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Praise for

THE PRESIDENTS CLUB

“This is a great scoop . . . Amazing.”

—Chris Matthews, author of Jack Kennedy: Elusive Hero
and anchor of MSNBC’s Hardball

“A great book. If you love history, if you love politics and you want to read a book like none other . . . this one is for you. . . . I absolutely love it.”

—Greta Van Susteren, FOX

“Duffy and Gibbs offer a rare look at the friendships, rivalries and run-ins between Commanders-in-Chief from Truman to Obama.”

—People

“Brilliant . . . With surprising reporting and insights, this book reveals the relationships and rivalries among the few men who know what it’s like to be president.”

—Walter Isaacson, bestselling author of Steve Jobs and Benjamin Franklin

“This is essential reading for anyone interested in American politics.”

—Robert Dallek, bestselling author of
An Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 1917–1963

“The Presidents Club is a lucid and well-written glimpse into the modern presidency and its self-sustaining shadow organization. It’s worth reading and rereading for its behind-the-scenes insights.”

—Bill Desowitz, USA Today

“The Presidents Club is magnetically readable, bursting with new information and behind-the-scenes details. It is also an important contribution to history, illuminating the event-making private relationships among our ex-presidents and why we should do a far better job of drawing on their skills and experience.”

—Michael Beschloss, bestselling author of The Conquerors

“Nancy Gibbs and Michael Duffy have given us a great gift: a deeply reported, highly original, and wonderfully written exploration of a much-overlooked part of American history. The tiny world of U.S. presidents is our Olympus, and Gibbs and Duffy have chronicled the intimacies and rivalries of the gods.”

—Jon Meacham, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of American Lion

“A lively history of the crisscrossing personal relationships among America’s post–World War II presidents.”

—David Greenberg, The Washington Post

“With their knowledge of the territory of presidential politics and personality, Gibbs and Duffy assemble a compelling account . . . [and] show that collisions of ego, personality and politics can often result in creation, not destruction.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred)

“A compelling look at how these men set aside their differences to shape policy and history.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“Forget Rome’s Curia, Yale’s Skull and Bones and the Bilderbergs—the world’s most exclusive club never numbers more than six. Its rules are inscrutable, and its members box the compass politically and stylistically. . . . Michael Duffy and Nancy Gibbs have penetrated thick walls of secrecy and decorum to give us the most intimate, revealing, and poignant account of the constitutional fifth wheel that is the ex-presidency. Readers are in for some major surprises, not to mention a history they won’t be able to put down.”

—Richard Norton Smith, author of
Patriarch: George Washington and the New American Nation

“Michael Duffy and Nancy Gibbs offer more than a fresh and fascinating first look at the world’s most exclusive men’s club. . . . A book of real substance about clashing egos and strange bedfellows at the top.”

—Jonathan Alter, bestselling author of The Promise

“Mesmerizing and methodical, The Presidents Club offers not only intriguing personal stories but also a crash course in six decades of American history. A blessing to scholars and a benefit to history-minded readers, it’s a reminder that politics need not be a never-ending knife fight between the worst extremes but a calling that can honor its practitioners and profit their country.”

—Jay Strafford, Richmond Times-Dispatch

“The Presidents Club should be mandatory reading for every member of Congress and every candidate in this year’s elections.”

—Ray Hackett, Norwich Bulletin (CT)

“Fascinating!”

—Brooke Baldwin, CNN

“It is a fascinating read, and I can’t put the book down.”

—Clayton Morris, FOX News

“I love this book, I love that somebody tackled it—I can’t wait to download the whole thing.”

—Chuck Todd, MSNBC

“Time magazine editors Nancy Gibbs and Michael Duffy . . . have written a work filled with riveting stories, anecdotes, historical scenes and towering egos.”

—Chris Patsilelis, Tampa Bay Times

“A fascinating and readable exploration of the unique relationships among past presidents, a Skull and Bones Society at the highest level.”

—Donna Doherty, New Haven Register

“The Presidents Club constitutes an excellent compendium of previous historians’ views of our former presidents. . . . The Presidents Club is a significant contribution to the voluminous body of literature on our former presidents.”

—Mobile Press-Register

“[The Presidents Club] is canny, vivid, and informative on an important and little-explored subject.”

—Publishers Weekly

“With research in presidential papers and the published record, this is a fascinating and fun read that will appeal to political junkies and history buffs alike. Highly recommended.”

—Library Journal

“For its behind-the-scenes flavor and accent on personalities, Gibbs and Duffy’s production will score with the political set.”

—Booklist

“The genius of the book is its illumination not only of the individuals who have lived in the White House and their fascinating relationships with each other, but also of the office of the presidency itself. . . . The Presidents Club is not only a fascinating story for its characters, but also an important work in understanding how our political system works.”

—Ross Svenson, Harvard Political Review

“Wonderfully engaging and insightful . . . With all effective historical storytelling, heaven is in the details. Successes and failures of these presidents are well documented. Gibbs and Duffy bring us the details, the human foibles, the petty slights and the generous grace notes that elevate this story.”

—Tom Alderman, The Huffington Post

“It’s worth turning off the TV and ignoring your iPad and BlackBerry for a few nights or weekends to read The Presidents Club—an enthralling book about the world’s most exclusive club, whose membership is limited to former presidents of the United States. . . . This is a terrific book, brilliantly conceived . . . meticulously researched and very well-written.”

—Albert Eisele, The Hill
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INTRODUCTION

So you’ve come to talk about my predecessors.” Bill Clinton greets us in his Harlem office, looking thin, sounding thin, his voice a scrape of welcome at the end of a long day.

It is late, it is dark, pouring rain outside, so beyond the wall of windows the city is a splash of watery lights and street noise. But inside, past the two armed agents, behind the electronic locks, the sanctuary is warm wood and deep carpet, a collector’s vault. A painting of Churchill watches from the west wall; a stuffed Kermit the Frog rests on a shelf, while a hunk of an old voting machine, with names attached and levers to pull, sits behind his desk. “This is my presidential library, from Washington through Bush,” he says, pointing to bookcases full of memoirs and biographies, and in the course of the séance that follows he summons the ghosts not just of Abraham Lincoln and Teddy Roosevelt but Franklin Pierce and Rutherford B. Hayes.

