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Introduction


We have been pursuing this quietly, not tub-thumping, and we have not tried to claim political credit. This is a matter of justice, not of anything else.

—EISENHOWER ON HIS CIVIL RIGHTS POLICIES, OCTOBER 12, 1956






Fifty years ago, President Dwight D. Eisenhower ordered troops into Little Rock, Arkansas, to enforce a federal court order for school desegregation. That was an extraordinary action under any circumstances, but especially in a former Confederate state. A half century later, a president sending the army into an American city to enforce a court order would still generate huge controversy.

Little Rock was the tip of the civil rights iceberg for Eisenhower. As I will show in the following pages, during his presidency Eisenhower desegregated the District of Columbia (including its schools), completed desegregation of the armed forces, appointed progressive federal judges at all levels (including Earl Warren and four other Supreme Court justices), proposed and secured passage of the first civil rights legislation in over eighty years, and took steps to enforce the Supreme Court’s school desegregation decision in Brown v. Board of Education, most dramatically by his military intervention in Little Rock.

Yet the myth persists that Eisenhower was, as even Stephen E. Ambrose, an admiring biographer, put it, “no leader at all” in civil rights and that his “refusal to lead was almost criminal.” In 1991, Ambrose endorsed what he called “the best single volume now available on the Eisenhower presidency,” in which Chester Pach, Jr., and Elmo Richardson asserted that Eisenhower’s sympathies “clearly lay with southern whites, who he patiently said needed time to adjust, not with southern blacks, whom he impatiently criticized for wanting basic rights too soon.” Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., in The Cycles of American History, called racial justice and McCarthyism “the great moral issues of the Eisenhower years” but concluded that “Eisenhower evaded them both.” Tom Wicker, in a recent book in Schlesinger’s The American Presidents series, contends that, given Eisenhower’s popularity, he “might well have swung most of the nation in acceptance, however reluctant, of the Supreme Court’s interpretation of the Constitution.” Instead he was guilty of “a moral failing and a lack of vision.”1

Why did the myth arise? First, Eisenhower was a unique and complex president; study of his leadership requires a multifaceted approach. He was not a professional politician, yet he was politically successful. He was a military leader, yet he was suspicious of reliance on military power. He detested political demagoguery, but he was frequently deceptive about his plans and objectives. In public he often projected a smiling, amiable, grandfatherly image, but in private he was intellectually sharp, sometimes profane, prudently decisive, and a skilled manager of men.

Above all, as a soldier Ike was a man of deeds rather than words. But historians and journalists love words; the least arduous way to study a president is to focus on his public utterances. Now, more than ever, politicians are judged by their “sound bites,” and Eisenhower was not a sound bite politician. While presidential rhetoric is important, a myopic preoccupation with public statements produces a distorted picture of Eisenhower’s leadership. We must look closely at what he did, not just what he said, or we will miss much of what Eisenhower was about in civil rights.2

Second, many documents revealing Eisenhower’s leadership have either been unavailable or neglected. In the past generation, additional records on the Eisenhower presidency and civil rights have become available; in 2006, thousands of pages of documents on civil rights were released from the papers of Max Rabb, Eisenhower’s chief White House aide on civil rights. But scholars have also neglected the documents that were already available, relying on public statements rather than the diaries, the minutes of meetings, the notes on telephone conversations, and the private correspondence, that illuminate Eisenhower’s private intent. Careful attention to these documents casts Eisenhower’s civil rights leadership in a new light.

Third, there is the issue of bias. Significant numbers of academics (myself included) have traditionally allied themselves with a particular political perspective. But a partisan explanation is too simplistic. Once an interpretation of a president’s record, or a theory of presidential leadership, becomes conventional wisdom, historians and political scientists tend to treat it like holy writ, propagating the argument in articles and books and teaching it to undergraduate and graduate students. Political scientist Richard Neustadt and his followers defined successful presidential leadership for a generation of scholars and journalists, basing their model on Franklin D. Roosevelt and John F. Kennedy, and denigrating Eisenhower’s allegedly indecisive style of governance.3

Finally, neglect of the Eisenhower record is rooted in its historic context. Ike was a nineteenth-century man, raised in an era of blatant white supremacy in American life. Despite losing the Civil War, the South eventually won the peace. By the time Eisenhower was born in 1890, slavery had been supplanted by a system of racial segregation, enshrined in law in the South and in practice in the North. “Jim Crow” society was characterized by segregated restaurants, restrooms, athletic events, water fountains, parks, swimming pools, entertainment, and schools. By the beginning of the twentieth century, nothing less than a social revolution could overturn this system of institutionalized racism sanctioned by an 1896 decision of the Supreme Court, Plessy v. Ferguson, that maintained that “separate but equal” facilities and accommodations for blacks were legal.

It was Dwight Eisenhower’s lot to serve as president when frustration with this situation boiled over. The new climate was driven by the increasing importance of black votes in northern cities, more aggressive and sophisticated civil rights organizations, and soldiers, returning from World War II and the Korean War, who increasingly resisted the contradiction of fighting for freedom abroad while being denied it at home. This context is critical for understanding the Eisenhower era. The progressive racial standards of later times, so ingrained in our minds, should not be indiscriminately applied to the ’50s. We must try to see the world as the men and women of the early 1950s saw it. Then we can appropriately assess their efforts, including Dwight Eisenhower’s, toward achieving equality.

Invoking context does not mean we excuse the sins of a past generation. Otherwise, we could explain away the institution of slavery by invoking the mores of its time. This volume is not intended to minimize the incredible hardships that Jim Crow imposed on African-American citizens. Neither does it pretend to do justice to the real heroes of the civil rights movement, the African-American men, women, and even the children (as in Little Rock) who risked their lives to change America’s racial climate. Likewise, the book does not analyze the impact of Eisenhower’s racial policies on America’s role in the world; others have addressed that issue.

I will not attempt to make Ike into a civil rights saint. My purpose here, rather, is to look over his shoulder to see what he saw, confront what he confronted, and help us discern, as best we can, his intent and accomplishments in domestic racial politics. Once that is done, we can better assess Eisenhower’s place in the pantheon of American presidents.






        
            
                CHAPTER ONE

                The Candidate

                
                    I believe we
                                    should eliminate every vestige of segregation in the District of
                                    Columbia.

                    —PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATE DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER, SEPTEMBER 8, 1952

                

            

            
                General Eisenhower was ready to run for
                        president. Over the years, he had seamlessly cloaked his personal ambitions
                        in a call to duty. Ike wanted the Republican Party to summon him to serve
                        his country once more, so he purposely delayed a formal announcement of his
                        candidacy. Eisenhower had learned long ago “to retain as long as possible a
                        position of flexibility—that is, to wait until the last possible moment
                        before announcing any positive decision.”1

                Herbert Brownell, Jr. was tired of losing. The New York
                        attorney had managed Republican Governor Thomas E. Dewey’s unsuccessful
                        presidential campaigns in 1944 and 1948. Despite voters’ support for
                        Eisenhower in the early primaries, Brownell knew that Ohio Senator Robert A.
                        Taft’s candidacy made a draft impossible. Mutual friends had urged
                        Eisenhower to consult with Brownell and, on March 18, 1952, the general
                        wrote a confidential letter inviting him to Paris, where Eisenhower was
                        serving as Supreme Allied Commander of the North Atlantic Treaty
                        Organization (NATO). Brownell grabbed the next available plane and crossed
                        the Atlantic under an assumed name. The moment was at hand for the general
                        to end his silence.

                Brownell spent March 24 at General Eisenhower’s headquarters.
                        Brownell later called the conversation “the experience of a lifetime.” He
                        found Eisenhower “plainspoken and warm,” ready to apply his experience to
                        solving the nation’s problems. Brownell probed the candidate’s convictions
                        on the Constitution and civil rights. The general recounted his efforts to
                        abolish racial barriers in the army and, as Brownell recalled, stated
                        “flatly” that if elected, his “first order of business” would be “to
                        eliminate discrimination against black citizens in every area under the
                        jurisdiction of the federal government.”2

                Prepared for
                                Leadership

                Eisenhower had traveled a long road to this moment. He
                        was born into a segregated society in 1890—six years before the Supreme
                        Court ruled, in Plessy v. Ferguson,
                        that “separate but equal” facilities were constitutional. His home town of
                        Abilene, Kansas, numbered about a hundred blacks among the city’s
                        three-thousand-plus residents. Segregation existed there but was not as
                        rigid as in the Deep South; blacks had their own baseball team, churches,
                        and social activities but attended some events with whites.3 In
                        that environment, Ike routinely learned to address Negroes as individuals,
                        not as a race.

                Eisenhower attended the U.S. Military Academy at West Point,
                        which, despite a sprinkling of black cadets through the years, was a white
                        establishment. His first assignments after graduation included posts in
                        Texas, Maryland, and Georgia, where both the military and civilian society
                        were segregated. Until World War II, even his northern assignments exposed
                        him to blacks serving primarily in subordinate positions.

                Despite his limited exposure to Negro issues, Eisenhower came
                        to embrace a set of egalitarian principles. The probable sources for these
                        ideals included his mother’s teaching, his religious heritage in the River
                        Brethren Mennonite sect, his study at West Point, and, in particular, a
                        stimulating three-year assignment in the early 1920s with General Fox Conner
                        in Panama. Conner, the owner of a huge library, had taken a special interest
                        in Ike’s intellectual develop ment. Eisenhower’s Panama duties left him with
                        abundant time for study, and he later termed his service with Conner “a
                        graduate school in military affairs and the humanities.” It was in Panama
                        that the young officer developed an unshakable reverence for the
                        Constitution and the courts.4 Eisenhower came to believe that the
                        stability of the country depended on the American people supporting the law
                        of the land, as interpreted by the Supreme Court.

