighting the evils of empire for his accidental successor to appear to be creating one.

The speech was anything but cautious, however, in pushing the boundaries of what Congress had previously considered prudent foreign economic policy. When bankrupt Britain had been holding the fort alone against Nazi Germany in 1941, Congress still demanded economic “consideration” for Lend-Lease aid—which was merely in the form of loans, and not grants. When in 1945 Morgenthau and White fought to justify the Bretton Woods monetary and financial agreements before Congress, they were again touting only loans, and not grants, to revive the collapsed international trading system. That vision would be challenged by the new International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), whose 1946/47 annual report observed, understatedly, that “the problem [of recovery] is deeper and more difficult than was envisioned at Bretton Woods.”86

Even just a few days before the president’s address, Truman had delivered a major speech on foreign economic policy at Baylor University that, having been written largely before the Greek and Turkish crisis, went little beyond calling for reciprocal agreements to boost trade. Will Clayton, who had drafted much of it, wanted the president to stress the need for “bolder [economic] measures than have ever been seriously advanced before,” but was overruled.87 Nowhere in the Baylor speech was there a suggestion that the United States might need to intervene, on its own, in the internal economic affairs of other nations—to provide hundreds of millions of dollars in assistance and to direct their use. Or that doing so might be necessary to their survival as independent nations, and even essential to American national security itself.

It was a calculated political gamble for the president to take such a message to Congress. To be sure, the groundwork had been laid in advance through meetings with congressional leaders and briefings to the press. Vandenberg would himself urge Marshall to tell Stalin in Moscow that the United States would use “economic intervention” to block Soviet expansion.88 Still, when Truman assembled his cabinet on March 7 to review the crisis and the program he planned to put before Congress, the support they gave him was tempered by deep skepticism that a majority could be brought to assent. The Senate, after all, had just voted three days earlier to cut the president’s budget for the coming fiscal year by $4.5 billion, and the House fifteen days earlier by $6 billion.89 And as Truman himself noted, the commitment he was asking them to make had no fixed borders or timeline: “It means,” he observed gravely, that “the United States is going into European politics,” with no clear plan to get out.90

Thus was the ground being laid for a radical change in aid policy, one that would place it in the service of front-line foreign policy. Previous large-scale assistance for war-victim relief had been channeled through the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA). Founded in 1943, UNRRA was mainly financed by the United States, but outside of its direct control. UNRRA’s criteria for support were “non-political.”

American support for UNRRA activities, however, had been steadily eroding, and was dealt a blow by two incidents in August 1946 in which U.S. C-47 transport planes were shot down while inadvertently passing over Yugoslav territory on their way from Austria to Italy. In the first incident, on August 9, there were no fatalities, but officials in Belgrade initially denied U.S. consular access to the seven Americans. In the second, on the 19th, all five crew members were killed.

Secretary of State Jimmy Byrnes was enraged. He directed Clayton to take whatever action necessary to stop further UNRRA shipments to Yugoslavia, 73 percent of whose relief assistance from the organization was being funded by the United States. He further demanded that “when UNRRA expired, any new appropriations by Congress for foreign relief should be allocated by the United States and should go to those countries who would not denounce us for granting them the relief they asked for.”91 This reflected not only his personal views, but the reality that UNRRA was now deeply unpopular in Congress. He suggested that it was countries like Greece and Turkey that should get American aid, rather than those “who either from helplessness or otherwise are opposed to our principles.”92 Half a year later, a new secretary of state would have aid to these two states at the center of his department’s agenda.

The president’s speech would therefore mark a radical break from FDR’s vision of a United States acting on the world stage through the new United Nations. It would instead mark the first time a U.S. administration would justify a muscular course of unilateral action outside the U.N., even though it would claim to do so in support of the organization’s ends.93 It would also signal, Acheson said privately, that “we were entering an adversary relationship” with the Soviet Union.94
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IRONICALLY, THE MAN WHOSE IDEAS on the importance of containing Russia were most influential in framing the president’s message was also the most critical high-level voice over both its content and tone. But George Kennan would make a career out of repeatedly testing his powers of persuasion and then recoiling from the consequences.

Kennan backed economic aid to Greece, but, believing the Soviet threat remote, wanted to keep military aid to a minimum. He opposed any aid whatsoever to Turkey, which was successfully, he believed, resisting Soviet pressures on its own. (He would temper this view three weeks later; by the summer he would be backing covert operations in both countries.95) Even though the speech would not mention the Soviet Union, Kennan thought it dangerously confrontational. The emphasis on the irreconcilability of two “way[s] of life,” one free and one relying on “terror and repression,” combined with an unbounded American commitment to aid free peoples “resisting attempted subjugation” might, he feared, even provoke the Russians to launch a war.