He dwells on one president he misses—Richard Nixon—and another that he loves: George H. W. Bush. “A month to the day before he died,” he says of Nixon, “he wrote me a letter about Russia. And it was so lucid, so well written. . . . I reread it every year. That one and George Bush’s wonderful letter to me, you know where you leave your letter to your successor.”

That was the letter that said, “You will be our President when you read this note. . . . I am rooting hard for you.”

Along the windowsill are dozens of pictures; he looks at the signed photo of Lyndon Johnson, a prize given to him forty years ago when he worked on a campaign in Texas. “Over time,” he predicts of LBJ, “history will tend to be kinder to him.”

In the meantime, it falls to the presidents to be kind to one another. “There’s just a general sympathy,” he says, among the men who have sat in the Oval Office. “President Obama and I didn’t talk much about politics when we played golf the other day.” There are plenty of other people around a president to talk politics; sometimes you need someone who just makes you laugh. Or tells you not to let the bastards get you down. Clinton was exhausted that day, he recalls, but “when my president summons me, then I come and I would play golf in a driving snowstorm.”

My president, he calls him, which suggests how far the two men have come since their proxy war in 2008. Such are the journeys this book attempts to trace: the intense, intimate, often hostile but more often generous relationships among the once and future presidents. It makes little difference how much they may have fought on the way to the White House; once they’ve been in the job, they are bound together by experience, by duty, by ambition, and by scar tissue. They are members of the Presidents Club, scattered across the country but connected by phone and email and sometimes in person, such as when five of them met at the White House after the 2008 election to, as President Carter told us, “educate president-elect Obama in a nice way without preaching to him.”

Throughout its history, the club has never numbered more than six. At the moment, there are branches not just in Washington and New York, but in Atlanta, Dallas, and Kennebunkport, Maine, in a saltbox cottage on the grounds of the Bush family compound. You climb the creaky staircase lined with framed photos so treasured they aren’t even in the Bush presidential museum. It is here that the elder Bush brought Clinton, the man who had defeated him, to play golf, spend the night, hurdle the waves at breakneck speed. From the moment the two men bonded in 2005, they didn’t talk much about politics either, or world affairs or strategy and tactics. It has always been more about fellowship. “You are right,” President Bush explains in an email. “We don’t talk about it. You don’t have to. No matter the politics, you know and understand the weight of the decisions the other guy had to make, and you respect that.”

The Presidents Club has its protocols, including deference to the man in the chair and, for the most part, silence about how the members of the world’s most exclusive fraternity get along and the services they provide one another. Harry Truman privately offered to serve as Dwight Eisenhower’s vice president if Ike decided to run in 1948; Nixon’s secret letters to Ronald Reagan in 1980 and 1981 were a virtual blueprint for setting up his White House; Carter promised not to talk to reporters about a mission he undertook for Obama in 2010. “When your ambition is slaked, it becomes more important to see something good happen for your country than to just keep winning arguments,” Clinton says. “At some point, you’re just glad when the sun comes up in the morning, you get up and you want something good to happen. I don’t think it’s because we all become saintly.”

•  •  •

The Presidents Club, like so much else, was founded by George Washington, thanks to the second-best decision he ever made. The first was agreeing to take the office in the first place; but then he chose to leave it, retiring in 1797 after two terms. Which meant that rather than becoming America’s President for Life, he instead became its first former president.

Everything Washington did set a precedent: to accept a salary though he didn’t need one, so that future presidents would not all need to be rich; to go by Mr. President rather than Your Excellency, so that future presidents might remain grounded; but most of all to relinquish his power peacefully, even prematurely given his immense stature, at that time a striking act of submission to untested democratic principles.

With that decision Washington established the Presidents Club—initially a club of two, once John Adams took office. Faced with the threat of war with France, Adams named the revered Washington commander of the Army, where he served until he died the next year. Adams was the first to discover that, whatever jealousies lingered in private, a former president could be highly useful.

He would not be the last.

In the two centuries that followed, the club’s ranks rose and fell. It grew to six under Abraham Lincoln, though that was partly because none of his living predecessors had managed to win a second term. The club would not be that large again until Clinton’s inauguration in 1993, when Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, and Bush all stood ready to assist. Some presidents—Adams, Jefferson, both Roosevelts—had only one president in reserve. Like Washington, Richard Nixon, upon his reelection in 1972, had none: Harry Truman died just after Christmas, Lyndon Johnson a month later. At that dangerous moment in American history, the club disappeared entirely.

So why does this matter?

First, because relationships matter, and the private relationships between public men matter in particular ways. For the former presidents, the club can be a vital, sometimes surprising benefit of post-presidential life. They have relinquished power, but not influence; and so their influence becomes a piece of the sitting president’s power. They can do more together than apart, and they all know it; so they join forces as needed, to consult, complain, console, pressure, protect, redeem.

As voters we watch the presidents onstage, judge their performance, cheer their successes, cast them out of office for their failures. This is the duty of democracy. But judgment is not the same as understanding, and while what a president does matters most, why he does it is the privilege of history. To the extent that we learn about these men by watching the way they engage with their peers—the loyalty, the rivalry, the pity, and the partnerships—the club opens a new window into the Oval Office.

Second, it matters because the presidency matters, and the club serves to protect the office. Once they’ve all sat in the chair, they become jealous of its powers, convinced that however clumsy the other branches of government can be, the president must be able to serve the people and defend the nation when all else fails. They can support whomever they like during campaigns; but once a new president is elected, the others often act as a kind of security detail. Thus did Johnson once present Eisenhower with a pair of gold cuff links bearing the Presidential Seal. “You are the only one along with Harry Truman who can legitimately wear these,” Johnson observed, “but if you look closely, it doesn’t say Democrat or Republican on them.”