                The heartland culture that nurtured Eisenhower had also molded
                        Herbert Brownell. His hometown was Peru, Nebraska, two hundred miles north
                        of Abilene. Brownell possessed a large Lincoln library and was a
                        sophisticated scholar of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to the
                        Constitution—the post–Civil War amendments that had granted citizenship
                        rights to former slaves.5

                Brownell’s associates admired him to the point of adoration. A
                        former law partner recalls that Brownell “combined seriousness with a
                        generosity of spirit and an unfailing (often self-deprecating) humor that
                        made him seem serene no matter how stressful the circumstances.” Brownell
                        spoke with “enormous knowledge and experience” and “listeners, no matter how
                        notable and official, hung on his words as if they were hearing the voice of
                        the law or history itself.” Tom Stephens, appointments secretary in the
                        Eisenhower White House, revered “the quiet, dignified manner” in which
                        Brownell handled difficult problems, and observed that nothing intimidated
                        him. Warren Olney III, an associate of California’s governor Earl Warren,
                        insisted after the 1952 election that he “did not want to go to Washington
                        under any circumstances or for any position.” But one interview with Herbert
                        Brownell changed his mind, and Olney signed on to head the criminal division
                        in the Justice Department. Olney warned a colleague preparing to meet with
                        Brownell: “I think you will find that Mr. Brownell is a very persuasive
                            man.”6

                This was the man to whom General Eisenhower, on March 24,
                        pledged to invoke federal authority to combat discrimination. At this point
                        in life, Eisenhower was not easily impressed; he had dealt with the giants
                        of world affairs—Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, Charles De
                        Gaulle, and Josef Stalin. But the general was intrigued with Herbert
                        Brownell. This was a man who could guide the inexperienced general through
                        the minefield of presidential politics, and mentor him in the politics of
                        civil rights. A year later, Eisenhower expressed awe in his diary that
                        Brownell, for all his political experience, had not become “hardboiled.”
                        “The contrary seems to be true,” Eisenhower wrote. “Certainly he has never
                        suggested to me any action which could be considered in slightest degree
                        dishonest or unethical. His reputation with others seems to match my own
                        high opinion of his capabilities as a lawyer, his qualities as a leader, and
                        his character as a man. I am devoted to him and am perfectly confident that
                        he would make an outstanding President of the United
                        States.”7

                Brownell, that “persuasive man,” convinced Eisenhower that he
                        should return to the United States and fight for the nomination of his
                        party. A week later, Ike wrote to President Truman, asking for release from
                        his command. By June 1, the general was back in Washington; he announced his
                        candidacy on June 4 in Abilene.8

                Eisenhower and Black
                                Soldiers

                Civil rights would not be a major issue in the 1952
                        presidential election. A cluster of cases—subsequently known as Brown v. Board of
                        Education—challenging Plessy v.
                                Ferguson was scheduled for review by the Supreme
                        Court, but no ruling was imminent. Eisenhower’s commitment to Brownell to
                        invoke federal authority against discrimination was not a political strategy
                        aimed at garnering votes; it was, as he stated years later, “a matter of
                            justice.”9

                World War II had profoundly affected Eisenhower’s perception
                        of blacks and discrimination. In the segregated army, black soldiers were
                        often detailed to serve the needs of top officers. In August 1942, not long
                        after he was appointed Commanding General, European Theater of Operations,
                        Ike was assigned a black valet, Sergeant John A. Moaney. Their relationship
                        mirrored the contradictions of race relations in Eisenhower’s America.
                        Moaney’s position as the subordinate of a white man echoed the inequalities
                        of slavery and the Jim Crow system, but the two men became devoted to each
                        other. Moaney served Eisenhower from 1942 until Ike’s death in 1969.
                        Eisenhower declared that he and the sergeant were “inseparable” and that “in
                        my daily life, he is about the irreplaceable man.”10

                Men such as Moaney lacked opportunity for advancement in the
                        armed forces; this reality clashed with Eisenhower’s egalitarian values.
                        Although he was obligated to comply with government policy requiring
                        segregation in the armed forces, Ike sought ways to mitigate the impact of
                        discrimination. In March 1942, the year Sergeant Moaney joined him,
                        Eisenhower, acting in his capacity as chief of the army’s operations
                        division, communicated to the army’s chief of staff, General George C.
                        Marshall, his concerns for “the colored troop problem.” Eisenhower had
                        confronted tensions over black troop deployments everywhere from Australia
                        to Alaska to South America. At one point, the Allies feared losing Australia
                        to the Axis powers; so Eisenhower assigned black divisions to the country.
                        When the Australian ambassador informed him that Australian law forbade
                        bringing Negroes into the country, Ike recalled, he was “very firm—said all
                        right—no troops.” Frightened Australian leaders responded the next morning
                        with a flood of cables reversing their position but insisting that the
                        troops be withdrawn when the emergency was over. Eisenhower told his chief
                        of staff, General Alfred M. Gruenther, “to stand his ground and make no
                        differential between blood.”11

                In 1944, leaders at the National Association for the
                        Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) obtained a confidential directive
                        issued by Eisenhower on March 1 that made officers responsible for
                        “scrupulous enforcement” of the principle, “Equal opportunities of service
                        and of recreation are the right of every American soldier regardless of
                        branch, race, color, or creed.” Eisenhower particularly pushed for authority
                        to allow Negro soldiers, normally restricted to logistical support, to
                        volunteer for combat. In December 1944, at the time of the Battle of the
                        Bulge in Europe, Ike needed all the troops he could get. General John C. H.
                        Lee issued a directive, approved by Eisenhower, proclaiming: “The
                        opportunity to volunteer will be extended to all soldiers without regard to
                        color or race but preference will normally be given to individuals who have
                        had some basic training in infantry.” The War Department declared the order
                        contrary to policy and forced Eisenhower to withdraw it, destroy the
                        original message, and substitute a more innocuous
                        statement.12

                On January 7, 1945, Eisenhower resumed his campaign to permit
                        black soldiers to volunteer for combat. He complained to General Marshall
                        that more than 100,000 Negroes were performing “back-breaking manual work”
                        on docks, depots, and roads, but were denied the chance to serve on the
                        front lines. To Eisenhower, this was unjust: “I feel that in existing
                        circumstances I cannot deny the Negro volunteer a chance to serve in
                        battle,” Ike wrote to Marshall. Eisenhower finally persuaded Marshall to
                        authorize a modest infantry unit. Nearly 2,500 Negroes initially
                        volunteered, and some of them accepted a reduction in grade to qualify.
                        Eventually, 4,562 Negro soldiers enlisted for combat
                        duty.13

                Eisenhower pressured his generals to filter these black units
                        into the combat forces. General George S. Patton, commander of the Third
                        Army in Europe, worried that his southern soldiers would rebel. “Our
                        experience was just the opposite,” Eisenhower recalled. “There was not a
                        single objection brought to my attention. On the contrary from all sides
                        there came heartwarming reports of the success of the experiment,” including
                        from Patton. Some of the black squads had Negro leaders, some white. “Some
                        of these white units, by the way, were southern units,” Eisenhower told a
                        press conference in 1956. “This was the thing that convinced me that the
                        thing could be done.”14 Amid the stresses of a great war,
                        Eisenhower had quietly undermined the myth that Negroes were unwilling and
                        inadequate warriors.

                By the end of the war, Eisenhower’s principles on race
                        relations had crystallized. In 1946, Dr. Milton Eisenhower, then president
                        of Kansas State University, asked his brother for suggestions for a course
                        on citizenship he was instituting. Ike responded: “In presenting the
                        objectives of the course I should bear down hard on elimination of racial intolerance.” The course,
                        he wrote, should confront students with “the obligations of citizenship as
                        well as its privileges, which could of course be done through the history of
                        some of the sacrifices that have been made ever since 1215 to establish the
                        equality of the citizen before the law.”15

                In 1947, Lawrence Dunbar Reddick, a curator at the New York
                        Public Library, asked Eisenhower for a statement on the service of Negro
                        soldiers in the war. Eisenhower advocated evaluating recruits purely on
                        merit, and expressed his regret that the service of blacks in the army “has
                        not always received the public recognition or realistic appreciation it
                        merited.” He declared: “Both as Chief of Staff and as an American citizen I
                        oppose any discrimination in the rights and privileges awarded American
                        soldiers based upon color or race.”16

                As postwar army chief of staff in 1946–47, Eisenhower sought
                        partial integration, but army officials resisted. Eisenhower claimed that he
                        “fought the staff on the issue.” In the peacetime army, resistance to
                        desegregation revolved around the social life of the army. The opponents
                        argued, Ike recalled, “that through integration we would get into all kinds
                        of difficulty in staging soldiers’ dances and other social events.” The
                        pressure was “to get the soldiers home,” so “little progress toward
                        integration was made during that period.” In early 1947, in response to
                        inquiries from the NAACP, Eisenhower ordered units as small as companies to
                        be integrated into previously all-white units, but integration of
                        individuals was still forbidden by the government.17

                During these postwar years, President Harry Truman laid
                        important groundwork for presidential leadership in civil rights. On
                        December 5, 1946, Truman issued an executive order establishing the
                        President’s Committee on Civil Rights. In October 1947, the committee issued
                        its report—“To Secure These Rights.” The report contained ten
                        recommendations, including a civil rights commission, a civil rights
                        division in the Justice Department, antilynching legislation; protection of
                        the right to vote; a fair employment practices commission; and home rule for
                        the District of Columbia.18

                Eisenhower was succeeded by Omar N. Bradley as army chief of
                        staff on February 7, 1948. Eisenhower was invited, prior to his assuming the
                        presidency of Columbia University, to testify before the Senate Armed
                        Services Committee concerning the postwar status of the army. Two days
                        before Eisenhower was scheduled to testify on April 3, a civil rights leader
                        endorsed the general’s views on segregation in the military. Walter White,
                        the executive secretary of the NAACP, published a column in which he
                        recalled a three-hour conversation with Eisenhower in 1944, just prior to
                        the invasion of Normandy. White concluded that, in regard to segregation in
                        the military, “Eisenhower was implacable in his opposition to that system so
                        we confined our discussion to practical means of abolishing it as swiftly as
                            possible.”19

                Despite his personal views, segregation of the armed forces
                        was still the policy of the United States government; Eisenhower, the
                        obedient soldier, was unlikely to oppose government policy in front of a
                        Senate committee. Concerning Negro troops, Eisenhower stated: “We found that
                        they fought better when distributed in small units with the white troops.”
                        He continued, “I personally have always stood since that time for organizing
                        the Negro down to include units no larger than platoons.” Eisenhower sounded
                        ambivalent about eliminating individual segregation. The Negro, he worried,
                        was “less well educated than his brother citizen who is white, and if you
                        make a complete amalgamation, what you are going to have is, in every
                        company the Negro is going to be relegated to the minor jobs, and he is
                        never going to get his promotion to such grades as technical sergeant,
                        master sergeant, and so on, because the competition is too tough. If, on the
                        other hand, he is in smaller units of his own, he can go up to that rate,
                        and I believe he is entitled to the chance to show his wares.” Eisenhower
                        expressed doubts about the effectiveness of legislation to combat
                        discrimination. “I do believe,” he stated, “that if we attempt merely by
                        passing a lot of laws to force someone to like someone else, we are just
                        going to get into trouble.”20

                The general could not know that Harry Truman was planning a
                        surprise. In July 1948, Truman’s presidential campaign was in difficulty.
                        Southern segregationists had bolted the Democratic Party and were running
                        Governor Strom Thurmond of South Carolina for president, while former vice
                        president Henry Wallace led a revolt on the left. Governor Dewey, whose
                        campaign was again managed by Herbert Brownell, seemed poised to win the
                        White House. Campaign strategist and White House counsel Clark Clifford
                        implored Truman to take action to enlist the support of Negro voters in
                        northern cities. On July 26—just days after the Democratic convention—Truman
                        surprised the nation by signing Executive Order 9981, requiring equal
                        treatment and opportunity for Negroes in the United States
                            military.21

                Eisenhower’s April testimony, coming nearly four months before
                        Truman’s executive order, would prove controversial for years to come. In
                        the wake of Truman’s order, Eisenhower’s comments seemed remarkably
                        conservative for a general who had advocated progressive policies during the
                        war. Perhaps Eisenhower had not made his peace with the integration of
                        individual soldiers in the military; his initiatives had focused on blending
                        small black units into white divisions. He correctly recognized that, badly
                        implemented, desegregation could make the lot of black soldiers even worse.
                        Still, he had repeated a common stereotype in assuming that all black
                        soldiers were uneducated and unable to compete with whites on merit. If
                        Eisenhower had known about Truman’s plans, he might have felt freer to
                        reprise his 1947 statement opposing “any discrimination in the rights and
                        privileges awarded American soldiers based upon color or
                        race.”22

                What Manner of
                            Man?