Others, however, such as Forrestal, a hawk’s hawk, felt that the United States had to make a show of power in Greece and Turkey to deter the Soviets from pressing forward elsewhere. White House counsel and speechwriter Clark Clifford agreed, and wanted the message strengthened; it was time for “the opening gun” in the effort to awaken the American public to the dimensions of the Soviet threat.96 He did the final touch-ups to the president’s address together with his aide George Elsey, who had coauthored a dark and ominous 100,000-word analysis of “American Relations with the Soviet Union” the September prior. The Clifford-Elsey report, as it became known, had featured a call for the United States to “support and assist democratic countries which are in any way menaced or endangered by the U.S.S.R.” Truman had ordered all copies to be locked away at the time. “It would blow the roof off the Kremlin,” he said. But for such elements of the report, the time had come.

The resulting speech, in Marshall’s view, was “too much rhetoric,” or in Bohlen’s reckoning “too much flamboyant anti-Communism.” In Acheson’s view, though, it was sometimes necessary, when dealing with Congress, to make arguments “clearer than the truth.”

The White House insisted the Senate would never approve such a sweeping new policy without a spotlight on the communist threat.97 Truman thought the first State Department draft “too much like an investment prospectus.” He wanted “no hedge in this speech”: It was to be “America’s answer to the surge of Communist tyranny.” The president himself rewrote the words “I believe it should be the policy of the United States” as “I believe it must be the policy . . . ,” making a doctrine out of a statement of belief.98

Kennan’s apparent split with Elsey went much deeper than just concern over the speech’s tone. He never bought into Acheson’s “rotten apple” theory—that one bad apple, Greece, could spoil the barrel. But many of Acheson’s colleagues echoed him. When revolution is successful in one country, Ambassador MacVeagh argued, “it is the doctrine of international communism to breed [it] into the next country. . . . Greece and Turkey are a strategic line. If [the communists] break that down, the whole Near East falls.” What Acheson described as rot spreading from apple to apple would later be captured by the image of falling dominoes, each knocking the next into the subsequent. Dominoes would become the metaphor of choice for Truman’s successor, Eisenhower, in reference to Indochina in 1954.

Why were images of rotting apples and falling dominoes, typically offered with no reference to the politics, culture, topography, or indeed any specifics of the actual countries in question, as compelling as they were to those making the decisions? One answer lies in the rise of the discipline of geopolitics, as practiced through the analysis of maps and the spatial relations between their objects. Briton Halford Mackinder, arguably its founding father, had died only the day before the cabinet meeting approving Truman’s speech proposal, on March 6. Mackinder, a man who “thought in metaphors,”99 had undergone several major political conversions in his career, all driven largely by epiphanies triggered by the study of maps. The focal point of his final one was the supposed strategic centrality of the vast Eurasian “Heartland,” which was dominated by Russia. “Who rules East Europe,” he famously wrote in 1919, “commands the Heartland: Who rules the Heartland commands the World-Island: Who rules the World-Island commands the World.”100 The contiguous Heartland surface mass looms threateningly large on a map, particularly when the map is centered on it and distorted by an oval presentation (see Map 1).101

In 1943, Mackinder wrote an influential piece in Foreign Affairs, applying spatial analysis, arguing that “if the Soviet Union emerges from the war as conqueror of Germany, she must rank as the greatest land power on the globe.”102 The phenomenon of “cartohypnosis” was excoriated by some analysts at the time, but its influence would only grow during the Cold War.103

Truman had no difficulty accepting Acheson’s and MacVeagh’s postulates that the Caucasus and eastern Mediterranean were gateways to rapid Soviet world domination. Kennan, however, was deeply disturbed by what he saw as a turn toward naive and simplistic geostrategic thinking in the White House. He thought MacVeagh’s thesis was nonsense; the Middle East, with its “patriarchal” system, was not amenable to Soviet control. Many countries—even China, he stressed—could “fall prey to totalitarian domination without any tragic consequences for world peace.”104 The father, witting or otherwise, of what was to become a doctrine of containing Soviet expansion, Kennan was nonetheless critical of what he saw as a dangerous American impulse “to see universal formulae or doctrines in which to clothe and justify particular actions.”105 But it was too late to try to change the president’s thinking.