These relationships don’t just reveal the nature of the presidency; they reflect the forces that have shaped our politics over the last half century. In the docile 1950s, Eisenhower cemented Franklin Roosevelt’s legacy: a Republican in office for eight years who did not rip up the New Deal effectively endorsed it. By 1968, the country was so divided that Lyndon Johnson fought as fiercely with his vice president, Hubert Humphrey, as with the Republican challenger, Richard Nixon. In ways that tell more important tales, the long, complex, and conflicted relations between Reagan and Nixon or, later, between Reagan and Ford, defined the ideological struggles inside the Republican Party for two generations and counting. In the same way, the complicated relationship between Bill Clinton and Barack Obama mirrors the Democrats’ generational fight about how best to yank a center-right electorate leftward—or whether it can be done at all.

Finally, it matters because the club has become an instrument of presidential power. It is not in the Constitution, not in any book or bylaw, but neither is it a metaphor nor a figure of speech. It is an alliance the former presidents are conscious of building, and the sitting presidents of using, both to promote themselves and to advance their agendas. There is no fraternity like it anywhere, and not just because of the barriers to entry or the privileges of membership. For all of the club’s self-serving habits and instincts, when it is functioning at its best, it can serve the president, help solve his problems, and the nation’s, even save lives.

The Modern Club

On January 20, 1953, at the inauguration of Dwight Eisenhower, Truman greeted Herbert Hoover on the platform. “I think we ought to organize a former presidents club,” Hoover suggested.

“Fine,” Truman replied. “You be the President of the club. And I will be the Secretary.”

Up to that moment, the club was more an idea than an institution. Some sitting presidents consulted with their predecessors, but beyond sharing war stories, there were limits to what a former president could do—unless he applied for a new job, like congressman (John Quincy Adams) or Supreme Court justice (William Howard Taft). Calvin Coolidge, shortly before he died in 1933, remarked that “People seem to think the presidential machinery should keep on running, even after the power has been turned off.”

But in our postwar age of global celebrity, presidents live longer, and larger, than ever, and even when the power goes off, their influence remains. Truman was a mortal political enemy of Hoover’s, but he also knew that only Hoover had the experience and stature to overhaul the executive branch to meet the challenges of the nuclear age. As a result of their partnership, the Hoover Commission, which Congress created, Truman sanctioned, and Hoover chaired, produced the greatest transformation of the presidency in history: a concentration of power that ultimately yielded the CIA, the National Security Council, the Council of Economic Advisors, the General Services Administration, a unified Defense Department, and much more.

Every president who followed would have reason to thank them. Eisenhower, through an act of Congress in 1957, granted the club formal privileges: members received an allowance, office space, mailing rights, a pension. John F. Kennedy, the youngest president in a century, understood the club’s political uses, and he looked for any opportunity to summon his three predecessors back to the White House for the photo op; Johnson discovered its personal uses, seeking both counsel and comfort as he staggered into office in the wake of a tragedy.

“I need you more than ever now,” Johnson told his old sparring partner Eisenhower on the night of Kennedy’s murder, and Ike drove to Washington, came to the Oval Office, and wrote out on a legal pad what he thought Johnson should say to an emergency joint session of Congress. Johnson extended all the former presidents Secret Service protection, helicopters, even a projectionist so that if they were being treated at Walter Reed Medical Center, they could watch movies from the White House library. When Truman called to congratulate him on his landslide victory in 1964, Johnson responded like a brother. “And I just want you to know,” he told Truman, “that as long as I’m in that office, you are in it, and there’s not a privilege of it, or a power of it, or a purpose of it that you can’t share. And your bedroom is up there waiting for you, and your plane is standing by your side.” A year later, Ike’s private advice on how to handle the Vietnam War had become so crucial that Johnson told him “you’re the best chief of staff I’ve got.”

Nixon, the man who eternally longed to belong, actually created a private clubhouse, a brownstone across the street from the White House, purchased discreetly by the government in 1969 for the use of former presidents. It is still in operation. He and his wife, Pat, organized the first club reunion, researching all the living members of the first families and inviting them to the White House: Calvin Coolidge’s son, Grover Cleveland’s grandchildren, various Roosevelts, and dozens of Adamses. Nixon had a particular reason throughout his first term to stroke Johnson; their relationship over the years involved camaraderie, conspiracy, and blackmail. This book will argue that the collapse of the Nixon presidency owed a great deal to his need to protect some secrets only the two club members shared.

Nixon in exile had the longest road to redemption of any of them; and so with Reagan’s election in 1980 he made sure the incoming president understood how valuable a former president could be: “President Eisenhower said to me when I visited him at Walter Reed Hospital after the election of 1968, ‘I am yours to command,’ ” Nixon told Reagan. “I now say the same to you.” George H. W. Bush launched a kind of club newsletter, letters stamped SECRET sent to some of his predecessors, and offered each a secure phone line to the Oval Office. After Clinton took over with five former presidents standing by, he came to see how, in the case of Carter and Nixon, he could use them as an arm of his foreign policy, and in the case of Ford, part of his impeachment legal defense team. Clinton understood that “being a former president is an asset,” his advisor John Podesta observed. “But it’s the current president’s asset to deploy.”

This story is told chronologically, but that line sometimes needs to bend, because the club has its own life cycle; each president discovers its value in his own time, uses it in his own way. And it is necessary, too, to travel back to understand how the relationships unfolded. The feud that raged in the 1950s between Eisenhower and Truman only makes sense when you understand how closely they had worked together while Ike was still in uniform. Reagan’s encounters with Nixon began not when Reagan was elected in 1980, but in 1947 when a freshman Republican congressman sat down with a then Democratic movie star to talk about communists in Hollywood; their correspondence stretches across half a century. And of course the tale of the Bushes began forty-three years before either reached the Oval Office. Presidents naturally take a fierce interest in who might one day be joining their fraternity—especially because they have little control over it. They act as talent scouts and bouncers, they test the pledges to see who might have the makings of a brother. The club is a peerage; but future presidents play a part in its evolution, and so those stories sometimes need to be told as well.


