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TO THE MEN OF D-DAY



FOREWORD
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DWIGHT DAVID EISENHOWER was a great and good man. This is an assertion I hope to prove; let me begin by defining the terms.

In 1954, Dwight Eisenhower wrote his childhood friend Swede Hazlett on the subject of greatness. Ike thought greatness depended either on achieving preeminence in “some broad field of human thought or endeavor,” or on assuming “some position of great responsibility” and then so discharging the duties “as to have left a marked and favorable imprint upon the future.”1

The qualities of a great man, he said, were “vision, integrity, courage, understanding, the power of articulation, and profundity of character.” To that list, I’d add two others: decisiveness (the ability to take command, decide, and act) and luck.

The qualities of goodness in a man, I believe, include a broad sympathy for the human condition, that is, an awareness of human weaknesses and shortcomings and a willingness to be forgiving of them, a sense of responsibility toward others, a genuine modesty combined with a justified self-confidence, a sense of humor, and most of all a love of life and of people.

Eisenhower was one of the outstanding leaders of the Western world of this century. As a soldier he was professionally competent, well versed in the history of war along with modern strategy, tactics, and weaponry, decisive, disciplined, courageous, dedicated, popular with his men, his superiors, and his subordinates.

As President, he was a leader who made peace in Korea and kept the peace thereafter, a statesman who safely guided the free world through one of the most dangerous decades of the Cold War, and a politician who captured and kept the confidence of the American people. He was the only President of the twentieth century who managed to preside over eight years of peace and prosperity.

As a man, he was good-looking, considerate of and concerned about others, loyal to his friends and family, ambitious, thin-skinned and sensitive to criticism, modest (but never falsely so), almost embarrassingly unsophisticated in his musical, artistic, and literary tastes, intensely curious about people and places, often refreshingly naive, fun-loving—in short, a wonderful man to know or be around. Nearly everyone who knew him liked him immensely, many—including some of the most powerful men in the world—to the point of adulation.

The aim of this work is to explain and describe this man, to record his accomplishments and failures, his triumphs and shortcomings, his personal life and his personality. In the process, I hope that I convey some sense of what a truly extraordinary person he was, and of how much all of us who live in freedom today owe to him.

This book is basically a condensation of my two-volume biography of Eisenhower. There are some revisions and several new sections. My aim has been to provide a readable one-volume life, free of scholarly paraphernalia and excessive detail on plans, organization of military and government offices, bureaus, Cabinets, and the like.

As I made the condensation, the passage of time and the perspective of the end of the decade let me read the two volumes with fresh eyes. I’ve been struck by how right Ike was about so many things—and how wrong he was on others. Most particularly, I am impressed with his determination to do all that he could to foster the United States of Europe. I did the work of condensing in the evenings in Caen, Normandy. I spent the days walking the battlefield and swimming off the invasion beaches. Visitors from all over Europe come to the American, British, and German cemeteries in ever-increasing numbers. Many of them are students, and they get along with each other so well that I came away convinced that Ike’s dream is on the verge of becoming a reality.

That impression was strongly reinforced by the political activity in Europe in the summer of 1989. Elections were being held for the European Parliament. The campaign was active and positive, and voter turnout was high. Discussion about the future of a united Europe was spirited and imaginative. In 1992, at the least the Europeans will form an economic union, dropping trade barriers, customs duties, and internal passport controls. At a maximum, they will create a common currency and form an all-European army. As readers of this book will see, President Eisenhower made an all-European army one of his top priorities; it all but broke his heart when the French turned it down. Now the idea has been revived and may soon become a reality.

Just before going to Normandy, I taught a course at the University of New Orleans on the Vietnam War, so it was very much on my mind. Reading about Ike’s insistence in early 1944 on the necessity of bombing France to prepare for the invasion, and about his threat to resign if he was not given complete control of the Allied air forces to use as he saw fit, I could not help but note the contrast between him and the American high command in Vietnam. No commander in Vietnam ever threatened to resign if not allowed to fight the war as he thought necessary.

I was also impressed more than ever by Ike’s refusal to send American troops to Vietnam in 1954, and by his warning that the jungles of Southeast Asia would just swallow up our divisions.

As a prophet, he missed badly on the Reagan Revolution. In the mid-fifties, Ike told one of his brothers that if he ever expected to see the elimination of the graduated income tax he certainly planned to live a long time. The brother didn’t quite make it, but he didn’t miss by much.

Ike was also badly wrong in his frequently expressed fears about the effect of Brown v. Topeka. He thought it would lead the South to abandon its public school system altogether. That has not happened—although admittedly in some places, such as my own city of New Orleans, we have come perilously close.

Most of all I was struck by how much Ike has to say to us today. On such fundamental issues as national defense, the relationship between the economy and arms expenditures, the importance of a balanced budget, the need to speak out for freedom everywhere for all men, the wisdom of waiting for the Communist system to collapse because of its inherent internal contradictions, and many others, his words, his thoughts and actions provide leadership for us today just as they did for the generation of World War II and the first decade of the Cold War.

STEPHEN E. AMBROSE

Caen

July 22, 1989



CHAPTER ONE
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Abilene, West Point, World War I

HE WAS BORN on October 14, 1890, in a small rented frame house, not much more than a shack, beside the railroad tracks in Denison, Texas. He was the third son of David and Ida Stover Eisenhower. They were members of the Mennonites, fundamentalists in their religion, and pacifists. David was a common laborer—he had once owned a general store in Hope, Kansas, purchased with an inheritance from his father, but it had failed. In 1891 he moved to Abilene, Kansas, where a relative had found him a job as a mechanic at the Belle Springs Creamery. When the Eisenhowers stepped onto the train platform in Abilene, David had in his pocket the sum total of his capital, $10.

In a small two-story white frame house at 201 South East Fourth Street, set on a three-acre plot, David and Ida raised six strong, healthy boys—Arthur (born 1886), Edgar (1889), Dwight, Roy (1892), Earl (1898), and Milton (1899). The Eisenhowers were respected around town, but the family was in no way prominent. David held no elective office, provided no community leadership. Still the Eisenhowers were content. The parents were frugal out of necessity, but they were proud and ambitious, if not for themselves, then for their sons.

“I have found out in later years we were very poor,” Dwight said on June 4, 1952, on the occasion of laying the cornerstone of the Eisenhower Museum in Abilene, across the street from his boyhood home, “but the glory of America is that we didn’t know it then. All that we knew was that our parents—of great courage—could say to us, ‘Opportunity is all about you. Reach out and take it.’ ”1

By most standards, David and Ida never reached out to take that opportunity themselves. Instead they invested in their sons the hopes they once had for themselves. They taught the simple virtues of honesty, self-reliance, integrity, fear of God, and ambition. They wanted their sons to succeed in a wider setting than Abilene, or even Kansas. They gave the boys the feeling, as one of them later put it, that “if you stay home you will always be looked upon as a boy.”2

Eisenhower’s home life revolved around worship. Every day, morning and night, the family members got down on their knees to pray. David read from the Bible before meals, then asked for a blessing. After the meals the boys washed the dishes, then gathered around David for Bible reading. “Finally there was bedtime,” Earl recalled, “when Dad got up and wound the clock on the wall. You could hear the ticking no matter where you were. When Dad started winding, you might as well get ready for bed, for that was the bedtime signal.”3

During the day, the boys saw little of their father, who worked in the creamery from 6:00 A.M. to 6:00 P.M. “Mother was by far the greatest personal influence in our lives,” Dwight remembered.4 She supervised their chores, made their meals, selected and mended their clothes, soothed their hurts, praised their accomplishments, and lightened the atmosphere. Milton, the youngest, said that “Father and Mother complemented one another. Mother had the personality. She had the joy. She had a song in her heart. Dad had the authority.”5

In a family of six boys, competition was the natural order of things. Who could do the best job at this or that task? Who could run the fastest? Jump the highest? Lift the heaviest weight? Read the Bible aloud most accurately? Daily, in countless ways, the boys tested themselves against one another. David and Ida encouraged this competition, encouraged them to be ambitious to do the best. Most of all, each of the boys wanted to be the toughest, and they fought among themselves to find out who was the best scrapper.

One day Ida was baking in the kitchen. Dwight and Edgar began a fight on the kitchen floor. Soon the older and heavier Edgar was sitting astride the prostrate Dwight, giving him a pounding. “Give up?” Edgar shouted. “No!” Dwight gasped. Edgar grabbed Dwight’s hair and began to thump his head against the floor. Earl rushed in to help Dwight. Ida, without turning away from the stove, said sharply to Earl, “Let them alone.”6

David encouraged his sons to stand up for themselves, with one another and in their relations with boys outside the family. Dwight recalled that his father never wanted to see his sons beaten by their playmates in anything, least of all in a fight. One evening David returned from work to see Dwight being chased by a boy about his own size. “Why do you let that boy run you around like that?” he demanded.

“Because if I fight him,” Dwight replied, “you’ll give me a whipping, whether I win or lose!” Instantly, David replied, “Chase that boy out of here.” Dwight did.7

•  •

The chief characteristic of Abilene in the 1890s was that it was typical of small-town midwestern America, which meant, for young Dwight, that it reinforced everything he learned from his parents. There was, first of all, the emphasis on self-sufficiency. Contact with the outside world was minimal. There were few taxes to pay to, and almost no services provided by, the government, save on the local level. The city paid for and ran the school system. Families took care of their own sick, insane, crippled, elderly, or just down-on-their-luck members. There was no police force because in a town small enough (less than four thousand population) for everyone to know, and trust, everyone else, there was no need for one.

There was a strong emphasis on hard work, on getting things done. Little or no time was wasted on reflection or introspection. Everyone in Abilene worked, most of them at hard physical labor. Unemployment was virtually unknown, even among children. The youngest worked around the house; eight- to twelve-year-olds held odd jobs; teen-agers found regular employment.

Abilene was cautious and conservative in its social outlook, religion, and politics. Everyone was Christian, of European descent, and nearly all voted Republican. There was a strong sense of community, a feeling that the world was divided into “us” (the residents of Abilene, Dickinson County, and to some extent the state of Kansas) and “them” (the rest of the world). Abilene was like a large extended family, giving to its residents a feeling of security. Threats to that security came not from within but from without, primarily in the form of adverse weather or falling commodity prices.

A man was judged by how hard he worked and whether he paid his bills on time, a woman by how well she ran her household. It was assumed that a man’s success depended solely upon his output and that the unsuccessful had no one to blame but themselves. “The isolation was political and economic,” Milton recalled, “as well as just a prevailing state of mind. Self-sufficiency was the watchword; personal initiative and responsibility were prized; radicalism was unheard of.”8

To the Eisenhower boys, Abilene seemed an ideal place. It provided more than sufficient scope for a growing boy to discover himself and develop his physical capacity in an atmosphere of security, friendliness, and tolerance of boyish pranks. In 1947, Dwight Eisenhower spoke from his heart about the town that he loved. He said that Abilene “provided both a healthy outdoor existence and a need to work. These same conditions were responsible for the existence of a society which, more nearly than any other I have encountered, eliminated prejudices based upon wealth, race or creed, and maintained a standard of values that placed a premium upon integrity, decency, and consideration for others. Any youngster who has the opportunity to spend his early youth in an enlightened rural area has been favored by fortune.”9

Just as Dwight loved Abilene, so did Abilene love him. He was a popular boy, well known for his curiosity, his fun-loving ways, his big smile, and his energy. He had a catchy nickname, “Little Ike” (his older brother Edgar was called “Big Ike”).

But Little Ike had a terrible temper. Anger would possess him, take complete control, make him oblivious to anything else. The adrenalin rushed through his body, raising the hair on the back of his neck, turning his face a bright beet-red. On Halloween night, 1900, his parents gave Arthur and Edgar permission to go “trick or treating.” Little Ike begged, pleaded, and argued to be allowed to go along, but his parents insisted that he was too young. Anger overwhelmed him. He rushed outside and began pounding the trunk of an apple tree with his bare fists. He sobbed and pounded until his fists were a raw bleeding mass of torn flesh. Finally his father grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him until he gained some control over himself.

Dwight went to his bed and cried into his pillow for an hour, out of resentment and rage. His mother came into the room and sat beside him. She took up his hands, putting salve on them and then bandages. After what seemed to him to be a long time, she said, “He that conquereth his own soul is greater than he who taketh a city.” She went on to tell him how futile and self-destructive anger was, and how he, of all her boys, had much the worst temper and the farthest to go in conquering it. When he was seventy-six years old, Eisenhower wrote, “I have always looked back on that conversation as one of the most valuable moments of my life.” 10

Getting control of his temper, however, did not come easily or quickly. Two years after the apple-tree incident, when Dwight was twelve and Arthur sixteen, Arthur incurred his little brother’s wrath over some trifling matter. Raging, but frustrated because Arthur was much too big for him to attack with his fists, Dwight looked around. Seeing a brick at his feet, he grabbed it and flung it with all his might at Arthur’s head. Arthur just managed to duck out of the way—Dwight had fully intended to hit him.

Dwight attended Lincoln elementary school, directly across the street from his home. The curriculum emphasized rote learning. “The darkness of the classrooms on a winter day and the monotonous hum of recitations,” Eisenhower wrote in his memoirs, “. . . are my sole surviving memories. I was either a lackluster student or involved in a lackluster program.”11 He came to life for the spelling bee and arithmetic. Spelling contests aroused in him his competitive drive and his hatred of careless mistakes—he became a self-confessed martinet on the subject of orthography. Arithmetic appealed to him because it was logical and straightforward—an answer was either right or wrong.

The subject that really excited him, however, was one that he pursued on his own, military history. He became so engrossed in it, in fact, that he neglected his chores and his schoolwork. His first hero was Hannibal. Then he became a student of the American Revolution, and George Washington excited his admiration. He talked history to his classmates so frequently that his senior yearbook predicted that he would become a professor of history at Yale (it also predicted that Edgar would become a two-term President of the United States).

During Dwight’s high school years his interests were, in order of importance, sports, work, studies, and girls. He was shy around the girls and in any case wanted to impress his male classmates as a regular fellow, just one of the gang. Paying too much attention to the girls was considered somewhat sissy. He was careless of his dress, his hair was usually uncombed, and he was a terrible dancer on the few occasions he tried the dance floor.

Studies came easily to him and he made good to excellent grades without extending himself. He got all Bs in his freshman year, when the subjects were English, physical geography, algebra, and German. He did a bit better the next year, and as a junior and senior he was an A or A-plus student in English, history, and geometry. His sole B was in Latin.

Sports, especially football and baseball, were the center of his life. He expended far more energy on sports than he put into his studies. He was a good, but not outstanding, athlete. He was well coordinated, but slow of foot. He weighed only 150 pounds. His chief asset was his will to win. He loved the challenge of the games themselves, enjoyed the competition with older and bigger boys, bubbled over with pleasure at hitting a single to drive in the winning run or at throwing the other team’s star halfback for a loss.

It was in sports that he first discovered his talents as a leader and an organizer. As a boy, he provided the energy and leadership that led to a Saturday-afternoon game of football or baseball. Later, he was the one who organized the Abilene High School Athletic Association, which operated independently of the school system. Little Ike wrote to schools in the area to make up a schedule, and solved the problem of transportation by hustling his team onto freight trains for a free ride from Abilene to the site of the contest.

He also organized camping and hunting trips. He got the boys together, collected the money, hired the livery rig to take them to the camping site, bought the food, and did the cooking.

