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For my father, David I. Hitchcock, Jr., who was there



PROLOGUE

“When I think about Dwight Eisenhower,” wrote Capt. Edward Beach Jr., Eisenhower’s naval aide, “I like to recall an incident that took place aboard the presidential yacht Williamsburg shortly after he was inaugurated for his first term in 1953.”

The Williamsburg, a steel-hulled vessel of 1,800 tons, had served as President Harry S. Truman’s pleasure craft; he used it for cruises with friends and political cronies. In May 1953 President Eisenhower ordered it decommissioned. He thought the ship frivolous and wasteful and felt it should be used for recreation by GIs who had been injured in the Korean War. One evening the president met the ship at the dock in the Washington Navy Yard as it returned from a cruise on the Potomac.

“As Eisenhower boarded the Williamsburg, he stepped in among the soldiers, brushing aside his Secret Service guards with words to the effect, ‘Just let me be for a while. I know these men.’ ” Captain Beach remembered the scene:

The soldiers crowded in around him. They were young men whose bodies had been ravaged by war in some way; some lacked an arm or a leg, some hobbled on crutches, others had heartbreaking facial disfigurements. . . . They gathered as close to the President as they could get, and I heard him talking to them.

This was an Eisenhower that the public never saw. He talked to the soldiers of love of country, and of sacrifice. He said their country would never let them down, but no matter how much it did for them it was nothing compared to what they had done for it. And then he said that even with all they had already given, they must yet be prepared to give more, for they were symbols of devotion and sacrifice and they could never escape that role and its responsibilities.

Beach never forgot the electricity of Eisenhower’s presence and the impact it had on these wounded warriors. “His voice had a deep friendly warmth, with a somewhat different timbre than I had ever heard before. It reached out and grabbed the men around him, so that they kept crowding in closer and closer as he talked, as if an unseen magnet were pulling at them.”1

Historians who study Eisenhower know how those men felt in his presence. Ike draws you in. He radiated authenticity, idealism, sincerity, and charisma, and these personal qualities were the keys to his political success. Between 1945 and 1961 no person dominated American public life more than Eisenhower. He was the most well-liked and admired man in America in these years. And he was also the most consequential. This book argues that the era from the end of the Second World War up to the presidency of John F. Kennedy deserves to be known as the Age of Eisenhower.

•  •  •

Such a claim would once have prompted chuckles and even sneers from historians, journalists, and politicians. From the start of his active pursuit of the presidency in 1951, right through eight years in office, and for a decade after he retired to his farm in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, critics styled Eisenhower as a lightweight, an amateur, an orthodox pro-business do-nothing president, a lazy leader who, despite all his grinning, was often callous and distant, more interested in golf than governing. The Washington press corps depicted him as unimaginative, slow-witted, out of touch, and frankly uninterested in the daily affairs of the country. Even as the nation enjoyed a period of unprecedented prosperity at home and a stable if fragile peace abroad, and even as the American people grew ever more fond of Ike, his political rivals were scathing about his shortcomings as a leader. It is the central paradox of the Eisenhower presidency: that a man so successful at the ballot box and so overwhelmingly popular among the voters could have been given such poor marks by the political class.

His critics never grasped the profound appeal of the man and never appreciated the depth of his political talent. His two-time opponent for the presidency, Governor Adlai Stevenson of Illinois, mocked Eisenhower as dim and tongue-tied and declared him little more than a tool of wealthy right-wingers. President Truman, campaigning on Stevenson’s behalf in 1952, went further: he told whistle-stop audiences across the country that Eisenhower had only “a military mind” and that voters should “send Ike back to the Army where he belongs.” The radical muckraker I. F. Stone, writing what many liberals felt, predicted that Ike, a “rather simple man who enjoys his bridge and his golf and doesn’t like to be too much bothered,” would be a “president in absentia.” Even after his resounding triumph at the polls in 1952, Eisenhower still earned nothing but scorn from his critics. “Poor Ike,” Truman said on his way out of office. “It won’t be a bit like the Army. He’ll sit here, and he’ll say, ‘Do this! Do that!’ And nothing will happen.”2

His presidency changed few minds among the commentators. A 1958 book by journalist Marquis Childs described Ike as a “captive hero,” a man unable to make decisions, passive, complacent—little more than a ventriloquist’s dummy who mouthed words prepared by others. That same year the New York Post’s Washington columnist William V. Shannon drew up a balance sheet and concluded that Eisenhower had largely sustained the policies of his Democratic predecessors in both the domestic and the international realm and had made almost no major initiatives of his own. “The Eisenhower era,” he wrote, “is the time of the great postponement.”3

Norman Mailer, the novelist, was nastier. In a celebrated 1960 essay in Esquire that hailed the nomination of the youthful and energetic John F. Kennedy for president, Mailer derided Eisenhower’s era of “security, regularity, order.” The 1950s for Mailer was a time when “many a mind atrophied from disuse and private shame.” Mailer struck a note that has continued to reverberate ever since in some circles: “Eisenhower’s eight years have been the triumph of the corporation. Tasteless, sexless, odorless sanctity.”4

With Eisenhower’s departure from office in January 1961, critics gleefully got out their spades and began to bury the ex-president. On the eve of Kennedy’s inauguration, New York Times journalist James Reston wrote an essay on the Eisenhower years that read like an epitaph. Eisenhower “was not in tune with the world-wide spirit of the age, which was convulsive and revolutionary.” He was merely “a good man in a wicked time; a consolidator in a world crying for innovation; a conservative in a radical age; a tired man in a period of turbulence and energetic action.” Scholars agreed. In July 1962 Harvard historian Arthur Schlesinger Sr. published the results of a poll that asked 75 historians to rank the presidents. Eisenhower placed 22nd out of 31 chief executives, nestled between Chester A. Arthur and, incredibly, Andrew Johnson. President Kennedy himself had a good chuckle about this; after all the adulation and public frenzy, Eisenhower would now see “how he stood before the cold eye of history—way below Truman; even below Hoover.”5

Indeed Camelot almost killed Ike. Not only did Kennedy run a brilliant campaign for president in 1960, contrasting his youth and dynamism with the septuagenarian Eisenhower, but his tragically shortened life only enhanced the sense of his sparkling singularity. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who had served as special assistant to JFK, rushed out an elegiac account of the Kennedy presidency. In his 1965 testament, A Thousand Days, Schlesinger used the complacent Eisenhower as a foil to better reflect sunlight upon the glittering years of Camelot. In every respect the comparison between the two men and the ideas that inspired them was unflattering to Eisenhower.6

By the time of his death, on March 28, 1969, at the age of 78, Eisenhower had been largely forgotten by the press. Obituaries summed him up as a worthy man whose greatest role had been played on the European stage in the Second World War and whose presidency was a postscript to a life of noble military achievement. The New York Times asserted that as president he “had governed effectively through sheer force of his popularity among average Americans”—a distinctly backhanded appraisal. Time magazine commented that many Americans would remember Ike “not as the 34th president whose stewardship may long be disputed, but as ‘the soldier of peace’ who led the greatest alliance of armies the world has ever seen.” By the close of his years in office, Time concluded, he was “more figurehead than president” and “out of touch with his people.” As a politician Eisenhower seemed destined to be written off as a benign mediocrity.7

•  •  •

Tides, once having ebbed, always come back in. The revival of interest in Eisenhower began in the late 1960s, prodded perhaps by the deep national crisis that his successors, John Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, and Richard Nixon, had confronted and exacerbated. In an era of student protest, war in Vietnam, racial upheaval, and economic malaise, the 1950s began to look curiously alluring. One of his most acerbic critics, the shrewd New York Post columnist Murray Kempton, penned a 1967 essay that almost single-handedly gave rise to a new school of thought about Eisenhower. He was neither benign nor mediocre, Kempton concluded, but malevolent and brilliant. His skills ran not to governing but to manipulation, dissimulation, and guile. He sought always to profit from the success of others and to avoid the taint of any failures, especially his own. Eisenhower was “cold,” “immoral,” determined to conceal “his marvelous intelligence from admirer and critic alike.” Kempton summed up Eisenhower’s political motto: “Always pretend to be stupid; then when you have to show yourself to be smart, the display has the additional effect of surprise.”8

The theme of a devious and effortlessly political Eisenhower appeared in Garry Wills’s masterful 1970 study of the early Nixon, in which “the Great One” was the perfect contrast to the restless, insecure, and nakedly ambitious Nixon. The relationship hinged upon Nixon’s desire to supplant Eisenhower and his awareness that he never could. Eisenhower’s supreme self-confidence, his immense popularity, his ability to compel others to serve him while never appearing to ask for such loyalty—all these were mysteries of character Nixon could never hope to understand, let alone emulate. Eisenhower, Wills believed, “had the true professional’s instinct for making things look easy. He appeared to be performing less work than he actually did. And he wanted it that way. An air of ease inspires confidence.” It was in Nixon Agonistes that a leading intellectual of the era first called Eisenhower a “political genius”—a far cry from the smirks and chortles of the Camelot clan.9

The picture really began to change, though, in the late 1970s, when the voluminous archives held at the Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library in Abilene, Kansas, became available to scholars. In a 1982 book titled The Hidden-Hand Presidency, political scientist Fred Greenstein added depth and detail to the sketch offered by Kempton and Wills. Drawing on new evidence, Greenstein argued that Eisenhower’s apparent aloofness and absenteeism had been part of a deliberate governing strategy. Greenstein believed that Ike hid his abilities and his own engagement with the issues in order to exercise power more effectively. He used intermediaries to do his political dirty work, baffled reporters with garbled syntax, refused to publicly acknowledge political rivals by name, delegated responsibility to cabinet secretaries, and fed the public reasoned, calm, simple bromides about the American way of life. “Eisenhower went to great lengths,” Greenstein concluded, “to conceal the political side of his leadership.”10

A “hidden” Eisenhower, then. Perhaps. But later work, drawing on much more material than Greenstein could access, suggested otherwise. During the 1980s and 1990s the boom in Eisenhower studies gained momentum, sustained not principally by biographers but by historians of U.S. foreign relations. Scholars who wanted to know about the origins and course of the cold war; the Korean War; the rise of covert operations and the CIA; grand strategy and nuclear weapons; American policies toward China, Latin America, Europe, and the Middle East; the rise of the Third World—all trekked to Abilene to inspect the Eisenhower archives in hopes of finding hitherto unseen treasures. The subsequent cascade of studies on Eisenhower’s cold war policies shattered forever the myth that Ike was disengaged from the running of government. And it became increasingly difficult to sustain the idea that he “hid” his power and authority.11

The Eisenhower era suddenly looked, well, interesting. The new research revealed a complex president who at times showed exceptional restraint in the use of America’s power but who also had a taste for daring and even recklessness, especially when ordering the use of covert operations against left-wing governments. The documents portrayed a deeply engaged leader struggling to forge policies in a vast array of fields, from civil rights to economic policy, infrastructure, science and education, religion, communist “subversion” on the home front, and national security policy abroad. Eisenhower now appeared principled but adaptive, ideological at times but usually pragmatic, a problem-solver who dominated his cabinet, the military, and the bureaucracy and put his imprimatur on the age.12

Above all, the evidence showed how hard Ike worked over eight years. The allegation that he had been a golf-playing no-show was deeply unfair. “No man on Earth knows what this job is all about,” he said one afternoon in 1954. “It’s pound, pound, pound. Not only is your intellectual capacity taxed to the utmost, but your physical stamina.” It wasn’t so easy after all.13

•  •  •

This book stands on the shoulders of the many previous Eisenhower scholars who have worked diligently for years to unearth the secrets of the period and to flesh out our understanding of the man and his era. It also benefits from many newly declassified documents that have become available only recently, thanks to the efforts of the dedicated staff at the Eisenhower Library. Taking into account all this material, this book offers a comprehensive account of the president and his times and concludes with a decisive verdict: Dwight Eisenhower must be counted among the most consequential presidents of modern American history.14

Eisenhower shaped the United States in at least three lasting ways. First, he dramatically expanded the power and scope of the 20th-century warfare state and put into place a long-term strategy designed to wage, and win, the cold war. This book deals with national security and foreign relations a good deal because Eisenhower spent much of his time forging a global role for the United States. Unlike the isolationist faction in his own party, he believed that to defend freedom and liberty at home, Americans would have to defend these principles overseas as well.

These views did not lead Eisenhower to seek war. On the contrary, he ended active hostilities in Korea, avoided U.S. military intervention in Indochina in 1954, deterred China’s military adventures in the Taiwan Straits in 1955 and 1958, compelled Britain and France to reverse their ill-conceived invasion of Egypt in 1956, and even established stable personal relations with the Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev. Eisenhower worked hard, and successfully, to keep the peace. His global strategy required the steady accumulation of immense national power and a willingness to deploy that power when necessary. Building on the legacy of Truman, who laid the foundations of the cold war state, Eisenhower deployed American economic muscle, diplomatic leverage, generous deliveries of arms, and a global nuclear shield to deter and intimidate America’s enemies. He mobilized science, universities, and industry to boost American military power, even going so far as to take the first steps in the militarization of space. He presided over a significant expansion of America’s secret intelligence agencies and ordered them to conduct covert operations and coups d’état around the world. He frequently evoked the image of an “America in peril” and in so doing generated an enduring national consensus to support his robust cold war policies.

Eisenhower built the United States into a military colossus of a scale and lethality never before seen and devoted an enormous amount of the national wealth to this effort. Biographers have often hailed his tight-fisted budget policies, but when it came to national defense, he was not stingy. In the Eisenhower years the United States spent about 10 percent of its GDP each year on the military establishment—a higher percentage than any peacetime administration before or since. This book offers abundant evidence that the man who warned later generations about the military-industrial complex did a great deal to build it.

Second, Eisenhower recast domestic politics by strengthening a national consensus about the place of government in the lives of American citizens. Before Eisenhower, the political pendulum had swung from the archconservative nostrums of Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover to the bold, all-encompassing activism of Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal. Eisenhower, perhaps the least partisan president of modern times, sought to stop the pendulum in dead center. To be sure, when he ran for president in 1952, he thundered against the “statism” of the New Deal and its expansive federal programs. But once in office he adopted centrist and pragmatic policies that fairly reflected the preferences of most of his fellow citizens. Early on he made his peace with the New Deal, expanding social security, raising the minimum wage, and founding the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare. He even suggested ideas for a national health insurance system. Eisenhower found a way to make government work without making it too big; his interstate highway system is a good example. Though building its thousands of miles of roads cost billions of dollars, most of the money came from user fees in the form of a gas tax, used to replenish the Highway Trust Fund. The burden on the U.S. Treasury was relatively minor.

In confronting the greatest social and moral challenge of his times, the civil rights movement, Eisenhower—like many white Americans of the era—responded with caution and wariness. Crucially, though, he did not obstruct progress on civil rights. Instead he channeled it along a path that aligned with his own ideas about managing social change. Knowing that he was out of his depth on such matters, he accepted guidance from the most consequential cabinet officer of the decade, Attorney General Herbert Brownell. Together these two men worked quietly through the courts to weaken Jim Crow segregation. They appointed five moderately progressive jurists to the U.S. Supreme Court and ushered the Civil Rights Act of 1957 through a skeptical Congress. The Act was a landmark only because it was so rare: the first civil rights law since Reconstruction. Eisenhower took an enormous risk, and one that was deeply uncharacteristic, when he ordered federal troops to surround Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, to ensure that court-ordered desegregation proceed despite the hostility of local authorities. It is true that Eisenhower never publicly or personally embraced the fundamental demand of African Americans for equal justice, but he did use his power to aid rather than halt the work of a courageous generation of civil rights crusaders who were just emerging onto the American scene.

Third, Eisenhower established a distinctive model of presidential leadership that Americans—now more than ever—ought to study. We might call it the disciplined presidency. Raised in a strict and frugal family and trained for a career of soldiering, Ike believed that discipline was the key to success. Not only did he apply discipline to his own person, maintaining his weight at a trim 175 pounds and quitting a four-pack-a-day cigarette habit overnight, but discipline infused his governing style. Coming into Truman’s disorganized and improvisational White House, Eisenhower imposed order on it, establishing clear rules of procedure. Each Monday he met with leaders from Congress; Wednesday he held his weekly press conference with the print, radio, and (after January 1955) television reporters; Thursdays he chaired the National Security Council; Fridays he met with his cabinet.