The Bind That Ties

“There is no experience you can get,” John F. Kennedy admitted after two years in office, “that can possibly prepare you adequately for the Presidency.” Nor is there any advice, any handbook, since every president enters office determined to turn the page. Kennedy couldn’t wait to toss out Ike’s military management style for a more supple, activist alternative. “They behaved as though history had begun with them,” said advisor Clark Clifford of Kennedy’s men. Ford practiced radical normalcy—his wife even discussed her mastectomy—to send the clearest possible signal that the dark age of Nixon was over. Clinton wanted to prove he was not the second coming of Jimmy Carter; George W. Bush was all about not being Clinton; Barack Obama was about not being either one. Each had to learn how much they had to learn, before the club could be of much use—but eventually, they all find themselves reaching out for help. “That connection begins the first time you receive the daily intelligence briefing,” argues the first President Bush. “We all understand the magnitude of the job when we decide to run for President. At least we think we do. But it’s not possible to fully appreciate the responsibility that comes with being President until you get that first briefing.”

One senior advisor to three presidents recalls watching the revelation unfold, as talented, confident men realize what they’ve gotten themselves into. “When you get in, you discover nothing is what you expect, or believed, or have been told, or have campaigned on,” he says. “It’s much more complicated. Your first reaction is: I’ve been set up. Second is: I have to think differently. Third is: Maybe they had it right. And it isn’t long before they ask, who am I gonna talk to about this?”

The problems a president faces, Eisenhower said, are “soul-racking. . . . The nakedness of the battlefield, when the soldier is all alone in the smoke and the clamor and the terror of war, is comparable to the loneliness—at times—of the presidency, when one man must conscientiously, deliberately, prayerfully scrutinize every argument, every proposal, every prediction, every alternative, every probable outcome of his action, and then—all alone—make his decision.”

All alone—because just when a new president needs allies, his circle of trust shrinks. No one, with the possible exception of his family, treats him the same, and no one, with the exception of his predecessors, knows what this is like. “The sycophants will stand in the rain a week to see you and will treat you like a king,” House Speaker Sam Rayburn warned Truman when he took office. “They’ll come sliding in and tell you you’re the greatest man alive—but you know and I know you ain’t.” Everything a president says, even to his inner circle, is analyzed, interpreted, acted upon; even questions are read as decisions. So he trains himself: no idle comments, no thinking out loud, and grows increasingly guarded; he worries that people only tell him what they think he wants to hear. “The Presidency,” Kennedy observed, “is not a very good place to make new friends.” He and his brother Bobby used to imagine a book they’d write one day—The Poison of the Presidency.

But that poison is not something they can talk about; how can you complain about a burden you fought to bear? Thomas Jefferson called the presidency “a splendid misery.” They face only hard choices and high stakes: the easy decisions never make it to the president’s desk. When Eisenhower was ridiculed for playing so much golf, Truman, no friend of Ike’s at the time, defended him: “I am sure that the problems of the President follow him around the golf course . . . and anywhere else he may go.” But they bond in the locker room, since they all got into the game, “dared greatly,” did not remain on the sidelines. If there is a club manifesto, it is Teddy Roosevelt’s gauntlet, thrown down to all the armchair generals and righteous pundits: “It is not the critic who counts, not the one who points out how the strong man stumbled,” he argued. “The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred with sweat and dust and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs and comes short again and again . . . who, if he wins, knows the triumph of high achievement; and who, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly.”

That also accounts for a regular club refrain, when they refuse to criticize their successors on the grounds that presidents act on information—and bear responsibilities—that outsiders can’t fathom. “No one,” Kennedy told historian David Herbert Donald early in 1962, “has a right to grade a President—not even poor James Buchanan—who has not sat in his chair, examined the mail and information that came across his desk, and learned why he made decisions.” Truman and Eisenhower went for a drink together after Kennedy’s funeral; they talked about how no one ever really understands why presidents make the decisions they do:

“We know what we did,” Truman said.

“We surely do,” Eisenhower agreed.

So against all expectation, they all talk to each other: Kennedy had called Eisenhower on the morning he was set to announce the U.S. quarantine of Cuba, which posed a reasonable chance of triggering a nuclear exchange. Only one other man alive really knew what that felt like. “No matter what you find that you have to do,” Eisenhower told him, “I will certainly . . . do my best to support it.” Two years later, once Johnson took over, he would ask Eisenhower to concoct a cover story for why he needed to be in Washington, so he could come by the White House and give Johnson some much-needed guidance, even spend the weekend. Clinton would call Nixon and describe his schedule—when he got up, when he exercised, how long he worked, in order to hear if that was normal for a president. After Nixon died, Clinton said it felt like the loss of his mother: “Just today I had a problem and I said to the person working with me, ‘I wish I could pick up the phone and call Richard Nixon and ask him what he thinks we ought to do about this.’ ”

•  •  •

When they can’t talk to each other, they study each other. Every president may enter office promising a new day, a new deal, a new frontier. But they all inherit the successes and the failures of the men who came before. “The things that Jerry Ford decided when he was in office affected me daily,” Carter said. “Even the things that Harry Truman decided 30 years before I went into office affected me daily.” Nixon could tell you every detail about many of his predecessors—who took sleeping pills, who had hemorrhoids. Obama quizzed Reagan’s team about how he managed to stay focused on the horizon and not get pulled down into the weeds—and whether he got discouraged and how he kept the public from seeing it. These are men who have worked at the same desks, slept in the same beds, shaved in the same mirrors, raised their children in the same backyard. When they return to the White House to visit, they check out how the new tenant redecorated. But they all know that in fact the man does not remake the presidency. It’s the other way around.

A few weeks after his reelection in 2004, George W. Bush sat in the Oval Office beside a Christmas tree flocked with eagles, with an air of equanimity you might expect from a president who had just won reelection despite an unpopular war, an economy on tiptoes, and a public conflicted about many issues but most of all about him. He was asked whether he thought more or less highly of his predecessors, now that he’d been in the job awhile.

“Of my predecessors? Very interesting,” he replied, and then, without hesitation, “More highly of them all.”