                Eisenhower’s experience with black soldiers provides a
                        partial backdrop for his approach to civil rights. Who he was—as a man and a
                        military commander—reveals even more. By 1952, Eisenhower was a unique
                        presidential candidate who had developed well-honed ways of doing business.
                        He possessed extraordinary executive and strategic planning skills. Ike had
                        been the army’s premier military staff officer, his service coveted by
                        generals George Marshall and Douglas MacArthur. He developed a “staff
                        system” that required competent specialists who were assigned clear-cut
                        responsibilities. As supreme commander in Europe, Eisenhower did not make
                        war himself—Eisenhower never commanded troops directly in the field—so he
                        cultivated the habit of recruiting strong-minded and competent subordinates
                        to whom responsibility could be delegated.23

                Eisenhower’s skills at delegation enabled him to oversee a
                        remarkable span of issues. He would raise questions, make certain a
                        subordinate understood a policy and its outer boundaries, and expect a
                        timely report. Fred I. Greenstein finds that Eisenhower tailored his
                        delegation to his subordinates, keeping some on a short leash and granting
                        wide latitude to others, especially Brownell. General Andrew Goodpaster,
                        Ike’s staff secretary and national security aide in the White House, once
                        said to him, “It must take guts to delegate.” Eisenhower responded by
                        quoting the adage from the German general von Moltke that “centralization is
                        the refuge of fear.”24

                Eisenhower did not like “yes” people. The rule, according to
                        Goodpaster, was “No concurrence through silence.” Eisenhower was “a good
                        listener” who asked questions, then often “reserved his judgment and said
                        that he wanted to talk with others.” He was notorious for listening intently
                        at length in a meeting, then halting the proceedings and summarizing the
                        subject in stark, sometimes profane terms.25

                Eisenhower, the war leader, had to be prepared for anything an
                        enemy might do. Contingency plans were routine in his world; he did not
                        disdain subterfuge, whether military or political. For instance, prior to
                        D-Day, Eisenhower approved activities and messages about a fictitious army
                        that were designed to mislead the Germans into thinking the Allies would
                        launch their invasion across the English Channel at Calais, when the real
                        site was Normandy.26 To Ike, misleading an opponent was
                        acceptable and often essential—an approach he would apply as president to
                        civil rights as well as foreign affairs.

                Eisenhower’s ready smile and courtly demeanor covered an
                        intense, hard-driving personality. His temper was legendary; General Wilton
                        (“Jerry”) Persons, a longtime aide, likened Eisenhower’s temper “to a
                        skyrocket.” “It would blow up,” Persons recalled, “and then everything would
                        be alright again.” On his sixty-seventh birthday, Eisenhower wrote to a
                        friend about how he had developed “patience and moderation.” “For a man of
                        my temperament,” he said, “it wasn’t easy.” Ike’s intense self-restraint
                        regimen eventually produced a dispassionate, somewhat misleading public
                        persona that some observers characterized as
                    “aloof.”27

                The presidential candidate whom Herbert Brownell courted in
                        1952 was, in many respects, a loner, a man who had arduously reined in his
                        temper and his response to criticism. Personally intense, Eisenhower
                        projected the public image of a smiling, gentleman soldier who rarely
                        criticized anyone, no matter how odious. William Ewald, a former
                        speechwriter who assisted the former president with his memoirs, captured
                        Ike’s prescription for handling personal attacks: “Don’t see, don’t feel,
                        don’t admit, and don’t answer; just ignore your attacker and keep
                            smiling.”28 That formula would serve him well in running for
                        president. It also profoundly influenced perceptions of his leadership on
                        civil rights.29

                Eisenhower, the
                                Candidate

                Eisenhower’s role in the defeat of the Nazis in
                        Europe, his military bearing, and his infectious smile made him the perfect
                        candidate, but the transition from general to politician was not easy. Ike
                        did not perceive himself as a party leader. Still, he was a master of
                        bureaucratic and international political skills. He had carefully plotted
                        his extraordinary rise to power in the army. As wartime Allied commander, he
                        had employed his relational skills to hold the unruly Western alliance
                        together, dealing successfully with aggressive generals and egocentric
                        politicians such as Churchill and Roosevelt.

                In the process, Eisenhower, seeing his personal popularity as
                        a resource for leadership, learned to protect his own prestige. Herbert
                        Brownell remembered Ike’s “reluctance to associate himself with difficult
                        policy decisions,” especially in civil rights, and admitted that sometimes
                        Eisenhower’s “techniques of delegation put us out on the proverbial limb.”
                        Brownell recalled that White House press secretary James Hagerty once
                        complained to Eisenhower about having to deliver some unwelcome news to a
                        roomful of hostile reporters. Eisenhower responded: “Better you, Jim, than
                        me.” Richard Nixon, Ike’s vice president, later opined that Eisenhower was
                        “a far more complex and devious man than most people realized, and in the
                        best sense of those words.”30

                Eisenhower called his political philosophy “the middle way,”
                        distinguishing his leadership from the New Deal on the left and Republican
                        isolationism on the right. Abraham Lincoln provided him a model for walking
                        politically between the extremes. Brigadier General Bradford G. Chynoweth
                        once wrote Eisenhower and criticized Lincoln as a “radical Republican.” “You
                        call Lincoln a radical,” Eisenhower responded, “but every bit of reading I
                        have done on his life convinces me that in many ways he was the greatest
                        compromiser and the most astute master of expedience that we have known.”
                        Eisenhower concluded: “I believe that the true radical is the fellow who is
                        standing in the middle and battling both extremes.”31 That point
                        of view would eventually irritate civil rights activists, who would resent
                        the implication that they were “extremists” equivalent to segregationists in
                        the South.

                The aspiring candidate disliked traditional political
                        rhetoric, abhorring anything that smelled of demagoguery. A campaign staff
                        member might urge Eisenhower to make a statement on an issue and his typical
                        response would be, “I’ve already said it.” He would stubbornly ignore advice
                        to “repeat it and repeat it and repeat it and repeat it and repeat
                            it.”32 That style, when he became president, sometimes was an
                        obstacle to communicating his goals and achievements in civil
                    rights.

                Eisenhower’s approach to political speech was not naïve; it
                        was intentional. He described his distaste for demagoguery in a confidential
                        letter in 1953: “I deplore and deprecate the table-pounding, name-calling
                        methods that columnists so much love. This is not because of any failure to
                        love a good fight; it merely represents my belief that such methods are
                        normally futile.” Eisenhower concluded: “I simply must be permitted to
                        follow my own methods, because to adopt someone else’s would be so unnatural
                        as to create the conviction that I was acting
                    falsely.”33

                Eisenhower preferred action to rhetoric. After World War II, a
                        Negro newspaper reported that Eisenhower’s high school teammates had once
                        refused to play a football game against a team that included a Negro, and
                        young Ike addressed his teammates in the dressing room on justice and fair
                        play. Eisenhower later corrected the account, recalling that his teammates
                        had individually resisted playing the center position opposite the black
                        player. Ike normally played end, but “I played center that day for the only
                        time in my life.” He “shook hands with the chap both before and after the
                        game.” The rest of the team, Eisenhower recalled, was “a bit ashamed.”
                        “But,” he declared, “I did not make
                        a speech!”34

                That was vintage Eisenhower, setting an example rather than
                        preaching. Like the young football player, the mature general had little
                        faith in the power of words; he had not won the war in Europe by making
                        speeches.

                Courting the
                            South

                On June 4, 1952, in Abilene, a powerful thunderstorm
                        interrupted Eisenhower’s speech launching his campaign. He touched on
                        multiple issues but was vague on civil rights. He advocated the government’s
                        elimination of inequities wherever it had authority, but implied that the
                        states should resolve most civil rights issues.35

                Brownell brilliantly managed the Eisenhower candidacy at the
                        Republican convention, putting the old guard on the defensive, beating them
                        in delegate seating contests, and outperforming them in public relations.
                        Civil rights was not a divisive issue within the party. The platform plank
                        was ambiguous regarding civil rights, recognizing “the primary
                        responsibility of each state to order and control its domestic
                        institutions.” The federal government could “take supplemental action within
                        its constitutional jurisdiction to oppose discrimination against race,
                        religion or national origin.” The platform pledged the appointment of
                        “qualified persons, without distinction of race, religion or national
                        origin”; action toward eliminating lynching and the poll tax; “appropriate
                        action to end segregation in the District of Columbia”; and legislation “to
                        further just and equitable treatment in the area of discriminatory
                        employment practices,” and that would not duplicate state
                            efforts.36

                Confident that the general would win the election, Brownell
                        left the campaign following the convention to return to his law practice.
                        Eisenhower was faced with campaigning against the Democratic candidate,
                        Governor Adlai Stevenson of Illinois, without the man whose advice he most
                        trusted, a situation he eventually came to deplore. Ike himself decided to
                        campaign extensively in the South, something a Republican presidential
                        candidate had rarely done. On the stump, Eisenhower cited his years of army
                        service in the South and his “southern friends”—a formulation certain to
                        make civil rights activists, particularly African-American leaders,
                            uneasy.37

                The centerpiece of Eisenhower’s courtship of the South was his
                        opposition to a federal fair employment practices commission (FEPC) that
                        could require contractors with the federal government to practice
                        nondiscrimination in hiring and promotion. The FEPC had been an issue for
                        Negroes since 1941; President Roosevelt, by executive order, had established
                        a fair employment practices committee prohibiting discrimination in defense
                        industries during the war, and broadened it to include all government
                        contracts in 1943. Even then the order was not enforced in the South. In
                        peacetime, the wartime FEPC disappeared and efforts at passing a permanent
                        measure were blocked by congressional conservatives.