Truman did not convene his NSC often, and Kennedy simply dismissed it. Eisenhower, by contrast, endowed the NSC with enormous importance. He used the weekly meetings of this body to craft, review, and approve policies. In his eight years in office, the NSC met 366 times, and Eisenhower was present at 329 of those meetings—a 90 percent attendance rate. It is easy to lampoon this bureaucratic drudgery, but for Eisenhower good government required such constant focus. “Plans are worthless, but planning is everything,” he often remarked. “If you haven’t been planning, you can’t start to work, intelligently at least.” In the hour of crisis Ike wanted a disciplined, well-trained staff and system already in place, ready to work.15

Discipline carried over into Eisenhower’s approach to the economy and defense. A champion of the free market, Ike told Americans that prosperity would come only to those who worked hard and made sacrifices; the government would do no more than clear a path so that individual Americans could demonstrate their God-given talents. It is no accident that Eisenhower’s closest friends were self-made millionaires who, like him, had started out in life with little. He also told Americans they needed discipline to wage and win the cold war. From his first inaugural to his Farewell Address, he insisted that to prevail in the struggle against global communism, Americans needed to demonstrate vigilance and steadfast purpose. They needed to pay taxes, serve in the military, and rally to the defense of their country. They needed to spend wisely on defense so as not to jeopardize the health of the economy or trigger inflation. Most significant, he believed, the American system could endure only if citizens willingly imposed self-discipline and prepared themselves to bear the common burden of defending free government. Americans like to think of themselves as the inheritors of Athenian democracy, but Eisenhower, a soldier-statesman who believed his nation faced a dire threat from a hostile ideology, also drew inspiration from the martial virtues of Sparta.16

Ike’s insistence on vigilance, discipline, restraint, and individual self-reliance sometimes worked against him politically. He was never comfortable in the role of a purely partisan leader. He did have strong views on many issues, and he presented himself at election time as a conservative, small-government, budget-balancing Republican. But he considered the president a national leader, above the partisan fracas. This tendency to leave the job of party politics to others got him in trouble. In the elections of 1954, 1956, and 1958 Republicans lost 68 seats in the House and 17 seats in the Senate, and Eisenhower had no good answer for this implosion. When Democrats attacked him from late 1957 on for his alleged lapses on a series of issues, from national defense to economic growth and social programs, Eisenhower failed to mount an effective partisan rebuttal to these charges. In 1960 Senator John Kennedy got a jump-start in the presidential campaign, running against the allegedly cold and complacent Republican Party, and nimbly raced to victory.

Yet one of the reasons Americans admired Eisenhower was his indifference to narrow party advantage. Though voters put Democrats in charge of Congress, they loved Eisenhower: he garnered an astonishing average approval rating of 65 percent during his eight years in office, higher than Ronald Reagan (53 percent) or Bill Clinton (55 percent). More striking, Eisenhower found support in both parties. Over eight years, 50 percent of Democrats approved of his performance. In our more polarized times, such cross-party affinity is rare. On average only 23 percent of Democrats approved of George W. Bush during his eight years in office, while a mere 14 percent of Republicans offered their approval of Barack Obama during his two terms. Eisenhower had that rarest of gifts in politics: he brought Americans together.17

•  •  •

And so we come back to that scene on the deck of the Williamsburg depicted so movingly by Captain Beach, a scene filled with pathos and deep humanity, and in a way the perfect metaphor for the Age of Eisenhower. There sat the most powerful man in the world, relaxed in a circle of wounded soldiers, men who had given so much for their country, men who would never be whole again. It was a moment of quiet intimacy, a gathering of brothers. “I know these men,” Ike had said.

These kindred spirits felt bound to one another not by their desire for power or their yearning for material rewards or their partisan affiliation. Instead, these men formed a family because of their belief in the ennobling act of personal sacrifice and public service. In their midst, Ike drew their attention not to the benefits they could now expect from their government but to the additional role they must play as exemplars of the American spirit. Nothing could more perfectly capture the hopes and the enduring appeal of the Age of Eisenhower.
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DUTY



CHAPTER 1




Ascent

“The homely old saw had proved to be true: in the United States, any boy can grow up to be president.”

I

“NO PRESIDENT HAD EVER HAD so little experience of politics and so little firsthand experience of American life” as Dwight D. Eisenhower, asserted the veteran political journalist Marquis Childs in his 1958 book, The Captive Hero. And many critics echoed this claim: after a long career in the protective, isolated world of the American military, including lengthy postings overseas in Panama, the Philippines, and Europe, Eisenhower, upon taking office as president, knew little about the basic rhythms of ordinary American life and was unschooled in the ways of politics.1

True, Eisenhower had spent his adult life in the hierarchical, rule-bound world of the army, and he’d never been elected to anything in his life. But Childs was doubly wrong. Eisenhower was intimately familiar with the nature of rural American life, having been raised by God-fearing, dutiful, and frugal parents in the Kansas farmlands, and he left Kansas at the age of 20 to enter upon a career in the most political of institutions, the U.S. Army, in which he rose, over many years of patient labor, to a position of preeminence.

His humble origins and his extensive leadership experience were the twin sources of Eisenhower’s popular appeal and his political success. He had deep roots in Middle America, of which he remained proud and by which he set his moral compass. At the same time he learned how to operate in, and finally dominate, a massive bureaucracy filled with ambitious egos hungry for glory. As Garry Wills memorably wrote, Eisenhower made his ascent to power by climbing “a slippery ladder of bayonets.”2

Not only did he achieve greatness in the American armed services; during the Second World War he asserted control over the British Army as well, forging its fractious, skeptical generals into a cohesive fighting force alongside the Americans. Together—and under his command—they defeated the Germans. His leadership of the combined Allied armies in Western Europe required vision, patience, compromise, goodwill, and inexhaustible persistence: precisely the skills that prepared him for the White House. As chief of staff of the U.S. Army just after the war, he faced huge problems of winding down the national military establishment while retooling for a global cold war. For four years he was president of Columbia University, where he navigated the complexities of academia. And in his final post before winning the presidency, as supreme commander of NATO, he directed 12 nations toward the common goal of mutual defense and rearmament.

Far from being inexperienced upon taking office in 1952, Eisenhower could reasonably look upon the presidency as a job for which he was extraordinarily well prepared—far more so certainly than his predecessor, Harry S. Truman, had been upon taking office after Franklin D. Roosevelt’s sudden death, and certainly more than his 43-year-old successor, John F. Kennedy, the junior senator from Massachusetts. Expressing supreme confidence in himself, Eisenhower jotted down this remarkable observation at the end of his first day in the Oval Office: “Plenty of worries and difficult problems. But such has been my portion for a long time—the result is that this just seems (today) like a continuation of all I’ve been doing since July 1941—even before that.”3

It is hard to imagine a man with a stronger sense of himself and his origins and a man as tested by war, the burdens of command, and the politics of world leadership as was Dwight D. Eisenhower on the day he took office as the 34th president of the United States.

II

There was nothing inevitable in this ascent. Eisenhower’s forebears had emigrated from the Susquehanna Valley of Pennsylvania to Abilene, Kansas, in 1878. They formed part of a colony of prosperous Mennonites who were searching for a new start in the wide-open plains of the West. The family patriarch, Jacob Eisenhower, a minister of the River Brethren Church, saw opportunity in Kansas and desired greater distance from the influence of modernity that was starting to encroach upon the Plain People of south-central Pennsylvania. In Abilene, Jacob bought hundreds of acres of rich farmland, built a large homestead with ample room for gatherings of his church flock, and settled into a life of farming and worship.

Jacob’s son David Eisenhower, not drawn to the rigors of a life on the land, hoped to establish himself in business. He spent a year at Lane University in Lecompton, Kansas, improving himself, learning Greek, and studying mechanics. At Lane he also met a pretty young woman whose family hailed from Virginia, Ida Elizabeth Stover. The two were married in the Lane University chapel in September 1885. David went into the dry-goods business in the nearby town of Hope. For two years the store succeeded, and David and Ida began to raise a family. But David lost interest in the store and moved his family to Texas in search of a new start. He found work in the small town of Denison. Just south of the Red River and the Oklahoma state line, Denison had been established only 20 years earlier and was little more than a huddle of buildings surrounding the intersection of rail lines on the Missouri-Kansas-Texas Railroad. Far from home and penniless, David and Ida had a third son, born on October 14, 1890. They named him David Dwight, and he was brought into the world in a rented home facing the railroad tracks in an isolated, rural Texas town, as far from the halls of power as an American could be at the turn of the century.4

David, Ida, and their three boys could endure the heat and the limited prospects of Denison for only two years. In early 1891 they moved back to Abilene, where David was embraced by the extended Eisenhower clan and employed as a mechanic by the large Belle Springs Creamery, a dairy-processing plant owned and operated by members of the Brethren Church community. Cautious about spending money, David raised his family in modest and at times difficult circumstances. Combining hard work with a devout faith, he and Ida built a stable and happy life, though they always lived close to the margins and never knew financial security.5

Abilene was a small frontier town with a population in 1892 of about 5,000. It had been settled by cattlemen in the 1850s to serve as the end point of the Chisholm Trail, along which millions of cattle were driven from ranches in Texas to stockyards and railheads in the heart of the country. Despite an early reputation as a town of loose morals and dangerous gunslingers (Wild Bill Hickok served as the sheriff in 1871), Abilene by the turn of the century had settled down to become a quiet mid-American small town, with a main street of handsome Victorian homes and a downtown of a few dozen brick buildings running north from the train depot and stockyards. No longer a rough outpost, Abilene then had 14 churches, four schools, paved main streets, a theater, two daily and four weekly newspapers, and was home to the Dickinson County Courthouse. The community valued modesty, piety, plain speaking, and family. Townspeople shared the view that hard work was a duty as well as proof of a person’s worth.

The Eisenhowers lived in a small, white clapboard two-story home at 201 Southeast 4th Street, with tall narrow windows and a slender ribbon of porch running along the front. The home sat on a three-acre parcel just a block south of the main rail line that marked a frontier of sorts: Eisenhower’s family lived on the wrong side of the tracks and would have had limited social interaction with the more affluent families. David’s job at the creamery demanded long hours, six days a week. Stern, religious, and diffident, David was “the breadwinner, Supreme Court and Lord High Executioner” of the family, his son later recalled. Ida provided quite a contrast. Vivacious, intellectually curious, and clever, her one year of college at Lane—almost unheard of among women in Kansas in the late 19th century—revealed her passion for learning. This she passed on to her six boys, to whom she dedicated her life.

But the Eisenhower household was no bevy of free-thinkers: as parents, David and Ida were disciplinarians, and family life revolved around work and Bible study. “Everybody I knew went to church,” Eisenhower remembered. “Social life was centered around the churches,” and in the Eisenhower family that meant close association with the Mennonite River Brethren community and its intense devotions. Every evening the family gathered in the small living room to listen as David read out loud from the family Bible. Later in life Ida and David both became Jehovah’s Witnesses, a sect devoted to Bible study, evangelism, and pacifism. Eisenhower knew his Scripture, yet it is noteworthy that after leaving home for the army, he did not attend church until 1953, when he joined the National Presbyterian Church in Washington and was baptized there at the age of 62.6

Eisenhower was the third son and known affectionately as “Little Ike.” His larger, older brother Edgar was “Big Ike.” Arthur, Edgar, Dwight, Roy, Earl, and Milton (another brother, Paul, died in infancy) shared two bedrooms; Eisenhower shared a bed with Roy. They all became successful in their chosen fields, the youngest, Milton, becoming one of the country’s leading academic administrators. A president of Kansas State University, Penn State, and Johns Hopkins, Milton served as Eisenhower’s closest and most intimate personal adviser for the duration of his presidency. The boys shared in the manual labor of the household, whether working in the vegetable gardens, doing chores, or attending to the animals the family kept in a barn. Eisenhower spent summer weekends selling home-grown vegetables from a cart he pulled up and down the residential streets, earning the family a few additional cents.

In these early years Eisenhower turned in an average performance in school. Intensely competitive and a gifted athlete—strong, agile, and quick—he ran with a group of South Side boys, defending the honor of his neighborhood against the wealthier and socially more prominent lads from north of the tracks. He bloodied a few noses in frequent scraps and developed prowess in boxing. He grew to a height of 5'10", tall for the time, and sported a shock of blond hair. Throughout his life he loved to be outdoors. His relationship with nature had nothing of the masculine, self-improvement hyperbole of Theodore Roosevelt or Robert Baden-Powell, two leading figures of the day then urging teenage boys to pursue the strenuous life as a way to build character. Eisenhower was simply a country boy who, when not working or in school, spent the happiest moments of his youth fishing, hunting, camping, or playing in the breezy vastness of the plains or along the banks of the shallow Smoky Hill River.

Like any boy who has grown up in the country, he always felt cooped up inside, and as president he yearned to get into the open air, whether on the golf course or on occasional fishing and hunting trips with friends. Eisenhower never tried to hide his humble country origins behind the accumulated honors of his stunningly successful career. “The life we had together,” he wrote, “had been complete, stimulating, and informative, with opportunity available to us for the asking. We had been poor, but one of the glories of America, at the time, was that we didn’t know it. It was a good, secure small-town life, and that we wanted for luxuries didn’t occur to any of us.”7

After he finished high school, Eisenhower went to work in the creamery alongside his father, a job he held for nearly two years. But this was not a fulfilling life for a smart, quietly ambitious young man. He wanted to go to college, inspired by his brother Edgar, who matriculated at the University of Michigan in 1909. Edgar’s tuition was paid for in part by Eisenhower’s wages at the creamery. The boys agreed that after a year they would switch places, with the older boy working to put the younger through a year at Ann Arbor. But Eisenhower was too impatient to wait for this long-term plan to unfold. In his 20th year, urged on by his friend Edward Everett “Swede” Hazlett Jr., who was planning to attend the Naval Academy, Eisenhower sought and gained admission to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point; he enrolled in June 1911, age 20 years and eight months. Here was his ticket out and up, into a world he could never have glimpsed from Abilene.8

III

He could not have known it at the time, but Eisenhower entered West Point at a propitious moment. In the coming three decades his class of 1915 provided many of the general officers for a rapidly expanding U.S. Army that would wage two world wars and grow into the most powerful military the world had ever seen. Of the 164 men who graduated in his class, 59 would rise to the rank of brigadier general or higher. Eisenhower and his friend and classmate Omar Bradley both attained the exalted rank of general of the army, a five-star general. In time their class was aptly named “the class the stars fell on.”

This rise to stardom, however, took a long time. For all his later glory, Eisenhower did not distinguish himself at West Point. He struggled with the Academy’s obsessive attitude toward discipline and rules, though he persevered. His years of manual labor in Abilene prepared him for the rigors of cadet training. Life at West Point, Eisenhower thought, “was hardest on those who were not used to exercise or who had been overindulged.” But he confessed to “a lack of motivation in almost everything other than athletics.” His one true passion, football, occupied most of his time. “It would be difficult to overemphasize the importance that I attached to participation in sports,” he later wrote, and yet this was a pleasure denied to him after suffering a knee injury in 1912, his second year at the Academy.

Though his playing days were over, he became a cheerleader for the football team, then the coach of the junior varsity squad. He showed great talent as a motivator and student of the game. He was inclined later in life to see football as a great school for leadership: “Perhaps more than any other sport, [football] tends to instill in men the feeling that victory comes through hard—almost slavish—work, team play, self-confidence.” His knee injury nearly cost him a commission in the army, but he had gained a reputation as a natural leader, despite his average academic performance. He graduated 61st in his class in June 1915 and in September received a commission as a second lieutenant in the U.S. Army, along with three months’ back pay and orders to report to Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio, Texas.9

The fates now conspired to deny Eisenhower the one thing that every officer silently yearns for to spur his advancement up the ranks: war. When he left West Point, his timing seemed perfect for a combat command. In 1915, the year Eisenhower received his commission, a German submarine sank the British passenger liner Lusitania, killing 128 Americans and putting America and Germany on course toward war. After further provocations from Germany, President Woodrow Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of war in April 1917—the start of America’s 30-year confrontation with German militarism.

For Eisenhower, the outbreak of war promised action, combat, and promotion. But when war came, he did not go to France; he went to Fort Oglethorpe in Georgia, to train officer candidates. He yearned for orders that would get him into the war, and they seemed in the offing when he was posted to Camp Meade in Maryland, there to train an engineering battalion. But Eisenhower’s organizational abilities had been noted, and instead of being shipped to Europe he went to Camp Colt in Gettysburg in the spring of 1918, where he was tasked with building a new Tank Corps. Rather than face the trials of the battlefield, he confronted the arduous duty of transforming a derelict outpost in the Pennsylvania countryside into a major training ground for men destined to be shipped to France.