Why? Because “I’ve got a much better appreciation of what they’ve been through.”

That included even Clinton, with whom he went on to form the next club alliance. “There is no conversation so sweet as that of former political enemies,” Truman observed. It was the scars of war and scandal, says an official who worked for both Clinton and Bush, that enabled such natural adversaries to become friends. Both men “went through impossible circumstances and they both came out with a lot of scar tissue and so they both have to be asking themselves, how do I find peace in my life? I’ve been through a meat grinder; maybe a friendship with a person who has been through something like this could bring me to a different place as a human being; it detaches me from the old and gets me to a new place. It’s just a way of finding peace. But I can’t find peace with a lot of people because so few are my equal.”

Or as Jimmy Carter puts it, “We always have sorrows.”

The Other Secret Service

The club has an operational wing, whose use depends on the needs of the president and the skills of predecessors. Truman sent Hoover to twenty-two countries in fifty-seven days in 1946 trying to prevent a postwar humanitarian crisis. Reagan conspired with Nixon when he traveled to the Soviet Union to weigh Mikhail Gorbachev’s true intentions. Bush 41 tapped Ford and Carter to monitor the elections in Panama in 1989. Obama dispatched Clinton to North Korea to win the release of two jailed American journalists.

On such missions the stakes can be high, as are the risks. “They have a power because of their position that’s unique,” observes President Bush 41’s advisor Brent Scowcroft of the former presidents. “But it’s dangerous to use them because, not unreasonably, they think that they know much more than we do.” Some members proved both immensely useful and infuriatingly mutinous, as Carter did when he undertook a mission to North Korea in 1994 at Clinton’s behest. His brief was clear: deliver a message and bring back intelligence about Kim Il Sung’s nuclear intentions. Instead he brokered a deal to forestall a crisis—which he announced on CNN. White House officials, gathered around a television in the West Wing, did not try to contain their fury; one cabinet member called Carter “a treasonous prick.”

Carter was not unusual in wanting to experience one more time the rush of power, and believing he was uniquely positioned to help. Many leave office with agendas more complex than those they brought in, which play out in the books they write, the foundations they lead, but also the advice they offer. That’s the crucible in which the club does both its best work and its worst. A sitting president lends them a halo, a script, an airplane; they can serve the country, or serve themselves. “No one who has been in the Presidency with the capacity and power to affect the course of events can ever be satisfied with not being there,” Nixon said years after he stepped down, and so they may insert themselves into events whether the sitting president invites them or not. Nixon promised Ford he’d stay out of sight in 1976—and then went prancing around China in the middle of the New Hampshire primary that year. Carter and Ford presented George Bush with a proposal to raise taxes just a few weeks after he’d been elected on a promise not to. Bush did not appreciate Carter secretly lobbying the U.N. Security Council against the Gulf War. Sometimes a former president is best neither seen nor heard.

This is the club’s constant tension: among its crucial services is the repair of ragged reputations. When former presidents, like Nixon or Carter, do this at the sitting president’s expense, all hell breaks loose. But members more often conspire than collide. They extol each other at library dedications. They exalt each other in eulogies. They line up together with fat bristle brushes to whitewash the stains on their records. Go to WhiteHouse.gov and read the presidential biographies; they are feather soft and heartily heroic, valentines straight from the Oval Office. Under Bill Clinton, “the U.S. enjoyed more peace and economic well being than at any time in its history.” He got into trouble over his “indiscretions with a young White House intern,” but “apologized to the nation for his actions and continued to have unprecedented popular approval ratings for his job as president.” George W. Bush “cut taxes for every federal income taxpayer . . . modernized Medicare . . . empowered America’s armies of compassion . . . built global coalitions to remove violent regimes in Afghanistan and Iraq that threatened America; liberating more than 50 million people from tyranny.”

You can view the work of rehabilitation as purely self-interested: they all compete for history’s favor. But they may also defend each other, not out of sympathy or affection, but because the club functions as the protective arm of the presidency itself. That role sharpens their advice, mostly ensures their silence, and offers the promise of a gentling redemption they will need someday, too. It is a shadow Secret Service, patrolling the power and privilege of an office that its members think America needs now more than ever. Sometimes burnishing a legacy serves to bolster the institution, so that presidents like Truman who were reviled in office are revered in retrospect, and everyone wins. Club members do not want to see the president look bad, no matter who it is.

But the club’s most secret handshakes are less about membership than stewardship. In 1960, after one of the closest elections in history, both Hoover and Eisenhower quietly told Nixon not to contest the results, even as rumors spread of Chicago precincts where machines registered 121 votes from 43 voters. It was not because they wanted to see Kennedy in the White House; it was to protect the presidency from a crisis of legitimacy. “I think we are in enough trouble in the world today,” Hoover told Nixon. “Some indications of national unity are not only desirable but essential.” When Kennedy and then Johnson came under fire for foreign policy decisions, Eisenhower stared down his fellow Republicans: at a time of crisis, he said, “there is only one thing a good American can do, and that is support the president.” Ford pardoned Nixon not to save the man but to restore the office and let the country move on; he lost the next election, but forever defended the choice. It fell to the Kennedys twenty-seven years later to give Ford a Profile in Courage Award, the family of one president symbolically pardoning another for deciding to pardon a third. “We want you to succeed,” George W. Bush told Obama after the 2008 election. “All of us who have served in this office understand that the office transcends the individual.”