Truman would tell his daughter, Margaret, that he had been “worn to a frazzle” by “this terrible decision” to make the speech.106 “I knew that George Washington’s spirit would be invoked against me,” he later reflected. Permanent entanglement in foreign rivalries was not something an American president undertook lightly. “But I was convinced that the policy I was about to proclaim was indeed as much required by the conditions of my day as was Washington’s by the situation in his era.”107
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SOMBERLY CLAD IN DARK SUIT and dark tie, Truman strode into the packed House chamber just after 1 p.m. on March 12, 1947. Acheson sat in the front row, “perfectly tailored . . . stiff and straight as if at a memorial service, hands folded in his lap.”108 The mood was palpably solemn as Truman opened a black folder and began his address. (See Appendix A for the full text.)109

Speaking for nineteen minutes—clearly, slowly, with a measured forcefulness—he laid out a sweeping new doctrine of American global engagement. Each principle was introduced with a biblically inspired “I believe,” a contrivance of Clifford and Elsey’s to connect the president to his upbringing in Missouri.110

“I believe it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures,” Truman declared. This support should come, first and foremost, in the form of “economic and financial aid,” this being “essential to economic stability and orderly political processes.” The assertion greatly elevated the role of economic intervention in the American diplomatic arsenal.

Truman juxtaposed the $400 million he was requesting to support Greece and Turkey with the $341 billion ($3.69 trillion in today’s money) the United States had spent fighting World War II, declaring the former to be “an investment in world freedom and world peace.” Though left unsaid, the implication was that a vastly more costly war could result if Congress rejected the assistance. The belief that massive economic assistance could achieve American objectives while obviating a costly military buildup would become the greatest misperception behind the storied aid initiative to come.

The backdrop of domino theory was unmistakable. “It is necessary only to glance at a map,” Truman said, “to realize that the survival and integrity of the Greek nation are of grave importance in a much wider situation:

If Greece should fall under the control of an armed minority, the effect upon its neighbor, Turkey, would be immediate and serious. Confusion and disorder might well spread throughout the entire Middle East. Moreover, the disappearance of Greece as an independent state would have a profound effect upon those countries in Europe whose peoples are struggling against great difficulties to maintain their freedoms and their independence while they repair the damages of war.

Greece and Turkey were not isolated centers of conflict; they were the front lines of a wider struggle to determine the political map of the postwar world.

This was, Truman concluded, “a serious course upon which we embark,” one which he would “not recommend . . . except that the alternative is much more serious.” For “If we falter in our leadership,” he warned, “we may endanger the peace of the world—and we shall surely endanger the welfare of our nation.” For this reason, he was “confident that the Congress [would] face these responsibilities squarely.”

The chamber—members of both parties—rose in applause. Many, however, were visibly discomforted.111

Truman nodded left, nodded right. A sober Acheson knew that much work remained to create an actionable program out of the speech. The reaction in the hall, he concluded dispassionately, had been “a tribute to a brave man rather than unanimous acceptance of his policy.”112 The speech would live on to become “probably the most controversial that has been made by a president in the twentieth century.”113 It would be credited with stirring American intervention in Greece and Turkey, just as it would be blamed for McCarthyism and, later, Vietnam.
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“THE EPOCH OF ISOLATION AND occasional intervention is ended,” declared The New York Times. “It is being replaced by an epoch of American responsibility114 . . . . President Truman [has] called for action which will launch the United States on a new and positive foreign policy of world-wide responsibility for the maintenance of peace and order.”115

“President Truman’s latest address to Congress was, beyond question, one of the most momentous [congressional addresses] ever made by an American Chief Executive,” enthused Barnet Nover of The Washington Post.116

“President Truman’s message . . . is a corollary of the Monroe Doctrine,” opined William Philip Simms in the Washington Daily News. “[T]he implications of the ‘Truman Doctrine’ are as grave as any the people of the United States ever were called upon to face.”117

“The decision that Congress, acting for the American people, must [now] make is whether we will join issue with the already undeclared ideological war, by actively assisting those countries menaced by Russian communism,” The Augusta Chronicle concluded, “or whether we shall continue a feeble diplomacy, based on appeasement and half-hearted opposition, while the totalitarian ideology of Russia nibbles away at the freedom of the peoples of the world.”118

Despite the president’s speech containing a single reference to communists (Greek ones),119 and no references to the Soviet Union, the American press had judged the speech consequential, even if oblique as to the precise target of the call to action. “Congress,” The New York Times wrote, “stepped into its new task” after the speech “somewhat bewildered.”120 Senator Vandenberg, however, highlighted the broad message just after leaving the House chamber: “The plain truth is that Soviet-American relationships are at the core of this whole problem. . . . The president’s message faces facts,” he declared, “and so must Congress.”121

Across the ocean, the Soviet journal New Times criticized American aid to the “fascist” Greek and Turkish regimes, as well as Washington’s aspirations to “world hegemony,” but did not treat the speech as new policy. New York Soviet consul Yakov Lomakin reported to Deputy Foreign Minister Andrei Vyshinsky that “70–80% of the American people are opposed to granting aid to Greece and Turkey” because they feared it “could lead to war between the Soviet Union and the United States.”122