“Now I really began to learn about responsibility,” he recalled. He had to find tents for his men; equip these rudimentary quarters with stoves, fuel, bedding, and food; and develop a training regimen for a Tank Corps that as yet did not even have tanks. In midsummer the camp received its first shipment of the new wonder weapons: three French-built Renaults, about seven tons in weight, without guns. To train the men, Eisenhower laconically wrote, “we improvised.” He became known as a rigid disciplinarian, but one who was fair and consistent. When he caught an officer cheating at cards, he had no doubts about what to do: the man was given a choice of immediate resignation or court-martial. More serious challenges came in September 1918, when Spanish influenza swept through the camp, leaving 175 men dead in just a week. Eisenhower now had to organize isolation tents, a hospital, a rotation of doctors, and a morgue.

On his 28th birthday Eisenhower was promoted to temporary lieutenant colonel, but his real present came the following month, in orders to ship out to France. Too late: the German Army was close to collapse, and on November 11 the war came to an end. It was a bitter disappointment to him. “I had missed the boat in the war we had been told would end all wars. . . . I was mad, disappointed, and resented the fact that the war had passed me by.”10

What was to become of an army major, the rank to which he now reverted, without combat experience, in a peacetime army? His prospects were limited, but it is a testament to Eisenhower’s talents that he rose even in these circumstances to a position of influence. Two factors worked for him: his own hard work and the support of some powerful patrons. His posting to Camp Meade led to an introduction made by a dashing, aristocratic officer named George S. Patton, whom Eisenhower had befriended, to one of the most influential and respected men in the interwar army, Brig. Gen. Fox Conner. As operations officer for the American Expeditionary Force during the war, Conner had won a reputation as one of the army’s finest minds and most respected senior officers. Eisenhower and Conner developed a strong relationship based on mutual admiration, and Conner adopted Eisenhower as a protégé. When Conner was sent to the Panama Canal Zone to command the 20th Infantry Brigade at Camp Gaillard and oversee the U.S. military presence in this new vital waterway, he got Eisenhower assigned to him as his executive officer.

From January 1922 to September 1924, under Conner’s command, Eisenhower burnished his reputation as a hard-driving, exacting officer who brooked no slouching from the men. When he was not working or shooing bats and insects out of his vine-covered quarters at Camp Gaillard, Eisenhower read texts assigned to him by the deep-thinking Conner. Under the general’s guidance Eisenhower sweated out the tropical evenings in his tin-roof barracks devouring the classics of strategy, including Carl von Clausewitz’s complex treatise On War, the memoirs of Napoleon, and campaign histories of the American Civil War. He even dove into Plato and Nietzsche, borrowing books from Conner’s splendid personal library. After their daily duties were complete, the two spent many hours exchanging ideas and provocations about history, philosophy, and leadership. These sessions were invaluable to Eisenhower, and he later acknowledged Conner’s enormous impact on his intellectual development. He was therefore supremely well-prepared for the yearlong course in strategic studies he took at the Command and General Staff School at Fort Leavenworth in 1925–26. At the end of the year Eisenhower graduated first in his class.11

In July 1926 Eisenhower marked an important milestone: the 10th anniversary of his marriage to a slender blue-eyed beauty named Mamie Geneva Doud. He had fallen for her when he was just a year out of West Point and she just 18. They met in San Antonio, where Mamie’s well-to-do family spent part of the year; her father had made a prosperous living in the meat-processing industry and also owned a large home in Denver. Mamie and Eisenhower were married in the Doud home in July 1916.

It proved a wonderful match. Though they had few resources—Eisenhower’s pay was paltry, and despite small subventions from Mamie’s father, they lived in cramped officers’ quarters for years—they were both outgoing and warm, a pair that collected friends and hosted parties with eager, unfeigned pleasure. “She was not technically beautiful,” one portraitist wrote. “Her nose was a millimeter too long, her mouth too generous, and her shining brown hair swirled down her high forehead in a curious untamed style of her own. On the other hand, her long-lashed eyes were the dark blue of a piece of sky reflected in a well, and her skin actually seemed translucent.” Though fragile-looking, she possessed “the warm earthiness of the people of the western plains and mountains. She was restful to be with, yet her enthusiasm for life was expressed in constant movement, so that she rippled in the breeze of her own excitement.” In Mamie, Eisenhower had found a vital partner, a woman of energy, charm, and sociability who devoted herself to his career.12

Their happiness was touched by tragedy in the late winter of 1920, when their three-year-old son, Doud Dwight, whom they had nicknamed Icky, contracted scarlet fever. The young couple had been amassing armfuls of Christmas presents and putting them under a spindly Christmas tree in their cramped Camp Meade quarters. But the gifts were to remain unwrapped, for by Christmas Day Icky’s condition had worsened, his fever soared, and he drifted in and out of consciousness. In the early hours of January 2, 1921, he died. Eisenhower’s own words, written almost a half century later, capture his despair: “I do not know how others have felt when facing the same situation, but I have never known such a blow. Within a week he was gone. I didn’t know what to do. . . . This was the greatest disappointment and disaster in my life, the one I have never been able to forget completely. Today when I think of it, even now as I write of it, the keenness of our loss comes back to me as fresh and as terrible as it was in that long dark day soon after Christmas, 1920.”13

“For a long time,” Mamie would reveal many years later, “it was as if a shining light had gone out in Ike’s life.” She too was shattered, as a plaintive letter to her parents, written three weeks after Icky’s death, reveals: “I find the hardest time is when I go to bed and I can’t tuck him in—and the many times I think I hear him in the night.” Not until August 1922, with the birth of their son John, did the Eisenhower family begin to feel whole again. But every year on Icky’s birthday, Eisenhower sent Mamie a bouquet of roses.14

The Conner connection that had taken Eisenhower to Panama continued to open doors. Conner secured for Eisenhower a position working for Gen. John “Black Jack” Pershing, the commander of American forces in the First World War, who by 1927 was directing the American Battle Monuments Commission. This organization erected cemeteries and monuments across Western Europe to memorialize and honor America’s fallen servicemen, and Pershing asked Eisenhower to prepare its official guidebook. This job gave him the opportunity to work with the army’s most senior officer and to earn a glowing commendation letter from Pershing that referred to Eisenhower’s “superior ability” and “unusual intelligence.” He also made the acquaintance of a man whose name he had often heard praised by General Conner: Col. George C. Marshall, whose star was on the rise.

After further academic training at the Army War College in Washington, D.C.—from whose yearlong course he graduated first in his class in 1928—Eisenhower went to Paris to continue his work for Pershing’s Battle Monuments Commission. It was a heavenly 14 months for Eisenhower, Mamie, and young John. They lived in an apartment on the rue d’Auteuil, in the western part of the city, near the Bois de Boulogne. Eisenhower and Mamie entertained often, drawing on the large American community in Paris for social company. They half-heartedly studied a little French and spent a good deal of time on the road visiting military cemeteries and monuments on behalf of the commission. One memorable holiday junket with Maj. William Gruber and his wife, Helen, in late summer of 1929 took them through Belgium, Germany, and Switzerland. Traveling in a rented Buick, drinking plenty of wine along the way, staying in country hotels, and picnicking on the roadside, they especially enjoyed the Rhine Valley. Eisenhower found the countryside of Bonn, Coblenz, Heidelberg, and Konstanz “gorgeous,” with its vistas of pine woods, hills, and castles. The couple was entranced, he noted in his journal of the trip, by “the people as well as beautiful landscapes.” Everywhere they went, they were met with courtesy and kindness. “We like Germany!” he gushed.15

Eisenhower could not know it then, but he would return to these same lovely landscapes 15 years later as the commander of a gigantic armed force set upon destruction and conquest.

IV

If Fox Conner, in his dank quarters in Panama, had given Eisenhower a graduate seminar in strategy, the 1930s would immerse this talented but unfulfilled officer—now nearing 40 years old, he’d been a major for ten years—in another kind of learning: the bureaucratic and institutional politics of Washington, D.C. In the fall of 1929, Eisenhower was assigned as an aide to Brig. Gen. George Van Horn Moseley, then serving as executive assistant to Frederick Payne, assistant secretary of war. After a delightful but marginal assignment in France, Eisenhower was able to observe and participate in the making of national defense policy. “Except for the fact that I do not like to live in a city,” he confided to his diary, “I am particularly pleased with this detail. The General is alert and energetic and certainly enjoys a fine reputation for accomplishment in the Army. I am also looking forward to the opportunity of learning something about the economic and industrial conditions that will prevail in this country in the event of a major war.”16

For two years Ike studied the problems of industrial mobilization in wartime, the start of a lifelong concern with the problem of America’s military preparedness. In the late 1920s the U.S. Army was in dreadful shape, with barely 120,000 men. (By comparison, Eisenhower would have three million men under his command in Europe at the close of World War II.) Congress had slashed the army’s budget, and as a consequence the links between industry and the military procurement process had withered. All this would have to be restarted from scratch in the event of war. Ike labored valiantly in studying America’s industrial capabilities and the need for close government-industry cooperation in wartime. After months of inspection tours of factories, workshops, and rubber plantations, Eisenhower declared in a journal article published under the name of the assistant secretary that the most important lesson of the First World War was this: “When great nations resort to armed conflict today, the readiness of each to meet promptly the needs of its armed forces in munitions, and of its civilian population in the necessities of life, may well prove to be a decisive factor in the contest.” As early as 1930 he grasped the need for modern states to build a standing “military-industrial complex.”17

Eisenhower had a way of being noticed by senior officers, and by 1931 the new chief of staff of the U.S. Army, Gen. Douglas MacArthur, had come to see in Major Eisenhower a valuable talent. MacArthur was America’s leading soldier. He’d had a legendary career at West Point, graduating first in his class in 1903. Fighting on the Western Front in World War I, he rose to the rank of brigadier general, won the Distinguished Service Cross twice, and earned the Silver Star for valor in action seven times. He had served as superintendent of West Point, did a tour of duty in the Philippines, and in 1930, though the youngest major general in the army, became chief of staff. MacArthur was an impressive figure, but he was also egotistic, vainglorious, and somewhat operatic, besotted with his own self-made legend and sensitive to the least slight. Eisenhower found him “forceful” and “blessed with a fast and facile mind.” But he disdained MacArthur’s obsession with politics. Most officers tried hard to respect the line drawn by tradition between politics and the military, while MacArthur “chose to ignore it.” As a result Eisenhower’s duties under the chief of staff began “to verge on the political, even to the edge of partisan politics.” Over time, close association with MacArthur provided Eisenhower with a role model of the kind of military leader he did not want to be.18

In 1931 MacArthur gave Eisenhower the job of writing the army’s annual report, then rewarded him with a commendation for his work and roped him into his entourage. Ike was now ensconced in the higher reaches of the military, but he paid a price for his proximity to the ostentatious chief of staff. In the summer of 1932 MacArthur brazenly led the army into the streets of southeast Washington to evict 20,000 destitute war veterans who were demanding payment of back wages for their war service. Eisenhower counseled him against using army troops as policemen. “By this time,” he recalled, “our relationship was fairly close, close enough that I felt free to object. I told him that the matter could easily become a riot and I thought it highly inappropriate for the Chief of Staff of the Army to become involved.” MacArthur ignored this wise advice and ordered Eisenhower to don his uniform, mount up, and ride along with him to conduct the operation.

MacArthur’s assault on the “Bonus Army” led to disaster. Ignoring orders from the secretary of war not to provoke a larger confrontation by crossing the bridge over the Anacostia River, MacArthur led his cavalry forces directly into the encampments. Federal troops were thus turned on the former military men in the streets of the nation’s capital, and the huts of the protestors were set ablaze. The event haunted Eisenhower for years, and though he obediently wrote MacArthur’s official report of the incident, he privately railed against the chief’s lack of restraint. “The whole scene was pitiful,” he felt.19

Eisenhower’s value to the chief of staff was so great that he was given increasingly large tasks to perform, as MacArthur lobbied Congress heavily for increased army budgets. It was hard going, and four years of intense work in the War Department took a terrible toll on Eisenhower’s health: severe back problems and attacks of abdominal pain—the start of a long affliction that would finally be diagnosed as ileitis—left him exhausted. But with Eisenhower helping him, MacArthur got results, and the fate of the armed services slightly improved under his leadership. After an unprecedented five years as chief of staff, MacArthur received orders in 1935 to go to the Philippines to create a new army for the soon-to-be-independent nation. He had no doubt which officer he wanted to serve as his military adviser.

Eisenhower endured a difficult four-year tour in the Philippines under MacArthur. The task he had been set, to plan for the construction of a Philippine army and the defense of the islands, was almost impossible, since the Philippine government had no money to pay for such a force, nor did it have any sort of military tradition or infrastructure from which to begin. Eisenhower had to devise a 10-year plan for training an officer corps, building up a reserve, equipping this armed force with everything from uniforms and rifles to aircraft, designing a network of training facilities, and putting together a curriculum for officers: all without the needed funds. MacArthur left the work to Eisenhower while he basked in the adulation that came to a man of high rank. (He managed to appoint himself field marshal of the nonexistent Philippine army.) MacArthur loved a stage, and Eisenhower, on a 15-man staff, was obliged to serve as audience while the general fulminated about President Roosevelt or bored his subalterns with soliloquies about his West Point days. MacArthur may have been America’s most distinguished soldier in these years, but his patronage did Eisenhower little good as long as he was stuck in the Pacific, without a combat command, drafting plans for a phony army that would never see the light of day. “The sooner I get out of here, the better I’ll like it!” he privately wrote.20

World events would soon reshape Eisenhower’s career path. In early September 1939, sitting in a friend’s living room in Manila, Eisenhower heard a crackling, barely audible radio broadcast from London, carrying an astonishing message from Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain. In a voice that was “stricken” with defeat and sorrow, Chamberlain declared that all his peacemaking overtures to Hitler had failed. His country was at war with Germany. Though a tragedy for the world loomed, Eisenhower must secretly have rejoiced. “I hoped a field command awaited me,” he admitted. The task ahead was one “for which all my life I had been preparing.”21

V

When war broke out in Europe in September 1939, Eisenhower was a 49-year-old lieutenant colonel stuck in a distant outpost in the Pacific. Less than three years later, in June 1942, General Eisenhower took command of the entire European Theater of Operations in the war with Germany. Some contemporaries expressed wonder and sheer bafflement at this meteoric rise to fame and power by the once-obscure staff officer who had never commanded troops in the field. Yet inside the armed forces and in Washington, D.C., Eisenhower had developed a reputation for planning brilliance, hard work, supreme organizational skills, and personal qualities of tact, loyalty, devotion to duty, and optimism. Eisenhower himself said it best: he had been preparing all his life for this moment, and he would make the most of it.

First he had to get out of the Philippines as fast as possible. He begged MacArthur to let him transfer to a combat command, and MacArthur, perhaps now seeing in Eisenhower a rival, seemed glad to be rid of him. Pulling strings with friends in the States, Ike secured an appointment to the 15th Infantry Regiment at Fort Lewis in Washington State. He kept moving up, first to chief of staff of the 3rd Division at Fort Lewis, and in March 1941 to chief of staff to the IX Corps. With that post came a promotion to colonel. But he had no time to rest on his laurels. In June he became the Third Army’s chief of staff, with orders to relocate to San Antonio.

With war in Asia and Europe brewing, the U.S. Army at last roused itself from its long interwar slumber and began to knock off the rust of two decades. Congress, which in September 1940 had passed legislation creating the country’s first peacetime draft, reluctantly extended the law in August 1941. Millions of young men were now registering for what would soon become a huge expansion of the armed forces. As Third Army chief of staff, Eisenhower had to prepare these raw recruits for real fighting. In the late summer of 1941 he staged a military exercise in the swampy Louisiana backwoods, a war game that involved half a million men and 19 divisions in a mock clash between two armies, spread out over 3,400 square miles. Eisenhower’s staff work helped lead to a smashing victory by his Third Army forces, and it also got him his first star. He was promoted to brigadier general on October 3, 1941. Powerful figures in Washington took note.