The central importance of sports, hunting, and fishing to Little Ike cannot be overemphasized. He literally could not imagine life without them, as was shown by the most dramatic incident of his childhood.

During his freshman year in high school, he fell and scraped his knee. This was a common enough experience, and his only thought was for his ruined brand-new pants, which he had bought with his own earnings. Since there was no bleeding, he went to school the next day. Infection set in, however, and that evening he fell into a delirium on the sofa in the front room. His parents called in Dr. Conklin, but despite his treatment, the infection began spreading. For the next two weeks, Dwight slipped into and out of a coma. Conklin called two or three times a day; Ida stayed at his bedside; they painted a belt of carbolic acid around his leg; still the poison spread and crept up his leg toward his abdomen. Conklin called in a specialist from Topeka. The two doctors agreed that only amputation would save his life.

During one of his conscious moments, Dwight heard his parents discussing amputation. They distrusted surgery, but the doctors insisted on it. Fourteen-year-old Dwight listened, then said, quietly but firmly, “You are never going to cut that leg off.” When his parents told Conklin of his decision, the doctor warned, “If the poisoning ever hits his stomach he will die.”

By this time the infection had reached his groin and his periods of consciousness were few and short. He called in Edgar and said, “Look, Ed, they are talking about taking my leg off. I want you to see that they do not do it, because I would rather die than to lose my leg.” Edgar understood. He made the promise, and from then on stayed at his brother’s bedside to make certain that no amputation took place. Conklin grew angry, began mumbling about “murder,” but he could not persuade Edgar, or David and Ida, to allow him to amputate. Edgar even slept at night on the floor across the threshold of the door, so that Conklin could not get into the room while Edgar was sleeping.12

At the end of the second week, the poison began to recede, the fever left Dwight’s body, consciousness returned. After a two-month convalescence, which caused him to have to repeat his freshman year, Dwight recovered completely. It was miraculous enough, but became much embellished decades later. Sunday School tracts and inspirational literature described the whole family as down on its knees, night and day, praying for recovery.

The Eisenhower boys hated such talk, with its implication that their parents believed in faith healing. They insisted that they prayed no more, and no less, than at other times. “We always prayed,” Edgar recalled. “It was just as natural for us to pray, to call upon God for help as it was for us to get up and eat breakfast.” And Dwight dismissed the night-and-day-praying stories as “ridiculous.” 13

•  •

During the summer of 1910, Dwight got to know Everett “Swede” Hazlett, son of one of the town’s physicians. He had known Swede only casually before, because Swede had gone to a military school in Wisconsin. Swede had obtained an appointment to the Naval Academy at Annapolis, but in June 1910 had failed the mathematics section of the entrance examination. He had come home to study for a year, in order to repeat the examination the following June. He struck up a friendship with Dwight that became intimate and lasted for the remainder of their lives.

Ike’s intentions at this time were to work, save his money, and go to the University of Michigan in the fall of 1911. He wanted a college education and an opportunity to play college football and baseball. Michigan had one of the best football teams in the country. Swede pointed out to him that the Naval Academy played football too, that it had at least as much prestige as Michigan, that it guaranteed an interesting useful career to its graduates, and best of all it was free. He wanted Ike to seek an appointment and become his classmate. Ike agreed to try.

In September 1910, Ike read in the local paper an announcement of a competitive examination for applicants for the service academies. He took the exam and scored second among the eight candidates, which was good enough for the appointment to West Point, but not the Naval Academy. Swede was disappointed, but Ike was delighted. Ida did not want her boy to become a soldier, but she held back her tears until he boarded the train headed east. David, typically, showed no emotion whatsoever.

As he swung onto the train, Ike made a striking picture. He had filled out in the past two years, putting on twenty pounds, none of which was fat. At nearly six feet tall, now weighing 170 pounds, with strong broad shoulders and rock-hard muscles, he was the embodiment of an athlete. He was rawboned, with big hands. He walked on the balls of his feet and carried himself gracefully, as good athletes do.

Most people thought him extremely good-looking. He had light-brown hair, large eyes that were clear blue and quite fetching to the girls, and an oversized nose and mouth that fit nicely with his large head. His face was full, round, and symmetrical. His blue eyes sparkled, danced, and looked intently at whatever he saw. He grinned as easily as he breathed, a big lopsided grin that most people found irresistible. He laughed easily, too. He had a marvelously expressive face that still turned beet-red when he was angry, scowled furiously when he was disapproving, lit up when he was pleased.

He had an active, curious mind. He wanted to know about history, about sports, about mathematics, about opportunities, about how things worked and what people had done. His curiosity, however, was neither creative nor original. He had no interest in music, or painting, or any of the fine arts, or literature, or political theory. He directed his great energy and powers of concentration on making things work better, not differently. Internally his goal was self-improvement, whether in sports or studies, not self-change.

Most of all he knew himself and his capabilities, and as he swung himself up on the train and headed east, away from Abilene, his family, and his friends, he broke into one of his biggest grins. He had no doubts about himself. There was not, for him, the self-searching or identity crisis so often associated with young men. Ike Eisenhower knew who he was and where he was going.

•  •

The train ride took Eisenhower across the Mississippi River for the first time, and on to the East Coast. At West Point, he found an institution that regarded its own past with veneration and concentrated on instilling that concept in the plebes, or freshmen, filling them with the feeling that the past was a living thing, all around them. Here was Grant’s room, there Lee’s, there Sherman’s. Over there Winfield Scott lived. Here Custer learned to ride. Eisenhower, with a strong sense of military history, responded enthusiastically. In his free time, of which there was precious little, he liked to wander about the Plain, climb the cliffs, look down on the Hudson, reflect on the Point’s crucial role in the American Revolution, wonder at what might have happened had Benedict Arnold’s attempt to betray the post to the British been successful. Years later he told his son he never tired of such speculation.

Hazing, the uglier side of West Point, had little appeal to him, obviously not as a recipient, but not as a Yearling either. Only once, at the beginning of his own third-class year, did he yield to the temptation to haze. A plebe, dashing down the street to carry out an order, ran into him and tumbled to the ground. Reacting with a “bellow of astonishment and mock indignation,” Eisenhower scornfully demanded, “Mr. Dumgard, what is your P.C.S. [Previous Condition of Servitude]?”—adding sarcastically, “You look like a barber.”

The plebe pulled himself together and replied softly, “I was a barber, sir.”

Eisenhower turned red with embarrassment. Without a word, he returned to his room, where he told his roommate, P. A. Hodgson, “I’m never going to crawl [haze] another plebe as long as I live. As a matter of fact, they’ll have to run over and knock me out of the company street before I’ll make any attempt again. I’ve just done something that was stupid and unforgivable. I managed to make a man ashamed of the work he did to earn a living.” 14 Eisenhower’s reaction to the incident typified his four years at the Academy. He took from West Point what was positive and rejected that which was negative.

West Point was even more cut off and isolated from the rest of the world than Abilene had been. Like Abilene, its self-satisfaction was complete; like Abilene, it had a revealed truth and felt no need to examine it. And that truth reinforced much of what Eisenhower had absorbed in his upbringing.

Eisenhower’s studies were overwhelmingly narrow and technical, with the emphasis on civil and military engineering. His teachers were, to a man, recent graduates of the USMA. The method of teaching had not changed since the War of 1812. Every day, in every class, every cadet was expected to recite, to give an approved answer to a standard question, and to receive a carefully recorded grade on each response.

Often the instructors knew little more than their students. In integral calculus one day, the teacher ordered Eisenhower to do a long, complicated problem on the blackboard. The instructor had previously explained the problem and supplied the answer, but since it had been obvious to Eisenhower that the instructor was doing it entirely by rote he had paid no attention. Thus, when called upon, he had “not the foggiest notion of how to begin.” After struggling for almost a full hour, he finally tried a solution that, to his amazement, worked. He was asked to explain his solution; it was shorter and simpler than the rote answer. But the instructor interrupted him to charge that he had merely memorized the answer and then put down a lot of figures and steps that had no meaning.

Eisenhower could not abide being called a cheat. He began to protest so vehemently that he was soon in imminent danger of being expelled on a charge of insubordination. Just then, a senior officer from the Mathematics Department walked in. He inquired about the trouble, had Eisenhower go through the solution again, then pronounced it superior to the one being used in the department-and ordered it incorporated into the Mathematics Department’s teaching.15

Eisenhower was saved, but just barely, for a flexible and sympathetic response from the authorities was unusual at West Point. In most cases, there was no room for discussion or exploration of new answers to old problems. English was composition, never literature; history was fact, never inquiry. It was all rote learning, and Eisenhower was good enough at it that he could stay comfortably in the top half of his class without undue exertion. He was especially good in English; while others struggled for days over a theme, he could produce a high-scoring essay a half hour before class. The chief requirement of a good essay at West Point was a logical presentation of fact. At the end of his plebe year, when his class had shrunk from 265 to 212, he stood tenth in English.

In other subjects, Eisenhower was content to stay in the middle. He preferred enjoying his classmates to competing with them. These classmates were, generally, like him—white, rural or small town in origin, middle class, intelligent, and athletic. Eisenhower’s own class later became the most famous in West Point’s history, “the class the stars fell on.” In 1915, 164 of them graduated. Of the 164, 59 rose to the rank of brigadier general or higher, three to the rank of full general, and two to the rank of general of the army. Members included Vernon Prichard, George Stratemeyer, Charles Ryder, Stafford Irwin, Joseph McNarney, James Van Fleet, Hubert Harmon, and Omar Bradley. Eisenhower knew and liked them all, especially Bradley, who became a close friend, and of whom he wrote, in the 1915 yearbook, the Howitzer, “Brad’s most important characteristic is ‘getting there,’ and if he keeps up the clip he’s started some of us will someday be bragging that, ‘Sure, General Bradley was a classmate of mine.’ ”16

The West Point system is designed to find and break the nonconformist, and is usually successful—Edgar Allan Poe, a cadet in 1830, hated the “God-forsaken place” and, after less than a year, simply walked away. Others, less extreme than Poe, enjoyed testing or bending the regulations, finding out what they could get away with, more or less cheerfully paying the price when they got caught. Eisenhower was one of these. His cadet pranks, which he told with great relish in his old age, as if they were originals, were in fact part of a traditional pattern followed by generations of cadets who managed to adjust to West Point without losing their individuality.

Cigarette smoking was strictly forbidden. “So,” Eisenhower recorded laconically, “I started smoking cigarettes.” He smoked roll-your-own Bull Durhams. His roommate did not approve; other plebes were worried; Eisenhower smoked anyway. When caught by an officer, he walked punishment tours or served room confinement for a number of hours. He continued to smoke.17

This was only one of his small acts of rebellion. He could not or would not keep his room as neat as the regulations required, was frequently late for formation or guard mounting, often failed in his attempts to dress according to the regulations. For all these, and other, sins, he paid a price in demerits, which counted against him in his final class standing. Of the 164 men in his class who graduated, he stood 125th in discipline. It hardly bothered him; he later admitted that he “looked with distaste on classmates whose days and nights were haunted by fear of demerits and low grades.” During World War II, he expressed astonishment at the news that one of his classmates had made general office rank; “Christ,” he said, “he’s always been afraid to break a regulation.”18

His own favorite story about a cadet prank centered on the sometimes absurd literalness of the regulations and orders. Eisenhower and another plebe, named Atkins, were guilty of an infraction. The cadet corporal who caught them, named Alder, ordered them to report to his room after tattoo in “full-dress coats,” meaning a complete dress uniform. The two plebes decided to do exactly as ordered, and that night reported to Adler wearing their coats and not another stitch of clothing.

Adler roared in anger. He ordered them to return after tattoo “in complete uniform including rifles and crossbelts and if you miss a single item I’ll have you down here every night for a week.” They did as ordered and suffered through a long session of bracing and lecturing, but the laughs they and their fellow plebes got from Adler’s discomfort made it worthwhile.19

•  •

Eisenhower’s major escape from the grind was not in petty pranks, but in athletics. Sports remained the center of his life. He said later that he had “a lack of motivation in almost everything other than athletics, except for the simple and stark resolve to get a college education.”20 In his plebe year, he played football for the Cullum Hall team, or junior varsity. Over the winter, to build up his weight, he ate until he thought he would burst. In the spring, he played baseball—Omar Bradley was a teammate. By the fall of 1912, he was faster, stronger, and bigger—at 174 pounds—than he had ever been. He was determined to make the varsity. In the first practice game, he did well. He was, in his words, “as high as a kite.”21

With his improved speed, Eisenhower shifted from the line to the backfield. He got his chance when Army’s star ballcarrier, first-classman Geoffrey Keyes, was injured before the first game. Eisenhower led Army to a victory in that game, against Stevens Institute, and was again the star the next week in a win over Rutgers. The New York Times described him as “one of the most promising backs in Eastern football” and carried a two-column photograph of him punting a football. In a victory over Colgate, the West Point yearbook reported that “Eisenhower in the fourth quarter could not be stopped.”22

The following week against Tufts, Eisenhower twisted his knee. There was some swelling and he spent a few days in the hospital, hoping that he would recuperate in time to play in the final game of the season against Navy. But that week, while participating in the “monkey drill” in the riding hall—leaping off and back onto a galloping horse—his knee crumbled when he hit the ground. The cartilages and tendons were badly torn. The doctors put his leg in a plaster cast; the pain was so intense that for days he could hardly sleep. His spirits sank even lower when Navy won the game. “Seems like I’m never cheerful anymore,” he wrote a friend. “The fellows that used to call me ‘Sunny Jim’ call me ‘Gloomy Face’ now. The chief cause is this game pin of mine—I sure hate to be so hopeless and worthless. Anyway, I’m getting to be such a confirmed grouch you’d hardly know me.”23

He hit bottom when the doctors took off the cast and informed him that he would never play football again. So great was his depression that several times his roommate had to talk him out of resigning from the Academy. “Life seemed to have little meaning,” he later recalled. “A need to excel was almost gone.”24

His studies suffered. As a plebe, he had stood fifty-seventh in a class of 212; in his Yearling year, when he hurt his knee, he slipped to eighty-first in a class of 177. But although his playing days were ended, his interest in football was not. He became a cheerleader, which gave him his first experience as a public speaker—he would address the entire Corps of Cadets the night before a big game, exhorting the members to make an all-out effort as fans the next afternoon.

His enthusiasm was matched by his intense study of the intricacies of the game, to the point that the football coach suggested that he coach the junior varsity. He did so eagerly, and with success, sending a number of players on to the varsity and winning most of his games.

His experiences as a coach—and there were to be many more—strengthened his love for the game. Like many other fans, he made football into something more than just an athletic contest. The act of coaching brought out his best traits—his organizational ability, his energy and competitiveness, his enthusiasm and optimism, his willingness to work hard at a task that intrigued him, his powers of concentration, his talent for working with the material he had instead of hoping for what he did not have, and his gift for drawing the best out of his players.

During World War II, a number of associates compared his techniques as a general with those of a good football coach, pacing up and down the line, urging his team forward. In his private talks with his corps and division commanders, and in his Orders of the Day, Supreme Commander Eisenhower used football slang extensively, urging his men to “pull an end run” and “hit the line” and “break through” and “get that ball across the goal line.”