When the political culture is splintered and siloed, the president alone serves all the people. The sight of the presidents meeting in the Oval Office after a tough election, or hitting the road together to do hurricane relief, the sight of them standing side by side, old enemies reconciled, can offer a rare moment of truce when politics is turned off and the common good wins out over personal pride or public ambition. When Bill Clinton and George H. W. Bush began working together raising relief money for disaster victims, they knew their buddy movie ran completely against the bitter grain of the times; that was partly why they delighted in doing it. “Americans like politics,” Clinton said. “They like us to air our differences, because they know we have got to have an honest debate to come to a good answer. But then they also think that debate ought to have limits to it.” For too long, politicians did not just disagree with opponents: they despised and demonized them, he observed, and the country suffered for it. “It keeps us from solving a lot of problems and doing a lot of things that we could have done otherwise. So I think people see George and me and they say, ‘That is the way our country ought to work.’ ”

So just how crucial is the club in the early twenty-first century? In every age, three factors determine its performance: the needs and choices of the sitting president, the needs and talents of the former presidents, and a climate that welcomes or deplores their partnership. It was no accident that the club’s founders had all three factors in their favor. Hoover and Truman showed just how much good they could do, through an alliance that was as productive as it was unexpected. Much about the country, and the world, was broken in 1945: neither the Congress, the parties, the press, nor the public was going to throw up much resistance to two men so resolutely committed to fixing it.

That episode, while formative, was also unusual. Under Eisenhower, the club lost much of its clout; in that case, the president simply didn’t feel the need. Later presidents would feel the need but lack the resource; there was not much help Nixon could offer Gerald Ford, other than to remain as quiet as possible. But the club has proven over time that it is a force in itself, able to change the course of history by bringing out the best and the worst in its members.

Back in the beginning, when the club was born, the very idea that it would exert its own power was so outlandish that even the two presidents who started it were wrong about how it would all turn out.



TRUMAN AND HOOVER:

The Return of the Exile

[image: Images]

The modern Presidents Club was founded by two men who by all rights should have loathed each other.

There was Harry Truman, the humble haberdasher from Missouri, hurled into office in the spring of 1945, summoning to the White House Herbert Hoover, a failed Republican president who had left town thirteen years earlier as the most hated man in America, his motorcades pelted with rotten fruit. They were political enemies and temperamental opposites. Where Truman was authentic, amiable, if prone to eruptions of temper, Hoover could be cold, humorless, incapable of small talk but ferociously sure of the rightness of his cause. Yet they shared some personal history and, more important, some public goals. Though they saw the world differently—Hoover’s faith lay in private initiative, Truman’s in the promise of benevolent government—they were men of Middle America, of Iowa and Missouri, the first and second presidents born west of the Mississippi, with a shared suspicion of elite Easterners and a common commitment to Wilsonian idealism. Both men were more loyal to their parties than their parties were to them.

“I’m not big enough. I’m not big enough for this job,” Truman said to a Senate friend the day after Franklin Roosevelt died. But he was, not least because he did not let his pride interfere with his needs—and during the crucial postwar years, Truman’s needs and Hoover’s gifts were perfectly matched. Across a devastated Europe, a hundred million people were at risk of starvation. Truman was determined to help them, Hoover was the man who knew how, and from that simple equation, an alliance was born. Together, Truman and Hoover probably saved more lives than any two players on the stage of the twentieth century.

Hoover served Truman so well that Truman next enlisted him to help sell a suspicious Republican Congress on the notion of an entirely new role for America in the world, promoting European recovery as a counterweight against Soviet influence. And if that was not enough, Hoover then proceeded to lead the top-to-bottom overhaul of the presidency itself, strengthening the office to meet the demands of the modern age. It was the gift the two unlikely partners bequeathed to all the rest who followed.

Truman gave Hoover what any failed president dreams of: a chance to rewind the tape and replay it, reveal the compassion obscured by the caricature, and erase the image of a hapless president by being the one who saved the presidency. It didn’t matter that Truman thought Hoover was “to the right of Louis the Fourteenth.” He was honest and honorable, and they never talked about politics anyway, since they had something more important in common. “We talked,” Truman said, “about what it was like being president.”

As for Hoover, as emotionally austere as any president ever, he would one day write to Truman that “Yours has been a friendship which has reached deeper into my life than you know.” Truman was so moved by the letter, he framed it so it could remain on his desk until the day he died.

[image: Images]
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“I’m Not Big Enough for This Job”

—HARRY TRUMAN

Harry Truman had fond memories of his first White House meeting with Herbert Hoover.

It was May 1945. He’d been in office less than two months, and a week after the German surrender on May 7, newspapers were already warning of the next disaster: “the most stupendous feeding problem in history,” as the New York Times described the hideous famine facing 100 million European civilians. Roads out of Germany were a cortege of refugees, many too weak to walk; in Dutch cities people were making soup by cutting the poison centers out of tulip bulbs and boiling them. One in three Belgian children was tubercular; one in four children in Belgrade died before their first birthday.

“I knew what I had to do and I knew just the man I wanted to help me,” Truman recalled many years later. Hoover had made his fortune as a mining engineer, but had made his reputation as the man who saved millions from starvation as Woodrow Wilson’s food czar during the First World War. So Truman invited the former president to meet with him in the Oval Office.

“Mr. President,” Truman said, “there are a lot of hungry people in the world and if there’s anybody who knows about hungry people, it’s you. Now there’s plenty of food, but it’s not in the right places. Now I want you to . . .”

As Truman supposedly told the story to oral historian Merle Miller, it was at this point that Hoover started to lose it.

“He was sitting there, just as close to me as you are, and I saw that great big tears were running down his cheeks.” Truman said he was pretty sure he knew what the problem was. “It was the first time in thirteen years,” he told Miller, “that anybody had paid any attention to him.”

Such a sweet story; such a testimony to a sitting president’s magnanimity and a former president’s gratitude for a chance to serve once more.

And such a sentimental whitewash of what actually happened.

Being president involves a crash course in mythmaking, and many of these friendships would acquire a glaze of nobility that was often missing in real time. Memory can work that way; by the time Truman was writing his memoirs and talking to Miller, he and Hoover had indeed become unlikely brothers. But back in 1945, relations between the two men were by no means so warm. Much as both men wanted it, their first date nearly didn’t happen because they were so suspicious of each other’s motives—and both left with their doubts intact. While pleased at being back inside the halls of power, Hoover dismissed the meeting as “wholly political,” designed to show that Truman was above partisanship; there was no chance Truman would actually let any Republican participate in his administration.

“Nothing more would come of it,” he concluded in his memo of the meeting.

That turned out to be wrong.