Certainly the new army chief of staff, Gen. George C. Marshall, noticed. Marshall, the man identified by Fox Conner a decade earlier as the army’s finest officer, had begun to assemble the brightest minds he could find to staff the War Plans Division in Washington. Just days after the December 7, 1941, attack on Pearl Harbor, Marshall ordered Eisenhower to report for duty in the nation’s capital. After a brief stint as the deputy of war plans under his friend Brig. Gen. Leonard “Gee” Gerow, Eisenhower took the helm as chief of the War Plans Division in February 1942. The appointment was reported by the New York Times, the first time Eisenhower had his picture in that paper.22

Once again Eisenhower had been snatched up by a powerful patron—first Conner, then Pershing, MacArthur, and now Marshall—who needed his competence, his hard work, and above all his confidence in making large decisions. Marshall placed enormous trust in Eisenhower, and Ike always honored him for it. “I must have assistants who will solve their own problems,” Marshall told him, “and tell me later what they have done.” The historian of Eisenhower’s presidency can draw a direct line between these words and Eisenhower’s own management style as chief executive, when he too would look for powerful and confident lieutenants and allow them the freedom to run their own departments.23

Marshall and Eisenhower made a dynamic team, among the best general officers the U.S. Army ever produced. The two men collaborated in developing America’s grand strategy for the war. The United States faced the awful dilemma of choosing between fighting Japan or Germany, for it could not engage both fully right away. With MacArthur pinned down by the Japanese invasion of the Philippines and desperately short of everything, the temptation to try to rescue the American and European position in the Pacific was powerful. But Marshall’s new chief of war plans saw the larger picture. “We’ve got to go to Europe to fight, and we’ve got to quit wasting resources all over the world, and still worse, wasting time,” Eisenhower confided to his diary. “If we’re to keep Russia in, save the Middle East, India and Burma, we’ve got to begin slugging with air at West Europe, to be followed by a land attack as soon as possible.”24

President Franklin Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill, meeting in Washington for three weeks from December 22, 1941, to January 14, 1942, reached the same conclusion, but translating this broad idea into operations would prove immensely complex. To speed things up, Eisenhower had his War Plans Office flesh out the “Germany-first” plan. The first stage would be a massive buildup of U.S. forces in Britain, code-named Bolero, followed by a cross-channel invasion of France. General Marshall tried to sell the plan to the British, who were apprehensive about rushing onto the continent too quickly with too few resources. As Anglo-American strategic conferences fought over the precise timetable and direction of the cross-channel attack, Eisenhower sketched out the creation of a European Theater of Operations, supervised by a London-based Allied headquarters. In June, after showing Marshall the plans he had devised, the chief of staff assigned Ike “the biggest American job of the war”: he was to become commander of the entire Allied war effort against Hitler.25

On June 24, 1942, Major General Eisenhower arrived in London and assumed command of the Allied war in Europe. He started his tour of duty in typical Eisenhower fashion, as the New York Times wryly noted: he “talked informally off the record with British and American correspondents, giving an excellent demonstration of the art of being jovially outspoken without saying much of anything.”26

VI

Eisenhower’s three years in command of the Allied armies in Europe featured an almost unimaginable series of crises, decisions, conflicts of personality, disappointments, and setbacks. Yet with perseverance and exhausting effort, and the heroic sacrifice of millions of soldiers from dozens of nations, Eisenhower led the Allied forces to victory over Germany. These were years that could have broken any man; they certainly took a terrible toll on Eisenhower’s health. Yet he came through the ordeal as a revered, universally acclaimed military leader, a man recognized for his decisiveness, tact, unfailing goodwill, penetrating intelligence, and absolute commitment to victory. In preparing him for a future career as a political leader and commander in chief of the United States, the war years steeled him as no other experience could have done.

As the military leader of a multinational alliance, Eisenhower faced a preeminently political task: to fuse together the British and American military establishments, with their wholly contrasting traditions, organizations, and operational doctrines, into an effective fighting force. Such an amalgamation proved enormously difficult for, as historian Max Hastings has recently shown, American opinion toward the British in mid-1942 was low indeed. The Americans thought the British were shy of fighting after their licking at Dunkirk in May 1940, and British reluctance to open up a second front in France sustained this opinion. One English visitor in America declared that “anti-British feeling was beyond belief,” especially among senior army officers.27

Eisenhower had to reverse this tide, quickly. Upon his arrival in London he set the tone in terms that would come to mark the Eisenhower style. In his first day on the job, he demanded “that an atmosphere of the utmost earnestness coupled with determined enthusiasm and optimism characterize every member of this staff . . . that pessimism and defeatism not be tolerated, and that any person who could not rise above the recognized obstacles and bitter prospects that lie in store for us has no recourse but to ask for instant release from this theatre.”28

The British high command placed the first obstacles in Eisenhower’s path. Churchill had very definite ideas about how the war should be run. He wanted to attack the “soft underbelly” of the enemy in the Mediterranean, North Africa, and Italy. Eisenhower and Marshall strongly opposed this plan, which they considered a diversion of men and resources into a theater with little real strategic significance. Victory must come by slaying the German dragon in its lair, namely, Germany. But Churchill and his military commanders, especially the Chief of the Imperial General Staff Gen. (later Field Marshal) Alan Brooke, would not relent. In any case, it had become clear that Eisenhower’s favored alternative, an immediate cross-Channel attack in France, would not be ready in 1942. Roosevelt ordered his generals to stand down. The Americans had to get into the fight somewhere, and in 1942 it would be in North Africa. Eisenhower now had to lead Operation Torch, the invasion of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, a plan against which he had vociferously fought.29

All this was unknown to the wider world, of course. Publicly Eisenhower cultivated the image of a sturdy American fighting man, all business and little fun. The press played up these traits: a profile of the general on the eve of the North African campaign described him as “tall and lean with hard muscles around his jaws and lips that can straighten into an Archimedean line, blue eyes that glint like marbles—he is as tough as hell.” The reporter wrote that the general was known informally as “Ike,” the nickname he’d had since childhood. “He is the best liked and least social of any American officer in London. The town is full of stories about him, but hardly anyone outside military circles knows him.” Early in his London tour he ceased attending clubs and social events, seeing such frivolity as time-consuming and wasteful. “He has established the seven-day week for his officers and eliminated any idea of the eight-hour working day.” The press relished Eisenhower’s public persona as a driven, tough, relentless military mastermind.30

It was hard to live up to the hype. The North African campaign, once under way in November 1942, did not go well. Within days of the landings in Morocco and Algeria, Eisenhower had to make a political judgment that nearly upended his career. By welcoming into the ranks of the Allies the collaborationist French leader Adm. François Darlan, who was in North Africa at the time of the invasion, Eisenhower seemed to be coddling the enemy and rewarding the treacherous behavior of Frenchmen who had made common cause with Hitler. Eisenhower’s view was simple: Darlan’s popularity in North Africa meant that the French Army, which deeply resented the Anglo-American invasion of their empire, would come over to the Allies without further bloodshed, allowing Eisenhower to turn on the real enemy, the Germans, all the more swiftly. But at home and in Britain, Eisenhower’s “Darlan deal” triggered a good deal of negative press.31

More important, Eisenhower’s operational plan in North Africa was unduly cautious and slow, giving the Germans ample time to counter the invasion and reinforce Tunisia. Terrible weather, a thin supply line, inexperienced troops, and a chaotic command structure slowed progress. It would take seven months of heavy fighting to gain control there, and the Germans made the green American soldiers pay dearly. The British generals sharpened their knives: According to General Brooke, Eisenhower was “at a loss as to what to do, and allowed himself to be absorbed in the political situation at the expense of the tactical.” In late December, Brooke huffed in his diary, “Eisenhower as a general is hopeless! He submerges himself in politics and neglects his military duties.”32

Still, Eisenhower retained the confidence of the men who mattered. On January 23, 1943, General Marshall visited him in his headquarters in Algiers and reaffirmed his belief in Eisenhower’s talents. Shocked by Eisenhower’s harried, anxious appearance, Marshall instructed Eisenhower’s naval aide, Capt. Harry Butcher, to “look after him. He is too valuable an officer to overwork himself.”33

Surviving the political and military missteps of North Africa, Eisenhower was now saddled with another operation he opposed: the invasion of Italy. This too reflected British strategic interests, asserted at the Casablanca conference in January 1943, and was another waste of precious resources. But once committed to it, Eisenhower toiled to make it work. The invasion of Sicily and the southern tip of the Italian peninsula during July–September 1943 featured many of the same mistakes made in North Africa. The Americans lacked daring, relied instead on a slow buildup of materiel before taking decisive action, and again the Germans escaped a decisive engagement. Eisenhower was not above self-criticism. In August 1943, with Sicily just about fully in Allied hands, he was still assessing previous operations and identifying mistakes. “The trouble with Ike,” Butcher noted, “is that he has no harness for his brain cells. They keep poring over problems both real and imaginary as ants swarm over an anthill.”34

By the end of 1943 Eisenhower’s forces had been fighting in the European theater for over a year but had yet to land a mortal blow on the German Army. Even so, Eisenhower emerged as a popular public figure, in large part because of his excellent relations with the press and his candid, upbeat personality. He was the embodiment of Allied unity and optimism. His zeal in waging a war for freedom never waned, and the public could see the sincerity of his commitment. “In no other war in history,” he wrote to his friend Swede Hazlett in a letter typical of his unfeigned devotion to the cause, “has the issue been so distinctly drawn between the forces of arbitrary oppression on the one side, and on the other those conceptions of individual liberty, freedom and dignity under which we have been raised in our great Democracy.” He confessed he had become “a crusader in this war.”35

The press became devoted to Eisenhower, in large part because he confided in journalists and trusted them to act as his partners rather than his enemies. Butcher called Eisenhower “the keenest in dealing with the press I’ve ever seen, and I have met a lot of them, many of whom are phonies.” Even the skeptical British commanders respected him and liked him more than any other American general (most of whom they openly loathed). With Marshall too valuable as chief of staff to be sent to the field command he yearned for, Roosevelt made the obvious choice to place the invasion of France in Eisenhower’s hands. “Well, Ike, you’re going to command Overlord,” Roosevelt casually told him in the backseat of an armored Cadillac in Cairo in December 1943. It was the biggest command job of the war. Eisenhower earned it through his competent management of the troops, his disciplined strategic focus, and his scrupulously fair treatment of his resentful and frequently embittered British allies. Overlord was the turning point in Eisenhower’s career. The fame and accolades he earned leading the invasion of France in 1944 and then the final assault on Germany in 1944–45 transformed him into the face of American victory and set spinning the wheels of fortune that would carry him to the White House precisely nine years after being told of his new command.36

In planning the invasion of France, Eisenhower’s skill and experience shone. Not only did he attack the operation with his usual logistical and planning talent, but he had to fight strong headwinds from none other than Churchill, who never liked the prospect of an invasion of France and thought it likely to end in disaster. By now Eisenhower was an old hand at dealing with strong personalities: his days were full of exchanges with men such as Patton and the always difficult British combat commander Gen. Bernard Montgomery, to say nothing of Churchill and Roosevelt. In planning for Overlord Ike revealed a growing confidence in himself and his powers as supreme commander. He fought ferociously with the British and American air services, demanding that they limit assaults on Germany and instead dedicate air power to destroying rail lines into Normandy. He fought with Churchill and Brooke, who still wanted to keep pressing in Italy when he wanted troops diverted from the Mediterranean for Overlord. He fought with everyone to get more landing craft to carry as large a force as possible onto the Normandy beaches, even though this required him to delay the operation for an additional month.

Tellingly, he won these battles and imposed his will on the operation. He was consumed with the challenges of directing 6,000 ships that would carry 150,000 soldiers across miles of roiling sea to be thrown against mines, tank obstacles, barbed wire, and concrete bunkers filled with thousands of well-prepared German defenders. In conference with his commanders and in public, he exuded confidence, but privately he agonized. “No one who does not have to bear the specific and direct responsibility of making the final decision as to what to do,” he wrote three days before D-Day, “can understand the intensity of these burdens.”37

He could occasionally lay down these heavy cares at the small home he occupied, called Telegraph Cottage, hidden in the then-remote suburbs southwest of London, near Richmond Park. Here he found time to unwind, play cards with his band of devoted aides, listen to records, stroll in the garden, and rest. In those days at Telegraph Cottage, among his ersatz family, he developed an amorous reliance on his pretty Irish driver and helpmate Kay Summersby. At a time of immense stress and anxiety, Eisenhower welcomed the attentions and ministrations of this lively young woman who gave him something else to think about than war. It is unknown if their friendship ever became sexual; the story is veiled by the fog of war. To say that they were for a time devoted to and dependent on one another is enough. The supreme commander did not live like a viceroy, nor behave like one. He was no MacArthur. He knew at any moment a turn in the fortunes of war would bring him ignominy and defeat, and he seemed never to forget the “grisly, dirty, tough business” that lay ahead.38

Eisenhower’s burdens hardly abated once the Normandy landings began in June 1944. Overlord started auspiciously, and within three weeks over a million Allied soldiers were ashore in France. But 60 divisions of well-trained and determined Germans did not break and run. It took all summer until a combination of overwhelming air, artillery, and ground assaults shattered the German defenses; by September 1944 France was cleared of Germans, Paris had been liberated, and the Allies had pushed on into Belgium. But an inexcusable delay in seizing the vital river approaches to the port of Antwerp meant that until November 1944, Allied armies could not be resupplied except by vehicles from the Normandy beachheads. Without fuel, weapons, and replacement soldiers, progress ground to a halt, and the Allied armies bogged down in a long winter war on Germany’s doorstep. The war that Eisenhower hoped might end by Christmas had another six months left.

Hitler’s fateful gamble in December 1944—the counteroffensive through the thinly defended Ardennes Forest in eastern Belgium that would go down as the Battle of the Bulge—confronted Eisenhower with his last great test of the war. Hitler sent a quarter of a million troops into a weak American sector, hoping to divide the Allied armies, race to the sea, and retake Antwerp. For perhaps six days the situation was dangerous, though not catastrophic. Eisenhower’s cool handling of the crisis revealed yet again that by the end of 1944 he had learned how to manage such moments without succumbing to panic. He “acted instantly and with the greatest vigor,” according to his admiring chief of staff, Gen. Walter Bedell “Beetle” Smith. If Eisenhower was surprised by the attack, it was because its chances of success were so slim. Hitler’s westward penetration created a menacing bulge in the Allied line, but it also opened up both German flanks to counterattack, as Eisenhower anticipated. “It is easier and less costly to us to kill Germans when they are attacking than when they are holed up in concrete fortifications in the Siegfried Line,” he assured Butcher. “The more we can kill in their present offensive, the fewer we will have to dig out pillbox by pillbox.”39

With fighter-bombers pummeling the Germans from the air and a stalwart American defense on the ground, especially at surrounded Bastogne, the bulge was contained, then destroyed. This was desperate fighting in freezing temperatures, with a terrible harvest of lives. But it was the endgame: failure in the Ardennes cost Hitler dearly. Since D-Day the Germans had lost 400,000 casualties, while 860,000 soldiers had surrendered. If victory in Normandy had ensured the liberation of France, victory in the Ardennes ensured the defeat of the Third Reich. By January 1945 Eisenhower could say that he had broken Hitler’s army in the West.

The operations in March and April 1945 would deliver the coup de grâce: after crossing the Rhine, Allied armies encircled the remaining German divisions in the Ruhr and snapped up 325,000 POWs. Eisenhower was brimming with confidence by now, exulting over the news from the front. Butcher said Ike acted like “a football coach whose team had just won a big victory and he couldn’t help talking about the accomplishments of his players.” Eisenhower wrote Swede Hazlett that he “knew on March 24”—when Allied forces crossed the Rhine—“that the enemy was absolutely whipped. . . . He had not the slightest chance from then on.” By the end of April the German Army had simply disintegrated and over a million soldiers surrendered. On April 30 Hitler shot himself. A week later Gen. Alfred Jodl, chief of the German Army’s General Staff, appeared at Eisenhower’s headquarters in Reims, France. At 2:41 a.m. on May 7 he signed the surrender, effective the next day. The war with Germany was over.40

In a typically unadorned telegram, Eisenhower reported to the Combined Chiefs of Staff the result of his campaign in Europe: “The mission of this Allied force was fulfilled at 0241 local time, May 7, 1945.” He and his staff retired at five o’clock in the morning. When Butcher looked in on Eisenhower a few hours later, he was in bed, awake, thumbing through the pages of a western pulp fiction novel titled Cartridge Carnival.41



CHAPTER 2




Star Power

“I haven’t the effrontery to say I wouldn’t be president.”

I

THROUGHOUT THREE TERRIBLE YEARS OF toil, Eisenhower had given himself over wholly to his role as leader of the Allied armies. From North Africa to Italy, France, and then Germany itself, he had worked inhumanly long hours and suffered from anxiety, back and stomach problems, hypertension, and rasping respiratory troubles, much aggravated by his smoking four packs of cigarettes a day. He had often daydreamed about retirement in letters to Mamie and his son John. Just before Christmas 1944 he wrote to Mamie, whom he had seen only once in two years, “I sometimes chuckle when I think of how much ‘talking’ you and I will have to do when this is all over. We’ll have to take a three month vacation on some lonely beach—and oh lordy, lordy, let it be sunny.”1

But if he imagined he could slip back into the quiet anonymity of his prewar days, he was wrong. His achievements were too great for that. Even the normally restrained chief of staff of the U.S. Army, General Marshall, exulted in his success, writing a glowing personal tribute to him on V-E Day: “You have completed your mission with the greatest victory in the history of warfare. You have commanded with outstanding success the most powerful military force that has ever been assembled. . . . You have made history, great history for the good of mankind.”2

Within days of the German surrender, Eisenhower’s headquarters filled up with congratulatory letters from heads of state, generals, friends, and citizens. Prominent among these was an invitation from the British prime minister to receive recognition from the people of London and to be named to the Order of Merit by King George VI. On June 12, 1945, Eisenhower traveled to London to receive the key of the city and to give an address at the bomb-shattered gothic Guildhall, the ancient seat of London’s lord mayor. Eisenhower worked on his Guildhall speech for three weeks, hoping to strike the right notes at this august occasion. He wanted to stress that the war had been won by soldiers, not generals. He wanted to acknowledge that Britons had suffered more acutely and fought longer than Americans during six years of war. And above all he wanted to emphasize that Britain and America together formed the bulwark of freedom that had vanquished tyranny. His instinct at this moment of great personal triumph was to share the glory with others.