The reaction of the Soviet leadership to the speech was critical, but not alarmist. Ambassador to Washington Nikolai Novikov told Molotov that the speech showed the United States would support “reactionary regimes” in Europe, while trying to undermine the progressive ones that had been established in the East. Molotov responded that “the President is trying to intimidate us, to turn as at a stroke into obedient little boys. But we don’t give a damn.”123 He still believed that the Americans had no choice but to cooperate on the real issue that divided them: Germany. A Communist Party Central Committee analysis was even more confident, proclaiming that Truman’s speech had been directed as much at London as it was Moscow. “[I]t signifies Britain’s expulsion from its sphere of influence in the Mediterranean and the Near East.”124

The Truman Doctrine, as Molotov and Stalin saw it, was a regional policy, directed at an area that was simply not a Soviet priority. There would be a time and a place to challenge it; just not now. In his encounter with Marshall in Moscow the following month, Stalin would not even mention the matter.

For its part, the State Department had misapprehended the position of Greece in the hierarchy of Soviet geopolitical objectives, conflating an ally’s failings (Britain’s) with an opponent’s strategy. It had judged Greece a vacuum in the collapsing British imperium into which Stalin would pour arms, funds, and troops if the United States did not declare its immediate intention to do the same with greater alacrity. Yet the Soviet leader had accepted that Greece was of little strategic importance to Moscow relative to other Balkan states, and had no designs on the country at this point.125

Stalin had in fact remained allegiant to the infamous October 1944 “percentages” agreement scribbled by Churchill, according to which Britain would maintain “90%” influence in postwar Greece in return for predominant Soviet influence in most of the Balkans and eastern Europe. Shortly after the deal, former foreign minister Maxim Litvinov wrote a strategy memorandum assigning all of the Balkans to the Soviet “security sphere,” with the explicit exception of Greece and Turkey.126 When French leader Charles de Gaulle asked Stalin about Greece shortly after, he replied, “Ask Churchill.”127

Despite ample scope for strategic interpretation conducive to his interests, Stalin, in Churchill’s words, “adhered strictly and faithfully to [the] agreement. . . . [D]uring all the long weeks of fighting the Communists in the streets of Athens, not one word of reproach came from Pravda or Izvestiia.” Stalin “let his people be beaten up in Greece for the sake of his larger plans”: establishing control in “his” parts of the continent, particularly Poland and Yugoslavia, with a minimum of force and treasure. When Molotov in February 1945 proposed an amendment to the draft Yalta declaration calling for “support [to] be given to the political leaders” of countries who were resisting the Nazis, clearly intended to legitimate Soviet backing for communist fighters in the East and the Balkans, Stalin reassured a worried Churchill: “[T]he prime minister,” he said, “need have no anxiety that Mr. Molotov’s amendment was designed to apply to Greece.” In April, following Roosevelt’s death, Stalin emphasized to Churchill and Truman that he recognized “how important . . . Greece [is] to the security of Great Britain,” and therefore did not “interfere” there. He expected a similar appreciation for Soviet security interests in Poland.128

Stalin might, of course, have considered his part of the Balkan deal moot after the British abdication in Greece. But all evidence says otherwise. Molotov, in a January 1945 note for his staff, drew a distinction between the government of Poland, which was a “big deal” for Moscow and no business of the West, and those of “Belgium, France, Greece” and other states in the Western orbit, where “no one asked” what Moscow thought.129 And in handwritten comments on a Vyshinsky memo the following month, he referred to Greece, where Moscow had “not interfered,” as “the Anglo-American zone of military action,” and not just a British protectorate.130

Picking his points of conflict with care, Stalin had also never been persuaded of the Greek rebels’ capabilities, and had decided early on they were not worth the costs and risks of Soviet support. In January 1945 he had told Yugoslav leaders that the Greek Communists “believed mistakenly that the Red Army would reach to the Aegean Sea. . . . We cannot send our troops to Greece. The [Greek Communists] made a stupid error.”131 He would repeatedly castigate Yugoslav prime minister Josip Broz Tito for aiding them in a lost cause. He did not want his allies doing anything that would attract American air and naval power into the Mediterranean and threaten his interests in eastern and central Europe.

Truman’s speech changed little in this regard. In early 1948, Stalin would once again scold Yugoslav diplomats for their country’s continued assistance to the Greek guerrillas. The conflict “had no chance of success at all,” he told them. “What, do you think, that . . . the United States, the most powerful state in the world, will permit you to break their line of communication in the Mediterranean? Nonsense!”132 By the summer of 1949 the communist insurgency would be defeated.