                Prior to his candidacy, Eisenhower had propounded a racial
                        version of his “middle way”: “While I would flatly oppose any use of
                        national funds or power or influence that would attempt to discriminate
                        among American citizens on the basis of color or creed, I would also oppose
                        turning the federal government into a police state.” When Eisenhower
                        launched his candidacy in Abilene, he declared that action against
                        discrimination in employment was something that belonged with the states,
                        not the federal government.38

                Ike’s flirtation with the South produced embarrassing moments.
                        Walter White, executive secretary of the NAACP, anxiously telegrammed the
                        candidate about a full-page advertisement that appeared in a South Carolina
                        paper announcing: “Eisenhower and the people are opposed to federal
                        controlled and sponsored civil rights to eliminate segregation in our
                        schools, and in our mills and offices.” When White asked Eisenhower to
                        repudiate the statement, Sherman Adams, the New Hampshire governor who
                        eventually became Ike’s White House chief of staff, responded that
                        Eisenhower “had no knowledge of this particular advertisement to which you
                        refer, and he most certainly does not subscribe to its content.” The
                        general, Adams wrote, “would not have consented to its publication.”
                        Fifty-four newspapers in the thirteen traditionally Democratic southern
                        states endorsed Eisenhower, compared with twenty-four that endorsed Dewey in
                        1948. Three southern Democratic governors endorsed the general: James F.
                        (“Jimmy”) Byrnes of South Carolina, Robert Kennon of Louisiana, and Allan
                        Shivers of Texas.39

                President Truman, campaigning on behalf of Stevenson, attacked
                        Eisenhower’s “gradualist” approach to civil rights and called for a civil
                        rights program backed by “the full force and power of the Federal
                        Government.” Referring to Eisenhower’s 1948 testimony, Truman fumed that
                        “some of our greatest generals have said that our forces had to have
                        segregated units,” but experience “has proved that to be nonsense.”
                        Eisenhower responded with a defense of his efforts to integrate blacks into
                        the front lines in World War II. “They fought with (Gen.) George Patton’s
                        army,” he said, “and fought brilliantly.” Eisenhower insisted that,
                        following the war, he “fought for integration of them in the Army but, as
                        you probably know, the general staff doesn’t pay much attention to a former
                            chief.”40

                Val Washington, the minority programs director for the
                        Republican National Committee (RNC), valiantly defended Eisenhower’s
                        positions, insisting that Eisenhower was “upset” by black leaders depicting
                        him as an advocate of military segregation, when he was not. Regarding an
                        FEPC, Washington declared that Eisenhower opposed “all force legislation,”
                        but emphasized that the general’s goal was the same: “freedom of opportunity
                        in employment for all Americans.” Washington produced a fourteen-point
                        program, promising that the Republicans would end segregation in the
                        nation’s capital, abolish discrimination in federal employment, make
                        important Negro appointments, and strengthen the civil rights section in the
                        Justice Department. Washington invoked a favorite Eisenhower theme: “A
                        Republican administration will not arouse false hopes of Negroes by
                        promising what it never intends to deliver.”41

                Washington persuaded the National Council of Negro Democrats
                        to endorse Eisenhower just prior to the election, but some black leaders
                        continued to be suspicious. Roy Wilkins, the assistant executive secretary
                        of the NAACP, visited Eisenhower at the general’s invitation in his suite at
                        the Commodore Hotel in New York. Wilkins found Eisenhower “tense” and
                        “surrounded by aides,” reading his demeanor as a sign he was not comfortable
                        with black people.42

                A month after Val Washington assumed his position at the RNC,
                        he placed an African-American on the Eisenhower campaign train. E. Frederic
                        Morrow was a World War II veteran and former NAACP staff member who was
                        employed by the Columbia Broadcasting System’s radio division. Morrow’s life
                        on the campaign trail was difficult; hotels and restaurants frequently
                        denied him access. When Eisenhower visited Morrow’s home town of Hackensack,
                        New Jersey, Morrow was campaigning elsewhere. The New Jersey Republican
                        committee chairman labeled Morrow a troublemaker and castigated the
                        candidate for appointing him to his staff. Eisenhower, Morrow later learned,
                        had praised his service and had angrily told the committee members that “it
                        was none of their damned business who he appointed to his personal
                            staff.”43

                Morrow joined the train on Labor Day, September 5, 1952, when
                        the Eisenhower campaign was, he opined, “running like a dry creek.” Morrow
                        made an awkward start by openly criticizing the first speech he heard the
                        candidate deliver. He also informed Eisenhower that his 1948 congressional
                        testimony had disillusioned the black community. Ike granted that he had
                        probably relied too heavily in 1948 on feedback from generals with southern
                        roots. “Fred, maybe you’ve got something there,” he said. “Maybe these
                        politicians are pulling my leg. Maybe we’ll have to do something about
                        getting the message across.” Three days after Morrow’s arrival, on September
                        8, Eisenhower delivered his most quoted declaration on civil rights: “I
                        believe we should eliminate every vestige of segregation in the District of
                            Columbia.”44

                A “Gap between Promise and
                                Performance”

                By the end of September, Eisenhower was upset with his
                        campaign. A fund for the use of vice presidential candidate Richard Nixon
                        had created a political uproar. Eisenhower called Herbert Brownell in the
                        middle of the night to discuss Nixon’s fate. Brownell recommended retaining
                        the Californian on the ticket, advice that was vindicated when Nixon
                        delivered a successful defense on television.

                Eisenhower and Brownell also discussed the candidate’s
                        distress with the management of the campaign. The RNC had given Eisenhower a
                        “take-it-or-leave-it” plan that forced him to frenetically campaign for
                        congressmen and senators without regard to his health or his wife’s needs.
                        The GOP leadership had pushed him to campaign for Senator Joseph McCarthy,
                        the anticommunist demagogue who had accused General Marshall, Ike’s army
                        mentor, of treason. Eisenhower had allowed himself to be pressured into
                        deleting a statement defending Marshall from a speech, a decision Truman
                        characterized as “one of the most shameful things I can ever remember.”
                        Eisenhower asked Brownell to return and serve as his personal liaison with
                        the RNC. In early October, Brownell rejoined the campaign.45 Once
                        he resumed command, the candidate and his team regained their
                        confidence.

                Eisenhower’s primary focus in the final days of the campaign
                        was the ongoing war in Korea, but Brownell persuaded the candidate to shift
                        his approach to civil rights. The New Yorker was unsympathetic to further
                        wooing of the South. By October, southern politicians such as Jimmy Byrnes
                        could not easily repudiate their endorsements. Brownell’s shift in strategy
                        was signaled when columnist Drew Pearson reported that “the Republican high
                        command has decided on a very important right-about-face in regard to the
                        Negro vote.” Walter White told the NAACP board of directors: “Eisenhower
                        brain-trusters have virtually decided to have their candidate reverse
                        himself and come out 100% for civil rights.”46

                Eisenhower’s October 17 speech in Newark, New Jersey, was
                        designed as the centerpiece of a new plan for the candidate to speak out on
                        civil rights. The day before, Ike’s speechwriters, including Emmet John
                        Hughes and Milton Eisenhower, had been in “a mad rush” to get the address
                        written. Stephen Benedict, another writer, recalled that Eisenhower insisted
                        he would not apologize for his refusal to endorse making laws on civil
                        rights, especially creating an FEPC. He felt “very strongly the full power
                        of the federal government ought to be used, as contrasted with
                            laws.”47

                That was Eisenhower’s civil rights strategy—the commitment to
                        invoke federal authority he had first enunciated to Brownell on March 24. He
                        and his aides perceived the Truman administration as “just talk and no
                        action” in civil rights. In his Newark speech, Eisenhower accused the
                        Democrats of courting black votes with “demagogic speech-making” and annual
                        proposals for legislation that the party leaders knew would never pass the
                        Congress. The Truman regime, the general declared, suffered from a “gap
                        between promise and performance.”48

                Eisenhower charged that segregation in Washington, D.C.,
                        provided “an unfortunate demonstration of how this administration, after 20
                        years of talk about moving mountains, has not even brought forth a mouse.”
                        Truman shot back that the Republican candidate should be warned “that the
                        President can’t get things done in the District of Columbia simply by waving
                        a wand.”49

                Victory

                Eisenhower won the election, breaking the “solid
                        South” by winning four states—Tennessee, Virginia, Florida, and Texas.
                        Stevenson carried seven Deep South states plus Kentucky and West Virginia.
                        Ike received 55 percent of the popular vote, and won in the electoral
                        college by 442–89. Stevenson carried an estimated 79 percent of the black
                            vote.50

                On election day, Eisenhower sent for Brownell. Ike was staying
                        at the Columbia University president’s home (he had served as president of
                        the school from 1948 to 1950 and had been on leave until 1952). The general,
                        wearing his artist’s smock, was painting a landscape. When Brownell informed
                        Eisenhower that he was winning by a landslide, Ike responded that they had
                        better get busy planning to run the White House. He intended to employ the
                        staff system he had developed in the military, “with a Chief of Staff at my
                        side.” Eisenhower paused in his painting and looked Brownell in the eye:
                        “And I want you to be Chief of Staff.” Eisenhower could have paid the New
                        Yorker no higher tribute. Brownell responded that he preferred to stay
                        active as a lawyer, to which Eisenhower replied, “Well, how about being
                        attorney general.” For Eisenhower’s future policies in civil rights, this
                        was a momentous decision.51

                For the time being, the war in Korea overshadowed other issues
                        confronting the president-elect, but the sleeping giant was civil rights.
                        Eisenhower, with his electoral victory and foreign policy credentials, could
                        have ignored racial issues, but he had learned in the trenches that history
                        does not stand still. He had defined a basic strategy—invoking federal
                        authority—that would dictate his first presidential steps against
                        discrimination. Most important, Herbert Brownell would be the general’s
                        field commander in the movement toward racial justice.

            

        

    


CHAPTER TWO

Invoking Federal Authority


I propose to use whatever authority exists in the office of the President to end segregation in the District of Columbia, including the Federal Government, and any segregation in the Armed Forces.

—DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER, FEBRUARY 2, 1953






Shortly after noon on January 20, 1953, Dwight Eisenhower took the oath to “preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.” Then the new president stepped to the podium and gazed out at a sea of white faces and beyond, to a segregated city—one that Minnesota Democratic Senator Hubert Humphrey called “more southern than the southern cities.” On that inauguration day, a Negro could not rent a room in a premier hotel, eat at a restaurant, attend a movie theater, or easily find a restroom in downtown Washington. Parks and bowling alleys were strictly segregated. The president-elect had requested that there be no segregation at inaugural events but many Washington establishments ignored his entreaty. Still, Ike’s inauguration initiated his policy of opening numerous White House events to guests without regard to race.1

During the campaign, Eisenhower had pledged to eliminate “every vestige of segregation in the District of Columbia.” At a news conference the previous December, a reporter had asked President Truman if he thought Eisenhower could issue an executive order to desegregate the capital. Truman replied: “You can be sure that if I thought I had the power it would have been done a long time ago.” F. Joseph Donohue, the Democratic chairman of the District of Columbia’s commissioners, was more hopeful. “I think Gen. Eisenhower will keep his promise,” Donohue declared. “He not only will be able to do it, but he will do it.” Donohue was right; Eisenhower intended to improve on the Truman record.2

Appointments for Civil Rights

Ike had told Herbert Brownell a year earlier that his “first order of business” would be to end racial discrimination wherever there was federal authority. Given his popularity, the new president could have ignored racial issues. Eisenhower owed no political debt to black voters, who had deserted the Republican Party in large numbers in the 1930s in response to New Deal programs. The Gallup Poll found that 21 percent of eligible Negro voters supported the general prior to the election but, due to barriers against black voting in the South, a much smaller percentage likely voted for him. Although white southerners had delivered four states to the Eisenhower electoral column, Ike was still committed to ending discrimination where he had authority.3

Eisenhower’s leadership on civil rights began with his appointments. His staff system demanded strong subordinates to implement his policies. Herbert Brownell, his attorney general, staffed the Justice Department with other civil rights advocates, including another New Yorker, William P. Rogers, as deputy attorney general, and J. Lee Rankin of Nebraska as assistant attorney general. Brownell also selected Warren Olney III, a close associate of California Republican governor, Earl Warren, to head the department’s criminal division, which included a civil rights section; Arthur Caldwell, a career officer, continued as chief of that subdivision. Philip Elman, who had crafted the Truman administration’s brief in the Brown school desegregation cases before the Supreme Court, was retained in the solicitor general’s office, reporting to Rankin until a solicitor general could be appointed. The nation now had a Justice Department fully committed to progress in civil rights.4