The Guildhall had nearly been destroyed by the German incendiary raid of December 29, 1940, an attack that set much of the City on fire and nearly razed St. Paul’s Cathedral. The building had been hastily repaired, its roof still showing temporary patches covering gaping holes. Eisenhower was carried through the city streets in a phaeton drawn by two horses, with his wartime deputy commander, Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, at his side. The British government leaders, including Churchill, were there to welcome him.

As Eisenhower mounted the rostrum in the Great Hall, the audience of dignitaries offered him a thunderous ovation. In his speech, during which he struggled to master his emotions, he demonstrated the Eisenhower touch: gracious humility, plainspoken earnestness, and a willingness to give credit to others. “The high sense of distinction I feel upon receiving this great honor from the city of London is inescapably mingled with feelings of profound sadness,” he began, striking the somber note of a battle-weary commander. “Humility must always be the portion of any man who receives acclaim earned in the blood of his followers and the sacrifices of his friends.” The honors a warrior may win in battle “cannot hide in his memories the crosses marking the resting places of the dead. They cannot soothe the anguish of the widow or the orphan whose husband or father will not return.” It is impossible to imagine Patton or MacArthur sounding so mournful in this moment of high honor or deflecting the proffered acclaim onto the hallowed memory of fallen soldiers.

Eisenhower repaid the compliment London gave him by recalling the city’s tragic passage through the war. He praised the residents for their courage as they endured Hitler’s air attacks at a time when Americans were still oblivious to the great sacrifices the British were making. He recalled the shock of the green American soldiers who arrived in Britain and saw firsthand what war had done to this proud and defiant people. And he emphasized the common commitment of America and Britain to freedom. In a flourish that linked his humble hometown to the majestic British capital, he declared, “To preserve his freedom of worship, his equality before the law, his liberty to speak and act as he sees fit, subject only to the provision that we trespass not upon similar rights of others—the Londoner will fight. So will the citizen of Abilene!” The speech even melted the icy heart of one of Eisenhower’s most ferocious critics, Field Marshal Lord Alanbrooke, as he was now, who confided in his diary: “Ike made a wonderful speech, and impressed all hearers in the Guildhall including the Cabinet. . . . I had never realized that Ike was as big a man until I heard his performance today!”3

The warm and heartfelt adoration of London paled in comparison to the reception he received upon his return to the United States. On June 19 more than four million New Yorkers welcomed Eisenhower during a long open-car journey through the streets of the city. All the way down Fifth Avenue, then all the way up Broadway an avalanche of ticker tape and confetti rained down on the beaming general. It was at the time the largest parade crowd in the city’s history. Mayor Fiorello La Guardia proclaimed June 19 “Eisenhower Day” and declared a holiday for city employees, urging New Yorkers to hang flags and give the general a full-throated welcome. In his address at City Hall, Eisenhower paid tribute to the soldiers still on the battlefields of Asia, as well as the productive forces on the home front that had made victory in Europe possible. He insisted, “There is no greater pacifist than the regular officer. Any man who is forced to turn his attention to the horrors of the battlefield, to the grotesque shapes that are left there for the burying squad—he doesn’t want war. He never wants it.” And he called for a great effort to return the world to peace: “As I see it, peace is an absolute necessity to this world.” Americans “should be strong but we should be tolerant. We should be ready to defend our rights but we should be considerate and recognize the rights of the other man.” He had begun his transition from soldier to statesman.4

At this moment of triumph Eisenhower was 55 years old and the world’s best-known and most-respected soldier. He embodied America’s victory over fascism and Nazism. He possessed extraordinary political gifts and had been able to find compromise and consensus among headstrong Allied leaders where rivalry and bickering predominated. Raised in the solitude of the Kansas plains, he now knew every corner of the globe and had worked intimately with great men of state. He remained comfortable in his own skin, a characteristic that made him a natural communicator with the press, with his fellow military commanders, and especially with the soldiers he sent into battle, whose company he loved. For a man of such skills and abilities, the future was his for the asking.

President Truman understood this. A practiced politician, he had a nose for winners. In mid-July, Truman traveled to Europe to meet with Churchill and Premier Josef Stalin of the Soviet Union at the great postwar conference at Potsdam, Germany. By this time Eisenhower had returned to Europe in his role as commander of the military occupation of the defeated nation, and he welcomed Truman to Germany. The two had met only a few times before, though the president obviously had a high opinion of America’s foremost soldier. Truman had mused in his diary the previous month about the varying quality of U.S. generals: “Don’t see how a country can produce such men as Robert E. Lee, John J. Pershing, Eisenhower and Bradley and at the same time produce Custers, Pattons and MacArthurs.”5

In Berlin, Truman found a moment to talk politics with Eisenhower. “One day,” Eisenhower later recalled, “when the president was riding with General Bradley and me he fell to discussing the future of some of our war leaders.” Eisenhower told Truman he hoped to retire soon. “I shall never forget the president’s answer. . . . Now, in the car, he suddenly turned toward me and said: ‘General, there is nothing that you may want that I won’t try to help you get. That definitely and specifically includes the presidency in 1948.’ ”

It was a striking thing for Truman to say. It may have been meant as a gesture of flattery. Perhaps Truman was still feeling somewhat out of his depth in the new job; he’d been president for only three months. Perhaps he wanted to ingratiate himself with a man who was far better known worldwide and far more popular in America than he was. But it might also be that Truman perceived in Eisenhower what the general did not yet perceive in himself: star power. His countrymen now revered him, world leaders everywhere knew and trusted him, and the end of hostilities with Germany, far from bringing an end to his career, would open up new vistas for the “soldier of democracy.”

Eisenhower was “suddenly struck in his emotional vitals” by this “astounding proposition,” and once the shock had passed he tried to laugh it off. This was the position he adopted whenever the question of a political career came up: he wanted to retire, he said; failing that, he thought he might run a small college, write his memoirs, and do some public speaking. “Nothing could be so distasteful to me as to engage in political activity of any kind,” he wrote one eager supporter in August 1945. His own desire, as he told Marshall that same month, was to find “a remotely situated cottage” in which to hide and “to let someone else have both the headaches and the headlines.”6

II

No such luck. The job he now faced as governor of occupied Germany presented him with extraordinary troubles, for the defeated Reich lay prostrate, its cities ruined and clogged with rubble and refugees. “The country is devastated,” Eisenhower wrote Mamie. “Whole cities are obliterated. And the German population, to say nothing of millions of former slave laborers, is largely homeless.” The country faced acute shortages of food and coal for heating and cooking, and millions of war-weary refugees swarmed across the charred landscape. “It is a bleak picture,” he wrote. “In my wildest nightmares I never visualized some of the things now thrown at me.”7

As he tried to navigate these complexities, he was extremely fortunate in having one of the ablest military administrators in the army as his deputy, Lt. Gen. Lucius D. Clay, who bore on his shoulders much of the daily work of running the occupation zone. Clay, the son of a U.S. senator from Georgia and a West Point graduate, had known Eisenhower since they served together in the Philippines. An engineer, Clay had overseen the construction of hundreds of airfields in North America during the war and in 1944 served alongside Eisenhower again in Normandy, winning a Bronze Star for his heroic efforts in getting the Cherbourg harbor up and running after the Germans had mined it. Eisenhower and Clay set up shop in the huge office complex of the chemical giant I. G. Farben (the firm that had manufactured the poison gas used to asphyxiate Jews in Hitler’s extermination camps). Ike hated the job. He came in for sharp criticism from the press for the long delays in getting the troops home, for failing to arrest all the top Nazis, for lapses in delivering food, clothing, coal, and other supplies. Fighting the Germans seemed easier than trying to govern them. He was, as his son John noted, “a lonely man, let down after the excitement of the war.”8

Eisenhower did his best to develop a good working relationship with Marshal Georgy Zhukov, the commander of the Soviet zone of occupation in Germany. If they could cooperate inside the Allied Control Council, which was set up in Berlin and acted as the four-power joint headquarters for the running of the occupation, then all the subsequent problems would resolve themselves much more easily. “Berlin, we were convinced, was an experimental laboratory for the development of international accord,” Eisenhower wrote. Success in Berlin could be translated into a “world partnership” with the USSR. He liked Zhukov, a true soldier and not a Communist Party hack, and he felt he understood the Soviet outlook: they had sacrificed more than any other nation to defeat Hitler’s armies and wanted to be sure the job of breaking Germany was done once and for all. All that was needed was “a friendly acceptance of each other as individuals striving peacefully to attain a common understanding.” It was a characteristically optimistic, even naïve view of world affairs.9

To cultivate the friendship, he agreed to visit Moscow in August. It was an eye-opening trip. “When we flew into Russia in 1945,” he recalled, “I did not see a house standing between the western borders of the country and the area around Moscow—a distance of over 500 miles.” Arriving on August 12 from Berlin in the company of Zhukov, as well as his son John, Eisenhower was welcomed by an honor guard at the airport and the American ambassador, Averell Harriman. According to John, the people of Moscow looked very shabby, and “the houses were dingy, crowded and miserable looking.”

But the following day, in the presence of the sinister warlord Stalin, Eisenhower observed the astonishing spectacle of the Physical Culture Parade in Red Square. Thousands upon thousands of athletes, dancers, musicians, acrobats, and members of youth organizations, all resplendent in gleaming native costumes, marched or danced jubilantly past the reviewing stand where the Soviet leadership stood. Early in the proceedings, Eisenhower received an invitation from Stalin to join the Generalissimo on Lenin’s Tomb, an extraordinary honor for a foreigner. Stalin beamed as the endless parade unfolded over the course of five hours. “This develops war spirit,” he remarked. “Your country ought to do more of this.” And then, as an afterthought, he added coldly, “We will never allow Germany to do this.”10

The visit lasted three days, during which Eisenhower toured the Moscow subway, a collective farm, a fighter aircraft factory, and the Kremlin itself. On August 13 Stalin hosted a banquet at the Kremlin; John recalled, “All the Soviet officers wore white tunics; and this, combined with the glistening tablecloth and gigantic crystal chandeliers, gave an aura of brilliance that I have never seen elsewhere.” At the American Embassy the next night, in an atmosphere of growing cordiality, American and Soviet generals drank rivers of vodka and champagne, locking arms and breaking into a hearty chorus of “Song of the Volga Boatmen.” The evening was topped off when Ambassador Harriman arrived with joyful news: the Japanese had surrendered. The war was truly over. It is not without reason that Eisenhower could look back at this moment and conclude, “The late summer and early autumn of 1945 represents the peak of postwar cordiality and cooperation that we were ever able to achieve with the Soviet officials.”11

Soon after his return to Berlin, Eisenhower received a letter from General Marshall. The chief of staff wrote that he planned to retire and that he had urged Truman to appoint Eisenhower as his successor. Eisenhower had suspected this was coming, and dreaded it. To be sure, this was the top job in the American military, and he told Marshall that he was “willing to attempt anything that my superiors may direct.” But he knew it was going to be a terribly hard assignment, overseeing the dismantling of the huge military apparatus that the United States had assembled at such great cost. Nor did he wish to go back to Washington. “It all leaves me very cold,” he wrote Mamie. “If the President wants me to take the job at any given time it is, of course, my duty to do so. But you are certainly in no doubt as to what the effect on me will be. That city really bears down on me!”12

Still, staying in Germany was no better. He had been in Europe for over three years, missed his wife terribly, and was ready to go home. In November 1945, while on a visit to the States to testify before Congress and speak at the American Legion conference, he fell ill with pneumonia and had to be hospitalized for two weeks at the Greenbrier Hotel (which had been converted during the war to an army rest facility) in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia. When he emerged at the end of the month, rested and healed, he went directly to work in Washington as chief of staff of the U.S. Army. “No personal enthusiasm marked my promotion to Chief of Staff,” Ike later admitted.

Almost immediately, Eisenhower faced trouble. In January 1946 a serious crisis broke out over the demobilization of U.S. soldiers. They wanted to get home fast, but getting eight million soldiers back to the States would take some time. Congress, under siege by voters and “Bring Daddy Home” clubs that had sprouted up across the country, was pressing the army to move faster. By the end of 1945 four million soldiers had already been discharged; the aim was to get another two million home by June 30.

But on January 4, 1946, the army disclosed a new policy: in order to maintain occupation troops overseas sufficient to keep order, demobilization would have to be slowed. Within days thousands of GIs in Manila, Seoul, Guam, Hawaii, Le Havre, and Paris staged loud protests, marching with picket signs reading “Bring the GIs Home” and “No Boats, No Votes.” The commander of the U.S. Eighth Army in Yokohama declared a “general breakdown in morale and discipline.” In Frankfurt a loud group of soldiers marched to the doors of the American military headquarters and were met by a barricade of military police, bayonets fixed. The New York Times called it “the worst administrative and morale crisis that the Army has faced.”13

Eisenhower moved decisively to grapple with the problem. He delivered detailed and comprehensive testimony to a joint session of Congress on January 15, then issued a radio broadcast explaining his plans. He promised that all three million soldiers eligible for discharge would be out of uniform by the first of July. But he reminded Congress and the country that the army still had a job to do in occupied lands and needed manpower to do it. As long as the policy of the government was to help stabilize the postwar world, the United States would need to keep some soldiers overseas. Those who had seen combat would have priority for returning home, while those newly entering the army through the Selective Service System would now have to do their part. Eisenhower seemed to have doused the flames of the crisis, but in a private letter to MacArthur, he seethed: “No amount of persuasive argument, based on logic, reason, and National duty, has had material effect in combating hysteria generated by pressure groups.” This was to become a common refrain as he labored through his new assignment at the Pentagon.14

While Americans were ready to be done with the war, Eisenhower preached a sermon of preparedness. He did not want to dismantle the armed forces so completely as to leave America unprepared, as it had been on the eve of World War II. He called for the continuation of the draft into peacetime and strongly supported Truman’s proposal, made in October 1945, for some kind of mandatory military service for all 18-year-old males. “If we are to retain any semblance of military power,” he wrote to an old wartime colleague, the American financier Bernard Baruch, “we can only do so by establishing a ready reserve of trained manpower to support our regular military establishments.”15

But Congress refused to consider it: the war was over and the public’s appetite for sacrifice had waned. Ike found it no easier to impose order over the services. His effort to unify the command of the three branches, in hopes of limiting interservice rivalry, streamlining command decisions, and reducing cost, was opposed strongly by the navy, and all of his appeals to common effort and selflessness did little to overcome their ingrained mutual suspicions. Eisenhower discovered that the unrivaled power and influence he exercised during the war had shrunk; he was now just another bureaucrat, going to Congress hat in hand. And Congress was in no mood to spend on military appropriations. Too often, he wrote, “my recommendations were ignored.” It was a cruel fate: the massive fighting force Eisenhower had led in wartime withered away on his watch.16

Though Eisenhower usually refrained from criticism of political leaders, his exasperation occasionally spilled out into public. In a speech he delivered in April 1946 to the American Newspaper Publishers Association, he decried an American tendency “to ignore, in time of peace, the basic military problems of the country.” Following a two-week tour of military installations across the United States, he concluded that because of the pell-mell demobilization, it would take a year of hard work just to get the U.S. military back to its 1940 state of readiness—a low threshold indeed. “In the shadow of the most costly conflict of all time,” he boldly declared, the country was ignoring the chief lesson of war: that peace can be assured only through military strength. The speech received a warm reception, but all his sincerity and frankness could not sway Congress, which barely passed an extension of the Selective Service Act—and then only by allowing a nine-month “holiday” and exempting 18-year-olds from service. As for universal military training, that idea died.17