As for Turkey, Stalin had been chastened by Truman’s tough response to his threats the previous summer. “It was good that we backed down in time,” Molotov later reflected. “Otherwise it would have led to a joint [British-American] aggression against us.”133

But if the State Department was over-alarmist about Greece and Turkey, it underestimated Stalin’s willingness to challenge British and American prerogatives elsewhere in Europe. It failed to see that the counterpart to Soviet forbearance in the Mediterranean was a dogmatic insistence on its political and economic rights in Germany and nations further east. Thus the State Department’s analysis was off the mark not so much in its emphasis on an irreconcilability of American and Soviet interests as in its understanding of where those interests actually lay.
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ON CAPITOL HILL, TRUMAN WAS unable to bask in applause for long. Resistance to the new Truman Doctrine emerged from both sides of the aisle.

The criticisms were numerous and weighty. The Greek government was corrupt. The Turks failed to fight on our side during the war. Economic aid might be fine, but military aid was dangerous. It would end hopes of rapprochement with the Russians. It was bailing out the British empire. The cost was exorbitant. It was warlike. It was power politics. It committed America to supporting reactionary governments. And if Greece, why not China? Where would it end? Former FDR vice president Henry Wallace was relentless in opposition. Truman, he said, was plunging the country into a “reckless adventure.” He was “betraying the great tradition of America” by committing it to a policy of “ruthless imperialism.”134

Perhaps the one focus of opposition to the speech that caught the White House genuinely by surprise was the president’s bypassing of the new United Nations. Opinion polls a week after the speech found that the public preferred, by a margin of more than two to one, to see the Greek problem handed over to the U.N. The U.N. thereby became a rallying cry for both the pro-Soviet left and the isolationist right.

Vandenberg was now on the defensive. Though he stressed that the U.N. had neither the funds for relief nor the authority to provide military assistance, he threw out some banal proposals for the U.N. to investigate violations of Greek sovereignty and to conclude military-support agreements with member states. He later called it “a colossal blunder” of the administration to ignore the U.N.135

Columnist and author Walter Lippmann, a virtual “minister without portfolio” in Washington,136 thought the U.N. kerfuffle only part of a wider error the administration had made in talking only with the British government before announcing its proposed action; it should have brought in “the French, the Chinese, and the Russians” themselves. In any case, it needed now to explain its intentions before the Security Council, “not waiting until Gromyko attacks them”—referring to the Soviet U.N. ambassador. What would happen, Lippmann asked, if a Communist-led government came to power somewhere by elections and called upon Moscow for aid? “What under the ‘Truman Doctrine’ do we do if the Soviet government says there is an emergency, that it has been invited to intervene, [and] that the UN is not in a position to extend the kind of help required?”137 The president needed to preempt such action by involving the U.N., not simply declaring its impotence and thereby inviting the Soviets to do the same.

Acheson accused Lippmann of “sabotaging” U.S. foreign policy. But he acknowledged privately that he should have advised Truman first to seek U.N. protection for Greece and Turkey. The inevitable Soviet veto would have given the administration helpful political cover. The damage done, however, he and Vandenberg hammered out an amendment to the Greece-Turkey aid bill that situated the U.S. initiative in the context of U.N. purposes and actions, and laid out conditions under which U.S. assistance would be subsumed by the body. To flatter the senator into supporting the bill, the administration named it the “Vandenberg Amendment.” Acheson, who knew the Soviets would never allow the U.N. to take charge, considered it “a cheap price to pay for Vandenberg’s patronage.”138

U.S. ambassador to the U.N. Warren Austin went before the body on March 28, 1947, to explain American actions in Greece and their complementarity with U.N. initiatives under way. Gromyko, not surprisingly, blasted U.S. preemption of the Security Council and interference in Greek and Turkish internal affairs.

His challenge didn’t hurt matters; quite the opposite. Though both Republicans and liberal Democrats had grave reservations about Truman’s initiative, the political consequences of appearing soft on communism overwhelmed most congressmen. Even Lippmann came out in favor of the $400 million aid bill, which was approved by a vote of 67 to 23 in the Senate on April 22 and by a similar margin of 287 to 107 in the House on May 9.139 The president signed it into law on May 22.
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WILLIAM LOCKHART CLAYTON WAS AN unlikely strategic collaborator for professional intellectuals such as Dean Acheson and George Kennan. His formal education in the South was minimal. He left school at age fifteen to work as a secretary to a St. Louis cotton merchant. A boy of great raw intellect and stubborn independence, he took the hardscrabble road to creating the largest cotton brokerage in the world. A 1936 Time magazine cover article gave him the sobriquet “King Cotton.”