Eisenhower’s White House team, for the most part, complemented Brownell’s at the Justice Department. Sherman Adams, an assistant to the president who functioned as chief of staff, was reasonably favorable to civil rights. Gerald Morgan, the president’s counsel, was supportive, as were James Hagerty, the press secretary, and Tom Stephens, the appointments secretary, who were closely allied with Brownell. Ann Brownell Sloane, Brownell’s daughter, recalls that her father indicated that Stephens “could spirit HB in to see the president at any time.” Bryce Harlow, a congressional liaison, usually supported civil rights, although he worked closely with the one alleged segregationist among senior White House staffers, General Wilton (“Jerry”) Persons of Alabama, who served as an assistant to Adams and managed congressional relations.5

Maxwell M. Rabb, a Massachusetts attorney and close associate of Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., the new ambassador to the United Nations, was the secretary to the cabinet, but Eisenhower also charged him with coordinating Negro relations with the White House. Eisenhower disliked naming positions for interest groups, so Rabb bore no title for this role. The president ordered Rabb to seek genuine progress in civil rights, not empty gestures or legislation likely to fail in Congress; Ike believed the executive branch should reform its own policies before seeking congressional action.6

Black appointments were important, although the racial politics of the time severely limited the options. Eisenhower had asked Val Washington, a Brownell protégé at the Republican National Committee, to submit “a list of qualified Negroes for positions in the government.” The president informed Sherman Adams that he wanted qualified Negroes considered for sub-cabinet positions, and he urged cabinet members to appoint at least one black to a position of leadership. But bowing to the likelihood that the Senate would not confirm a black appointee, Eisenhower did not nominate a Negro to his cabinet.7

The administration initially appointed more than two dozen African-Americans to so-called top positions. Lois Lippman, a secretary, was the first Negro to serve in the White House in a capacity other than janitor or messenger. In 1954, Eisenhower selected J. Ernest Wilkins, a prestigious Chicago attorney, as assistant secretary of labor for international affairs, the highest sub-cabinet post ever given to an African-American. Eisenhower appointed Wilkins as the black representative on presidential equal employment committees and, in 1957, on the Civil Rights Commission. On August 16, 1954, Wilkins attended a cabinet meeting in place of Secretary of Labor James P. Mitchell, and Rabb informed Eisenhower that Wilkins’s presence marked “the first time in American History that a Negro has attended a Cabinet meeting.”8 In 1955, E. Frederic Morrow, who had been serving in the Commerce Department, became the first African-American appointed to serve on the White House executive staff. With Morrow’s appointment, the Pittsburgh Courier, a pro-Eisenhower black newspaper, claimed that the administration had named sixty-five African-Americans to professional positions. A small group of black officeholders became Rabb’s informal “equality committee,” which regularly advised him and the president on racial issues.9

The administration was less aggressive with black ambassadorial appointments. Jesse Locker, a Cincinnati lawyer recommended by Ohio Republican Senators Robert A. Taft and John W. Bricker, was named ambassador to Liberia, the African nation founded by former American slaves. Locker ended up offending the Liberian government and bungling the most elementary diplomatic duties. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles was intending to replace Locker when the ambassador died in 1955. In 1958, Dulles nominated another Negro, Clifton R. Wharton, as ambassador to Romania, hoping to counter Soviet propaganda about racial discrimination in America.10

Home Rule and Desegregation

Dwight Eisenhower wanted to make the District of Columbia “the showpiece of our nation” in terms of racial integration. “Home rule”—the proposal to grant residents and their officers greater authority over the district’s own governance—would be important in fulfilling this pledge. In 1953, congressional committees still ruled the district through financial appropriations, and it had no representation in Congress. The president appointed the district’s three commissioners, two of whom required Senate confirmation, with the third assigned from the Army Corps of Engineers. Congress, however, was faced with a growing and increasingly restless Negro community in Washington that demanded more authority over the city’s affairs.11

Given these conditions, two options for implementing desegregation in the district were available to Eisenhower. One was to attempt to persuade the Congress to approve home rule that would include authority applicable to desegregation, but congressional segregationists were likely to block such legislation. The other option was to work through the municipal government as it stood. In 1952, Congress had enhanced the power of the commissioners by transferring to the city the functions of more than fifty federal agencies. The legal basis for D.C. government action on desegregation rested on laws passed by Congress in the 1870s that had not been enforced for decades. These statutes forbade discrimination in public accommodations in the district, requiring such facilities to serve “any respectable, well-behaved person without regard to race, color or previous condition of servitude.” When Eisenhower entered office, the validity of these “lost laws” was being tested in the courts.12

The Republicans won narrow control of Congress in the 1952 election. The new chairman of the Senate’s district committee, Francis Case (R-South Dakota), announced a seven-point legislative program designed to authorize home rule for the District of Columbia and increase the number of commissioners from three to five, the aim being to add a woman and a Negro. Case and House district committee chair Sid Simpson (R-Illinois) met with Eisenhower on January 15, 1953. The president expressed support for Case’s program and proclaimed that “not a single penny of Federal money should be spent in a way that would discriminate against anyone.”13

Eisenhower initially declined to submit to Congress general civil rights legislation beyond Case’s bill for home rule because he “did not believe that this is the best approach to the problem.” Under Truman, the Democrats had made an annual ritual of proposing legislation that they knew could not be passed. However, Eisenhower’s military experience had left him with a disdain for symbolic acts. He focused on what he could do, not belaboring what he could not do. His administration would set the example by invoking federal authority. The president repeatedly told Republican leaders that he believed that federal money should not support discrimination. On January 26, days before his first State of the Union address, Eisenhower reaffirmed to legislative leaders his intent to use “the full power of the president to do away with segregation in the District of Columbia and the Armed Forces.”14

Herbert Brownell, working with Max Rabb, masterminded the Eisenhower plan to desegregate the district. If Congress was unlikely to pass home rule legislation that would facilitate desegregation, working through the municipal government still made sense. Brownell understood the limitations on the federal government’s authority to act otherwise. Throughout the Eisenhower presidency, the attorney general would be pressured to intervene in the South on racial issues, but the Justice Department lacked authority to prosecute crimes in the states. The District of Columbia was different. The federal government’s authority there, although circumscribed by congressional committees, was unquestioned.

The Thompson Case

The case concerning the district’s “lost laws,” District of Columbia v. John R. Thompson Co., Inc., had been in the courts since 1950. On a January afternoon that year, four well-dressed blacks, led by eighty-six-year-old Mary Church Terrell, had entered the Thompson Cafeteria. They represented the Coordinating Committee for the Enforcement of the D.C. Anti-Discrimination Laws. When the four approached the checkout register with their trays of food, the manager told them, “We don’t serve colored.” The district took the Thompson Company to municipal court and lost, but won on appeal. Then the Thompson Company appealed to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia. On January 22, 1953—two days after Eisenhower’s inauguration—the appeals court upheld Thompson’s right to refuse service to Negroes. The Washington Afro-American quoted a White House source as saying that the court decision would “in no way affect the Chief Executive’s pledges to rid D.C. of segregation.”15

Still, the ruling threatened the administration’s plan to collaborate with the district’s municipal government to promote desegregation. Eisenhower ordered Brownell to seize control of the district’s appeal to the Supreme Court. The Afro-American hailed the administration’s decision to intervene in the Thompson case under the headline, “Ike Redeems Rights Pledge.” Segregationist congressmen fiercely attacked the administration’s intervention in the Thompson case. Representative James C. Davis (D-Georgia) charged that Brownell’s brief could only have been presented “at the direction of the president.” Davis accused the Eisenhower administration of trying to “outdeal the New Deal” by “appeasing radicals to get votes.”16

Brownell’s brief for the Supreme Court quoted Eisenhower’s commitment to desegregate the district, and the NAACP’s argument mirrored Eisenhower’s vision: “The elimination of discrimination in places of public accommodation in the District of Columbia is especially significant to America’s progress toward full equality for all persons.” The attorney general argued to the Court that the January 22 appeals court ruling had generated “doubts and uncertainty” concerning whether Congress could legally delegate home rule powers to the district. Brownell asked the Supreme Court to decide the Thompson appeal before the end of the judicial term in June, so that the home rule legislation pending in Congress would not be jeopardized.17

The State of the Union

Eisenhower planned to formally announce his desegregation agenda in his first State of the Union message on February 2. Senator Case hoped it would include a presidential endorsement of home rule. Walter White, the executive secretary of the NAACP, thought the president had personally given him “assurances he would do all in his power to abolish segregation in the District and the rest of the nation,” but he still worried that “the gang around the president” might oppose civil rights legislation.18

On February 2, Eisenhower declared: “I propose to use whatever authority exists in the office of the President to end segregation in the District of Columbia, including the Federal Government, and any segregation in the Armed Forces.” The president endorsed D.C. home rule and the expansion of the number of district commissioners from three to five. “In this manner,” he continued, “and by the leadership of the office of the President exercised through friendly conferences with those in authority in our States and cities, we expect to make true and rapid progress in civil rights and equality of employment opportunity.”19

Eisenhower had chosen his words with care. He would use the authority he already possessed. For what he lacked, he would substitute presidential prestige and persuasion, even in the states. The Washington Post’s editorial page concluded that Eisenhower intended to provide “the kind of moral leadership which the Nation is entitled to expect from its President.” Other responses were hostile. Senator Richard B. Russell, a powerful Georgia Democrat, announced his opposition to racial integration in the district’s schools and the fire department. Senator Allen J. Ellender (D-Louisiana) insisted that “President Eisenhower’s pledge to eliminate segregation in the District of Columbia is not, to my mind, capable of achievement within the presidential powers.”20

Eisenhower and Spencer

Joseph Donohue, the Democratic chairman of the D.C. commissioners, honored the tradition that allowed a new president to appoint his own leader in the district. On January 22—the same day the appeals court ruled against desegregation of Washington restaurants—Donohue met with Eisenhower at 11:00 A.M. and delivered his letter of resignation, effective at a time of the president’s choosing. Donohue was impressed with Eisenhower’s understanding of district issues, including segregation. “He has something in his mind about the District,” Donohue told reporters. “I can’t discuss it, but he has something in mind.”21

Donohue went on to speculate that “President Eisenhower might achieve non-segregation in the District through the use of his appointive power to the Board of Commissioners.” The NAACP urged the president to ensure his goal of eliminating “every vestige of segregation” by appointing a Negro. Eisenhower, in his State of the Union address, had endorsed the proposal to increase the number of commissioners from three to five, which could lead to a black appointee. On February 9, the president and his Republican congressional leaders made that expansion a “must” among their legislative priorities. Bishop D. Ward Nichols of the African Methodist Episcopal Church met with Eisenhower a few days later and reported that the president had promised him “full consideration” of the appointment of an African-American.22

Southern congressmen ridiculed the proposal to augment the board of commissioners as reverse discrimination. The Washington Evening Star labeled the plan “unnecessary” and challenged the president to make the black appointment to the existing three-person panel. Eisenhower knew that appointing a Negro to the existing board would ensure a bruising and predictably futile battle in Congress. He had decided to avoid such a conflict so early in his term.23

Eisenhower and Brownell reviewed potential candidates for Donohue’s position for several weeks. The Evening Star reported on “credible rumors of considerable tugging within the local Republican ranks as to whose candidate will receive presidential approval.” Senator Case wanted Walter L. Fowler, the city’s white budget officer, but the NAACP objected and identified nineteen acceptable candidates, including eleven Negroes. The organization’s approved list included a white attorney named Samuel Spencer.24