No wonder Eisenhower grew annoyed with life in Washington. Replying to a letter from his old Abilene friend Swede Hazlett about a rumor that he might become a candidate for the presidency, Eisenhower squashed the idea: “When trying to express my sentiments myself I merely get so vehement that I grow speechless, if not hysterical. I cannot conceive of any set of circumstances that could ever drag out of me permission to consider me for any political post from Dog Catcher to ‘Grand High Supreme King of the Universe.’ ” He often expressed his wish to retire altogether. And yet to his son, who was still in Germany, he fretted about the absence of strong leadership in the country: “The most noticeable thing here at home is the great confusion, doubt and haziness that seem to prevail in all circles, high and low, both in governmental and private life. I talked to many civilians during my recent trip and find that all of them are puzzled as to what to do about management and labor, about taxes, about investments, about foreign policy and about the strength and character of our Army and Navy. No one seems to have a complete program on which he is ready to stand or fall.” Just possibly Eisenhower could provide such a program. The idea began to germinate.18

III

The year 1946 was a tough one for Harry Truman, still struggling to find his footing in the White House. The end of the war led to dramatic layoffs across the country as demand for war-related industrial products declined. A wave of strikes by workers anxious about loss of pay reached a peak in 1946, when almost five million workers downed tools and took up pickets. It turned out to be the worst year of labor strife in the nation’s history. Truman, a New Dealer, had plenty of sympathy for the workers and their unions, but when coal miners and railroad workers went on strike, halting the nation’s economy, he exploded and threatened to draft striking rail workers into the military. The conflict created an uproar across the country, jeopardizing the coalition that underpinned the Democratic Party.19

In November 1946, in the midterm congressional elections, the Democrats took a beating, their worst since the 1920s. They lost 55 seats in the House of Representatives and 12 in the Senate and, for the first time since 1930, surrendered majority control of both chambers. (Two legislators of later significance for Eisenhower came to Washington in the 1946 freshman class. Richard M. Nixon of California was elected to the House of Representatives, and Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin won a Senate seat.) The newspapers began to write Truman’s political obituary, while Republicans sensed that “the presidency [was] a ripening plum” well within reach.20

With Truman embattled, speculation swirled around Eisenhower. In late September 1946 Arthur Krock of the New York Times predicted that in 1948 both parties would be looking to soldiers as possible presidential candidates. In a time of domestic turmoil, seasoned military leaders like Marshall, MacArthur, and Eisenhower might draw a great deal of national support. Eisenhower seemed especially attractive, thought Krock. “His is the one military name that crops up in both Republican and Democratic groups when they surround and peer into the crystal ball.”21

Eisenhower repeatedly poured cold water on this kind of talk. “There is no possibility of my ever being connected with any political office,” he told reporters in late September. Eisenhower found that people did not believe his denials. On the eve of a much-needed vacation in December, he confided to his diary, “[Reporters] don’t want to believe a man that insists he will have nothing to do with politics and politicians.”22

But just what did he want to do, once his army career came to an end? “From time to time,” he wrote to his father-in-law in January 1947, “prominent people in the commercial and financial world approach me with offers” of future employment, and the offers came with large salaries. Eisenhower was tempted by these, though he was afraid of being used as a corporate figurehead. He mulled over the prospect of retiring with Mamie to Denver or San Antonio, but he was still only 56 years old. He confessed that he was “definitely puzzled as to the future.”23

By the spring of 1947 he had reached his breaking point. He told his friend Walter Bedell Smith, now ambassador in Moscow, that the army chief of staff job was “even more irritating and wearing than I had anticipated. We are still in the latter stages of destroying the greatest machine that the United States ever put together.” He was confounded on every hand by “prejudice, lack of understanding, and outright self-seeking. . . . So many things seem to be placed above the welfare of the country.” This was a swipe at Congress but also at Truman, who had not taken Eisenhower into his confidence nor made him a key player in mapping out his global military strategy. Eisenhower was on the outside looking in, and he was tired of it.24

In late May 1947 Thomas J. Watson, the founder of IBM and a member of the Board of Trustees of Columbia University, offered Eisenhower the position of president of the university. In fact it was the second time he had made the offer: the first was in April 1946, and Eisenhower had declined. But now Eisenhower was searching for a way out of Washington, although he doubted his own ability to succeed “in an enterprise so different from all my own experience.” He discussed the offer with Truman, who encouraged him to take the job. Eisenhower worried that Mamie would be burdened with a busy social schedule at Columbia, and living in bustling New York City was a fearful prospect to the man from Abilene. Once he was reassured that his social obligations would be light and that he could easily secure a getaway house in the nearby countryside for relaxation, he was willing to take the plunge. “The finger of duty seems to point in the direction of Columbia,” he told the chairman of the Board of Trustees on June 23, 1947.25

Moving to Columbia did nothing to curtail speculation about his entering politics. Without the army to shield him from overtures by political factions that wanted him to enter the presidential sweepstakes, he found himself the target of renewed speculation. Supporters across the country immediately set up a “Draft Eisenhower for President” headquarters in Washington to get him on the Republican ticket in 1948. Eisenhower, who still had many months to go to complete his tour as chief of staff, decried the draft campaign. “Frankly, I deplore the organization,” he said publicly in early September 1947 in an effort to stop the momentum. “It is a mistaken idea.” On a visit to New York City to meet with officials at Columbia, he said he thought soldiers should stay out of politics. In any case, he wasn’t interested. Yet still the draft talk continued. By mid-October there were draft organizations in 13 states, and “I Like Ike” buttons began to pop up on the streets of major cities.26

Eisenhower bore some responsibility for the draft movement because he wouldn’t issue a definitive refusal to run. “I haven’t the effrontery to say I wouldn’t be president,” he had said in July 1947, in words that poured fuel on the fires of speculation. In private letters to two men he deeply trusted, Beetle Smith and his brother Milton, he tried to explain his reasoning. “I do not believe that you or I or anyone else has the right to state, categorically, that he will not perform any duty that his country might demand of him,” he wrote Smith. If a political “miracle” happened and he was genuinely drafted by a national outpouring of acclaim, a refusal would be tantamount to betrayal: “It would be almost the same thing as a soldier refusing to go forward with his unit.”27

The pressure on him continued to mount. In January 1948 the Draft Eisenhower group announced that it had filed a complete slate of delegates to run in the New Hampshire primary in March. If elected, the delegates would go to the Republican National Convention pledged to Ike. Just as the movement seemed to be reaching critical mass, Eisenhower definitively squashed it. On January 22, in a carefully phrased public letter to Leonard V. Finder, the publisher of the Manchester Union-Leader, who had endorsed Eisenhower for president and egged on the New Hampshire draft movement, Eisenhower stated his desire to be left out of the political sweepstakes. He repeated his view that “lifelong professional soldiers, in the absence of some obvious and over-riding reason, [should] abstain from seeking high political office.” If he had been slow to withdraw from contention it was only because he did not wish to seem presumptuous. His decision to stay out of politics was, he stated, “definite and positive.” He was off to New York, to Columbia University, to enjoy the freedom of a civilian for the first time in nearly four decades.28

IV

With his arrival in New York City in May 1948 as America’s most famous college president, Eisenhower now had a platform from which to speak openly and a position of rank and status at the center of American public life. It was an exciting time. Free from the strictures of the army, he could imagine a new role for himself as a wise man, a leader in the field of ideas, and a source of guidance for the nation as it faced growing troubles on the world stage. From mid-1948 on, Eisenhower began to shape his public persona as a man to whom the country could turn for vigorous, competent, disinterested leadership. He might not have been running openly for president, but he did everything to prepare himself for a call he felt certain would come. While denying any interest in the presidency, he made himself appear to be the only—the inevitable, the indispensable—man for the job.

At Columbia he and Mamie moved into the newly refurbished presidential mansion at 60 Morningside Drive, a six-story home built in 1912 by McKim, Mead and White. Eisenhower had no idea what lay in store for him as a university president; the only man he knew at Columbia was Lou Little, the football coach, who had once led a Georgetown squad against an Ike-coached Army team in 1924. He didn’t even know what to wear: Thomas Watson had to send Ike a private tailor to provide him with a wardrobe of suits of a style and quality consistent with his new civilian status.

Eisenhower attacked the job with his usual energy and impatience, but he found academia a strange new world. He thought he would diagnose Columbia’s problems and fix them simply by drawing up a plan and ordering others to carry it out. It surely could not be as difficult as invading Normandy. And yet he found he was temperamentally unsuited to this sort of work. He wanted to move fast; the university moved slowly. He wanted decision-making power in his hands; the trustees often derailed his plans. He expected it would be easy to call on great men for significant donations; these proved hard to secure. The faculty expected Ike to open the president’s home for social occasions; instead he and Mamie entertained only army friends and old acquaintances, shunning the academic community. Before long it was clear that Eisenhower did not fit in.

Global affairs also distracted him from his academic duties. In June 1948, just a few weeks after Eisenhower had unpacked his bags in New York City, the Soviet Union triggered a major crisis in Berlin, cutting off road and rail access into the western portions of the occupied city. It was the first major eruption of the cold war, and it brought the United States and the Soviet Union to the brink of war. The Allied powers launched a major airlift to keep the city supplied with food and fuel, and the Great Powers faced off in an icy staring match across an increasingly hostile border. Until now Eisenhower had generally preached a sermon of toleration toward the Soviets. But with the crisis in Berlin, he sharpened his criticisms. “I am beginning to think,” he wrote Secretary of Defense James V. Forrestal in September, “that they may push the rest of the world beyond endurance.”29

Two weeks after his formal inauguration as president of Columbia in October 1948, he swept down to the Pentagon to meet with the chiefs of the armed services to discuss military preparedness. Sounding eager to be back in the thick of things, he reassured Forrestal that no obligation at Columbia would stand in the way of his serving in Washington: “I can scarcely think of any chore that I would refuse to do” for the cause. In December, Forrestal took him up on this offer and asked him to serve as a senior military adviser and work with the Joint Chiefs of Staff to bring some unity into defense planning. Eisenhower did not wish to be sidelined in the ivory tower.30

Indeed he was almost incessantly active in the public sphere, offering his views on a wide range of topics—almost as if he were running for national office. In October 1948 alone, he gave 20 speeches in 30 days; this was the pace he set for much of the next two years. He clearly believed the country faced a crisis of national leadership. And though he always prided himself on articulating a “middle way” between left and right, Eisenhower in the late 1940s drew heavily on the vocabulary of the emerging conservative movement in America.31

In particular he was formulating a broad political argument that would in due course become the centerpiece of his political ideology. In Eisenhower’s view, the great issue of the day was freedom. As he put it in his Columbia inaugural address on October 12, 1948, “Human freedom is today threatened by regimented statism. . . . In today’s struggle, no free man, no free institution, can be neutral.” Americans must fight for freedom at home and abroad or risk losing it to forces of subversion, tyranny, and a paternalist state. On the world stage he called for vigilance against Soviet aggression and tyranny, but much of his criticism was directed at the home front. There, freedom was threatened by the unchecked growth of the federal government, which arrogated to itself too much power over the citizen and the free market. After 20 years of the New Deal and its extension under Truman, Americans had grown content to let the government take care of them, to provide for them, and to make their decisions for them. The result was a creeping socialism that he likened to a stealth dictatorship.32

Truman’s narrow reelection in November 1948 over New York’s governor Thomas E. Dewey distressed Eisenhower intensely. The New Deal, he feared, would live on for another four years, leading to bloated government while suffocating individual initiative. Eisenhower wrote in his diary at the start of 1949, “In the name of ‘social security’ we are placing more and more responsibility upon the central government—and this means that an ever growing bureaucracy is taking an ever greater power over our daily lives.” As he put it in a letter to a faculty colleague at Columbia, “Each increase in centralized bureaucratic control of our national life increases the danger of bankruptcy in spirit and enterprise as well as finance, and facilitates a potential dictator’s seizure of power.” In a speech to alumnae of the Seven Sisters colleges he proclaimed, “We are drifting toward something we hate with all our hearts . . . centralized government.” If Americans did not strive to combat this “constant trend,” they could expect “a kind of dictatorship” to emerge.33

In private Eisenhower began to sound downright cynical about his fellow citizens. In a letter to an old friend, the publisher of the Fort Worth Star-Telegram, Amon G. Carter, he confessed that “for many years” he had been growing anxious about the aspirations of common Americans: “Many of us seem to want only a powerful and beneficent central government which will insure us nice jobs during our active years and a comfortable old age when we’re too old to work.” While admitting that government had a role to play in modern society by cushioning the harsh blows of the free market, he rejected the claims of those who “insist that only through collectivism, with centralized control of all our affairs, can justice, equity and efficiency be maintained.” Liberals just did not understand the real world, he claimed. They were “essentially humanitarian and altruistic in purpose,” but by making the working man dependent on the state for his well-being, they were advancing the country “one more step toward total socialism, just beyond which lies total dictatorship.” Such people think “the government owes us a living because we were born.” Dependence upon state handouts, he asserted, “must be repudiated everywhere.”34

These kinds of sentiments, spoken openly in speeches or in private correspondence, fed the Ike-for-president speculation. Eisenhower received a flood of entreaties and appeals to enter the political arena. One, from Clare Boothe Luce, struck a deep chord. A former Republican congresswoman and the wife of publisher Henry R. Luce, she was someone Ike admired. In his diary he recounted the discussion: “She believes I may turn out to be the one who could provide the leadership she believes to be mandatory” for the survival of the country. A failure of leadership now means “increasing use of federal subsidies; growth of paternalism; weakening of community responsibility and individual rights,” and nothing less than “dictatorship.” Even Governor Dewey, twice the standard-bearer for the Republican Party—and twice defeated—now lobbied Eisenhower to make himself available to the country. “He remains of the opinion that I must soon enter politics or, as he says, be totally incapable of helping the country when it will need help most. He is most fearful (as are thousands of others, including myself, in varying degree) that we, as a nation, will fail to see the dangers into which we are drifting.” For a man who claimed no interest in politics, Eisenhower had begun to sound quite political.35

V

In February 1950 the Custom Tailors Guild released its annual poll of the best-dressed men in America. The top 10 included Clark Gable, the dashing screen superstar; dancing impresario Arthur Murray; and Secretary of State Dean Acheson, whose bespoke suits, made by Farnsworth Reed, had won him best-dressed honors in 1949. But Acheson was a distant second in 1950 to none other than Eisenhower. The Guild declared that Columbia’s president “shows perfect judgment in wearing clothes which reflect the dignity of his office and his role of elder statesman.”36

For those who may recall Eisenhower as a somewhat sedate, rumpled, and even sickly president, it may come as a surprise to find that in the early 1950s he was considered the very paragon of American masculinity. His personality and his vigor were essential to his political appeal. According to Emmet Hughes, his speechwriter, “Upon first encounter, the man instantly conveyed one quality—strength.” He had “blue eyes of a force and intensity singularly deep, almost disturbing, above all, commanding.” He carried himself with “healthy self-confidence” and an “easy air of personal authority.” He weighed about 175 pounds and maintained this trim weight for most of his adult life. He was broad shouldered, had a narrow waist, walked leaning slightly forward, and was agile and quick. “Irrespective of their actual age,” one senior adviser would note, “some people move ‘old’; some move ‘young.’ Ike moves ‘young.’ It is noticeable in the spring of his walk as he enters a room. It is noticeable in the flashlike speed in which he moves from sitting to striding in his office in the middle of an interview.”

As he aged, he gained gravitas. He had a gift for commanding a room. People wanted to be near him. Arthur Krock, the New York Times columnist and veteran Washington reporter, identified his key features: “physical vigor, a ruddy and pleasing countenance, a personal warmth of manner, high intelligence, professional competence, and a most infectious grin.” His self-confidence and cheerful face enchanted those around him. When Eisenhower was serving as army chief of staff, Secretary of Defense Forrestal quipped, “Ike, with that puss you can’t miss being president.” Yet there was steel behind that smile. Robert Cutler, who would serve Eisenhower as national security adviser, recalled his first meeting with him in 1948: “His uniformed figure appeared trim and poised, compact and full of power. . . . His speech was incisive, crisp, the speech of one accustomed to command. Never lacking in courtesy, but pressing to dig in and get to the heart of things.”37

By 1950 many seasoned political observers agreed: Ike was, politically speaking, “a natural.” Philip W. Porter of the Cleveland Plain Dealer laid it out for his readers in a gushing, breathless column in April 1950: “There’s something about the common sense of his remarks, the clarity of his English, the homely charm of his smile, and the natural humility of the unaffected, un-swellheaded man who has had greatness thrust upon him, that would bowl over the workers and the young people, the very groups that the opposition to Truman must reach. I defy anyone to watch Eisenhower in action, to see him personally, and not be convinced of this.” His column ended with a flourish: “He’s got it. He can really sweep the country.”38

Simply put, Ike was a winner, and it is no surprise that many men of power, success, and influence in 1950s America sought him out and desired to be in his company. He was shrewd enough to take advantage of many of them. From 1948 on, Eisenhower developed a posse of wealthy, politically active Republican friends who had made their fortunes in manufacturing, oil, finance, and publishing and who served him as an informal kitchen cabinet. These men, hugely successful in their own right, virtually worshipped Eisenhower and set out to coax him into the political world. They made their considerable resources available to him, helped him develop a network of contacts across the country, and, perhaps most important, provided him with access to the private, elite world of Republican grandees. He was a constant guest at the most exclusive country clubs in America, where he played golf on the finest courses. At private estates he could pursue his passion for hunting and fishing and bridge in the company of like-minded men. He was made an honorary member of the Bohemian Grove in 1950, the secretive northern California resort for conservative and wealthy Republicans who gathered in luxurious camping sites under the benevolent sponsorship of former president Herbert Hoover.