Most of all, as a general and as President, he urged teamwork. At the end of his life, he wrote, “I believe that football, perhaps more than any other sport, tends to instill in men the feeling that victory comes through hard—almost slavish—work, team play, self-confidence, and an enthusiasm that amounts to dedication.”25 Millions of Americans would agree that the act of playing or coaching football built successful men who could go out and get a job done.

•  •

Eisenhower graduated from West Point in June 1915. He had drifted into the Academy and, as a student, drifted through it. He had obtained a free education and the Academy had sharpened his sense of duty.

•  •

Following graduation, and before going on active duty, Second Lieutenant Eisenhower spent the summer in Abilene. His constant companion was Gladys Harding, the blond daughter of the man who owned the freight business in town. They had dated when in high school, but at that time they were not “serious.” Ike also dated Ruby Norman and other local girls. In July 1915, however, he fell madly in love. Evidently Gladys’ father warned her that the “soldier boy” was not for her, but when Ike reached his first duty post in San Antonio, in August, he wrote her: “More than ever now I want to hear you say the three words more than I ever have. . . . For, girl, I do love you and want you to know it. To be as certain of it as I am. To believe in me and trust in me as you do your dad.”

A week later, he wrote her that “your love is my whole world. Nothing else counts at all.” On reading her letter to him, “my eyes filled with tears and I simply had to stop and whisper over and over I love you Gladys, I love you Gladys. And now my beautiful lady, I’m going to read your letter once more, then I’ll meet you in dreamland, if you will meet me there. And there, as sometime in reality, you shall be my dearest and closest friend, my own sweetheart and true blue wife.”

It was not to be. Whether because of her father’s opposition, or because she wanted to pursue a career as a serious piano player, Gladys put him off. On the rebound, he found another. Feeling rebuffed, so did she. Each married, and lived their separate lives, she in Abilene, he around the world. In his letters to friends back in Abilene during the war, Ike included Gladys in a list of four or five people he wanted to say hello to; when her husband, Cecil Brooks, died in 1944, he wrote Gladys a short letter of condolence. When Ike became President, Gladys bound up his love letters, along with a faded rose, and gave them to her son with a note: “Letters from Dwight Eisenhower when we were young and happy, 1914 and 1915. Not to be opened or published in any way whatsoever until after his death and Mamie’s and also after my death.” They remained under seal until more than three-quarters of a century after they were written.

•  •

As he set off for his first assignment, at Fort Sam Houston, Texas, he was determined so long as he was an officer in the United States Army, he would do his best to be a good one. It was a resolve rather than an ambition, and sprang from a sense of obligation and responsibility rather than from a competitive drive, for he felt that with the end of his sports career, his competitive days were over.

His duties in the peace-time Army were light, and hardly took up all of his time. When on his own, he played poker with the other junior officers, winning consistently, went drinking and hunting with them, and generally got on fine with his contemporaries. He made some lifelong friendships, including Walton Walker, Leonard Gerow, and Wade Haislip (each of these lieutenants became a four-star general).

And he fell in love. The romance began on a Sunday afternoon in October 1915, one of those perfect autumn days in South Texas. Ike was Officer of the Day. Putting on his newly cleaned and pressed uniform, his boots, brightly polished by his orderly, and his service revolver, he walked out of the Bachelor Officers’ Quarters to make an inspection of the guard posts. Across the street, on the lawn of the Officers’ Club, sitting on canvas chairs enjoying the sunshine, a small group of women was gathered.

Ike walked across the street to say a polite hello to the ladies. “The one who attracted my eye instantly,” he later recalled, “was a vivacious and attractive girl, smaller than average, saucy in the look about her face and in her whole attitude.”26 She was wearing a starched white linen dress and big, floppy black hat. She had just arrived in Texas for the season—she lived in Denver during the hot months—and she was renewing her many friendships at Fort Sam. She was eighteen years old. Her name was Mary Geneva Doud, but she was known as Mamie.

Mamie’s first thought on seeing Ike walk out of the BOQ resplendent in his brass buttons, determined in his stride, big in his shoulders, had been, “He’s a bruiser.” As he came closer, her next thought was, “He’s just about the handsomest male I have ever seen.” When he asked her to accompany him as he walked his rounds, she accepted.27

The following day, when Mamie returned home from a fishing expedition, her maid informed her that a “Mr. I-something” had been calling every fifteen minutes all afternoon. The phone rang. It was “Mr. I-something.”

Very formally, Ike asked “Miss Doud” to go dancing that night. She said she had a date. The next night? Another date. And so on until finally he made a date for a dance four weeks away. Having established her popularity, before hanging up Mamie also established her feelings—“I’m usually home about five,” she said. “You might call some afternoon.” Ike said he would be there the next day.28

Ike persuaded her to cancel her dates; they went out together every evening. His $141.67-per-month pay, even though supplemented by poker winnings, limited them to dollar-per-couple meals at a Mexican restaurant and a once-a-week show at the vaudeville house. To save money, he gave up store-bought cigarettes and returned to rolling his own.

On Valentine’s Day, 1916, he proposed and she accepted. They sealed the engagement with his West Point ring. When he formally asked Mr. Doud for his daughter’s hand in marriage, Doud consented, but only if he would agree to wait until November, when Mamie would be twenty years old.

Doud told Eisenhower that the couple would be on their own financially, and warned him that Mamie might not be able to adjust from her carefree life to that of an Army wife. She was accustomed to having her own maid and a generous allowance. He made a similar speech to his daughter, in addition pointing out to her that she was agreeing to a life in which she would be constantly on the move, frequently separated from her husband, and often worried about him. She said that she understood and looked forward to the challenge.

That spring of 1916, Ike and Mamie decided to push forward the date of their wedding. The Douds agreed. Ike got ten days’ leave, and on July 1, 1916, in the Douds’ spacious home in Denver, they were married. Ike wore his tropical dress uniform, stiffly starched and dazzling white, the crease so sharp he would not sit down; Mamie wore a white Chantilly lace dress, her hair in bangs over her forehead. Doud’s chauffeur drove them to Eldorado Springs, Colorado, for a two-day honeymoon. Then they took the train for Abilene, so that Mamie could meet the Eisenhower family.

They arrived at 4 A.M. David and Ida were up, waiting for them. They liked Mamie at once, and she them, especially after they told her they were so glad to finally have a daughter (Dwight was the first of their sons to marry). When Earl and Milton came downstairs, Mamie charmed them by saying, “At last I have some brothers.” Ida served a fried chicken breakfast.29

Back at Fort Sam, they settled into Ike’s three-room quarters in the BOQ. He concentrated on his work; she concentrated on him. Ike had a firm expectation about his wife’s role, which was to center her life around his. That suited Mamie. She was six years his junior; she had been trained for such a role in her Denver finishing school; she had watched her mother devote herself to pleasing her father.

As an Army wife, she was ideal. She loved to entertain, as did he, and in a society in which everyone knew exactly how much everyone else earned, there was no need for pretense. Beans, rice, and beer more than satisfied the junior officers and their wives who were their guests. They sang popular songs at the top of their lungs, Mamie playing a rented piano. Eisenhower’s favorite was “Abdul the Bulbul Amir,” to which he knew some fifty verses. Their apartment came to be known as “Club Eisenhower.” Mamie taught her man some of the social graces. “She takes full credit for smoothing the edges off the rough-and-ready Kansan,” her son John told an interviewer, “and for teaching him some of the polish that later put him in good stead.”30

She did not share his love of the out-of-doors, nor of athletics or physical exercise of any kind. But they both enjoyed talking, to each other and to other people, and playing cards together, and music and entertaining. Best of all she never complained, although she had much she might have complained about. In the first thirty-five years of their marriage, they moved thirty-five times. Not until 1953 did they have a home they could call their own. Until World War II, with one exception, in 1918, he was never the CO, so she always had to defer to someone else’s wife. His progress in the Army, after World War I, was excruciatingly slow. She had to manage the money to the penny, and watched as he turned down numerous offers for civilian employment at substantially higher salaries. But she never nagged him to leave the Army, never told him that the time had come for him to make something of himself.

•  •

In April 1917, the United States entered World War I. Eisenhower stayed at San Antonio, training the 57th Infantry. He did well at it, using the same skills he had developed as a football coach, and earned the high praise his superiors gave him in his 201 file, the official record of an officer’s career. He was promoted to captain. But he was impatient to get to France. Training troops was like coaching football all week without ever being able to play a game on Saturdays. He had more than the normal American male’s mystique about combat; he had been trained, at considerable expense, to fight; his place was on the fighting line, not on the sidelines. He was dismayed, therefore, when in mid-September his orders finally came, and he learned that the War Department was sending him to Fort Oglethorpe, Georgia, to train officer candidates.

In Georgia, he helped construct a miniature World War I battlefield, complete with trenches and dugouts, in which he and the trainees lived while they practiced assaults across no-man’s-land. Oglethorpe had none of the advantages of active service, but many of the disadvantages, the chief being that Mamie could not be with him and was thus in San Antonio, when, on September 24, 1917, their first son was born. She named him Doud Dwight and called him “Icky.”

As a trainer of troops, Eisenhower managed to impress his superiors and his trainees. One of the latter wrote, “Our new Captain, Eisenhower by name, is, I believe, one of the most efficient and best Army officers in the country . . . He has given us wonderful bayonet drills. He gets the fellows’ imaginations worked up and hollers and yells and makes us shout and stomp until we go tearing into the air as if we meant business.”31

In February 1918, he received orders to report to Camp Meade, Maryland, to join the 65th Engineers, the parent group of the 301st Tank Battalion, which was slated to go to the battlefield in the spring. Elated, he threw himself into the job. The men were all volunteers, morale was high, expectations even higher. Although none of the men had actually seen a tank, they were convinced that with the new weapon they would break through the German lines and drive straight to Berlin.

Insofar as he could do so from newspaper accounts, Eisenhower studied the Battle of Cambrai (November 1917), where the British for the first time used tanks to achieve a breakthrough. They had not gathered together enough tanks to exploit the victory, but they had shown what could be done. In mid-March, he was informed that the 301st would soon be embarking for France from New York, and that he was to be its commander. Exuberant, he rushed to New York to make certain that the port authorities were prepared for the 301st. “Too much depended on our walking up that gangplank,” he wrote, “for me to take a chance on a slip anywhere.”32

Back at Meade, elation gave way to more despair. The War Department had changed his orders. His superior’s praise of his “organizational ability” had been so lavish that the authorities had decided to send him to Camp Colt, in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. It was an old, abandoned camp, on the site of the great Civil War battle. The War Department had decided to reorganize its armored units, take them away from the 65th Engineers and give them an organization of their own, the Tank Corps. The tankers were to be trained at Camp Colt, with Eisenhower in command.

It was, on the face of it, a choice assignment. At twenty-seven years of age, Eisenhower was to be in command of thousands of men, all of them volunteers. He would be working with the weapon of the future (although he was given no actual tanks, nor training manuals, nor experienced armored officers to work with). He could expect a promotion. He was able to rent a house in town, so his wife and son could live with him. Nevertheless, he later confessed, “my mood was black.”33 He completed the preparations for the 301st to embark, then watched the unit sail with a sinking heart.

Eisenhower was certain that the War Department had made a terrible mistake, but in fact, in its wisdom, it had made an excellent selection for the commander at Camp Colt. Working with whatever materials he could find, he transformed the historic ground of Pickett’s charge from an open wheat field into a first-class Army camp. He obtained tents, food, and fuel for his men. He taught them to drill, got them into shape, kept up their morale by establishing a telegraph school, then a motor school. By mid-July, he had ten thousand men and six hundred officers under his command, but still no tanks.

He went to Washington, badgered the War Department into giving him some old Navy cannons, and drilled his men in their use until they were proficient. He managed to obtain some machine guns; soon his men could take them apart and put them back together again while blindfolded. He mounted the machine guns on flatbed trucks and taught the men to fire the weapons from a moving platform. He used Big Round Top as a backstop and soon the firing there was heavier than it had been during the battle fifty-five years earlier.

He was always trying to improve the training and lift the morale. To that end, he wanted suggestions and ideas from his subordinates, not praise. One of his young lieutenants, anxious to please, nevertheless praised every aspect of his administration. “For God’s sake,” Eisenhower cut him off one day, “get out and find something wrong with the camp! It can’t be as good as you say it is. Either you’re not being frank, or you’re as big a fool as I am.”34

The men responded to his leadership. “Eisenhower was a strict disciplinarian,” his sergeant major, Claude J. Harris, declared, “an inborn soldier, but most human, considerate, and his decisions affecting the welfare of his officers and men were always well tempered . . . This principle built for him high admiration and loyalty from his officers perhaps unequaled by few commanding officers.”35

On October 14, 1918, his twenty-eighth birthday, Eisenhower was promoted to lieutenant colonel (temporary). Even more welcome were his orders—he was to embark for France on November 18, there to take command of an armored unit. He put Mamie and Icky on a train for Denver and went to New York to make certain that the port authorities were ready for his men and that nothing would go wrong with the embarkation. Then, on November 11, the Germans signed the Armistice.

Captain Norman Randolph was sitting in Eisenhower’s office when the news arrived. “I suppose we’ll spend the rest of our lives explaining why we didn’t get into this war,” Eisenhower moaned. “By God,” he added, “from now on I am cutting myself a swath and will make up for this.”36 But whatever his determination, glittering combat possibilities had turned into demobilization realities. Eisenhower supervised the discharge of thousands of men, the tearing down of Camp Colt, the movement of the remnants of the Tank Corps to Fort Benning, Georgia.

Eisenhower was deflated and depressed. He could hardly believe it had happened to him—he was a professional soldier who had missed action in the greatest war in history. He had never heard a shot fired in anger and now did not expect to in his lifetime. He worried about what he would tell Icky when his son asked him what he did during the war. He envisioned having to sit silent at class reunions when his fellow officers talked about their experiences and exploits in combat. When he met a young officer at Benning who had been in France and who complained that there had been no promotions over there, he snapped back, “Well, you got overseas—that should be promotion enough!”37

In 1919, Colonel Ira C. Welborn recommended him for the Distinguished Service Medal. The award finally came through in 1922. It praised Eisenhower for his “unusual zeal, foresight, and marked administrative ability.”38 To Eisenhower, it was more a bitter reminder than a welcome award.



CHAPTER TWO
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Between the Wars

EISENHOWER WAS twenty-eight years old when the war ended. His ambitions had been thwarted: now he was a member of an organization that was being practically dismantled. By January 1, 1920, the Army had only 130,000 men on active duty. Through the 1920s and 1930s it continued to shrink. By 1935, the Army did not have a single combat-ready unit of any size. It ranked sixteenth among the world’s armies. It was more a school than an army.

But, for Eisenhower, the schooling was excellent, and almost continuous. The first problem he studied was the role of the tank in the next war; his fellow student was George S. Patton, Jr. Eisenhower first met Patton in the fall of 1919, at Camp Meade, Maryland. It was an ideal assignment for Eisenhower, as he had Mamie and Icky with him and he was working with tanks. Best of all, he had some real tanks to work with, British heavies, French Renaults, German Marks, and even some American-built tanks.