The Most Despised President

Truman had no use for posers: he was suspicious of wealth and privilege and the entitled ease of the country club. His happy Missouri childhood took a hard twist after his father lost everything betting on wheat futures; from the age of eighteen, hardly a day went by that Truman wasn’t worried about money. His path to the White House moved from the mailroom at the Kansas City Star to railroad timekeeper to bank clerk to farmer to soldier to haberdasher to machine politician in Kansas City, where he was distinguished by a refusal to enrich himself at the public trough. When he ran for reelection in 1940, he couldn’t afford the stamps to write to old friends asking for money. He knew what it was like to have to sleep in his car; and he was a man for whom there was no place like home.

So how could he ever forge a bond with Hoover, so rich, so remote, a true man of the world who, when he and his wife didn’t want to be overheard in the White House, used to speak to each other in Chinese? By 1945 as Truman moved into the White House, Hoover was living in a $32,000-a-year suite in the Waldorf Towers in Manhattan, alongside neighbors like the Duke and Duchess of Windsor, Cole Porter, and the shah of Iran, with cooks at their command who could prepare chicken seventy-one ways. A self-made man, he lived so well that most people forgot that as a child he had learned the meaning of poverty from actual experience.

Truman, however, came to appreciate qualities in Hoover that many people missed. Hoover “wasn’t one of those fellows born with a gold spoon in his mouth,” Truman observed in one of his memoirs. “His father was a blacksmith in West Branch, Iowa and both of his parents died before he was nine years old, and he and his brother and sister were split up and sent to relatives.”

Some combination of independence, ingenuity, and force of will carried Hoover to Stanford to study geology, then into the mining business, eventually taking him all around the world as an engineer. His organizational prowess and urgent Quaker philanthropy drew him into public service under Woodrow Wilson during World War I. Wilson put him in charge of managing food shortages; until that point, it was not uncommon for as much as a third of the population in a war zone to die of hunger. Hoover, Truman said, “had the skill and the humanity to save millions of people threatened with starvation.” Streets would be named for him in Belgium. In Finland his name became a verb, meaning “to help.” Both parties flirted with him as a candidate in 1920. “He is certainly a wonder,” a young Franklin Roosevelt said at the time, “and I wish we could make him president. There certainly couldn’t be a better one.” A poll of the Harvard faculty preferred him two to one over any other contender.

By the time Hoover actually became president in 1928—he won with 444 electoral votes—he had added to his reputation the rescue of victims of the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927, leaving many people convinced there was not a problem on earth he couldn’t solve with his technical and organizational acumen. America, he declared, was “nearer to the final triumph over poverty than ever before in the history of any land. The poorhouse is vanishing from among us.” Even eight months later when the markets crashed, he was praised for his handling of the crisis. “No one in his place could have done more,” affirmed the New York Times. “Very few of his predecessors could have done as much.”

Four years later Franklin Roosevelt would carry all but six states; Time christened Hoover “President Reject,” the lame-duck Congress considered impeachment, and a would-be assassin tried to kill him. Herbert Hoover, “the Great Humanitarian,” was accused of callous indifference to the suffering of his own citizens, the man who fed his dog T-bone steaks in the Rose Garden while proud men were reduced to selling fruit on street corners. “We’ll hang Herbert Hoover to a sour apple tree!” cried the protesters marching on Washington.

How had it all gone so wrong? There were a great many theories, but for our purposes Truman’s is the most relevant. “I think he and his administration were blamed for things that were not their fault,” Truman argued, once he too was safely out of office and no longer invoking the “Hoover Depression” during his campaign speeches. Hoover, Truman said, was handicapped by having arrived at the White House too easily. The only political job he had ever held was as commerce secretary; he’d never had to run for Congress, or even for sheriff, and had informed his advisors in 1928 that “I’ll not kiss any babies.” Without a strong attachment to the grass roots, Truman observed, “he didn’t really understand . . . the needs of the American people.”

Or at least that was the impression he gave, and Roosevelt did everything he could to promote it. Between election day and Roosevelt’s inauguration in March, the nation’s banks began to wobble. Hoover tried to enlist his successor to act with him, although in ways that could have undercut Roosevelt’s own progressive agenda. Roosevelt rejected the overture: “It was also his ego, I think, that prevented [Roosevelt] from even listening,” Truman concluded. “The campaign had been a pretty rough one, and many people were blaming Hoover for the depression as though he’d caused it all by himself, calling cardboard shanties Hoovervilles and empty pockets Hoover flags. . . . Roosevelt decided that he was smarter than Hoover in every way and [that] Hoover just didn’t know what he was talking about when he suggested closing the banks. But the bank closings were an absolute necessity.”

That refusal on Roosevelt’s part helped ensure he would take office in an atmosphere of total desperation—and that Hoover would become as widely hated as any president in history. There were rumors that he’d been arrested trying to flee the country aboard financier Andrew Mellon’s yacht, with $200 million in gold. When stock markets rose, comedians asked, “Did Hoover die?” Roosevelt did nothing to divert the blame from his predecessor, and actually worked to deny him credit for his successes. That first spring in office, Interior Secretary Harold Ickes ordered that the immense dam on the California-Nevada border that Hoover had launched as commerce secretary, and that was referred to in multiple appropriations bills as Hoover Dam, be known as Boulder Dam; Hoover was not invited to its dedication in 1935. His tax returns were audited; there were no routine birthday greetings from the Oval Office.

His own party pretended he didn’t exist; during the 1940 campaign, Connecticut Republicans asked him not to appear in the state, since his presence was poison. “I shall never understand the long neglect of Herbert Hoover,” Truman once observed. “He deserved better treatment at the hands of his own party.”