The central figure in this network was William E. Robinson, a discreet, dignified, and politically calculating advertising and newspaper executive. Ike and Robinson had met during the war, when Robinson was running the Herald Tribune from behind Allied lines in recently liberated Paris. He was awed by the general and described him as “natural, alive, alert, spirited,” and possessing an “intense amount of unloosed energy, both intellectual and physical.” In 1947 Robinson persuaded Ike to write his memoirs and introduced him to Douglas Black of Doubleday. Crusade in Europe, which appeared in 1948, had netted Eisenhower about half a million dollars—the first real money he’d ever had—and Robinson had been its midwife.

Robinson, an excellent golfer and frequent winner of country club charity matches, also introduced Eisenhower to the pleasures and privileges of one of the nation’s most exclusive playgrounds, Augusta National Golf Club, the setting that would become Ike’s favorite presidential retreat. Robinson was a self-made man who worked his way from a paper route in Providence, Rhode Island, to New York University and into the advertising and publishing business. He was a gifted leader and joined the boardrooms of a number of newspapers before becoming executive vice president of the New York Herald Tribune. In 1954 he would move over to Coca-Cola as head of its marketing department and eventually would become chairman of the board. He was a devoted Catholic, a member of elite clubs in New York and Florida, and a civic leader, serving on the board of trustees of New York University. In his later years Robinson kept two things on his mantelpiece: a gold bottle of Coca-Cola and a bronze head of Eisenhower.39

If Robinson was avuncular, tolerant, known to be a soft touch to old friends with money troubles, Clifford Roberts was just the opposite: a cold, driven perfectionist who made his living as an investment banker in New York but made his reputation as the cofounder and dictatorial chairman of the Masters golf tournament at Augusta National. Originally from Iowa, he moved to New York in the 1920s and quietly built a powerful client list whose interests he deftly managed to protect from the Wall Street Crash of 1929. (His firm, Reynolds and Co., merged with Dean Witter in 1978.) Roberts’s lifelong passion was Augusta: he created the club in 1933 as a springtime retreat for well-heeled friends, and of its 80 original members, 60 were New Yorkers. At a time when the country was still in the grips of the Depression, Roberts oversaw the purchase of the land and the construction of the course and clubhouse, and then hired a special train with Pullman sleeping cars to whisk the wealthy members down to Georgia for a sneak preview in January 1933.

Roberts had the brains, connections, and money to build Augusta. His partner was the perennial amateur golf champion Bobby Jones, a native Georgian and one of the most well-known sportsmen of the era. The two made a powerful team and created a cult around Augusta that endures today. It was an exclusive, invitation-only club and strictly segregated: Augusta National did not invite a black man to play there until 1974 and did not include black members until 1991. (Not until 2012 did Augusta invite two women to join; one of them was an African American, former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice.)40

W. Alton Jones, known as Pete, was another self-made man in Ike’s inner circle. He was born in 1891 in southwest Missouri on a hardscrabble 40-acre farm, one of seven siblings. His first job was as a janitor and meter reader for the Webb City and Carterville Gas Company. By 1952 he was making $150,000 a year as president of Cities Service Company (today CITGO), a network of oil, gas, and utilities services that Jones built into a billion-dollar corporation. He had one year of college education, at Vanderbilt; the rest of the business he learned on the job. His talents as an engineer and administrator were put on display during the war, when he was tasked by the government to build an oil pipeline from Texas to the East Coast, and to do it in time for the D-Day landings so American trucks in France would not run out of gasoline. He was awarded the Presidential Certificate of Merit in 1948. He served as chairman of the board of the Richfield Oil Corporation, a director of the Chrysler Corporation, Tiffany’s, and the Morgan Guaranty Trust Company. Jones owned a 2,300-acre estate in Rhode Island, where he pursued fishing avidly and frequently hosted Eisenhower. Upon his death in 1962 in an airplane crash, Eisenhower called him “one of my dearest, closest and best friends.”41

The richest man in Eisenhower’s circle was Robert W. Woodruff, the longtime chief executive of the Coca-Cola Company. Even among these titans of industry and finance, Woodruff was a kingpin. He made Coke into the sugary black gold that transformed Atlanta and the South. Woodruff grew up in Georgia, the son of a successful businessman and banker. But he did not have his fortune handed to him: he quit college after a year and set out to earn his own living, working his way up through the auto business to become vice president of White Motor Company in Cleveland, Ohio. In 1923, when the Coca-Cola Company in Atlanta offered him the job of leading the struggling soft-drink concern, he jumped at the chance. He was only 33 years old, and he would run the company for the next six decades, turning it into the most recognized brand in the history of American capitalism. His greatest coup came during the war, when he announced that every GI fighting overseas would be guaranteed a bottle of Coke for five cents wherever he was serving. This was a great morale booster for the troops and a savvy business move. At a time when sugar was rationed, the government now exempted Coke from the restrictions to allow more production and paid for transportation of the fizzy drink around the world. Woodruff used the opening to build over 60 bottling plants to slake the soldiers’ thirst. By the end of the war, GIs had guzzled five billion bottles of Coke and the brand was a global powerhouse.42

Woodruff, known to his company as “the Boss” and everyone else as Mr. Bob, was a true tycoon, though a publicity-shy one. He served on the boards of dozens of the country’s largest banking, steel, railroad, and insurance companies, but he always shunned the press. He was an avid outdoorsman, devoted to quail hunting, and he used his money to acquire 30,000 acres of land in southwestern Georgia to use as a sportman’s paradise. He called it Ichauway, and there he entertained in country grandeur. The grounds were studded with giant oaks and strewn with Spanish moss. The stables included dozens of mules that were hitched to elegant little wagons and used to transport his guests into the scrub in search of quail. He kept great numbers of pointers for the hunt, and when they died he buried them in a dog cemetery; each tombstone displayed an enamel picture of the beloved hound. In the evening, back at the lodge, a fleet of black servants in starched white coats quietly offered visitors Havanas from burnished humidors. Woodruff was rarely seen without a cigar clenched in his teeth.

He was not an intellectual, to say the least: according to his longtime personal secretary Joseph W. Jones, he never read a book, never made a public speech, never listened to music, rarely attended the theater, and had no passions other than hunting and golf. Naturally he was an original member of Augusta National and a close friend of Bobby Jones. Even after he donated millions of dollars to Atlanta arts organizations, he was never seen enjoying the music, theater, or exhibitions his wealth had made possible. His gift of $100 million to Emory University in 1979 was at that time the largest single donation in the history of American philanthropy; overall he gave away some $350 million of his fortune to civic, arts, and educational institutions. This, from a man who dropped out of college because, he said, he was bored.43

Eisenhower’s friends, then, were not simply wealthy: they were among the richest and most powerful businessmen in postwar America. And they were all birds of a feather. Like Eisenhower, they started out in life with little and had grown up as outsiders, working in small towns in the Midwest or South. They had little formal education and considered themselves men of action rather than ideas. Like Eisenhower, they were workaholics, intensely competitive, and demanding. Deeply hostile to the New Deal and its expansive federal programs, they shared a profound belief in what Eisenhower liked to call the “American system,” that is, capitalism tempered by personal responsibility and good corporate governance. They felt that government interference in the free market they had mastered was a kind of betrayal of the American ideal. Although they behaved like elitists, retreating behind a high wall of wealth and privilege, they held themselves up as proof that pedigree was no requirement for success in America. They had earned their status by working hard for it, and this developed in them a zealous belief in free enterprise and a guiltless devotion to luxuries that their fabulous wealth allowed.

Ike enjoyed their company and had no qualms about accepting their largesse. It is easy to see why. He shared their outlook on life, shared their views on politics, and mirrored their personal intensity, drive, and ambition. He also liked their wealth, which he saw as evidence of talent and industry. Eisenhower himself did not own a home of his own until the fall of 1950, when he bought a dilapidated farmhouse in Gettysburg. His wealthy friends could provide him with comforts on a much grander scale. They threw a protective cordon around him, gave him their absolute loyalty, and furnished him with ideas as well as political and social connections of a kind the general did not yet have. Their help would prove invaluable in opening doors for him and, at critical moments, whisking him out of the limelight for periods of rest and recuperation.

And the friendships worked both ways. Eisenhower had something none of these men possessed: star power. He was a global phenomenon, one of the few men whose face was instantly recognizable around the world and whose name stood for victory and integrity. His friends knew a good product when they saw it and were determined to see Eisenhower become president. Over the course of many weekends of golf, bridge, and hunting, they had ample opportunity to relate their fears of “statism” and a bureaucratic seizure of power. America was in trouble, they believed, and Eisenhower was the only man who could save it.



CHAPTER 3




Call to Duty

“It is not easy to just say NO.”

I

“WE ARE JUST NOT CAPABLE, in this country, of conceiving of a man who does not want to be president,” Eisenhower wrote at the start of 1950. It was a long diary entry, and it read like the draft of a speech—one he was obviously rehearsing for the many visitors who came to see him at 60 Morningside Heights to talk politics. “I do not want a political career,” he insisted. “I do not want to be publicly associated with any political party.” He would do anything for the public good, as a “military officer instantly responsive to civil government.” Yet he wished to ride above the partisan fray. He wanted to use his Columbia presidency as a platform to laud the virtues of “the American system,” a political order he considered “far superior to any government elsewhere established by men.”1

Yet the country would not leave Eisenhower alone. The Gallup poll in the spring of 1950 showed him ahead of Truman by 30 points in a head-to-head matchup of presidential contenders. Richard Rovere, the skilled reporter with an acute ear for political whispers, wrote in Harper’s, “The second Eisenhower boom is underway.” In June, Governor Dewey, the twice-defeated GOP presidential aspirant, hinted that he would not run again and that his favored replacement was Ike.2

The Korean War, which broke out on June 25, 1950, with a surprise invasion of South Korea by communist North Korea, upended world affairs as well as domestic politics in the United States. Truman responded quickly, committing U.S. troops under a United Nations flag to defend South Korea, but the war was a disaster for the allied forces that fought there. South Korean forces were woefully unprepared; they were almost wiped out by the invading North Korean Army, which reached the southern end of the Korean peninsula by mid-September. General MacArthur, based in Tokyo and named commander in chief of UN forces, launched a daring and successful amphibious landing at Inchon on September 15. Sending 75,000 troops onto Korea’s western shoreline in a bold outflanking maneuver, MacArthur caught the North Koreans by surprise. The UN forces appeared to have a rout on their hands, as they snapped up hundreds of thousands of North Korean POWs and rushed northward, taking Pyongyang in mid-October. But this swift advance of American-led UN forces triggered Chinese intervention, and by early November American soldiers were fighting Chinese troops and getting beaten. By Christmas 1950 U.S. forces had been badly mauled by the Chinese and were forced to abandon almost all of North Korea. A few days after New Year’s Day 1951, the Chinese and North Koreans retook Seoul, the South Korean capital. A bloody and tragic stalemate now took hold.

The outbreak of war punctured the already sagging balloon of Truman’s presidency. Not only did the war go badly, but America’s unpreparedness to confront the global communist threat could be laid at Truman’s door. The record showed that Eisenhower had been speaking out publicly in the months before the war about the erosion of American military power and in particular about Truman’s defense budget, which he thought too low. The fiasco in Korea now proved Eisenhower right, and Truman had to scramble to expand the military to meet the new war effort. The image of an improvisational war president contrasted poorly with the reputation of the steady Ike, whose prophesies had been borne out.3

There was no time for recrimination. Truman needed help, and he desperately reached out to the men who had led the nation in World War II. On September 12, 1950, he fired his feckless defense secretary Louis Johnson and in his place appointed George C. Marshall. The lion of the armed services, Marshall had left government service in 1949 to take up the presidency of the American Red Cross. His health was somewhat fragile and he dreaded going back to the Pentagon. But Truman had gone in person to Marshall’s home in Leesburg, Virginia, and begged him to take the job. As Marshall put it in a letter to his goddaughter, “When the president motors down and sits under our oaks and tells me of his difficulties, he has me at a disadvantage.”4

Truman and his leading advisers feared that the war in Korea might be just the start of a broader communist offensive around the world, perhaps in the Middle East or Western Europe. While trying to halt the North Korean onslaught, therefore, Truman also sought a major expansion of U.S. military forces in Europe in order to deter any possible Soviet threat there. In the summer of 1950 Truman asked Congress for dramatic increases in military spending, army personnel, and aircraft forces, as well as atomic weapons capabilities. Most of the money would be spent enhancing U.S. and allied forces in Europe, where the stakes were highest. The United States could survive the loss of Korea, but if the USSR attacked Western Europe and overran Germany, America’s world position would be imperiled.5

Only one American soldier had the prestige and reputation to go to Europe to lead this rapid rearmament. On October 27, 1950, Truman asked Ike to take the job of commander in chief of all allied forces in Europe. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) had been formed in April 1949 but still had no integrated military structure and no commander to lead it. Truman needed Ike to go to Europe, galvanize the allied nations, spur their military rearmament, and forge them into a fighting force powerful enough to hold back any Soviet assault. Eisenhower of course could not say no. If Truman believed that sending Ike to Europe would eliminate his most formidable obstacle to reelection in 1952, neither he nor Ike ever mentioned it. If anything, Eisenhower seemed happy to leave Columbia and take the NATO command. “I rather look on this effort,” he wrote to Swede Hazlett, “as about the last remaining chance for the survival of western civilization.”6

Back in Washington, Eisenhower found the U.S. military establishment in a state of woeful disarray. He considered Truman far too complacent and prone to accept the armed services’ expressions of confidence at face value. In his diary he wrote that Truman was “a fine man who, in the middle of a stormy lake, knows nothing of swimming. Yet a lot of drowning people are forced to look to him as a life guard.” As the news from Korea worsened in late November, Eisenhower confided to one of his close friends, Lt. Gen. Alfred Gruenther, that he was “puzzled” by “a lack of urgency in our preparations.” American actions had been far too slow and cautious, especially on the home front, where mobilization of the economy and armed forces for war had lagged. “Something is terribly wrong,” he wrote in his diary in early December.7

Such criticism had little merit. In 1950 the United States spent $14 billion on defense, but after the outbreak of war, defense spending skyrocketed. Truman’s 1951 budget called for $23 billion for the military, and almost double that for 1952, when defense spending hit $46 billion—a threefold increase in just three years. More dramatic, on December 16 Truman declared a state of national emergency, freezing prices, forcing striking railroad men back to work, and appointing Charles Edward Wilson, the head of General Electric, as the director of defense mobilization, with sweeping powers over war production.8

Eisenhower welcomed these bold actions. He took a leave of absence from Columbia and in January 1951, with Truman’s approval, set off for a three-week trip to European capitals to make a preliminary assessment of the political and military picture there. The nation’s attention was fixed on Eisenhower. He was no longer a university president; he was a returning hero, called back to lead a military alliance in a time of crisis. He was in his uniform again, still trim and straining at the bit, recalling to his countrymen past days of martial glory. If Truman was weighed down by six years of a combative, bitter presidency—a man many had come to respect but few to like or revere—Eisenhower’s dignity and confidence reassured the country that one of America’s great military men was back at the helm.

Eisenhower had to draw on these reserves of prestige to win congressional approval for building up NATO forces. It is important to recall that in 1951 public opinion largely opposed sending significant numbers of American troops to Europe so soon after the Second World War. The United States had already spent some $12 billion through the Marshall Plan to restart the economic engine of the Old World, and many in Congress wondered why the Europeans could not do more to defend themselves. Meanwhile, at home, the U.S. economy was struggling; inflation had soared due to the Korean War, and powerful voices called for a policy of global restraint. In late December 1950 Herbert Hoover, the godfather of the Republican Old Guard, publicly asserted that the Korean War was lost, that more military aid to Europe would be wasteful and provocative, and that America should instead rely on naval and air supremacy to defend itself.