Eisenhower and Patton immediately became and remained fast friends, despite their much different personalities and backgrounds. Patton came from a wealthy, aristocratic family. He was an avid polo player, well able to afford his own string of ponies. He was extreme in his mannerisms, his dress, and his talk. Eisenhower could swear as eloquently as most sergeants, but he went easy on the curse words in mixed company; Patton, who could outswear a mule skinner, swore at all times as if he were in a stag poker game. Eisenhower’s voice was deep and resonant, Patton’s high-pitched and squeaky. Eisenhower enjoyed being one of the gang, wanted to be well liked and popular. Patton was more of a loner, did not much care what his associates thought of him. Where Eisenhower tended to qualify all his observations and statements, Patton was dogmatic. Where Eisenhower had no particularly strong views on race and politics, Patton was viciously anti-Semitic and loudly right wing. Where Eisenhower was patient and let things happen to him, Patton was impatient and took charge of his own career. Patton had been in combat, with tanks, and Eisenhower had not. And to hear Patton tell it, as he loved to do, he had ridden into battle on one of his tanks as if it were a polo pony and then single-handedly (well, almost) breached the Hindenburg Line.1

But Eisenhower and Patton had enough in common to overcome these differences. Both were West Pointers (Patton graduated in 1909). Both had been athletes—Patton played football as well as polo for the Army—and remained interested in athletics. Both were married, and their wives got along well together. Both had a deep interest in military history, both were serious students of war. Most of all, both were enthusiastic about tanks, sharing a belief that the weapon would dominate the next war.

It was thanks to Patton that Eisenhower first met General Fox Conner, a man who was destined to play a critical role in his life, one that cannot be exaggerated.

In 1964, in his retirement, after a career that had put him in intimate working contact with scores of brilliant and talented men, including most of the great statesmen and military leaders of World War II and the Cold War, Eisenhower could still say, “Fox Conner was the ablest man I ever knew.”2

He met Conner at a Sunday-afternoon dinner in the fall of 1920 in Patton’s quarters at Camp Meade. Patton had known Conner in France; Eisenhower knew him by reputation as one of the smartest men in the Army. A wealthy Mississippian who had graduated from West Point in 1898, Conner had served as Pershing’s operations officer in France, where he was generally acknowledged to have been the brains of the AEF. He was currently Pershing’s chief of staff in Washington. Both the general and Mrs. Conner—herself an heiress—were charming, soft-spoken southerners, formal and polite in their manners, but genuinely interested in younger officers and their wives. Eisenhower and Mamie felt drawn to them at once. The Patton dinner was a great success, highlighted by wide-ranging conversations.

After dinner, Conner asked Patton and Eisenhower to show him their tanks and explain to him their ideas about the future of the weapon. This was the first—and was to be the only—encouragement they had from a superior officer, and they spent a long afternoon with him, showing him around Camp Meade, explaining to him their ideas. When the time came for him to return to Washington, Conner praised them for their work and encouraged them to keep at it.

•  •

Eisenhower’s family life was a warm, happy one. He and Mamie thoroughly enjoyed each other and the Army social scene, but most of all they delighted in their son. Icky, three years old in the fall of 1920, was an active, energetic boy, his father’s delight and his mother’s joy. The soldiers adopted him as a mascot. They bought him a tank uniform, complete with overcoat and overseas cap, and took him along on field maneuvers. He was enthralled by his tank rides. His father took him in the afternoon to football practice, where he would stand on the sidelines, cheering madly at every play in the scrimmage. He would put on his uniform and stand at stiff attention as the band played and the colors passed during parades.

The Eisenhowers made plans for a glorious Christmas. Mamie went to Washington to buy presents; Eisenhower put up a tree in their quarters and bought a toy wagon for Icky. But, a week or so before Christmas, Icky contracted scarlet fever. He evidently got it from the maid, a young local girl who had, unknown to the Eisenhowers, just recovered from an attack of the disease. Eisenhower called in a specialist from Johns Hopkins; the doctor could only advise prayer. Icky had to go into quarantine; Eisenhower was not allowed to enter his room. He could only sit outside it and wave to his son through the window. Mamie was also ill and confined to bed. Eisenhower spent every free minute at the hospital, desperate with worry, remembering his younger brother Milton’s own struggle with the dreaded scourge of scarlet fever seventeen years earlier, hoping that Icky, like Milton, would somehow pull through.

He did not. On January 2, Icky died. “This was the greatest disappointment and disaster in my life,” Eisenhower wrote in his old age, “the one I have never been able to forget completely.”3 For the next half century, every year on Icky’s birthday he sent flowers to Mamie. The Eisenhowers arranged to have Icky’s remains laid beside them in their own burial plot.

Inevitably, they blamed themselves. If only they had not hired that maid, if only they had checked on her more carefully, if only . . . These feelings had to be suppressed if the marriage was to survive the disaster, but suppression did not eliminate the unwanted thoughts, only made them harder to live with. Both the inner-directed guilt and the projected feelings of blame placed a strain on their marriage. So did the equally inevitable sense of loss, the grief that could not be comforted, the feeling that all the joy had gone out of life. “For a long time, it was as if a shining light had gone out in Ike’s life,” Mamie said later. “Throughout all the years that followed, the memory of those bleak days was a deep inner pain that never seemed to diminish much.”4

•  •

At the end of 1921, General Conner took command of the 20th Infantry Brigade in the Panama Canal Zone. He requested Eisenhower for his executive officer. Chief of Staff John J. Pershing granted the request.

The Eisenhowers arrived in January 1922. The accommodations were miserable. Mamie described their house as “a double-decked shanty, only twice as disreputable.” Built on stilts, it had been abandoned for a decade and stank of mildew. She had household help, which cost practically nothing in Panama and was worth about as much; she had to do the shopping herself and provide minute supervision of the cooking and housework.5

The Conners lived next door; Mamie and Mrs. Conner became close friends. Mamie called on her daily—Virginia Conner became her confidante and adviser. When Mamie complained about some of her difficulties with her husband, Mrs. Conner was forthright in her advice. She told Mamie to cut her hair, change her clothes, brighten herself up. “You mean I should vamp him?” Mamie asked. “That’s just what I mean,” Mrs. Conner replied. “Vamp him!”6

Eisenhower and General Conner, meanwhile, developed a teacher-student relationship. They both enjoyed riding horseback through the jungle, spreading their bedrolls on the ground at night, chatting around a campfire. On weekends, they went on fishing expeditions together.

Conner pulled Eisenhower out of the lethargy that had threatened to engulf him after Icky’s death. He insisted that Eisenhower read serious military literature and forced the younger man to think about what he was reading by asking probing questions. Eisenhower read memoirs of Civil War generals, then discussed with Conner the decisions Grant and Sherman and the others had made. What would have happened had they done this or that differently? Conner would ask. What were the alternatives? Eisenhower was anxious to please, so anxious that he read Clausewitz’ On War three times through—a difficult enough task to complete even once, made more difficult by Conner’s insistent questioning about the implications of Clausewitz’ ideas.

They also discussed the future. Conner insisted that there would be another war in twenty years or less, that it would be a world war, that America would fight with allies, and that Eisenhower had better prepare himself for it. He advised Eisenhower to try for an assignment under Colonel George C. Marshall, who had been with Conner on Pershing’s staff. Marshall, Conner insisted, “knows more about the techniques of arranging allied commands than any man I know. He is nothing short of a genius.” Indeed, Conner’s highest praise was “Eisenhower, you handled that just the way Marshall would have done.” Conner had witnessed at first hand the price the Allies had paid for divided leadership in war, knew the cost of not giving Marshal Foch sufficient powers to go with his grand title. He told Eisenhower that in the next war, “We must insist on individual and single responsibility—leaders will have to learn how to overcome nationalistic considerations in the conduct of campaigns . . .”7 Prophetic words for Foch’s successor.

Eisenhower almost worshiped Conner. His three years in Panama, he later said, were “a sort of graduate school in military affairs . . . In a lifetime of association with great and good men, he is the one figure to whom I owe an incalculable debt.” Virginia Conner noted, “I never saw two men more congenial than Ike Eisenhower and my husband.” Conner, in his 1924 efficiency report on Eisenhower, wrote that he was “one of the most capable, efficient, and loyal officers I have ever met.”8

•  •

Adding to Eisenhower’s happiness in Panama was the birth of a second son. In the early summer of 1922, Mamie went to Denver to escape the heat and have her child in a modern hospital. In July, Eisenhower took a leave and was present on August 3 when John Sheldon Doud Eisenhower was born. John’s presence was a great help in getting over Icky’s death; as parents the Eisenhowers tended to be protective of him. Mamie, John later remarked, “was exceedingly affectionate, almost smothering me with concern,” and Mamie told an interviewer, “It took me years, many years, to get over my ‘smother love’—it wasn’t until Johnnie had children of his own that I finally stopped all worry.” His father, while stern (“Dad . . . was a terrifying figure”) and rigid in his discipline, was afraid enough of his own temper that he never laid a hand on his son.9 Instead, he gave John sharp verbal dressing downs for transgressions, which, given Eisenhower’s standards, were frequent. But overall they got on fine, and as soon as John was old enough, Eisenhower included his son in as many of his activities as possible, a practice that grew as the years went by and continued to the father’s death.

•  •

In 1925, Conner used his influence with the War Department to get Major Eisenhower assigned to the Command and General Staff School at Leavenworth, Kansas. In the year that followed, Eisenhower worked as he never had before. He was in direct competition with 275 of the best officers in the Army. The work load, like the competition, was nearly overwhelming. The students looked on an assignment to C&GS as a reward as well as a challenge, but the Army regarded it as a test. The school was designed to discover not only who had brains, but who could take the strain.

The method was war gaming by case studies. Students were given problems. A hostile force of such-and-such strength was either attacking or defending a position. Students commanding the Blue Force had to decide what actions should be taken. After the student had handed in his answer, he was given the approved solution. He then had to work out the movements of the combat units and the supply services to support that solution—in short, the basic staff work that would be required in time of war.

C&GS was notorious for its pressure. Students would stay up half the night studying. The tension was such that nervous breakdowns were fairly common, and there was an occasional suicide. Eisenhower found this atmosphere “exhilarating.” 10 He decided that a fresh mind was more important than one crammed full of details, so he limited himself to two and one-half hours of study per night, always going to bed at nine-thirty. He got together with one old friend from Fort Sam, Leonard Gerow. They set up a command post on the third floor of Eisenhower’s quarters, covered the walls with maps, filled the shelves with reference works. No sound reached them there; it was off limits to his family.

One of John Eisenhower’s earliest memories was of the night he invaded this sanctuary. He saw his father and “Gee” bending over a large table, eyeshades protecting them from the glare of the lamp. “I was too small to see what was on the table but stared in wonderment at the huge maps tacked on the wall. The two young officers were going over the next day’s tactical problem. Dad and Gee welcomed me with a laugh and shoved me out the door in the course of perhaps half a minute.”11

The course brought out the best in Eisenhower, his ability to master detail without getting bogged down in it, his talent for translating ideas into action, his positive (almost eager) reaction to pressure, his mastery of his profession, and his sense of being a team player (the emphasis of the course was on the smooth functioning of the machine). When the final rankings were posted, he stood first in his class. Gerow was second, two-tenths of a point behind.

Eisenhower, elated, informed all his friends. Messages of congratulations poured in. Fox Conner was delighted with his protégé. Mrs. Doud wired, “Oh boy what a thrill hurrah I am broadcasting the news love and kisses Mother.”12 Patton wrote Eisenhower a letter of congratulations. “That certainly is fine. It shows that leavenworth is a good school if a HE man can come out one.” He added that Eisenhower’s record proved that “if a man thinks war long enough it is bound to effect [sic] him in a good way.”

Then Patton put in a cautionary note. “Good as leavenworth is,” he said, “it is still only a means not an end.” Since his own graduation two years earlier he had continued to work through all the C&GS problems, but he warned Eisenhower, “I don’t try for approved solutions any more but rather to do what I will do in war.” Warming to his subject, Patton added, “You know that we talk a hell of a lot about tactics and such and we never get to brass tacks. Namely what is it that makes the Poor S.O.B. who constitutes the casualty lists fight and in what formation is he going to fight. The answer to the first Leadership that to the second—I don’t know.” But he did know that any doctrine based on “super trained heroes is bull. The solitary son of a bitch alone with God is going to skulk as he always has and our advancing waves will not advance unless we have such superior artillery that all they have to do is to walk.”

Patton told Eisenhower that now that he had graduated from C&GS, he should stop thinking about drafting orders and moving supplies and start thinking about “some means of making the infantry move under fire.” He prophesied that “victory in the next war will depend on EXECUTION not PLANS.” 13

•  •

Eisenhower’s next assignment was to the War Department, where General Pershing put him to work on preparing a history of the American Army in France. Fortunately, Eisenhower had his youngest brother, Milton, to help him. Milton was the number-two man in the Department of Agriculture, well known around Washington as a rising star. His special talent was journalism, and he helped his brother put the history together. The brothers, although nine years apart in age, were similar in many ways. Both loved a good game of bridge, as did their wives, and they frequently played together. They looked alike, with the same big grin and hearty laugh, although Dwight was leaner in the face, tougher in the body. Their voices were so similar that, practical jokers both, they would call the other man’s wife on the telephone and carry on a conversation, pretending to be each other. The wives never caught on.

Milton, who had married a wealthy girl, could afford to entertain frequently. Cabinet members, other bureaucrats, Washington lawyers, and the Washington press club were his usual guests. Dwight and Mamie joined in the fun; to Milton’s secret delight, Dwight became known in Washington as “Milton’s brother.” At one party, as a reporter was leaving, Milton stopped him and said, “Please don’t go until you’ve met my brother; he’s a major in the Army and I know he’s going places.” Shaking hands with thirty-seven-year-old Major Eisenhower, the reporter thought, “If he’s going far he had better start soon.” But the firm handshake, the lopsided grin, and the complete concentration of Eisenhower’s blue eyes on his all impressed the reporter. He decided Milton might be right.14

Pershing thought so too. He was delighted when Eisenhower handed in the work, on time, and sent a lavish letter of commendation: Eisenhower, he said, “has shown superior ability not only in visualizing his work as a whole but in executing its many details in an efficient and timely manner. What he has done was accomplished only by the exercise of unusual intelligence and constant devotion to duty.”15

Pershing was so pleased, in fact, that he sent Eisenhower to the Army War College for a year, then to Paris to study the ground and expand the history. Mamie found a furnished apartment at 68 Quai d’Auteuil, near Pont Mirabeau, on the Left Bank of the Seine, and a school for John. Eisenhower himself spent much of his time on the road, examining on the spot the American battlefields east of Paris. That was excellent preparation, in the event there would ever be another war and if he got involved and if it was fought in France.

In November 1929, Eisenhower returned to Washington, where he went to work as an aide to the new Chief of Staff, General Douglas MacArthur. He was destined to spend a decade under MacArthur, who became, after Fox Conner, one of the two most important men in Eisenhower’s life. The other was George C. Marshall. It was Eisenhower’s luck to know and work for these outstanding generals, each one a powerful personality and a historic figure. They were vastly different in their leadership techniques.

MacArthur was bombastic, flamboyant in dress, egotistical, outrageous in his flattery, intensely partisan, keen to enter the political fray. Marshall was soft-spoken, reserved in dress, modest, slow to praise, staunchly nonpartisan, reluctant to enter the political fray. Both served Franklin Roosevelt as Chief of Staff, but their conceptions of the relationship of the head of the Army to the President were sharply different. MacArthur’s was one of antagonism, Marshall’s of complete support. They also differed on a fundamental strategic question, the relative importance of Europe and Asia to America. One result was to divide the U.S. Army and its General Staff into two groups, the “MacArthur clique” and the “Marshall clique,” or the “Asia-firsters” and the “Europe-firsters.”