Spencer was a Mississippi-born, Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Harvard University and its law school, and a decorated naval veteran of World War II. He had practiced law in New York before returning to Washington, D.C. Because of Spencer’s work in the Eisenhower campaign, Brownell knew that the lawyer’s position on segregation matched the president’s. The former Eisenhower for President organization in the district, undoubtedly with Brownell’s encouragement, instigated a vigorous campaign on Spencer’s behalf.25

On March 25, Eisenhower called Spencer to the White House, asked him to serve, and sent his nomination to the Senate that afternoon. When Spencer emerged from a meeting with the president, reporters asked if he endorsed the president’s commitment to eliminate “every vestige” of segregation from the capital. “I share his viewpoint,” the nominee declared. Washington newspapers and civic leaders praised Spencer’s nomination. Senate district committee chairman Case endorsed the appointment and scheduled hearings that began on March 31 and ended three days later with Senate confirmation. Joseph Donohue testified in support of Spencer before the committee and, in a gesture of unity, Renah F. Camalier, the remaining Democratic commissioner, announced that he would nominate Spencer for chairman of the board. Eisenhower was satisfied; he had avoided a struggle with Congress over district leadership and had secured his own man from the progressive wing of his party. The president and Spencer would develop a close relationship, with the commissioner frequently reporting directly to the president.26

Civil rights advocates implored the new commissioner to act decisively on the president’s commitment to desegregation. Mary Church Terrell and her committee, who had taken the Thompson Cafeteria to court to enforce the “lost laws,” publicly pressured Spencer, “as the president’s first appointee to the board,” that he should “endeavor to carry out his program to eliminate segregation.” Congressman Jacob Javits (R-New York) pressed Spencer for his plans for fulfilling the Republican platform pledge on civil rights.27

The authority of the district commissioners was still ambiguous, especially with the Thompson case in the courts, but Eisenhower and Spencer acted where they had jurisdiction. In April, Eisenhower eliminated segregation in the military district of Washington, the army district created during World War II to protect the capital. Spencer, in consultation with Eisenhower, collaborated with the NAACP to draft an order to eliminate discrimination in employment in the district government. On May 19, the president addressed the tenth anniversary luncheon of the United Negro College Fund and vowed to end “second-class” citizenship in the United States, rejecting “any distinction based on race, creed or color.”28

The Thompson Decision

On June 8, 1953, the Supreme Court ruled unanimously for the administration on Thompson. Writing for the Court’s 8–0 majority, Associate Justice William O. Douglas validated the post–Civil War statute that prohibited discrimination in the district’s eating places, and refuted the contention of the court of appeals that Congress could not grant home rule to the district. “The power of Congress to grant self-government to the District of Columbia,” Douglas wrote, “would seem to be as great as its authority to do so in the case of territories.”29

“D. C. Café Segregation Killed,” the Washington Post’s headline proclaimed, and Attorney General Brownell hailed the Thompson opinion as a milestone in accomplishing the president’s desegregation program. Elmer W. Henderson of the American Council on Human Rights (ACHR) called the decision “a mighty blow for democracy.” Mary Church Terrell poignantly commented: “I will be 90 on the 23rd of September and will die happy that children of my group will not grow up thinking they are inferior because they are deprived of rights which children of other racial groups enjoy.”30

Eisenhower joined in the celebration. On June 11, at a convention of Young Republicans, the president praised Brownell for winning a ruling that would facilitate desegregation in the District of Columbia. “We have taken substantial steps toward insuring equal civil rights to all of our citizens regardless of race or creed or color,” Eisenhower said. “These actions have been designed to remove terrible injustices rather than to capture headlines. They are being taken, quietly and determinedly, wherever the authority of the Federal Government extends.”31

Samuel Spencer’s government exercised its new authority by declaring that restaurants must comply “immediately” with the Court’s decision and that prosecution of violations would begin in “a day or so.” A special board of commissioners meeting resulted in a police order requiring compliance by 8:00 A.M. on June 10. The Afro-American reported that “welcome” signs were out at Washington restaurants. The exuberant declaration in the newspaper’s June 13 edition read: “Eat anywhere!”32

Spencer’s initiatives convinced civil rights activists that he was serious about desegregation. The NAACP informed the White House that its leaders had decided to work “through Commissioner Spencer.” Ralph Rose, the head of the American Friends Service Committee, wrote the president: “Your appointee to the Board of Commissioners of the District of Columbia, Samuel Spencer, has become a close friend and a constant supporter of our efforts.”33

The Eisenhowers personally reinforced Spencer’s policies, which were aimed at desegregating all Washington public accommodations and activities. Mrs. Eisenhower desegregated the annual White House Easter egg roll. The president and Mrs. Eisenhower had refused to attend motion pictures in the segregated movie houses in the district. Eisenhower called the chief executives of the major motion picture companies to the White House and enlisted them to pressure the owners of downtown Washington movie theaters to admit black customers. He held a dinner for Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Goldwyn of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer on April 1, 1953, met with Spyros Skouras of Twentieth Century–Fox on April 9, Jack Warner of Warner Bros. on May 22, and Darryl Zanuck of Twentieth Century–Fox on July 20, 1953. By October 1953, the Afro-American broadened its slogan to “go anywhere” at the movies.34

Contracts and Discrimination in Employment

Eisenhower’s frequent assertion that no federal money should be spent in support of discrimination clashed with his campaign statements opposing a compulsory federal fair employment practices commission (FEPC). Ike had addressed this issue in the 1952 campaign for mixed reasons—part principle, part politics. He was genuinely reluctant to overrule states’ rights with a federal program and, as a candidate, he had blatantly sought a political payoff in the South for this position. Still, he believed that discrimination in employment and promotion violated constitutional principles.

Contracts with the federal government involved great sums of money, and a campaign to eliminate discrimination in employment by federal contractors might produce confrontations with powerful congressmen. In April 1953, when reporters questioned the president on the issue, Eisenhower sidestepped it, but he would eventually have to address the contradiction between his egalitarian principles and his rejection of compulsory regulations.35

Meanwhile, Brownell had been collaborating with NAACP leaders in developing the president’s desegregation agenda. In May, he and Rabb hosted representatives from fifty organizations, comprising the NAACP-sponsored Leadership Conference on Civil Rights. Brownell promised this group that he would assist them in securing an audience with the president, and four NAACP leaders met with Eisenhower in July. Roy Wilkins, the editor of the NAACP’s magazine, The Crisis, and normally a Democratic advocate, left his meeting with the president “unequivocally convinced of his sincerity” about minority rights.36

The president made a decision about his employment policy in early July—about the time he met with the NAACP leaders. They may have leaked Eisenhower’s plan to the press. Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., the black Democratic congressman from Harlem, in New York City, said that Eisenhower had decided to create “a little FEPC.” Powell’s role in revealing this news was noteworthy; he was the handsome, charismatic minister of the Abyssinian Baptist Church, the largest Negro congregation in the world, and renowned as “Mr. Civil Rights.” An internal White House document, almost certainly authored by Max Rabb, confirmed that the president’s new committee was “in effect an FEPC.”37

Eisenhower issued an executive order on August 13 creating the President’s Committee on Government Contracts (PCGC). This was a dramatic step in fulfilling Eisenhower’s commitment to invoke federal authority to end discrimination. The committee was given definite functions, whereas the Truman administration’s Committee on Government Contract Compliance had been a study board with little authority. The new body could not force compliance; that would have required statutory authority. Eisenhower himself characterized its methods as “cooperation, persuasion, education, and negotiation.” The president invested the committee with prestige by appointing Vice President Richard Nixon as its chairman. J. Ernest Wilkins, the black Chicago attorney who eventually became assistant secretary of labor, agreed to serve as vice chair. Eisenhower encountered difficulty in recruiting a southern member for the committee. Finally, Brownell identified a Republican lawyer from New Orleans, John Minor Wisdom, who had worked for Eisenhower’s nomination in 1952 and, Max Rabb recalled, “was liberal and had a lot of courage.” The remaining members of the PCGC included labor, business, and legal leaders.38

The news of the creation of the PCGC was electric in Washington’s black community. The Afro-American proclaimed in a page one headline: “Eisenhower carries out ‘little FEPC’ promise.” Elmer Henderson of the ACHR said he thought the new order was “in some respects stronger than that issued by President Truman.” Walter White, the NAACP executive secretary, praised Eisenhower’s action, saying: “He has reaffirmed the important principle that those who do business with the United States shall not refuse employment to qualified persons solely because of race, religion or national origin.”39

In his letter to Nixon launching the new board, Eisenhower declared: “On no level of our national existence can inequality be justified. Within the Federal Government itself, however, tolerance of inequality would be odious.” The president concluded: “What we cherish as an ideal for our nation as a whole must today be honestly exemplified by the Federal establishment.” On August 19, Eisenhower met with the PCGC, after which Nixon informed the press that the president had challenged the committee to achieve “something concrete in connection with the problem of employment on Government contracts other than making a great show from a publicity standpoint.”40

The PCGC threatened the South because contractors operating in states that practiced or permitted segregation might lose federal contracts. James F. Byrnes, the Democratic governor of South Carolina and an outspoken segregationist, had supported Eisenhower in the 1952 campaign, partly because of the general’s opposition to a federal FEPC. In late July 1953, Eisenhower had paid his political debt by appointing Byrnes to the U.S. delegation to the United Nations. Byrnes, a former secretary of state under Truman, was qualified for the appointment, but Walter White called the nomination “shocking” and one of astonishing “ineptitude.” White wired the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that Byrnes’s record as a segregationist was “so bad that he will become the immediate and exceedingly vulnerable target of Communist and other critics of American Democracy.”41

The timing suggests that Ike also used this appointment to soften the impact on Byrnes of the impending creation of the PCGC. The day after issuing the executive order, Eisenhower wrote Byrnes in an attempt to ameliorate his reaction. The staff had warned Ike that his letter could become a notorious “Dear Jimmy” document. Eisenhower responded by labeling the letter “personal and confidential” because “our job is to convince, not publicize,” and he affirmed his hope for enlisting Byrnes’s support “in the enforcement of federal regulations.”