Many Republicans, joined by some conservative Democrats, voiced similar doubts about Truman’s proposals to rebuild Western Europe’s military capabilities. Senator Kenneth S. Wherry, Republican of Nebraska, argued the constitutional point: the president simply could not send U.S. soldiers overseas without congressional approval, and Congress had not yet been asked to approve the military action in Korea, let alone troops for Europe. In early January 1951 Senator Robert Taft, a perennial Republican presidential candidate and recognized leader of the isolationist faction, spoke against Truman’s policy for over two hours before a packed gallery in the Senate. The “principal purpose of the foreign policy of the United States,” he argued, “is to maintain the liberty of our people. It is not to reform the entire world or spread sweetness and light and economic prosperity” to all those who might want it. Furthermore, sending troops to Europe would surely be seen as provocative by the Soviets and “make war more likely.” A big military buildup in Europe was unnecessary and dangerous.9

In this atmosphere of gloom and partisan criticism of his foreign policy, Truman deployed his secret weapon: Eisenhower. The general returned from Europe on February 1, 1951, to address a joint session of Congress. Speaking from the heart on a subject that deeply moved him, Eisenhower captivated his audience. He began, as he often did in public addresses, by emphasizing his respect for the legislators and the difficult decision they faced in preparing the country to defend itself. He stressed the connection between a strong Europe and America’s own security. Should Europe, with its talented people and great industrial resources, fall under the sway of the enemy, America would be “gravely imperiled.” The defense of Europe was not America’s responsibility alone, he said to applause. But the United States must take the lead: “What nation is more capable, more ready of providing this leadership?” He appealed to his listeners’ sense of moral purpose: “The cost of peace is going to be a sacrifice, a very great sacrifice, individually and nationally. But total war is a tragedy: it is probably the suicide of our civilization.” He spoke with conviction and quiet urgency.10

His speech was a huge hit. “Eisenhower’s Magic Wins Over Capitol Hill Suspicion,” headlined the New York Times. James Reston’s accompanying article called it a “personal triumph” for Eisenhower. He was confident, direct, and heartfelt. The performance cemented his reputation as America’s most respected leader on national security issues: “When General Eisenhower addresses a large audience or a committee, even the most cynical Congressman cannot dismiss him with a wisecrack. It is this capacity to command respect and confidence; this combination of knowledge, experience and achievement; this quality of objectivity, of being non-attached to any of the local political warriors; this quality of directness, of toughness, of being the same inside and out that Washington has been seeking.”11

At just this moment, with his prestige running as high as ever, Eisenhower decided to take the fight directly, though privately, to Taft himself. He invited the senator to meet him at the Pentagon, discreetly, with no press coverage. The general laid his cards on the table. “Would you,” he asked Taft, “agree that collective security is necessary for us in Western Europe and will you support this idea as a bipartisan policy?” If he answered yes, Eisenhower would make a public statement withdrawing his name from the presidential contest in 1952, leaving the field clear for Taft. But Taft would not offer such assurances. He opposed NATO and opposed spending money on bailing out other nations. Eisenhower failed to budge him. After Taft departed, Eisenhower tore up a piece of paper on which he had earlier written out a pledge to withdraw from political activity. He wagered, “It might be more effective to keep some aura of mystery around my future plans.”12

Eisenhower’s public performance on behalf of Truman’s troops-for-Europe plan had been so effective that opposition largely melted away. Taft could do little to stop the momentum that Eisenhower had created. A face-saving resolution was passed in the Senate in March calling for the president to get congressional approval before sending American soldiers overseas, but it was toothless. Soon after, in early April, the Senate passed a resolution, 69–21, approving Eisenhower’s appointment to command NATO forces and asserting the vital security importance of building up U.S. forces in Europe. The great debate was over, and once again Eisenhower had been crucial to victory.

At a time when Truman’s presidency was in trouble, Eisenhower offered a stark contrast. He combined a determined confidence with an unashamed embrace of the rhetoric of freedom. He showed in his speech to Congress, as the Washington Post observed, that “faith and ideas are the things that move nations and civilizations.” His intervention in the NATO debate revealed his immense stature in the country and the world. The presidential buzz around him was humming: he was, in the words of one reporter, “the most attractive and the most intriguing figure in American public life today.” Millions of Americans agreed.13

II

When Eisenhower returned to Paris to take up his new post as NATO commander, he faced what he called “one of the most irksome jobs ever designed by man.” Europe still languished in the postwar doldrums. Money was tight; the scars of the war had barely healed. Many Europeans were wary about NATO, seeing it as provocative to the Soviets. Neutralist sentiment ran strong. In this atmosphere, Eisenhower had to develop a common military identity for 12 distinct nations and get them to commit to rearming a continent that had just passed through history’s most destructive war. Even more awkward, he wanted the Germans to play a role in the new alliance. The idea of rearming Germany so soon after the war struck more than a few Europeans as bitterly ironic. In fact the Germans too were against the idea: a poll in the newspaper Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung found 67 percent strongly against participation in Western defense. Eisenhower’s diplomatic talents and skills of persuasion would be severely tested.14

There was another aspect of the NATO job that troubled Eisenhower: he had become, by default, the Truman administration’s most effective ambassador, yet he personally disagreed with Truman on a wide range of policy issues. As president of Columbia, he had been free to speak his mind. Now, back in uniform, his military duty required him to be silent on all political matters. Privately, though, he insisted that he was not Truman’s man. In a letter to Edward Bermingham, a financier at Lehman Brothers, a Columbia trustee, and a savvy Republican insider, Eisenhower wrote, “You are quite well aware of the extreme degree in which I differ with some of our governmental foreign and domestic policies of the past years.” But there was work to be done. The simple truth was that America faced a “deadly danger”: international communism. It was “ruthless in purpose and insidious as to method,” and its goal was “world revolution and subsequent domination of all the earth.” The only way to stop Soviet expansion was to build a formidable military alliance and to rally all Americans to that purpose. Such concerns—not political loyalty to Truman—had drawn Eisenhower back into uniform.15

Eisenhower may have differed with Truman on politics, but he had a scrupulous respect for the chain of command. While working at Supreme Headquarters, Allied Powers in Europe (SHAPE), he refused to utter a word in public that could be construed as critical of the president. By contrast, his former mentor Douglas MacArthur knew no such restraint. MacArthur had been in command of American and allied forces in Korea since June 1950, and his handling of the war had ranged from tragically inept to breathtakingly bold. He had presided over costly defeats and the daring amphibious landing at Inchon in September 1950. But MacArthur’s apparent desire to free the entire Korean peninsula from communist control—pushing much further than merely defending South Korea—had triggered Chinese intervention in the war in October and led to a series of bloody reversals for his troops.

MacArthur chose to shift any blame for the failure to win in Korea onto Truman, and he did so openly, while serving in the field. In March 1951 he called for expanding the war by taking the fight directly to communist China, using air power and perhaps atomic weapons. He also called for the use of Chinese Nationalist forces from Formosa (Taiwan) to fight against Mao’s communists. Anything less, MacArthur implied, was tantamount to appeasement. In a letter that was read on the floor of the House of Representatives by its recipient, Congressman Joseph W. Martin Jr. of Massachusetts, MacArthur stated, “Asia is where the Communist conspirators have elected to make their play for global conquest. . . . If we lose the war to communism in Asia the fall of Europe is inevitable.” In a shocking act of disrespect, MacArthur rebuked Truman for his unwillingness to take the fight directly to the Chinese.16

Truman could take no more of this. On April 11 the president relieved MacArthur of his command, setting off one of the biggest controversies of the decade. For MacArthur was not just an army officer. To his admirers, he was an icon, the most storied military man of his generation, the liberator of the Philippines, the proconsul of the American occupation of Japan, and the daring strategist who had rescued a precarious American position in Korea. His dismissal triggered an eruption of hostility toward Truman across the country. “It is doubtful if there has ever been in this country so violent and spontaneous a discharge of political passion as that provoked by” Truman’s action, according to two sharp contemporary observers. “The American citizen . . . took MacArthur’s recall as if it were an outrage to his own person.” Telegrams calling for the president’s impeachment poured into Congress. Senator Joe McCarthy, the right-wing Red hunter who had been attacking the administration for over a year for allegedly coddling communists, called the president a “son of a bitch” and declared the firing “the greatest victory the Communists have ever won.”17

Some Republicans now believed that MacArthur should challenge Truman for the presidency. Sympathetic congressmen engineered an invitation to the general to speak to a joint session of Congress. There, on April 19 MacArthur, newly arrived stateside from his Asian posting, delivered an astonishing valedictory. When China intervened in the Korean War, MacArthur said, he had demanded a bold new military strategy to deal with this threat, but was denied. Thus Korea had become “an indecisive campaign with its terrible and constant attrition.” Truman’s allegedly passive, defensive attitude was to MacArthur an outrage. His peroration rang through the halls of Congress and echoed across the country: “Once war is forced upon us, there is no other alternative than to apply every available means to bring it to a swift end. War’s very object is victory, not prolonged indecision. In war, there is no substitute for victory.”

The following day MacArthur traveled to New York City and was met with a reception even more rollicking and tempestuous than that which Eisenhower had enjoyed in 1945: millions of New Yorkers acclaimed MacArthur a returning hero as his open car drove slowly through 15 miles of city streets under a hail of confetti. Steamboats and tugs in the harbor belched thunderous bass notes of welcome; fireboats sprayed jets of water in the air; columns of marching bands blared triumphant music. At the steps of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, where the general dismounted from his car, Francis Cardinal Spellman and six bishops welcomed the general and clasped his hands, as if anointing him with holy powers.18

III

The Truman-MacArthur imbroglio roiled the waters of domestic politics. Truman’s approval rating sank below 30 percent and stayed there for all of 1951. His weakened position opened the path to a Republican presidential victory in 1952, but so far the only serious contender was Robert Taft. He had angled for the nomination three times before, losing out to Wendell Willkie in 1940 and Thomas Dewey in 1944 and 1948. Perhaps, many in the GOP argued, it was Taft’s turn. He had much support in the conservative and isolationist midwestern and western states. The Democrats had been in control of the Executive since 1933, and the country seemed ready for a change. Surely 1952 would be a Republican year.

The thought of a Taft presidency alarmed Eisenhower’s closest friends, none more so that Lucius Clay. Since returning from running the American occupation forces in Germany in 1949, General Clay had been working as CEO of the Continental Can Company and serving on various corporate boards. He was one of Eisenhower’s closest and most savvy wartime colleagues: supremely intelligent, politically sensitive—his father had been a senator—and enormously respected for his wisdom and organizational skill. He was also one of the great architects of America’s position in Europe: he had helped implement the Marshall Plan, helped cement the Western alliance and NATO, and was a stout believer in the Western security program Eisenhower was now building. Clay believed that if Taft became president, all this work would be wiped away. “We cannot let the isolationists gain control of government if we are to endure as a free people over the years,” he wrote Eisenhower in mid-April 1951. Within weeks Clay had formed a small group of moderate Republicans to start organizing a political campaign committee to win the GOP nomination for Eisenhower. “This involves no commitment on your part,” Clay reassured the general. But there was urgency in his message: “It is time to move now.”19

Eisenhower, on active duty in Europe as the NATO commander, could not condone such partisan activity. But while he told Clay that his own personal attitude toward a political career was “flatly negative,” he left the door open a crack: “Now, as to what others may or should do, I have always insisted upon the right of every free-born American to do what he pleases.” He went on, somewhat unpersuasively, “I am not trying to duck any difficult question, or to be evasive or coy. . . . My present duty is to help develop the defensive power of twelve countries. If I ever have to do any other, I shall have to be very clear that I know it to be a duty.”20

Did Eisenhower want to be president? He said repeatedly to his closest friends that he did not want a political career. But he was not immune to the arguments that reached him in Paris. He believed the country’s global interests would be profoundly harmed by a Taft presidency, and he believed Truman’s leadership on domestic policy had been disastrous. He wanted the country to move in a sharply different direction. He understood his own popular appeal and was sensitive to the clamoring of hundreds of friends and acquaintances that he was the right leader for these difficult times. But he had serious reservations. His reputation could be tarnished by a bruising political fight. Politics was a dirty business, and he had little respect for its leading practitioners. He had already given 40 years of service to his country and was ready for an easier life. There was also the possibility that if he ran for office, he might lose.

In mid-1951 the pressure on him mounted. In late June, Bill Robinson spent 10 days with Eisenhower in Paris. During golf, luxurious dinners at Le Coq Hardi, a few trips to the horse races, and a short jaunt to London, the two friends regularly talked politics. Robinson updated Eisenhower on Dewey’s efforts behind the scenes to stop Taft. Robinson told him directly that he had “not the slightest doubt” that Ike would be nominated by the Republicans “and would be elected.” He suggested that Eisenhower “make his plans for the future on that assumption.”21

Just two days after Robinson left Paris, Massachusetts senator Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. called on the general at his SHAPE headquarters. Lodge was a close associate of Dewey and was known as a promising young talent in liberal Republican circles. He knew Eisenhower very slightly from the war years, when Lodge had been a junior officer. But now Lodge felt it a duty to press him to run for president. Eisenhower was surprisingly eager to talk politics. He and Lodge spoke from 9:00 a.m. until lunch, after which Lodge stayed for further conversation. He left the meeting feeling that Eisenhower would be open to a draft from the Republican Party, though Ike’s refusal to campaign would make winning the nomination difficult.22

Clay drove this point home and made a proposal to Eisenhower that only a close and respected friend could have suggested: “I would hope that sometime in the early part of next year you would request your release [from the NATO command]. . . . No matter how badly you may be needed in Europe, you are needed even more here, and perhaps if you do not return, nothing accomplished there would have any real permanency.” Soon after, Ed Bermingham beseeched Eisenhower to declare his party affiliation so he could be registered in party primaries across the country. Such a statement would “unloose the energies and activities of your friends all over America who want to get the delegate machinery moving in your behalf.” Eisenhower tried to resist these entreaties, but in his diary he revealed that the pressure was getting to him. He wrote plaintively, “It is not easy to just say NO.”23

In mid-October Eisenhower gave his friends the first real sign that he could be persuaded to enter the political battle. The occasion was a visit from a West Point graduate and fellow Army football player, Gen. Edwin N. Clark, to Ike’s headquarters in Paris. Clark had served on Eisenhower’s staff in the war, then practiced law and run an international consulting business. He brought to Eisenhower a message from James Duff, a senator from Pennsylvania and a former governor. Duff had been working hard in Congress to peel away moderate and liberal Republicans from Taft and bring them to Eisenhower’s side. To do this effectively, he needed the general’s personal assurance that Eisenhower was a Republican and that he would run if drafted. So far Eisenhower had refused to give any such assurances. But Clark had more success. After a marathon session, Clark and Eisenhower worked out a statement that was to be given, in strictest secrecy, to Senator Duff. The letter, in Eisenhower’s handwriting, was dated October 14, 1951—his 61st birthday. It stated, “I have been and am an adherent to the Republican Party and to liberal Republican principles.” He reiterated his inability to campaign for the nomination while on active duty. However, he promised that if nominated, “I would resign my commission and assume aggressive leadership of the party.” Clark promptly returned to the United States, showed the letter to Duff, and locked it away for safekeeping. There could be little doubt now: Eisenhower was preparing to run for president.24

Truman, his canny instincts bristling, sensed the political threat Ike posed. The president remained uncertain whether he would run for reelection in 1952; his decision depended largely on Eisenhower. In November he summoned Ike to Washington, supposedly for a meeting on NATO matters. The reunion was overshadowed by a new poll from Gallup reporting that if Eisenhower ran against Truman in 1952, he would capture 64 percent of the vote against a mere 28 percent for Truman. On November 5 the two men had a private lunch at Blair House and spent more than an hour closeted together. No record was kept of the meeting, and Eisenhower later denied there had been any political talk; they discussed NATO and national security issues, he said. In fact Truman did ask Eisenhower about his political intentions. And he went further: the president would bow out of the race if Eisenhower accepted the Democratic nomination. Eisenhower, probably appalled that Truman would bring up the subject, replied that he had serious differences with the Democrats on domestic politics, especially on labor and social issues, and he could not accept such a scenario. He tried to change the subject, and Truman let it drop.25

Ike affected a lack of interest in politics for Truman’s benefit, but immediately after his lunch with the president, he flew to New York, and while parked on the tarmac of LaGuardia Airport in his official airplane, the Columbine, he held an impromptu strategy session with his close friends. Bill Robinson, Cliff Roberts, and his brother Milton, among others, talked to him for three hours about politics and the plan now in place for winning the nomination. Eisenhower continued to say that he would not actively campaign, but by now he was clearly giving enough support to the draft effort to banish the idea that he was merely a disinterested bystander.26
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