Eisenhower spent fourteen of his thirty-seven years in the Army working directly under these two men, ten with MacArthur, four with Marshall. Each general liked and respected Eisenhower. They had good reason to do so. Eisenhower did his work brilliantly. It was always done on time. He loyally supported his chiefs decisions. He adjusted himself to his chiefs time schedule and to other whims. He was able to think from the point of view of his chief, a quality that both MacArthur and Marshall often singled out for praise. He had an instinctive sense of when to make a decision himself, when to pass it up to the boss.

MacArthur said of Eisenhower in a fitness report in the early 1930s, “This is the best officer in the Army. When the next war comes, he should go right to the top.”16 In 1942, Marshall showed that he agreed with that assessment by implementing the recommendation.

Because of his frequent disagreements with MacArthur, a conviction developed that Eisenhower hated working for MacArthur and tried desperately to obtain a transfer. Reportedly, too, MacArthur was bitter toward Eisenhower and deliberately held him back, which supposedly explains why Eisenhower was still lieutenant colonel in 1940, on his fiftieth birthday. But an account of the Eisenhower-MacArthur relationship that concentrates on bitterness, hatred, and jealousy, with the emphasis on their fights, is much too simple.

Their relationship was rich and complex, with many nuances, and was highly profitable to each man. Eisenhower later said that he had always been “deeply grateful for the administrative experience he had gained under General MacArthur,” without which he confessed he would not “have been ready for the great responsibilities of the war period.” Eisenhower also pointed out the obvious: “Hostility between us has been exaggerated. After all, there must be a strong tie for two men to work so closely for so many years.”17

In his memoirs, Eisenhower described MacArthur as “decisive, personable, amazingly comprehensive in his knowledge . . . possessed of a phenomenal memory.” MacArthur was a “peculiar fellow,” Eisenhower said, who had a habit of referring to himself in the third person. Of MacArthur’s well-known egotism, Eisenhower commented, “[He] could never see another sun . . . in the heavens.” But MacArthur’s idiosyncrasies, little and great, were not matters of substance. Eisenhower said of MacArthur “he did have a hell of an intellect! My God, but he was smart. He had a brain.”18 So did Marshall, of course, and Eisenhower too for that matter, although of the three, only MacArthur could read through a speech or a paper once, then repeat it verbatim.

Eisenhower was much closer to MacArthur personally than he ever was to Marshall. Eisenhower and MacArthur frequently exchanged jokes; Eisenhower and Marshall seldom did. Marshall, a graduate of the Virginia Military Institute, did not much care who won the Army-Navy game, while Eisenhower and MacArthur were fanatic followers of West Point’s football fortunes. Each fall they engaged in lively discussions about prospects for and the results of the Army-Navy game. Eisenhower and Mamie had almost no social contact with the Marshalls, while they frequently attended parties and dinners with MacArthur and his wife, Jean.

Eisenhower learned a great deal from MacArthur, far more than simply administrative skills. When he took a position on an issue, MacArthur was very stubborn in maintaining it, especially when the Army was concerned. He mastered the details of an issue and spoke with authority on them. He matched the persistence of his argument with a logical presentation of the facts. Whether consciously or not, during the war and as President, Eisenhower copied MacArthur in debate.

Nevertheless, many of the lessons Eisenhower learned from MacArthur were negative ones, a reflection of the markedly different styles of the two men. MacArthur did not attempt to teach or instruct, to make Eisenhower a protégé as Marshall tended to do; instead, Eisenhower learned from MacArthur by observing him in action.

MacArthur was certainly a fascinating man to observe. Reporters accompanied him wherever he went, and his pronouncements or activities often made headlines. He was deliberately outspoken on some of the most volatile emotional issues of the day. He lambasted the Communists, the New Dealers, the pacifists, the Socialists, any and all groups that did not meet his definition of 100 percent Americans. He never refused a challenge; he loved to charge into the battle.

MacArthur made no secret of his political ambitions; everyone knew that unlike Pershing he would welcome a presidential nomination. During the Roosevelt years and on into Truman’s Fair Deal, right-wing Republicans tried again and again to organize a MacArthur-for-President boom, even in 1944. Such activities always excited the general but never got far. One reason for the failure was obviously MacArthur’s extremism, but another was his inability to understand the American people. Eisenhower had a much better intuitive understanding of his fellow citizens’ political preferences.

During the 1936 presidential campaign, for example, when Eisenhower and MacArthur were in Manila, MacArthur convinced himself that Republican nominee Alf Landon was sure to win, probably by a landslide. Eisenhower protested that he was wrong. MacArthur insisted that he was correct, and cited a Literary Digest poll to prove it. He even bet several thousand pesos on Landon’s election and advised the Philippine government to prepare for a change in administrations in Washington. Eisenhower predicted that Landon could not even carry his home state, Kansas. MacArthur indulged himself in an “almost hysterical condemnation” of Eisenhower’s “stupidity.” When another of MacArthur’s aides, T. J. Davis, supported Eisenhower’s position, MacArthur loudly denounced them both as “fearful and small-minded people who are afraid to express judgments that are obvious from the evidence at hand.” Eisenhower’s comment in a diary that he was beginning to keep on a sporadic basis was “Oh hell.”

After the election, in which Landon carried only two states, MacArthur accused the Literary Digest of “crookedness,” but Eisenhower noted, “he’s never expressed to TJ or to me any regret for his awful bawling out . . .”19

In his first years of working for MacArthur, Eisenhower was often astonished at the way in which the Chief of Staff brushed aside the usual “clean-cut lines between the military and the political. If General MacArthur ever recognized the existence of that line, he usually chose to ignore it.” To Eisenhower’s dismay he found that “my duties were beginning to verge on the political, even to the edge of partisan politics.”20

The tradition in the Army was to deny that it was ever involved in any way in politics. The Army refused to see itself as a vast bureaucracy, even while it lobbied among congressmen for appropriations (a task on which Major Eisenhower spent much of his time). The Army and Army officers were supposed to be above politics. But, as Eisenhower confessed to Merriman Smith in a 1962 off-the-record interview, when Smith said it was his impression that Eisenhower did not like the role of politician, “What the hell are you talking about? I have been in politics, the most active sort of politics, most of my adult life. There’s no more active political organization in the world than the armed services of the U.S. As a matter of fact, I think I am a better politician than most so called politicians.”

When Smith asked why, Eisenhower explained, “Because I don’t get emotionally involved. I can accept a fact for what it is, and I can also accept the fact that when you’re hopelessly outgunned and out-manned, you don’t go out and pick a fight.”21

MacArthur embraced controversial issues; Eisenhower avoided them. When Eisenhower became President, the nation paid a price for his avoidance of controversy, as in the desegregation crisis or in dealing with Senator Joseph R. McCarthy. But the avoidance clearly helped Eisenhower’s career, as he well knew. MacArthur was famous, but he was never popular enough to win a nomination, much less an election. Watching MacArthur in the thirties, and observing the results of his political activity, reinforced Eisenhower’s determination to keep himself above politics. That attitude was crucial to his success as a general and a politician.

MacArthur operated differently, and MacArthur never became President, although he wanted the job much more than Eisenhower ever did. There is an irony here. MacArthur, the most political of generals, never succeeded in politics, while three of the most apolitical generals in American history, Washington, Grant, and Eisenhower, did. They were the true American Caesars, the only American soldiers to hold both supreme military and political power.

•  •

As a young officer, Eisenhower wanted to get some service with troops, as a line officer, away from Washington and the staff, but MacArthur would not let him go. In 1935, MacArthur’s tour as Chief of Staff came to an end (Roosevelt had extended it by one year already), and Eisenhower looked forward to a field assignment. But then MacArthur “lowered the boom on me.” Congress had voted “commonwealth” status for the Philippines, with complete independence to come in 1946. The new Philippine Commonwealth government, led by Manuel Quezon and the Nacionalista party, would need an army. Quezon asked MacArthur to come to Manila as his military adviser, to take charge of creating one. MacArthur accepted and insisted that Eisenhower accompany him as his assistant.22

In late September 1935, Eisenhower joined MacArthur on a train headed west for San Francisco, where they would board a ship for Manila. Eisenhower had been in Washington for six years. He had precious little to show for it. No promotions had come to him; neither he nor any other Army officer had been able to persuade the government to begin rebuilding the nation’s defenses; he had had no service with troops and seemed fated to be forever a staff officer.

He could, however, take pride in MacArthur’s assessment of his service and abilities. On September 30, 1935, the Chief of Staff wrote him a letter, praising him for his “success in performing difficult tasks whose accomplishment required a comprehensive grasp of the military profession in all its principal phases, as well as analytical thought and forceful expression.” MacArthur thanked Eisenhower for his “cheerful and efficient devotion . . . to confining, difficult, and often strenuous duties, in spite of the fact that your own personal desires involved a return to troops command and other physically active phases of Army life, for which your characteristics so well qualify you.” He assured Eisenhower that his experiences would be valuable to him as a commander in the future, “since all problems presented to you were necessarily solved from the viewpoint of the High Command.”

All that praise, so typical of MacArthur (and so well deserved), was welcome, but MacArthur’s concluding paragraph must have seemed to Eisenhower just a bit painful. MacArthur wrote, “The numbers of personal requests for your services brought to me by heads of many of the Army’s principal activities during the past few years furnish convincing proof of the reputation you have established as an outstanding soldier. I can say no more than that this reputation coincides exactly with my own judgment.”23 Eisenhower wished that MacArthur would meet one of those requests and let him go. But the chief did not, and now Eisenhower was off for Manila.

•  •

In January 1939, shortly after his forty-eighth birthday, Eisenhower wrote his personal definition of happiness. His brother Milton had asked his advice about a job offer. Eisenhower wrote that “only a man that is happy in his work can be happy in his home and with his friends.” He continued, “Happiness in work means that its performer must know it to be worthwhile, suited to his temperament, and, finally, suited to his age, experience and capacity for performance of a high order.”24

Eisenhower served in the Philippines from late 1935 to the end of 1939. Nothing that he did there met any of the criteria he himself had set down for a happy life. His work was neither rewarding nor suited to his age or abilities. It was also terribly frustrating and, when the test came, proved to be worthless, as the Japanese in 1941 easily conquered the Philippine Army he had labored to help create. His close and warm relationship with MacArthur became distant and cold. His best friend died in an accident. Mamie was ill and bedridden much of the time. John was the only member of the family who enjoyed the Philippines and prospered there. The best that can be said for Eisenhower’s years with the Philippine Army was that he gained some experience in juggling and cutting national budgets.

That came about because MacArthur’s style was to leave all details to his subordinates, which in practice meant that Eisenhower met daily with Quezon on the problems of preparing and paying for the new army. He all but begged MacArthur to see Quezon at least once a week, but MacArthur refused. “He apparently thinks it would not be in keeping with his rank and position for him to do so.”25

As a result, Quezon gave Eisenhower a private office in the Malacañan Palace, next to the president’s office. Eisenhower spent two or three hours a day there, the rest of his time in his regular office, next to MacArthur’s, in the Manila Hotel. One day in 1936 MacArthur strode in, beaming. He said Quezon was going to make him a field marshal in the Philippine Army. At the same time, Quezon wanted to make Eisenhower and his assistant Major James B. Ord general officers. Eisenhower turned pale. He said he could never accept such an appointment. Ord agreed with Eisenhower, “though in somewhat less positive fashion.” Eisenhower explained in his diary that he felt that because “so many American officers [stationed in the Philippines] believe that the attempt to create a Philippine army is somewhat ridiculous, the acceptance by us of high rank in an army which is not yet formed would serve to belittle our effort.”26

To MacArthur directly, Eisenhower said, “General, you have been a four-star general [in the U.S. Army]. This is a proud thing. There’s only been a few who had it. Why in the hell do you want a banana country giving you a field-marshalship? This . . . this looks like you’re trying for some kind of . . .” MacArthur stopped him. “Oh, Jesus!” Eisenhower later remembered. “He just gave me hell!”27

MacArthur, obviously, did not share Eisenhower’s sensibilities. He believed, and often said, that Asians were peculiarly impressed by rank and title. Since that suited his own tastes, he accepted the field-marshal rank, explaining to Eisenhower that “he could not decline it without offense to the president.” Eisenhower noted that MacArthur “is tickled pink.”28

MacArthur designed his own uniform for the ceremony, which took place on August 24, 1936, at Malacañan Palace. Resplendent in a sharkskin uniform consisting of black trousers and a white coat covered with braid, stars, and unique lapel designs, MacArthur graciously accepted his gold baton from Mrs. Quezon. MacArthur gave a typically grandiloquent speech, which one of his officers, Captain Bonner Fellers, later a close associate, told him was “a Sermon on the Mount clothed in grim, present-day reality. I shall never forget it.”

To Eisenhower, however, the whole affair was “rather fantastic.” Five years later, in 1941, it became even more fantastic to him when Quezon told him “that he had not initiated the idea at all; rather, Quezon said that MacArthur himself came up with the high-sounding title.”29

In early January 1938, MacArthur conceived the idea, according to Eisenhower, that “the morale of the whole population would be enhanced if the people could see something of their emerging army in the capital city, Manila.” He ordered his assistants to arrange to bring units from all over the islands to a field near Manila, where they could camp for three or four days, winding up the whole affair with a big parade through the city. Eisenhower and Ord did a quick cost estimate, then protested to MacArthur “that it was impossible to do the thing within our budget.” MacArthur waved aside their objections and told them to do as ordered.

They did. Soon Quezon learned about the preparations. He called Eisenhower into his office to ask what was going on. Eisenhower was astonished—he had assumed that MacArthur had discussed the project with the President. When he learned that such was not the case, he told Quezon that they should discuss the matter no further until he had had a chance to confer with MacArthur. But when Eisenhower returned to his office in the Manila Hotel, he found a furious MacArthur. Quezon had called him on the telephone, said he was horrified at the thought of what the parade would cost, and wanted it canceled immediately.

MacArthur then told his staff that “he had never meant for us to proceed with preparations for the parade. He had only wanted us to investigate it quietly.” Eisenhower, “flabbergasted, didn’t know what to say. And finally I said to him, I said, ‘General, all you’re saying is that I’m a liar, and I am not a liar, and so I’d like to go back to the United States right away.’ Well, he came back . . . and he said, ‘Ike, it’s just fun to see that damn Dutch temper’—he put his arm right over my shoulder—he said, ‘It’s fun to see that Dutch temper take you over,’ and he was just sweetness and light. He said, ‘it’s just a misunderstanding, and let’s let it go at that.’ ”30

But Eisenhower could never let it go at that; thirty years later he still grew incensed when describing the scene. He commented, “Probably no one has had more, tougher fights with a senior than I had with MacArthur. I told him time and again, ‘Why in hell don’t you fire me?’ I said, ‘Goddammit, you do things I don’t agree with and you know damn well I don’t.’ ”31

MacArthur did not fire Eisenhower for the best of reasons—he needed him. Eisenhower was his liaison with Quezon, his “eyes and ears” for reports on developments in the various camps, the manager of his office, the man who drafted his speeches, letters, and reports. MacArthur knew that Eisenhower was close to indispensable, and as often as he shouted at his assistant, he found cause to praise him lavishly. In a typical handwritten note, praising Eisenhower for a policy paper, MacArthur said, “Ike—This is excellent in every respect. I do not see how it could be improved upon. It accomplishes the purpose in language so simple and direct as to preclude confusion and is flexible enough for complete administration.” Quezon too was grateful to Eisenhower for his efforts. When Eisenhower drafted a speech for Quezon, the president wrote him a note saying, “It is excellent. You have completely absorbed my thought and expressed it better than I ever could do it.”32

So, despite his own intense desire for service with American troops, despite his unhappy wife, despite his fights with his boss, Eisenhower had no chance of getting out of the Philippines. MacArthur would never consider his requests for a transfer, in fact would not even allow him to make such a request on a formal basis or enter it on his record.