A tall, direct but mannerly, angularly good-looking teetotaler, “a polished cowboy [with] bushy white sideburns,”140 Clayton was drawn into politics after the market crash of 1929, determined to help halt the country’s slide toward protectionism. He blasted the 1930 Republican Smoot-Hawley tariffs as “the greatest crime of the century.” Having no party affinity, let alone affiliation, he only warmed to the new FDR administration after the president named his close friend, and passionate free trader, Cordell Hull as secretary of state in 1933. He considered Roosevelt’s interventionist domestic economic policies radical and misguided, yet acceded when the president asked him to run raw materials purchasing through the Reconstruction Finance Corporation in 1940. Though his wife, Sue, a passionate New Dealer, had pushed him into government, she would thereafter work diligently to get him back out. Despite never being accepted by the left of the Democratic Party, and despite offering to resign five times, Clayton advanced through a series of posts focused on procurement, finance, and foreign economic policy before becoming Truman’s under secretary of state for economic affairs in 1946.141

Now, ill and secluded at his ranch near Tucson, the sixty-seven-year-old Clayton crystallized his thoughts on the growing European crisis. The result was a memorandum dated March 5 that further galvanized Acheson.

The memo’s coverage was sweeping, its prose unadorned, its tone grave. The fall of Britain, the rise of Russia, the collapse of Greece—all these imminent threats, Clayton wrote, had worrisome implications for the Middle East, France, Africa, and American hopes of preventing a “third world war.”

Clayton, like Acheson, was concerned by the uncontrolled collapse of the British empire. “The reins of world leadership,” Clayton wrote, “will be picked up either by the United States or by Russia. If by Russia,” he warned, “there will almost certainly be war in the next decade or so, with the odds against us.” Russia, he said, was “boring from within” to undermine weak governments in Europe and beyond. The United States needed urgently to bolster them, but lacked the capacity to take the necessary sustained action because the war-weary American public simply did not fathom the grave danger posed by an unchecked Russia. Marshall’s imminent trip to Moscow, Clayton predicted, would yield nothing: “The odds are heavily against any constructive results there.”

What was needed, Clayton said, was that the president himself “shock” the American people with “the truth and the whole truth.” The “integrity and independence” of many nations, vital to long-term American security interests, was under assault. The new United Nations was ill-equipped to deal with this threat, as it came not in the form of traditional external military aggression but a much less visible, though equally insidious, undermining of legitimate national political institutions from the inside.

Though the United States did “not wish to interfere in the domestic affairs of any country,” Clayton insisted, it had no choice but to tie financial aid to reforms that would ensure it was “permanently beneficial.” The new IBRD had ostensibly been created to provide aid to war-torn nations but, like the United Nations, it was unsuited to the current challenge. The fundamentally political character of the crises made intervention by international bodies untenable.

Clayton would have no patience with objections that would be raised against U.S. aid—that it was unaffordable and would lead to renewed military conflict. He insisted that “World War III” was inevitable if the United States failed to involve itself “in the affairs of foreign countries” at this critical moment, and that anchoring today’s fragile peace would be far less costly than fighting such a war.142

On the same day, Acheson delivered a short memo to Secretary of War Patterson on “the Greek and Turkish problem,” stressing that it was only “part of a much larger problem growing out of the change in Great Britain’s strength”—a delicate way of referring to the global political vacuum created by the collapse of the British empire. The president, Acheson noted, had on February 26 approved in principle Patterson’s call for immediate aid to Greece and Turkey. Acheson now wanted to go further, urging a study of “situations elsewhere in the world which may require analogous financial, technical, and military aid on our part.”143

With Clayton’s and Acheson’s memos, the stage was being set for a muscular diplomatic offensive to prevent the Kremlin from expanding its influence beyond the parts of eastern and central Europe it currently occupied. Simultaneously, however, the secretary of state would be flying to Moscow with the aim of salvaging cooperation in the country of greatest strategic significance to both the United States and the Soviet Union: Germany.
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Council of Foreign Ministers meeting in Moscow, March 1947. From left: British Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin, U.S. Secretary of State George Marshall, Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov, and French Foreign Minister Georges Bidault.







THREE



RUPTURE

MARCH 9, 1947: MARSHALL’S C-54 arrived in Moscow from Berlin on a brisk, snowy afternoon. In preparation for the secretary’s motorcade, the Soviets had decked out the area around the embassy, creating “a virtual Potemkin village” to showcase the nation’s heroic economic recovery. The avenues gleamed, the garbage having been shunted into nearby alleys. The decision for Marshall to stay at Spaso House, the embassy residence, was wise, or fortunate; the refurbished Moskva Hotel, where his staff stayed, was bugged.1

George Catlett Marshall was the first American general given the five-star rank, and the first career soldier appointed secretary of state. Formal to the point of brusqueness, he called all colleagues by their last name and expected all to do likewise with him. “Only my wife calls me George,” he corrected Truman. He treated interlocutors with decorum, and demanded the same of them, including the man he had flown to Moscow to see. When at a boozy dinner Molotov asked whether soldiers turning statesmen in America meant that “the troops [were] goose-stepping,” Marshall looked away. “Please tell Mr. Molotov that I’m not sure I understand the purport of his remark,” he told his translator, Bohlen, “but if it is what I think it is please tell him I do not like it.”