In his letter, Eisenhower made no apology for moving “in the direction of complete justice.” The president affirmed “the right to equal consideration in Federal employment, regardless of race or color.” Eisenhower’s soothing words did not sway Byrnes, who accused Eisenhower of “usurping the powers of Congress” and labeled the committee, in effect, “a Federal FEPC order.” On September 3, Ike and Byrnes held a long phone conversation that Eisenhower reported to Nixon, as chair of the PCGC, along with a copy of his August 14 letter. Ike urged Nixon to make a public statement on the intent of the committee, since “it would be very helpful in quieting the fears that have been voiced by many, including Governor Byrnes.”42

The NAACP’s board of directors reflected the ambivalence of the organization’s members toward Eisenhower’s civil rights policies. On September 14, the board adopted a motion that crisply encompassed both positive and negative views, urging “that the President be commended for an appointment of the Government Contract Committee and condemned for appointment of James Byrnes as delegate to the United Nations.”43

Progress in Employment

The first priority of the new contract committee was the District of Columbia. A special subcommittee, chaired alternately by the vice president and J. Ernest Wilkins, conducted closed-door meetings with Samuel Spencer and city aides. As a result, the district government announced on October 26 that, starting on November 16, 1953, new contracts with the city would require nondiscrimination in employment. Spencer achieved particular success with two major district employers, the Chesapeake & Potomac Telephone Company and the Capital Transit Company, both of which had denied blacks access to certain positions. Jacob Seidenberg, the staff director for the PCGC, achieved a breakthrough for Negro bus drivers with the transit firm by citing the president’s “deep interest and concern.” The contract committee’s first report to the president in 1954 proclaimed: “For the first time in the 13-year history of Federal anti-discrimination efforts the policy of the District Government conforms with the national policy of equal economic opportunity.”44

The PCGC’s methods of quiet negotiation, backed by the president and the vice president, sometimes worked elsewhere in the nation. An Ohio segregationist complained to the president that, for the first time, there were Negro bus drivers in Youngstown. This was “the result of the letter written by Mr. Richard Nixon that all firms dealing with government contracts must hire personnel disregarding discrimination,” the segregationist wrote. By early 1955, the PCGC had processed 104 complaints of employment discrimination, thirty-seven of which had been settled. On October 25 of that year, Eisenhower summoned top executives of seventy of the federal government’s largest defense contractors to Washington for a meeting to persuade them, in the words of Labor Secretary James Mitchell, “to do more than they have done” in ending employment discrimination.45

Another employment issue concerned the practices of federal government agencies themselves. On November 25, 1953, Spencer reported to the president that the district commissioners had issued an order banning discrimination and segregation in employment, facilities, and services in twenty-three city agencies. Negro leaders criticized the board’s order because it temporarily exempted several agencies, including the fire department.46 Segregationists in Congress were adamant about preventing integration of the fire department; they wanted to avoid the prospect of black and white firefighters living and working closely together. Spencer hoped to put most of his nondiscrimination system in place before confronting this issue with powerful senators such as Richard Russell. The commissioner announced that integration would be ordered in the fire department “within months, rather than years.” Spencer kept his word. On September 1, 1954, the board ordered the integration of the department and, on September 14, denied a plea for further delay, although it took years to effectively integrate the fire services.47

Ending discrimination in employment throughout the federal government, beyond district agencies, would take longer to achieve. Eisenhower inherited a Fair Employment Board, which was housed in the Civil Service Commission, and had been created by President’s Truman’s executive order in 1948. This board could overrule a department secretary, a prospect that frightened cabinet members. Upon receiving a complaint of discrimination in hiring or promotion, the Truman appointees, mostly in their seventies and eighties, could issue an order. If the department failed to comply, the board could send the problem directly to the president’s desk, accompanied by publicity. If the president supported the cabinet member over the board, the dispute could escalate into a political controversy.48

Eisenhower established the President’s Committee on Government Employment Policy (PCGE) by executive order on January 18, 1955. The new committee’s role was primarily advisory: it could not issue mandatory orders. The final decision on any complaint remained with the particular cabinet secretary. Press Secretary James Hagerty argued that the new committee, established at the presidential level, would have greater influence than the Truman committee, which had been lodged in the Civil Service Commission. The five-member committee included two African-Americans: J. Ernest Wilkins and Archibald Carey, Jr., a Chicago associate of Wilkins. The committee’s first tasks were to conduct a survey of the employment status of Negroes in the government and to seek ways to increase black employment in higher-level positions. By the time Eisenhower left office in 1961, the PCGE had addressed more than one thousand discrimination complaints, claiming corrective action in 96 percent of them.49

Progress in the District

Eisenhower’s policies reaped praise, even during his first year in office. B’nai Brith honored the president’s efforts at the organization’s annual meeting on November 23, 1953, and Ike underscored his commitment “to diminish bigotry and intolerance and to end racial discrimination whether manifested by segregation or exclusion or denial of privileges.” This would be done, he said, “without fanfare but with determination.”50

Two days later, in a letter to the president, Samuel Spencer proudly summarized the administration’s achievements in desegregating the District of Columbia. Blacks were legally free to eat in district restaurants and patronize movie theaters, the National Capital Housing Authority had begun to open public housing to Negroes, and the district commissioners had banned discrimination in employment by contractors and most of Washington’s municipal agencies.51

When Republican legislative leaders met with Eisenhower December 17–19, 1953, they discussed their failure to pass home rule legislation for the District of Columbia. Senator Case proposed to submit a bill for the election of a mayor and a nine-person board of commissioners. Spencer demurred; he was concerned that the inevitable controversy in Congress might jeopardize the public works program he hoped to propose. Eisenhower was steadfast; the minutes read: “The president voiced his opposition to setting aside such civil rights legislation for a mere material program, and he suggested action for providing a District Delegate to Congress and election of an Advisory Council.”52 Eisenhower’s resolve was demonstrated again the following week, when the Afro-American reported that the president had personally intervened in the Bureau of Printing and Engraving when that agency attempted to dismiss a number of Negro apprentices. As 1953 drew to a close, the NAACP lauded Eisenhower for “important civil rights advances,” but noted residual challenges in the District of Columbia’s hotels, housing, and fire department.53

Given the failure of home rule legislation, the administration remained cautious about appointing blacks to high office in the district. In 1955, Eisenhower appointed attorney George E. C. Hayes, a lawyer who had represented the district in the Brown cases before the Supreme Court, to the Public Utilities Commission.54 The segregationists who controlled Senate committees after the Democratic congressional victory in 1954 probably would have refused to confirm a Negro to serve on the district’s board of commissioners. In any event, Eisenhower chose not to confront that challenge and never nominated an African-American to that office. Still, black government appointees experienced dramatic change under Eisenhower’s regime. A black White House staff member later recalled that, when he first came to Washington in 1953, he “could not eat a meal or have a glass of water in a restaurant outside the Negro area.” Two years later, that repressive social order had vanished.55

Ending legal segregation was only the beginning. The district commission was criticized for delay in extending nondiscrimination beyond the city of Washington to the entire district. For years, incidents of discrimination plagued Washington Negroes at playgrounds, bowling alleys, railway terminals, restaurants, cemeteries, and institutions serving the aged and disabled. Max Rabb even reported an allegation that the district Red Cross was segregating blood plasma. In December 1954, complaints were so numerous that the commissioners announced their intent to haul violators into court. In June 1955, the NAACP asked the president to give his immediate attention “to serious pace retardation in your program of eliminating discrimination and segregation in the nation’s capital.”56 Eisenhower’s 1952 promise to eliminate “every vestige” of segregation in the District of Columbia had not been fully achieved. Still, the new president had devoted remarkable time and attention to the issue, with visible results.

“Washington has changed.” In January 1955, that is what Negro residents of Washington, D.C., told journalist Samuel Hoskins, who had last visited the capital in 1948. Hoskins, writing in the Afro-American, was awed at the transformation: “One gets the feeling that if there is one man in all the District of Columbia singly dedicated to the awful responsibility that is his job, that man is President Eisenhower.”57

Ralph Bunche, the influential undersecretary of the United Nations, was equally impressed. Max Rabb recalled that Bunche informed Eisenhower that he had once declined President Truman’s invitation to serve as an assistant secretary of state. The reason: he refused to force his children to “live in a city that was so rotten with segregation.” Now the black diplomat was certain his answer would be different because, under Eisenhower’s leadership, Washington, D.C., “once again represents equality.”58

Desegregating the Armed Forces

As much as Eisenhower did to desegregate the District of Columbia, he was even more determined to invoke his authority to end discrimination in the armed forces.

The assertion that President Truman desegregated the armed forces in 1948 has been a staple in American history textbooks for decades. Truman signed an executive order to that effect, but issuing the order and enforcing it were two different things. Truman was vague about the requirements and declined to set a deadline. General Omar N. Bradley, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and Secretary of the Army Kenneth C. Royall resisted implementing the order. The navy and the marine corps declined to alter their racial policies, and the air force implemented only a limited program of compliance. During the war in Korea, military necessity facilitated some integration of combat units, but desegregation was uneven, at best, by 1953.59

Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., decried this lack of progress. The congressman set out to influence the Eisenhower administration, sending a telegram to the new president every week or two. In February 1953, he sent a telegram charging that twenty-one army, navy, and air force bases had segregated schools; civilian employees were still segregated on military bases; and forty-seven Veterans Administration hospitals still practiced segregation. The congressman released his message to the press before it reached the White House. Max Rabb, undoubtedly at Eisenhower’s direction, went to Capitol Hill and admonished Powell for involving reporters before contacting the president. He assured the congressman that Eisenhower already had made plans to address his concerns. Powell apologized and agreed to work with the administration.60

Powell complained that the Truman administration had reneged on its promise to desegregate the military. He declared in April 1953 that “two-thirds of the Army’s all-Negro units were still intact; 60% of Negroes in the Navy were servants in the segregated messmen’s branch.” Ambitious Negroes were boycotting the navy, Powell claimed, “because they are not interested in making the world safe for democracy by shining shoes, nor are they interested in fighting communism with frying pans.” The New York congressman pressed the new president to enforce his “forthright stand on segregation when federal funds are expended.”61

Meanwhile, Eisenhower had already encountered opposition similar to what Truman had experienced, but the former general had the prestige to command compliance from reluctant military subordinates. In a March 19 news conference, Eisenhower expressed his irritation with the delays in desegregating the military. He asserted that “wherever Federal funds are expended for anything, I do not see how any American can justify—legally, or logically, or morally—a discrimination in the expenditure of those funds as among our citizens. All are taxed to provide those funds. If there is any benefit to be derived from them, I think they must all share, regardless of such inconsequential factors as race and religion.”62

Despite the military’s legendary resistance to change, Eisenhower accomplished the racial transformation of the nation’s combat forces with breathtaking speed, although facilities involving civilians, especially naval bases in the South, took longer. This was done in the Eisenhower style, without press releases, focused on quiet negotiations with leading military officers. Congressman Powell discovered the last segregated army unit at West Point in the spring of 1954; he called the unit to the attention of the White House, and it was quickly desegregated. On October 30, 1954—twenty-one months after Eisenhower’s State of the Union pledge—Secretary of Defense Charles Wilson formally announced that the last racially segregated unit in the armed forces had been abolished.63

Desegregating Military Schools

Eisenhower did not limit desegregation to combat units, but extended the policy to all facets of military life. The schools that served military dependents presented a particularly complex problem. On January 15, 1953, five days before Eisenhower’s inauguration, Senator Hubert Humphrey had demanded that the office of education, in the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW), explain why these schools, supported by federal funds, practiced racial separatism on four southern army bases.64

The task of desegregating these schools was formidable. Three categories of institutions were involved. Some schools were located on military bases and were funded exclusively by the federal government; these were most easily desegregated. Federal authority was more circumscribed at a second type of school—those that were located on military reservations or on federal land adjacent to a base and were supported by local and state funds with federal subsidies. The third, locally controlled schools located on nonfederal land, were the most numerous; while they received federal aid to compensate for serving military dependents, the federal government had no statutory authority over these schools. Whenever state or local money and supervision were involved, Eisenhower’s declaration that federal funds should not support discrimination collided with the stone wall of southern segregation.65