There were compensations. The extra pay was welcome, the new apartment was luxurious, John was in a good school, and in July 1936 Eisenhower was finally promoted, along with the rest of his class, to lieutenant colonel.

•  •

In September 1939, World War II began. To Eisenhower, although war would mean advancement in his own career and although he had dedicated his life to preparing for the challenge, the coming of the conflict was a disaster. On the day war was declared, he wrote Milton, “After months and months of feverish effort to appease and placate the mad man that is governing Germany, the British and French seem to be driven into a corner out of which they can work their way only by fighting. It’s a sad day for Europe and for the whole civilized world—though for a long time it has seemed ridiculous to refer to the world as civilized. If the war . . . is . . . long-drawn-out and . . . bloody . . . then I believe that the remnants of nations emerging from it will be scarcely recognizable as the ones that entered it.”

He feared that Communism, anarchy, crime and disorder, loss of personal liberties, and abject poverty “will curse the areas that witness any amount of fighting.” He said it scarcely seemed possible “that people that proudly refer to themselves as intelligent could let the situation come about.” He blamed Hitler, “a power-drunk egocentric . . . one of the criminally insane . . . the absolute ruler of eighty-nine million people.” And he made a prophecy: “Unless [Hitler] is successful in overcoming the whole world by brute force, the final result will be that Germany will have to be dismembered.”33

Eisenhower’s attitude contrasted sharply with that of his friend Patton, who signed off a 1940 letter to Eisenhower, “Again thanking you and hoping we are together in a long and BLOODY war.”34

After the Germans overran Poland, stagnation set in as the Wehrmacht and the Western Allies stared at each other across the Maginot Line. In October 1939, Eisenhower confessed to Leonard Gerow that “the war has me completely bewildered . . . It seems obvious that neither side desires to undertake attacks against heavily fortified lines. If fortification, with modern weapons, has given to the defensive form of combat such a terrific advantage over the offensive, we’ve swung back to the late middle ages, when any army in a fortified camp was perfectly safe from molestation. What,” Eisenhower wondered, “is the answer?”35

•  •

By this time, Eisenhower had a fixed date for his return to the States—December 13, 1939. MacArthur had tried to talk him into staying, as had Quezon, who offered him a blank contract for his services and said, “We’ll tear up the old contract. I’ve already signed this one and it is filled in—except what you want as your emoluments for remaining. You will write that in.” Eisenhower thanked him but declined, explaining “no amount of money can make me change my mind. My entire life has been given to this one thing, my country . . . my profession. I want to be there if what I fear is going to come about actually happens.”36

The liner pulled out of its dock at noon. By Christmas, 1939, the Eisenhowers were in Hawaii; they celebrated New Year’s Eve in San Francisco. The ordeal of their four years in the Philippines was over.

During the voyage, and after they arrived in California, John talked to his father about his future. Then seventeen years old, he was considering going to West Point. Eisenhower had tried not to push him in that direction (although it was clear to John that his father would be delighted if he became a cadet), and before John committed himself, his father wanted to make certain that the young man was fully aware of what he was getting into.

In terms of a career, Eisenhower pointed out that if John became a lawyer, doctor, or businessman, “he could probably go just as far as his character, abilities, and honorable ambitions could carry him.” In a grand understatement, he added that “in the Army . . . things are ordered somewhat differently.” No matter how good an officer was, no matter how well he did his duty, his promotion was governed strictly by the rules of seniority.

Using himself as an example, Eisenhower pointed out that he had been in the Army since 1911. During the past twenty-nine years, he had consistently been praised by his superiors and classed in the top category for his age and rank. He had attended the Army’s leading postgraduate schools and graduated first at C&GS. But nothing that he had done had had the slightest influence in pushing him ahead. Seniority govered all promotions until a man became a colonel, when he was eligible for selection to a one-star rank, regardless of seniority. But Eisenhower’s class would not reach the grade of colonel until 1950, at which time he would be sixty years old, and the War Department would not promote colonels to general office grade when they had only a short time remaining before compulsory retirement. Thus, Eisenhower told his son, his own chances of ever obtaining a star in the Army “were nil.”

At this point in the discussion, Eisenhower wrote later, “John must have wondered why I stayed in the Army at all.” Indeed he must have. Eisenhower explained that he had found his life in the Army “wonderfully interesting . . . it had brought me into contact with men of ability, honor, and a sense of high dedication to their country.” He claimed that he had refused to bother himself about promotion. “I said the real satisfaction was for a man who did the best he could. My ambition in the Army was to make everybody I worked for regretful when I was ordered to other duty.”37

•  •

In 1940 Eisenhower had the best year of his career to that date. He was regimental executive to the 15th Infantry Regiment of the 3d Division, and commander of the 1st Battalion of the 15th. He did not just enjoy being with troops, he relished it, reveled in it, filled his letters with enthusiasm. To Omar Bradley, for example, he wrote on July 1, 1940, “I’m having the time of my life. Like everyone else in the army, we’re up to our necks in work and in problems, big and little. But this work is fun! . . . I could not conceive of a better job.”38 The relatively leisurely life he had led in Manila gave way to one of constant physical activity, which suited him perfectly. After field maneuvers in Washington State in August—through country that he said “would have made a good stage setting for a play in Hades—Stumps, slashings, fallen logs, tangled brush, holes, and hills!”—he commented to Gerow: “I froze at night, never had, in any one stretch, more than 13/4 hours sleep, and at times was really fagged out—but I had a swell time.” His experience strengthened his conviction that “I belonged with troops; with them I was always happy.”39

At age fifty, he was in excellent physical condition. When he returned from the Philippines, a friend told him that he appeared to be thin and worn-out. Eisenhower insisted that he felt fine, that Mamie was the one who had been sick in the tropics, that although the heat had worn him down a bit, he expected to gain some weight and bounce back quickly.

He did. By the fall of 1940, he was robust again. Most people thought he looked ten years younger than his actual age. The outdoor life and service with troops restored him to his full strength. Broad of chest and shoulder, he still had the physical grace of the natural athlete. His whole body was animated. He walked with a bounce to his step, swinging his arms, eyes darting, missing nothing.

His voice was deep and resonant. When he talked, his hands flashed through the air as he enumerated his points on his fingers. His powers of concentration were greater than ever. He would fix his blue eyes on a listener, compelling attention and respect.

He was almost completely bald by now, with only a few strands of light-brown hair on the back and sides of his head, but the exposed pate somehow added to his good looks, perhaps because it balanced his broad, mobile mouth. He retained his infectious grin and hearty laugh.

He was mentally alert, ideas coming into his head so rapidly that his words tumbled out. Most of all, he exuded self-confidence. He was good at his job, he knew it, and he knew that his superiors realized it. He expected to be called to challenging posts, and to make a major contribution to the Army and to the nation.

He was at his post up to eighteen hours a day, seven days a week; he set up training schedules, made inspections, lectured his newly commissioned junior officers, supervised field exercises, studied the war in Europe and applied the lessons to his own unit. He was concerned with morale, did all he could to build it up and keep it high. He was convinced that “Americans either will not or cannot fight at maximum efficiency unless they understand the why and wherefore of their orders,” so wherever he went he talked, asked questions, listened, observed. He was patient, clear, and logical in his explanations to his officers and men about why things had to be done this way or that. He mingled with the men on an informal basis, got to know them, listened to their gripes, and, when appropriate, did something about them.

He believed that “morale is at one and the same time the strongest, and the most delicate of growths. It withstands shocks, even disasters of the battlefield, but can be destroyed utterly by favoritism, neglect, or injustice.” Eisenhower would not abide favoritism or neglect, and tried to be just in his dealings with his men. But he also knew that “the Army should not be coddled or babied, for that does not produce morale, it merely condones and encourages inefficiency.”40 Consequently, he drove his men hard, all day, every day, without letup, just as he did himself.

Eisenhower hated any sign of lassitude, most especially when a Regular Army officer displayed it. He would grow furious when he saw one of his Regulars scanning the training programs “carefully and fearfully to see whether they demand more hours; whether their execution is going to cause us some inconvenience!” He told his old friend Everett Hughes, “I was never more serious in my life than I am about the need for each of us, particularly in the Regular Army, to do his whole chore intelligently and energetically. If ever we are to prove that we’re worth the salaries the government has been paying us all these years—now is the time!”41

Eisenhower was delighted in September 1940 when Colonel Patton, commanding the 2d Armored Brigade in Fort Benning, wrote to say that two armored divisions would soon be formed, the first in the Army’s history and the fulfillment of their hopes as young officers back at Fort Meade in 1920. Patton said he expected to command one of the armored divisions. He wondered if Eisenhower would want to serve under him.

“That would be great,” Eisenhower responded immediately. “I suppose it’s too much to hope that I could have a regiment in your division, because I’m still almost three years away from my colonelcy, but I think I could do a damn good job of commanding a regiment.” Patton wrote back, “I shall ask for you either as Chief of Staff which I should prefer or as a regimental commander you can tell me which you want for no matter how we get together we will go PLACES.”42

Through the winter of 1940–1941, as the Army expanded, so did Fort Lewis. As at every other Army post, construction crews were everywhere, while recruits came in by the thousands. Eisenhower did his usual efficient job, and his responsibilities grew as a result. In March 1941, General Kenyon Joyce, commanding the IX Army Corps, which covered the entire Northwest, asked for Eisenhower as his chief of staff. That same month, on the eleventh, he was promoted to the rank of full colonel (temporary).

No promotion he ever received delighted him more. Being made a colonel fulfilled his highest ambitions. Mamie and John arranged a celebration. His fellow officers, congratulating him, said it would not be long before he had a star on each shoulder. “Damn it,” he complained to John, “as soon as you get a promotion they start talking about another one. Why can’t they let a guy be happy with what he has? They take all the joy out of it.”43

Three months later, he joined General Walter Krueger as chief of staff for the Third Army. In late June 1941, the Eisenhowers set off for Fort Sam Houston. They arrived on July 1, their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. Mamie was pleased to be back at such a familiar place, with all its happy memories, especially since her husband was now a colonel, which entitled them to one of Fort Sam’s fine old brick houses, with shady verandas all around and a large lawn.

A colonel rated a striker and an executive officer. Mamie put up a notice on the bulletin board for a striker. A few days later, Pfc. Michael J. McKeogh volunteered. “Mickey,” whose parents had immigrated to the United States from Ireland, had been a bellhop at the Plaza Hotel in New York before he was drafted. He liked Eisenhower “straight off,” he later said, because the colonel was “absolutely straight” and “you always knew exactly where you stood with him.” He thought Mamie “a very gracious lady.” Mickey soon became Eisenhower’s most fervent admirer and remained with him for the next five years.44

As his executive, Eisenhower selected Lieutenant Ernest R. Lee (everyone called him “Tex”), a native of San Antonio, who had been an insurance and a car salesman. Bright, breezy, cheerful, anxious to please, Lee had all the qualities of a good salesman. Eisenhower enjoyed his company, came to rely on him to handle office details. Lee, like Mickey, stayed with Eisenhower to the end of the war. Together, they formed the nucleus of what would become Eisenhower’s “family,” a close-knit group of enlisted men and women and junior officers who were devoted to Eisenhower and who served him well.

The greatest experience of Eisenhower’s tour as chief of staff to the Third Army was the Louisiana maneuvers, held in August and September 1941. These were the largest maneuvers held by the U.S. Army before America entered the war. They pitted Krueger’s Third Army against General Ben Lear’s Second Army. Krueger, with 240,000 men, was “invading” Louisiana, while Lear, with 180,000 men, was “defending” the United States. Marshall had insisted on such a large-scale war game because he wanted to uncover deficiencies in training and equipment, and because he needed to uncover hidden talent in the officer corps.

Eisenhower got his first publicity almost immediately. Krueger’s Third Army, operating under plans Eisenhower had helped draw up, outflanked Lear’s Second Army, forcing it to retreat. “Had it been a real war,” young reporter Hanson Baldwin wrote for The New York Times, “Lear’s force would have been annihilated.”45 In their syndicated column, “Washington Merry-Go-Round,” Drew Pearson and Robert S. Allen reported that it was “Colonel Eisenhower . . . who conceived and directed the strategy that routed the Second Army.” They said that Eisenhower “has a steel-trap mind plus unusual physical vigor [and] to him the military profession is a science . . .”46

Eisenhower professed to be unaware of why he received the credit, which he said should have gone to General Krueger. His modesty was genuine and typical. It was also one of his most endearing traits, an essential part of his popularity with the press and the public. His “Aw shucks, who me?” look, his embarrassment at being singled out, his insistence that others, not he, really deserved the praise, became one of his best-known characteristics, something millions of people found irresistibly appealing. In late September, on Krueger’s recommendation, he was promoted to brigadier general (temporary). Congratulations came pouring in. Eisenhower responded by writing, “When they get clear down to my place on the list, they are passing out stars with considerable abandon.”47

Thanks to the promotion, Eisenhower’s photograph, stern-faced and saluting the flag, went out over the wire services. The American people—and press corps—began to discover something Mamie had always known, that Eisenhower was one of the most photogenic men in the country, even in the world.

A Denver friend, Aksel Nielsen, whom he had met through the Douds, wrote Eisenhower to ask for an autographed print of the photograph. Eisenhower replied, “I’m so tremendously flattered by the thought of anyone asking for my photo that I’m hurrying it off at once—it would be tragic to have you change your mind. Wouldn’t you like three or four???”48

•  •

On Sunday morning, December 7, 1941, Eisenhower went to his office—over Mamie’s protests—to catch up on his paper work. About noon, he told Tex Lee that he was “dead tired” and said he “guessed he’d go home and take a nap.” He told Mamie he did not want to be “bothered by anyone wanting to play bridge” and went to sleep. An hour or so later, Lee called him with the news from Pearl Harbor.49

Five hectic days later he was at his desk with more of the inevitable paperwork when he got a call from the War Department. “Is that you, Ike?” Colonel Walter Bedell Smith, secretary of the General Staff, asked. “Yes,” Eisenhower replied. “The Chief says for you to hop a plane and get up here right away,” Smith ordered. “Tell your boss that formal orders will come through later.”50

Eisenhower assumed that Marshall wanted to talk to him about the state of the defenses in the Philippines, and that he would not be gone long. He told Mickey to pack only one bag for him, assured Mamie that he would be back soon, and got an afternoon plane leaving San Antonio for Washington.

Bad weather forced the aircraft down in Dallas. Eisenhower switched to a train. After the train passed Kansas City and headed east, Eisenhower was riding over the same tracks he had traveled on thirty years earlier, on his trip from Abilene to West Point. As he rode along, he tried to prepare himself for the conference with Marshall. He knew it was not only a great responsibility but also a great opportunity.