Appointed Army chief of staff in 1939, Marshall had his maiden diplomatic encounter with the Soviet foreign minister. Molotov had come to Washington in May 1942 demanding more Lend-Lease aid and an immediate second front in the European war. Roosevelt brought in Marshall, his chief military strategist, to set out the terms under which it could be launched. Marshall was characteristically direct. Given the rate of ship loss inflicted by German bombers, he explained, the United States did not have the naval capacity to send supplies through Murmansk and to invade western Europe. So “what do you want,” he asked in summation, “the second front or Murmansk? It isn’t possible to provide both.” He then berated the translator for abbreviating his remarks.

Though Stalin typically punished such impertinence from his own officials, he was, it later emerged, impressed with the general’s straightforward manner. Marshall was also direct with his own president, who was anxious to assure Molotov of an August start date for the main Anglo-American invasion. Marshall warned against it, rightly predicting that the British would not be ready.2 The invasion would not come for another two years.

At the war’s end, Marshall was serving a new Democratic president, one who was stumbling to shape relations with the two new great powers: the Soviet Union and China. Marshall’s retirement on November 26, 1945, lasted all of six days before Truman was on the phone asking him to go to China to broker peace between Chiang Kai-shek’s corrupt Kuomintang Nationalists and Mao Tse-tung’s brutal, anti-American Communists. He accepted, turning down as much as half a million dollars to write his memoirs.3 In China Marshall got his first bitter taste of diplomacy between irreconcilable rivals.4 In parallel, over in Europe, Secretary of State Jimmy Byrnes was getting nowhere in discussions with Molotov over peace treaties with the defeated Axis nations. Citing health issues, but laboring under strained relations with the president, Byrnes agreed to stay on only until the end of the year. Truman, through General Eisenhower, told Marshall he wished him to take Byrnes’ place.

“My answer is in the affirmative,” Marshall responded, military style, “if that continues to be [the president’s] desire. My personal reaction is something else.”5

Despite his failure to buttress the “liberals” in each of the warring Chinese camps, and to achieve any breakthrough in the negotiations, Marshall remained a hero at home. On January 8, 1947, the GOP-controlled Senate Foreign Relations Committee confirmed him unanimously. The Senate did the same. The whole process took under an hour. The media pressed the new secretary of state on his presidential ambitions. Marshall insisted, truthfully, that he would never run for office.6

Though he considered himself a failed diplomat at that point—“I tried to please everyone, [so] that by the time I left [China] nobody trusted me”7—Marshall had learned a lesson abroad. His biggest failure was not one of persuasion, which was never likely to succeed, but neglecting to set out an alternative strategy. He would not repeat this mistake with Molotov.

Vyacheslav Skryabin derived his revolutionary name from the Russian word molot, or hammer. As a communist, Molotov was, from a young age, a true believer. He embraced the tenets of Marxist theory, from its characterization of history as a series of struggles between the proletariat and its exploiters to its promise of revolutionary victory over the forces of global capitalism. He first met Stalin, ten years his senior, when he was twenty-two, in 1912; both were at the time working to create the new party newspaper, Pravda. After the overthrow of Tsar Nicholas in March 1917, Stalin supported collaboration with the democratic provisional government; Molotov, more doctrinaire, did not. But both rallied around Lenin in the run-up to the Bolshevik coup in November. The Russian civil war that followed, in which millions were killed or starved to death, was a defining event for all three men. Persuasion as a tactic was of little use in such a conflict; physical and psychological coercion became the methods of choice. The three became vessels of “conspiracy, self-righteousness, cruelty, single-mindedness, and contempt for written rules and compromises.”8

All future conflicts, both internal and external, would be seen through the lens of deadly struggle. Ends would get blurred along the way; global communism would remain the ultimate end, but more proximate ones, notably physical and political survival, would command their energies. Ideology nonetheless remained the basis for confidence that capitalism needed merely to be outlasted. Internal contradictions assured its collapse.

In 1921, at Lenin’s suggestion, Molotov became the Party Central Committee’s secretary, a position in which he established his permanent professional persona. Though known to be an affectionate family man, in affairs of state he was ruthlessly efficient—and efficiently ruthless. Severe with staff, he carried out tasks in any way necessary. Obsequious toward those in charge, he threatened no one above him. Lenin supposedly called him the “best filing clerk in Russia”; Trotsky called him “mediocrity incarnate.” When Stalin was appointed party general secretary in 1922, Molotov became his loyal subordinate. He would continue to play this role in different posts through to his present one, to which he ascended in 1939 when Stalin removed the Jewish Litvinov to smooth transactions with Hitler.