Eisenhower encountered resistance in his own ranks. John A. Hannah, the new assistant secretary of defense for manpower and personnel, initially decided to follow the Truman administration’s policy and deferred action on desegregating federally controlled schools on military bases. Eisenhower’s March 19 declaration—that he could not justify, “legally, or logically, or morally,” discrimination in the use of federal funds—forced Hannah to reconsider. On March 25, the White House released a memorandum from the president to the secretary of defense, revealing that Secretary of the Army Robert Stevens had pledged that federally operated schools on army bases would be opened in the fall “on a completely integrated basis,” and that he would negotiate with local authorities concerning schools operated with state funds on federal property. Secretary of Defense Wilson formally ordered on January 12, 1954, that “no new school shall be opened for operation on a segregated basis, and schools presently so conducted shall cease operating on a segregated basis, as soon as practicable, and under no circumstances later than September 1, 1955.”66

The integration of schools operated solely by the federal government went smoothly. The second category—the schools operated by local school authorities on military bases or federal land—proved more difficult. As a consequence, the federal government assumed control of forty-two out of sixty-three such schools, mandating their desegregation. During this process, Secretary of the Army Stevens worried that replacing segregated schools with federally funded academies might be criticized as a waste of money and result in accreditation problems. Eisenhower dismissed that concern, responding that if state authorities would not provide integrated schools, “other arrangements will be considered.”67

In less than three years, the Eisenhower administration integrated hundreds of classrooms, including numerous locally controlled schools in the South. In the context of the time, desegregating these schools for military dependents was a major achievement. Eisenhower’s program was initiated prior to the historic school segregation ruling by the Supreme Court, Brown v. Board of Education, in 1954. The desegregation of military schools provides profound evidence regarding Eisenhower’s personal stance on that issue.

Desegregating Hospitals and Naval Bases

Congressman Powell had also complained about segregation in Veterans Administration (VA) hospitals. J. T. Boone, the chief medical director for the navy, was resisting desegregation and sought a sympathetic hearing from General Persons, Sherman Adams’s Alabama-born assistant in the White House. Boone informed Persons that the policy of the VA was “to permit the individual hospitals to be guided by the local customs of the areas in which they are located.” The outgoing VA administrator, Carl R. Gray, Jr., supported Boone by arguing that it was “medically advantageous to give some recognition to local custom.” That justification for continued segregation infuriated Congressman Powell, and Eisenhower overruled Boone and Gray.68

The program to eliminate VA hospital segregation was launched in September 1953. One year later, Harvey V. Higley, Gray’s successor as administrator, reported to the president that segregation had been eliminated in VA hospitals and related facilities. Eisenhower commended Higley and “all who cooperated with you in this program” and proclaimed that the government’s leaders had demonstrated once again “their determination to have in America fair play and equal opportunity.”69

Despite steady progress in the integration of combat units, the navy’s reluctance to desegregate southern naval yards would test Eisenhower’s resolve. Naval bases in the South employed thousands of civilians at installations ranging from Virginia to Texas. The admiralty had firmly resisted desegregation of personnel at southern bases. In January 1952—almost four years after Truman’s executive order—the chief of the Navy’s Office of Industrial Relations, Rear Admiral W. McL. Hague, announced that base segregation would continue if local laws or customs required it.

Robert Anderson, Eisenhower’s new secretary of the navy, despite Eisenhower’s March 19 statement of policy, endorsed Hague’s policy in May 1953, informing General Persons: “The Navy must, therefore, in a very realistic way, recognize the customs and usages prevailing in certain geographical areas of our country which the Navy had no part in creating.” Anderson told Clarence Mitchell of the NAACP that the navy would “measure the pace of non-segregation by the limits of what is practical and reasonable in each area.”70

As a result, Anderson found himself in an awkward position with the president. Clarence Mitchell had written Anderson in March that the navy yards at Charleston, South Carolina, and Norfolk, Virginia, were rigidly segregating African-American employees, with separate drinking fountains, restrooms, and eating places. Two months later, on May 28, Mitchell informed Rabb that he still awaited an answer from Anderson, and that he expected the navy to respond to his letter “in a manner contrary to the President’s public statements about the importance of eliminating racial discrimination.” Rabb checked with Anderson, who replied that segregation had been viewed as “a practical answer to the problem which this department cannot correct by edict,” a response that soon became public. Rabb brought this situation to Eisenhower’s attention, who recalled later that he ordered Rabb to “track down any inconsistencies of this sort in the rest of the departments and agencies of the government.” Rabb confirmed to the president that “some government agencies were neglecting their duty.”71

When Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., charged that members of the administration were undermining the president’s stand on segregation in the armed forces, Eisenhower assured the congressman that he would not permit the desegregation of federal facilities to be “obstructed” by his subordinates. “We have not taken and we shall not take a single backward step,” the president declared. “There must be no second class citizens in this country.” Powell called that pronouncement a second “Emancipation Proclamation.”72

The NAACP board of directors chided the president on June 9, saying they were “shocked to learn that the Navy Secretary is continuing racial segregation in the yards at Charleston, S.C. and Norfolk, Va.” Two days later, on June 11, Eisenhower dispatched Rabb to meet with Secretary Anderson and his chief officers. Rabb repeated Eisenhower’s March 19 statement and emphasized: “President Eisenhower says he wants segregation at the bases to be terminated.” In response, Anderson ordered Undersecretary of the Navy Charles S. Thomas to Norfolk to investigate, and Thomas sent his report to Eisenhower on June 23. Thomas recommended simply removing the signs that enforced Jim Crow segregation. The following weekend, in Norfolk—when most employees were absent—workmen quietly removed the signs from the water fountains. The second weekend, they painted over the “colored” and “whites” signs on the restrooms with the words “toilet facilities.”73

The transformation of most of the naval bases was quietly implemented. By August 10, the newspapers had discovered that the president had reversed his secretary of the navy. Eisenhower, avoiding any hint of conflict, stated that Anderson was “pursuing the purpose of eliminating segregation.” On August 20, a chastened Anderson issued an order for “complete elimination” of racial barriers at the forty-three naval bases in the South, with commanders required to submit a report by November 1 and every sixty days thereafter. Defense department sources informed reporters that this was the result of White House pressure. The practice of following local customs, these sources revealed, had become a “source of embarrassment” for the president.74

The Charleston, South Carolina, navy yard, in Jimmy Byrnes’s domain, was the last holdout. Eisenhower had written Governor Byrnes on August 14, 1953, not only about the new committee on government contracts, but also about the need to change policies at the naval base. Byrnes reluctantly granted that the government possessed the authority to desegregate the naval facility, but he complained that this was an action that “not even President Truman deemed necessary at such installations.”75

At the end of October, Anderson reported to the president that the desegregation of the Charleston shipyard was virtually complete, despite residual episodes of whites intimidating black employees. It was progress that he termed “most encouraging.” Eisenhower summarized Anderson’s report for the press, hiding his frustration that the South Carolina base alone, out of the sixty armed forces installations in the South, retained partial segregation. The president called this “a very encouraging report.” By January 14, 1954, the Charleston navy yard had eliminated the remainder of its visible segregation requirements.76

Residual Problems in the Armed Forces

The effort to dismantle racial barriers in the armed forces was plagued by inconsistencies and incidents, especially when service personnel left their bases and ventured into segregated communities. In late 1953, forty-eight black soldiers were arrested in Columbia, South Carolina, when one of the men sat down by a white girl in a restaurant. The soldiers were fined $1,573 as a group for their involvement in the disturbance that followed, and the army concluded that the situation was beyond federal jurisdiction. The navy fired thirty white barbers in early 1954 at the Jacksonville, Florida, base for refusing to serve Negroes. In mid-1954, Airman Third Class Rodgers Priester wrote the president about visiting a Mississippi beach where a white man accosted him. “Boy, come here,” the man shouted, and demanded, “What are you doing here?” The man ordered Priester to move to the “colored” beach by the Veterans Hospital. When Priester resisted, the police harassed and arrested the airman and his buddies. Incidents like these fueled growing African-American impatience with segregation in the civilian world. Black soldiers and their families increasingly pressured the government with demands for action at off-base housing, schools, and public accommodations.77

The National Guard presented a particularly difficult challenge. Governors controlled the guard in the states and jealously protected their authority. Eisenhower, compromising his position that federal money should never be spent to support discrimination, hesitated to confront the governors on this issue. There were problems even in the District of Columbia. Frederic Morrow reported to Max Rabb in September 1955 that the district National Guard, while ordered to desegregate, had engaged merely in “a display of integration.” Some blacks believed that “Jim Crow” outfits were still ignoring the president’s orders.78

Still, much had changed, both in the District of Columbia and the armed forces. In an August 1953 radio report to the nation, Eisenhower reaffirmed his civil rights policy: “We have used the power of the Federal Government, wherever it clearly extends, to combat and erase racial discrimination and segregation—so that no man of any color or creed will ever be able to cry, ‘This is not a free land.’” That same month, the National Negro Council presented its 1953 Civil Rights Award of Honor to the president. The council cited Eisenhower’s “distinguished leadership and unprecedented statesmanship in enforcement for the first time in eighty years of the District of Columbia Civil Rights Laws” and his “executive action in outlawing segregation in the armed services and discrimination in Government contracts.”79

The following year, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., summarized these developments in a draft of a Reader’s Digest article. Powell rejoiced that there was not “a single all-Negro unit left in the Army.” He acclaimed the desegregation of forty-seven VA hospitals and the integration of schools on military bases. Eisenhower’s “silent revolution” had resulted in marine guards prowling naval bases at night with screwdrivers, removing “White Only” and “Colored” signs from drinking fountains, and painting over the signs on restrooms. At the end of three months, Powell reported, “In 21 naval plants employing 70,000 whites and Negroes, the only segregation remaining was a few washrooms in one station—and this was soon gone.” Powell concluded: “Where there are laws relating to civil rights, the President is insistent on their enforcement.”80

At a 1956 news conference, Eisenhower reflected on his efforts to desegregate army troops during World War II and why he came to believe “the thing could be done.” “When we came in, in ’53,” he said, “it looked to us like it was time to take the bull by the horns and eliminate it all; and that is what we have done.” When Dwight Eisenhower left office in 1961, five million servicemen, civilians, and their dependents had lived for years in a racially mixed military establishment. The armed forces had become the most integrated institution in American life and a beacon for progress in the larger society.81

Given his popularity, Eisenhower could have ignored the unfinished task of desegregating the armed forces, but he used his military prestige to effect compliance. Ike achieved in less than two years what President Truman had failed to accomplish in seven. He had done so in typical Eisenhower style, “without fanfare but with determination,” working quietly with his subordinates. President Truman deserves credit for beginning the task of desegregating the armed forces, but he did not complete it; Dwight Eisenhower did, although Negroes continued to encounter discrimination in treatment and advancement well into the 1960s.82

In January 1954, Walter White sketched an outline for his report to the annual NAACP meeting. The executive secretary noted the transformation in the armed forces of the United States and wrote a note to himself: “Praise Eisenhower.” The following month, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., delivered the most ebullient endorsement of the new president’s overall record: “The Honorable Dwight D. Eisenhower has done more to eliminate discrimination and to restore the Negro to the status of first class citizenship than any President since Abraham Lincoln.”83
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