Perhaps his thoughts strayed, once or twice, to his parents’ injunction, which had been in his mind in 1911: “Opportunity is all about you. Reach out and take it.”

By most standards, he had failed to take the advice. Instead of taking opportunity, he had given his life and his talents to the Army. He was fifty-one years old; only the coming of war had saved him from a forced retirement and a life with no savings and but a small pension to live on. Although he had impressed every superior for whom he had worked, he had no accomplishments to his credit that he could point to with pride for his grandchildren. Had he died in 1941, at an age when most great men have their monumental achievements behind them, he would be completely unknown today.

As his train sped across the Midwest toward Washington, he may have dared to hope that the war would give him an opportunity to use his talents and skills, which were considerable, for the good of his country and perhaps even for the good of his own career.



CHAPTER THREE
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Preparing the First Offensive

ON SUNDAY MORNING, December 15, 1941, Eisenhower arrived at Union Station in Washington. He went immediately to the War Department offices in the Munitions Building on Constitution Avenue (the Pentagon was then under construction) for his initial conference with the Chief of Staff. After a brief, formal greeting, Marshall quickly outlined the situation in the Pacific—the ships lost at Pearl Harbor, the planes lost at Clark Field outside Manila, the size and strength of Japanese attacks elsewhere, troop strength in the Philippines, reinforcement possibilities, intelligence estimates, the capabilities of America’s Dutch and British allies in Asia, and other details. Then Marshall leaned forward across his desk, fixed his eyes on Eisenhower’s, and demanded, “What should be our general line of action?”

Eisenhower was startled. He had just arrived, knew little more than what he had read in the newspapers and what Marshall had just told him, was not up to date on the war plans for the Pacific, and had no staff to help him prepare an answer. After a second or two of hesitation, Eisenhower requested, “Give me a few hours.”

“All right,” Marshall replied. He had dozens of problems to deal with that afternoon, hundreds in the days to follow. He needed help and he needed to know immediately which of his officers could give it to him. He had heard great things about Eisenhower, from men whose judgment he trusted, but he needed to see for himself how Eisenhower operated under the pressures of war. His question was the first test.

Eisenhower went to a desk that had been assigned to him in the War Plans Division of the General Staff. Sticking a sheet of yellow tissue paper into his typewriter, he tapped out with one finger, “Steps to Be Taken,” then sat back and started thinking. He knew that the Philippines could not be saved, that the better part of military wisdom would be to retreat to Australia, there to build a base for a counter-offensive. But the honor of the Army was at stake, and the prestige of the United States in the Far East, and these political factors outweighed the purely military considerations. An effort had to be made. Eisenhower’s first recommendation was to build a base in Australia from which attempts could be made to reinforce the Philippines. “Speed is essential,” he noted. He urged that shipment of planes, pilots, ammunition, and other equipment be started from the West Coast and Hawaii to Australia immediately.

It was already dusk when Eisenhower returned to Marshall’s office. As he handed over his written recommendation, he said he realized that it would be impossible to get reinforcements to the Philippines in time to save the islands from the Japanese. Still, he added, the United States had to do everything it could to bolster MacArthur’s forces, because “the people of China, of the Philippines, of the Dutch East Indies will be watching us. They may excuse failure but they will not excuse abandonment.” He urged the advantages of Australia as a base of operations—English-speaking, a strong ally, modern port facilities, beyond the range of the Japanese offensive—and advised Marshall to begin a program of expanding the facilities there and to secure the line of communications from the West Coast to Hawaii and then on to New Zealand and Australia. “In this,” Eisenhower said, “. . . we dare not fail. We must take great risks and spend any amount of money required.”

Marshall studied Eisenhower for a minute, then said softly, “I agree with you. Do your best to save them.” He thereupon placed Eisenhower in charge of the Philippines and Far Eastern Section of the War Plans Division (WPD). Then Marshall leaned forward—Eisenhower recalled years later that he had “an eye that seemed to me awfully cold”—and declared, “Eisenhower, the Department is filled with able men who analyze their problems well but feel compelled always to bring them to me for final solution. I must have assistants who will solve their own problems and tell me later what they have done.”1

Over the next two months Eisenhower labored to save the Philippines. His efforts were worse than fruitless, as MacArthur came to lump Eisenhower together with Marshall and Roosevelt as the men responsible for the debacle on the islands. But throughout that period, and in the months that followed, Eisenhower impressed Marshall deeply, so deeply that Marshall came to agree with MacArthur’s earlier judgment that Eisenhower was the best officer in the Army.

Marshall was not an easy man to impress. He was a cold, aloof person—“remote and austere,” Eisenhower called him—a man who forced everyone to keep his distance. Franklin Roosevelt had tried at their first meeting to slap him on the back and call him “George,” but Marshall drew back and let the President know that the name was “General Marshall,” and “General Marshall” it remained. He had few intimate friends. When he relaxed he did it alone, watching movies or puttering in his garden. He kept a tight grip on his emotions and seldom displayed any sign of a sense of humor. His sense of duty was highly developed. He made small allowance for failings in others, but to those who could do the work, Marshall was intensely loyal. He also felt deep affection toward them, though he seldom showed it.

Hardly anyone, for example, could resist Eisenhower’s infectious grin and he was known throughout the Army by his catchy nickname, but Marshall did resist. In all their years together, Marshall almost always called him “Eisenhower” (except after November 4, 1952, when he called him “Mr. President”).

Marshall slipped only once, at the victory parade in New York City in 1945, and called him “Ike.” “To make up for it,” Eisenhower recalled with a smile, “he used the word ‘Eisenhower’ five times in the next sentence.”2

For his part, Eisenhower always called Marshall “General.” After the years with MacArthur, he found Marshall to be the ideal boss, both as a man to work for and as a teacher. In October 1942, he told an assistant, “I wouldn’t trade one Marshall for fifty MacArthurs.” He thought a second, then blurted out, “My God! That would be a lousy deal. What would I do with fifty MacArthurs?” As he later wrote more formally, Eisenhower conceived “unlimited admiration and respect” for Marshall, and came to have feelings of “affection” for him.3 Marshall came to have the dominant role not only in Eisenhower’s career, but also in his thinking and in his leadership techniques. He was the model that Eisenhower tried to emulate; he set the standards Eisenhower tried to meet.

The two men, although ten years apart in age, had much in common. Marshall had the build and grace of an athlete, was about Eisenhower’s height (six feet), and was equally well proportioned. He had been a football player in college. He was a great fan of Fox Conner and a student of military history. Like Eisenhower, he loved exploring the Civil War battlefields and habitually illustrated his points or strengthened his arguments by drawing on examples from past battles and campaigns. The way he exercised leadership coincided nicely with Eisenhower’s temperament. He never yelled or shouted, almost never lost his temper. He built an atmosphere of friendly cooperation and teamwork around him, without losing the distinction between the commander and his staff—there was never any doubt as to who was the boss.

Marshall headed a stupendous organization. To do so effectively he needed assistants he could trust. In picking them, he took professional competence for granted and concentrated on personality traits. Certain types were, in his view, unsuited for high command. Foremost among these were those who were self-seeking in the matter of promotion. Next came those who always tried to “pass the buck.” Officers who tried to do everything themselves and consequently got bogged down in detail were equally unsatisfactory. Men who shouted or pounded on the desk were as unacceptable to Marshall as men who had too great a love of the limelight. Nor could he abide the pessimist. He surrounded himself with men who were offensive-minded and who concentrated on the possibilities rather than the difficulties.

In every respect, Eisenhower was exactly the sort of officer Marshall was looking for. Eisenhower himself, as Supreme Commander and later as President, used Marshall’s criteria in picking his subordinates.

•  •

The first three months of 1942 were terribly trying on Eisenhower. Until February 7, he lived with Milton and Helen in Falls Church, Virginia, but he never saw the house in daylight. His driver would pick him up before dawn to take him to his office on Constitution Avenue, and bring him back at 10:30 P.M. or later. He wolfed down his meals, often no more than a hot dog and coffee, at his desk. When he got to Falls Church, Helen would have a snack for him, and he would wake up his nephew and niece for a chat before going to bed himself. Always thoughtful, he arranged to send flowers to Helen for a big dinner party he could not attend, and had an aide purchase Christmas presents for the children.

But he missed Mamie and was delighted when she came up to Washington in February and found a small apartment at the Wardman Park Hotel. Mickey, who drove the family Chrysler east from Texas, was shocked when he first saw Eisenhower: “He was more tired-looking than I’d ever seen him; all of his face was tired. His voice was tired, like his face.”4 Small wonder; on February 22 Eisenhower noted that he had gone to a Sunday dinner in honor of two visiting Chinese and that this was the “longest I’ve been out of the office in daytime since coming here ten weeks ago today.”5

Part of the strain was due to the nature of his job. He wanted to be in the field, with troops, not behind a desk. “My God, how I hate to work by any method that forces me to depend on someone else,” he complained. Considering the whole Washington-in-wartime scene, he remarked, “There’s a lot of big talk and desk hammering around this place, but very few doers. They announce results in advance in a flashy way and make big impressions, but the results often don’t materialize, and then the workers get the grief.”6

•  •

On March 10, David Eisenhower died. His son could barely take the time to record the fact in his diary. The following day, Eisenhower wrote that “war is not soft, it has no time to indulge even the deepest and most sacred emotions.” That night he quit work at 7:30 P.M., noting, “I haven’t the heart to go on tonight.” On March 12, the day of the funeral in Abilene, he closed his office door for a half hour, to think about his father and to compose a eulogy. He praised his father for his “sterling honesty, his pride in his independence, his exemplary habits” and for his “undemonstrative, quiet, modest” manner. “I’m proud he was my father,” Eisenhower wrote, and then expressed his only regret—“It was always so difficult to let him know the great depth of my affection for him.”7

•  •

Worn-out, angry at his country for not having prepared for the war, angry at MacArthur and the Navy for the way they were fighting it, angry at being stuck in Washington, one day Eisenhower almost lost his temper completely with Marshall. It happened on March 20, in Marshall’s office. Marshall and Eisenhower had settled a detail about an officer’s promotion. Marshall then leaned forward to say that in the last war, staff officers had gotten the promotions, not the field officers who did the fighting, and that he intended to reverse the process in this war. “Take your case,” he added. “I know that you were recommended by one general for division command and by another for corps command. That’s all very well. I’m glad that they have that opinion of you, but you are going to stay right here and fill your position, and that’s that!” Preparing to turn to other business, Marshall muttered, “While this may seem a sacrifice to you, that’s the way it must be.”

Eisenhower, red-faced and resentful, shot back, “General, I’m interested in what you say, but I want you to know that I don’t give a damn about your promotion plans as far as I’m concerned. I came into this office from the field and I am trying to do my duty. I expect to do so as long as you want me here. If that locks me to a desk for the rest of the war, so be it!”

He pushed back his chair and strode toward the door, nearly ten paces away. By the time he got there he decided to take the edge off the outburst, turned, and grinned. He thought he could see a tiny smile at the corners of Marshall’s mouth.8

Whether Marshall smiled or not, Eisenhower’s anger returned full force after he left the office. He went to his desk and filled his diary with his feelings. The thought of spending the war in Washington, missing combat again, was maddening. It seemed so unfair. Marshall’s cold, impersonal attitude just added to the anger. He cursed Marshall for toying with him; he cursed the war and his own bad luck.

The next morning, Eisenhower read what he had written, shook his head, and tore the page out of his diary, destroying it. Then he wrote a new entry. “Anger cannot win, it cannot even think clearly. In this respect,” he continued, “Marshall puzzles me a bit.” Marshall got angrier at stupidity than anyone Eisenhower had ever seen, “yet the outburst is so fleeting, he returns so quickly to complete ‘normalcy,’ that I’m certain he does it for effect.” Eisenhower envied Marshall that trait and confessed, “I blaze for an hour! So, for many years I’ve made it a religion never to indulge myself, but yesterday I failed.”9

A week later Marshall recommended Eisenhower for promotion to major general (temporary). In his recommendation to the President, Marshall explained that Eisenhower was not really a staff officer, but was his operations officer, a sort of subordinate commander. Surprised and delighted, Eisenhower’s first reaction was “This should assure that when I finally get back to the troops, I’ll get a division.” Decades later, in his memoirs, he wrote that he “often wondered” if his outburst and the way in which he had been able to control his emotions and end the session with one of his big lopsided grins had led Marshall to take a greater interest in him.10

Perhaps, but unlikely. Marshall had already been pushing Eisenhower ahead, increasing his responsibilities at a rapid pace. In January, he had taken Eisenhower along as his chief assistant to the first wartime conference with the British, and had given Eisenhower the task of preparing the basic American position on organization and strategy for global war. In mid-February he made Eisenhower the head of WPD, and thus his principal plans and operations officer. On March 9, as a part of a general reorganization of the War Department, WPD was renamed the Operations Division (OPD), and given expanded functions, with Eisenhower as its commanding officer. This steady progress surely indicated that Marshall, with or without that display of what MacArthur called “Ike’s damn Dutch temper,” thought Eisenhower’s potential unlimited.

By the beginning of April, Eisenhower had 107 officers working directly under him in OPD. As its responsibilities included both plans and operations, OPD was in effect Marshall’s command post, and it was concerned with all Army activities around the world, which gave Eisenhower a breadth of vision he could not have obtained in any other post.

Working in daily contact with the units in the field, as well as preparing plans on grand strategy, gave Eisenhower a realistic sense of the scope of modern war. In late February, he had been complaining in his diary about both MacArthur and Admiral Ernest J. King, Chief of Naval Operations. He called King “an arbitrary, stubborn type, with not too much brains and a tendency toward bullying his juniors.” The outburst led him to write a sentence that described the essence of Eisenhower’s leadership style, both as a general and as President. “In a war such as this, when high command invariably involves a president, a prime minister, six chiefs of staff, and a horde of lesser ‘planners,’ there has got to be a lot of patience—no one person can be a Napoleon or a Caesar.” 11

Eleven years later he made the same point more vividly, when as President-elect he wrote in his diary, “Winston [Churchill] is trying to relive the days of World War II. In those days he had the enjoyable feeling that he and our president were sitting on some . . . Olympian platform . . . and directing world affairs from that point of vantage. But . . . many of us who, in various corners of the world, had to work out the solutions for . . . problems knew better.” 12

Of all the generals, Eisenhower himself came closest to a Napoleonic role, but he would never make such a comparison. Having been a staff officer for so long himself, he was acutely aware of the importance of his staff to him; he was just as acutely aware of the indispensability of the subordinates in the field commands who carried out his orders. He had no false modesty, was conscious of the crucial nature of the role he played, but he never thought of himself as a Napoleon. Always, his emphasis was on the team. The only difference in his Presidency was that he applied the principle on an even wider scale. He was not self-effacing, but realistic, aware that there were definite limits on his powers, and keeping his self-image in perspective.

•  •

Throughout the winter and early spring of 1942, Eisenhower continued to move up in Marshall’s esteem. Among other things, Marshall had been impressed by the smooth relations Eisenhower had established with the British at the Arcadia conference, held in Washington from late December to mid-January.

The main concern of Arcadia was to agree on a plan for an offensive in the European Theater in 1942. That Europe would be the main theater was taken for granted, despite MacArthur’s plea that Asia generally and the Philippines particularly should come first. Sitting behind Marshall at the conference, listening daily to discussions of global strategy, Eisenhower’s own views broadened.