That Molotov, though well-educated, spoke only Russian and knew little of the world were of no consequence.9 He followed his vozhd, his leader, unquestioningly, authorizing the political murder of thousands with icy insouciance. “Haste ruled the day,” he later reflected on the process. “Could one go into all the details?”10 Within the party he was known as “Iron Ass,” a reference to his ability to master even petty details, as well as to outlast opponents through boundless stubbornness and stamina. Foreign counterparts came to know these skills, and to hate as well as admire his performances. Byrnes called him a “lineal descendant” of Job, a man of “unlimited patience.” In any negotiation, he “will win your reluctant admiration for the resourcefulness he exhibits in his delaying tactics. He will sit through it all imperturbably, stroking his mustache or spinning his pince-nez glasses as he waits for a translation and smoking Russian cigarettes in what seems to be an endless chain.”11 “Observing in action all the great world statesmen of our century,” remarked John Foster Dulles, representing the Republican majority in Marshall’s delegation, “I never came across diplomatic skills at as high a level as those of Molotov.”12 French foreign minister Georges Bidault spoke of Molotov’s “untiring capacity for repeating himself.”13 Churchill remarked that he had “never seen a human being who more perfectly represented the modern conception of a robot.” Yet “in the conduct of foreign affairs, Sully, Talleyrand, and Metternich,” the greatest diplomats of all time, “would welcome him to their company.”14

Molotov may have been the more accomplished negotiator, but Marshall had at least one advantage. Unlike in China, he had come to Russia with a fallback position—a plan, or at least the outlines of one, to cut loose the tethers of Yalta and move forward on matters of vital U.S. interest unilaterally. Truman’s speech was still two days away, but, together with Clayton’s and Acheson’s memos, it would establish a framework for using financial, technical, and military aid to bolster allies against Soviet trespass. Molotov, in contrast, had no Plan B. A western Germany beyond Soviet control was, at this point, still unthinkable.
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THE ENCOUNTER BETWEEN MARSHALL AND Molotov began in the ornate main hall of the Aviation Industry Building on March 10. The British and French foreign ministers, Ernest Bevin and Georges Bidault, represented the other two occupying powers in the Berlin-based Allied Control Council (ACC) governing Germany. Though spiritually aligned with Marshall, the Briton and the Frenchman each had his own national interest to protect in charting Germany’s future. The Soviet foreign minister was ready for opportunities to exploit divisions in the Western camp.

Ambassador Novikov set the scene: “Molotov, . . . Marshall, . . . Bidault, . . . Bevin and their assistants [sat] solemnly at a huge, round table, with their advisers sitting behind them with fat folders, ready to assist their chiefs at any moment.”15 Molotov, observed Colonel Marshall (Pat) Carter, the secretary of state’s liaison officer, sat “chin in hand,” occasionally nodding slowly with no discernible meaning. He was “completely poker-faced.” The tortoise-shelled Bevin, cigarette dangling loosely from his mouth, resembled “a cross between Santa Claus and a Welsh coalman.” Bidault, in contrast, was the “smoothy type,” effecting an air of ennui, wishing “to look bigger than he is.” The self-taught Bevin couldn’t pronounce his name, alternating between “Biddle” and “Bidet.”16

For his part, Bidault, who had not met Marshall previously, observed that the general was “unaffected” yet “quite cautious,” never “strik[ing] up rash poses or speak[ing] off the cuff.” He read from notes. He “did not pretend to be infallible,” but was firm “once he had made up his mind” on an issue—“nothing could [make] him change it, not even the President of the United States in person.” Weeks of interacting with Marshall would leave an indelible impact on France’s top diplomat. Deeply patriotic, an active French resistance fighter during the war, Bidault was never shy about criticizing the United States; yet he would echo Truman in calling Marshall “the greatest American alive.”17

Certainly too American for Molotov. In his characteristic guileless and unadorned style, Marshall stressed the importance of reviving German political life. The ACC, he said, was making no progress; the various states of the country needed to adopt constitutional guarantees of rights to association, speech, and movement. “We will never democratize Germany,” Marshall concluded, “by the mere negative process of depriving the Nazis of their positions and influence.” The interjection, Ambassador Smith observed, “was probably the most forthright statement on the rights of man ever made in Russia.” This was enough to explain its failure to engage Molotov, who saw German democratization as a hostile act to undermine Soviet rights.

The Soviet Union, Molotov put back laconically, was not interested in “the generalities of democracy.”18 Within the joint economic region the Americans and the British had established in the western part of the country, known as Bizonia, they were, he complained, merely rebuilding the old capitalist cartels and trusts that had helped bring about the war. Back in November, War Secretary Patterson had told a reporter that “Russia will be so impressed by the success [of Bizonia] that [it] will fall into line and join us”;19 the opposite was the case.
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