At first, he had protested against sending American troops to Northern Ireland, and by implication against the concentration of resources against the European enemy. He managed to stop part of one convoy destined for Ireland and sent it to Australia instead, but that did not satisfy him. “Damn ’em, I tried,” he scribbled in his diary, “but I don’t wear 45s. We’re going to regret every damn boat we sent to Ireland.”13 On January 17, he had wanted to “drop everything else” and go all out in the Far East.14

By January 22, however, a dramatic switch had occurred. “We’ve got to go to Europe and fight,” he wrote, “and we’ve got to quit wasting resources all over the world, and still worse, wasting time.” Arcadia, Marshall’s persuasive abilities, hard military facts, and broadened responsibilities had caused him to change his mind. He criticized the British, the American General Staff (and himself), when he wrote, “Everybody is too much engaged with small things of his own” adding, five days later, “We can’t win by giving our stuff in driblets all over the world.” Piecemeal reinforcement should give way to concentrated counterattacks. Eisenhower now advocated a program of keeping Russia in the war, holding a defensive line in the Far East, and then “slugging with air at West Europe, to be followed by a land attack as soon as possible.”15

By late March, Eisenhower and his staff had a specific plan ready. The code name was Roundup. It called for a force of 5,800 combat airplanes and an eventual total of 48 infantry and armored divisions, half of them British, assaulting the French coast between Le Havre and Boulogne, northeast of the mouth of the Seine River, with a target date of April 1, 1943. Meanwhile raids and forays along the coast should be mounted to harass the Germans. If necessary, Sledgehammer, a suicide operation designed to take the pressure off the Russians in the event a Russian surrender appeared imminent, could be mounted in September 1942. The emphasis, however, was on Roundup, the 1943 cross-Channel assault.

Marshall took Eisenhower’s plan to Roosevelt, who approved and told Marshall to fly to London to obtain British agreement. Marshall left on April 7 for six days of conferences. The British finally agreed to Roundup, although as Marshall told Eisenhower when he returned, many British officers “hold reservations.” Eisenhower noted in his diary, “I hope that, at long last, and after months of struggle by this division, we are all definitely committed to one concept of fighting. If we can agree on major purposes and objectives, our efforts will begin to fall in line and we won’t be just thrashing around in the dark.”16

Marshall returned to Washington worried about the depth of the British commitment to Roundup and about the American commander in London, General James Chaney, who seemed not to understand the urgency of the situation. He decided to send Eisenhower to Britain to see what could be done.

On May 23, Eisenhower flew to Montreal, then on to Goose Bay, Labrador. Bad weather forced him to spend a night and a day at Gander, Newfoundland, where he shot skeet while taking his first day off in half a year.

On May 25 he made it to Prestwick, Scotland, where a British driver, Mrs. Kay Summersby (a divorcée), a young and attractive Irishwoman with sparkling eyes and a pert smile, extremely chatty but a bit awed by being in the presence of a general, met him. She drove him to an exercise involving landing craft, and they visited the birthplace of Robert Burns and scenes associated with Robert Bruce.

That evening Eisenhower took the train to London, arriving the next morning and spending the day in conference with Chaney and his staff. He was appalled by what he saw. Chaney and his assistants “were completely at a loss,” stuck in a “back eddy,” still wearing civilian clothes, working an eight-hour day, and taking weekends off. They knew none of the British high command and had no contacts with the British government.17

On May 27 Eisenhower observed a field exercise in Kent, under the direction of Lieutenant General Bernard Law Montgomery. Later Eisenhower attended a lecture at which Montgomery explained the exercise. Montgomery wore a field greatcoat which emphasized his own small physical stature and tiny steps. He had a permanent scowl that gave him a crabbed look. He was, by nature, condescending, especially toward Americans, most of whom regarded him with extreme distaste. While he lectured, Eisenhower calmly lit a cigarette. He had taken about two puffs when Montgomery broke off in midsentence, sniffed the air with his nose held high, and demanded, “Who’s smoking?”

“I am,” Eisenhower replied.

“I don’t permit smoking in my office,” Montgomery said sternly.

Eisenhower did not let the bad start color his view of Montgomery. When he got back to the States, he reported that Montgomery was “a decisive type who appears to be extremely energetic and professionally able.”18

During his ten days in Britain, Eisenhower met two other officers with whom he was destined to spend a great deal of time. One was General Alan Brooke, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff. Brooke, a fiery Irishman with impressive credentials, carried throughout the war the handicap of a deep-seated prejudice against the Americans. After his first meeting with Marshall, Brooke had commented that Marshall was “rather overfilled with his own importance,” a unique judgment. Brooke admitted that Marshall was “a pleasant and easy man to get on with [a conclusion he would later change]. But I should not put him down as a great man.”19

Brooke’s comments on Eisenhower, from beginning to end, were similar but more scathing. He put Eisenhower down as an affable type with no strategic sense or command ability. Eisenhower’s own practice was to either say something nice about an associate or not mention him at all, and he seldom mentioned Brooke.

With Vice-Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, however, Eisenhower struck up an immediate and lifelong friendship. Mountbatten, young, titled, handsome, wealthy, already had a distinguished record in the Royal Navy, but unlike Montgomery and Brooke, he rather enjoyed Americans and responded with special warmth to Eisenhower. The two men got on famously from their first meeting. What drew them together aside from personality was that both were offensive-minded, committed to the earliest possible attack against the French coast, and thus keenly interested in the development of landing craft. They agreed that the bigger those craft, the better, and they wanted as many as possible. Eisenhower was also much impressed by the way Mountbatten had created a joint staff of British Army, Navy, and Air officers at Combined Operations, an organization that was planning amphibious assault techniques.

•  •

On June 3, Eisenhower returned to Washington. He was dissatisfied with what he had seen in London. Except for Mountbatten it was clear that none of the British high command really believed in Roundup, much less Sledgehammer. It was equally clear that Chaney would have to be replaced.

Marshall in fact already had Eisenhower in mind for the job. Churchill had reported to Marshall that the British high command liked Eisenhower personally and were impressed by his dedication to the Alliance. The day before Eisenhower returned from England, Mountbatten had arrived in Washington for a conference; to both Roosevelt and Marshall, Mountbatten praised Eisenhower and said the British were quite ready to work with him as the senior American officer in Britain. Army Air Force Chief of Staff Henry Arnold, who had accompanied Eisenhower to Britain, and Mark Clark, who had also been on the trip, had agreed among themselves that Chaney’s successor “should be Ike.” Arnold had passed this recommendation on to Marshall.20

Not that Marshall needed any urging. For six months he had been in daily, often hourly, contact with Eisenhower. He had given Eisenhower broad responsibilities and a wide scope. Not once had Eisenhower let him down. Eisenhower had become his protégé, showing a remarkable ability to think like Marshall, to anticipate his chief’s wishes, to accept his views and translate them into action. Marshall appreciated the manner in which Eisenhower accepted responsibility and, even more, Eisenhower’s offensive-mindedness, his calm confidence that if the Allies made an all-out effort, they could successfully invade France in 1943. Marshall also felt that Eisenhower could get along with the British better than any other officer in the U.S. Army.

•  •

On June 8, Eisenhower took to Marshall a draft directive for the commander of the European Theater of Operations (ETO), a name Eisenhower himself had given the London command. Eisenhower urged “that absolute unity of command should be exercised by the Theater Commander,” who should organize, train, and command the American ground, naval, and air forces assigned to the theater. As Eisenhower handed the draft to Marshall, he asked the Chief to study it carefully because it could be an important document in the further waging of the war. Marshall replied, “I certainly do want to read it. You may be the man who executes it. If that’s the case, when can you leave?” Three days later Marshall appointed Eisenhower to the command of ETO.21

•  •

With her husband leaving Washington, Mamie had to move out of their just acquired quarters at Fort Myer. Luckily, she found a small apartment at the Wardman; to save money, she asked Ruth Butcher to share the apartment and the expenses. Harry Butcher, a friend of Milton’s and Ike’s, who had joined the Navy and been commissioned as a lieutenant commander, was going along to London with Eisenhower as the “naval aide”—King had made special arrangements at Eisenhower’s request after Eisenhower explained that he wanted one old, close friend with him.

The weekend before Eisenhower left, John got a leave and took the train from West Point to spend two days with his parents. Father and son discussed life at the Academy, some of the conversations taking place in Eisenhower’s bedroom, as he was flat on his back as a result of taking his typhus, tetanus, smallpox, and typhoid injections all on the same day. When John had to leave, on Sunday afternoon, he hugged his mother, shook hands with his father, and marched down the gravel path to a waiting taxi. At the door he stopped, did an about-face, and—wearing his full cadet uniform—snapped his hand up to his visor in a formal salute. It was more than Mamie could bear; she burst into tears. It was the last family get-together until after the war.

•  •

On June 19, just before leaving, Eisenhower wrote a friend, Brigadier General Spencer Akin, who was on MacArthur’s staff, a summary of his six months’ experience in WPD-OPD. It had been a “tough, intensive grind,” Eisenhower said, “but now I’m getting a swell command.” It meant the world to him that he had gained Marshall’s confidence, because he felt “the Chief is a great soldier.” Eisenhower described Marshall as “quick, tough, tireless, decisive and a real leader. He accepts responsibility automatically and never goes back on a subordinate.”22 The last point was particularly important; Eisenhower felt that his greatest asset in London would be the knowledge that as long as he did his job, Marshall would stand behind him.

Marshall had almost as high an opinion of Eisenhower, but all of Eisenhower’s achievements, to date, had been as a staff officer serving under strong-willed superiors. All his superiors, including MacArthur, thought he would be a success as an independent commander, but that was only prediction. No one really knew how he would react when commanding on his own, away from the daily influence of a decisive superior. But Eisenhower himself was confident.

•  •

On June 24, Eisenhower arrived in England. There were no bands to greet him, no speeches at the airport, no ceremonies. It was almost the last time in his life he would have such a quiet arrival anywhere. On June 24, he was still unknown to the general public, in America as well as in Britain. But the day following his arrival in London, he held a press conference. An announcement was passed out identifying him as the commander of the American forces in Britain.

From that moment forth, his life was dramatically and unalterably changed. He suddenly became a world figure—in the jargon of World War II, a Very Important Person, or VIP. It hardly mattered that his role was more that of an administrator than a commander, or that the numbers of men under him were relatively small (55,390 officers and men). Precisely because there were so few American forces in Britain, in fact, and because they were not involved in combat, Eisenhower received more coverage. His appointment was a front-page story. Every reporter in London, whether British or American, who could do so attended Eisenhower’s first-ever press conference.

Eisenhower proved to be outstanding at public relations. There was, first and foremost, the man himself. He looked like a soldier. He stood erect, with his square, broad shoulders held back, his head high. His face and hands were always active, his face reddening with anger when he spoke of the Nazis, lighting up as he spoke of the immense forces gathering around the world to crush them. To cameramen, he was pure gold—for them a good photo of Eisenhower, whether tight-lipped and grim or laughing heartily, was usually worth at least two columns on the front page. His relaxed, casual manner was appealing, as was the nickname “Ike,” which seemed to fit so perfectly. His good humor and good looks attracted people. Most reporters found it impossible to be in Eisenhower’s presence and not like him.

His mannerisms complemented his good looks. Recording before a newsreel camera for the movie-theater audience back in the States, he spoke with great earnestness directly into the camera, his eyes riveted on the invisible audience. It was a perfect expression of a devotion to duty that he felt deeply, and it electrified viewers. So too did his manner of speaking bluntly about the difficulties ahead, the problems that had to be met and overcome, all followed by that big grin and a verbal expression of Eisenhower’s bouncy enthusiasm.

He habitually used expressions that immediately identified him as just plain folks. He would speak of someone who “knows the score,” someone else as a “big operator,” or he would say, “I told him to go peddle his papers somewhere else.” He called his superiors the “Big Shots.” He made innumerable references to “my old home town, Abilene,” and described himself as a “simple country boy,” sighing and responding sadly to a question, “That’s just too complicated for a dumb bunny like me.”23

Eisenhower, in short, was an extremely likable person who came to the public’s attention at exactly the right moment in the war. Nothing was happening in the European Theater to write about, but London was overrun with reporters looking for copy.

Throughout the war, Eisenhower manipulated the press, for his own purposes and for the good of the Allied cause. He was more aware of the importance of the press, and better at using it, than any other public figure of his day. This recognition was a result of his instincts and his common sense. In addition, he enjoyed meeting with the press, liked reporters as individuals, knew some of them himself from his long years in Washington, called them by their first names, posed for their photographs, flattered them not only by the attention he paid to them but by telling them that they had a crucial role to play in the war. Eisenhower believed that a democracy could not wage war without popular, widespread support for and understanding of the war effort, which only the press could create. At his first press conference, he told the reporters that he considered them “quasi members of my staff,” part of the “team,” a thought that delighted the reporters no end, and he promised to be open and honest with them always.24 Only the most cynical of reporters could fail to respond to such blandishments.

Eisenhower’s sense of public relations extended far beyond himself. He used the press to sell the idea of Allied unity. He believed that Anglo-American friendship was a sine qua non of final victory, and did all he could to make that friendship genuine and lasting. In the summer of 1942, his major effort was to smooth relations between the British public and the American soldiers, airmen, and sailors who were coming to British Isles in ever-increasing numbers—eventually, more than two million came to the United Kingdom.

Eisenhower, the man at the top, was the most important individual in molding the British attitude toward the U.S. Army. He was aware of it, accepted the responsibility, and met it magnificently. London took him to her heart. He was so big, so generous, so optimistic, so intelligent, so outspoken, so energetic—so American.

Besides being good copy personally, he represented the American military machine that was coming to win the war, so inevitably he was a center of attention. His relations with the London press were as good as with the American. The British appreciated reports that he took them as they were, neither trying to ape their mannerisms nor make fun of their ways. They laughed at an item that related Eisenhower’s practice of levying on the spot a fine of twopence on any American who used a British expression such as “cheerio.”

Another favorite London story concerned Eisenhower’s heavy smoking—he consumed four packs of Camels a day. The American ambassador, deeply embarrassed, had told Eisenhower after a dinner party that it was the custom in England not to smoke at the dinner table before the toast to the King had been drunk. Eisenhower’s response was that he would attend no more formal dinners.

When Mountbatten nevertheless invited him to a dinner, Eisenhower said no. When Mountbatten pressed the point and assured Eisenhower he would not have to curtail his smoking, Eisenhower reluctantly agreed to go. After the sherry, the party sat down to soup. As soon as it was consumed, Mountbatten jumped to his feet and snapped, “Gentlemen, the King!” After the toast, he turned to Eisenhower and said, “Now, General, smoke all you want.”25

With such stories making the rounds, and with his picture in the papers frequently, Eisenhower became a great favorite in London. Taxi drivers would wave; people on the street would wish him good luck.

Beyond the rapport he established with the British public, he got on well with British leaders, best of all with Churchill himself. He soon became a regular weekend visitor at Churchill’s country home, Chequers. Eisenhower’s informality appealed to Churchill, and the Prime Minister responded to him in kind. On the evening of July 5, for example, Eisenhower recorded in his diary, “We spent the early part of the evening on the lawn in front of the house, and . . . took a walk . . . into the neighboring woods, discussing matters of general interest in connection with the war.” After dinner, they saw a movie, then talked until 2:30 A.M. Eisenhower slept that night in a bed Cromwell had slept in.26
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