After Pearl Harbor, Hoover spoke out in support of Roosevelt’s response and offered to help in any way; given his experience after the First World War, he thought he might be able to serve again. Belgium, Norway, Poland, Holland, and Finland all tried to enlist Hoover’s aid; Congress asked his advice. Secretary of State Cordell Hull tried several times to convince Roosevelt to call him. But both Roosevelt and British prime minister Winston Churchill rejected Hoover’s initiatives to get food to the occupied countries, on the grounds that this amounted to aiding Hitler by relieving him of his obligation to feed the nations he overran. Hoover was pilloried in some quarters as a pro-German isolationist. “Roosevelt couldn’t stand him,” Truman told friends, “and he hated Roosevelt.” For the Democrats, involving Hoover in a humanitarian mission would have meant rehabilitating the most useful scapegoat the party had ever had. “I’m not Jesus Christ,” Roosevelt declared, after financier Bernard Baruch recommended soliciting Hoover’s help. “I’m not raising him from the dead.”

All Roosevelt would agree to were arm’s-length meetings between Hoover and various cabinet officials, who would then report back to the president. Newsweek cast doubt on the sincerity of any White House overtures, on the grounds that “few Administrations in American history ever went to greater lengths to smear a predecessor than this one.”

At the Democratic convention in 1944, the moment when then Senator Truman’s star suddenly rose and he found himself anointed as FDR’s running mate, Hoover was still very much the enemy: candidates “invoked Herbert Hoover as the man they prefer to campaign against. We ought to be eternally grateful to Herbert Hoover,” one New Dealer remarked, “who has been our meal ticket for twelve years.”

But in 1945, when Roosevelt died and Truman suddenly found himself occupying the office Hoover once held, he approached his Republican predecessor very differently. Though a Democrat to his bones, Truman was not wired to see every decision as a political calculation. Neither Truman nor Hoover had Roosevelt’s gift for making politics a great show, or his subtle sense of human nature, or the patrician bravado that allowed him to embody the office rather than merely occupy it. Hoover was the only man alive who knew what it was like to sit in the chair in a crisis—and to be eternally compared to the sainted Roosevelt. So Truman was not allergic to the idea of inviting Hoover back to the White House in the spring of 1945, when he found himself facing a food crisis in Europe.

Truman had just as vivid—and selective—a recollection of how that meeting came about as he had of Hoover’s demeanor during it. He recalled how that morning he’d read in the paper that Hoover was in Washington, staying at the Shoreham Hotel. So he picked up the phone in the Oval Office and asked the chief operator to connect him to the hotel. She was shocked by the idea of a president placing his own call, but no more so than the man at the other end.

“How are you, Mr. President?” Truman said.

“Who is this?”

“This is Harry Truman,” he said. “I heard you were in town, Mr. President, and I called to ask if you would care to come over and see your old home.”

At this point, Hoover had not stepped foot in the White House since the day Roosevelt was inaugurated in 1933.

“Well, Hoover was just flabbergasted,” Truman recalled.

“Mr. President, I don’t know what to say.”

Truman told Hoover he’d like to talk to him, and would even come to see him at his hotel.

“I couldn’t let you do that, Mr. President. I’ll come to see you.”

“That’s what I figured you’d say,” Truman replied. “I’ve got a limousine on the way to pick you up.”

Another very nice tale of a spontaneous meeting of minds; but once again the record tells a different story. Presidential meetings hardly ever happen that easily, especially when the practice had gone out of fashion during the Roosevelt years, and much of the White House staff is opposed to it. It took multiple matchmakers and an elaborate courtship over a period of weeks before Hoover would come anywhere near the Oval Office. He knew he still had enemies in the neighborhood. If Truman had just happened to pick up the phone and summon his predecessor, how was it that the New York Times already knew about the meeting in that morning’s paper?

•  •  •

The real story was much more complicated. Hoover had been desperate to help as the war wound down. He just had certain conditions, since he knew how easily he could be undermined by Roosevelt’s palace guard, and he bore some grudges of his own. He’d been trying all through the spring to make his voice heard. He helped lead a nationwide drive to collect 150 million pounds of donated clothing. He blasted the inefficiency of the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), formed the year before; if the agency couldn’t manage to get food to starving children, let the War Department take over. “It is now 11:59 on the clock of starvation,” he warned again and again. Apart from sheer humanitarian concern, the safety of American troops and the need for order required getting food to an increasingly desperate population.

On April 12, 1945, the day Roosevelt died, Hoover sent Truman a telegram. “All Americans will wish you strength for your gigantic task,” he cabled the new president. “You have the right to call for any service in aid of the country.”

Including, of course, his service. Truman wrote back a perfunctory note of thanks for the good wishes, but with a scrawled handwritten postscript: “I assure you I shall feel free to call upon you. Thanks for the offer.”

It was the opening Hoover had been waiting for: he told a friend that “now that there has been a change in Washington, I may be on the move often.” His hopes unleashed, he mused that if Truman would just name him secretary of war to replace the aging icon Henry Stimson, he’d be in the perfect position to get the relief where it was needed.

Republican congresswoman Clare Boothe Luce returned from a European tour aghast at the devastation and calling for appointment of some sort of “Super Hoover” to coordinate relief. And she was not alone. By early May, Stimson himself was playing matchmaker. A lifelong Republican who had served as Hoover’s secretary of state and as Taft’s, Roosevelt’s, and Truman’s secretary of war, he was a titanic figure in Washington—and the perfect presidential back channel. It’s time to call Hoover, he quietly urged Truman; the president, Stimson wrote in his diary, was “cordially acquiescent” to the idea, and made it sound like he was expecting Hoover to drop by any day now.

But no official invitation came. Friends urged Hoover to offer his help again. Over lunch, Bernard Baruch too pushed him to call Truman, “and for the fourth time,” Hoover recorded, “I had to explain that I would not go to Washington except at the direct invitation of the President.” Friends kept telling him that if he presented himself at the White House he would be warmly received and offered “a big job in Europe.” But Hoover was convinced they were playing games, resisting any official initiative in order to avoid offending “the left wingers.” If Truman wanted his advice, he could ask for it, the former president concluded. “Because of the pettiness and vindictiveness of the group in Washington . . . my own inclination was to tell them to all go to Hell.”

So on May 13, Stimson invited Hoover for Sunday lunch at his Long Island home: it was “very hush hush,” Hoover’s close friend Edgar Rickard wrote in his diary. Hoover did not hide his pride or bitterness. Democrats had been beating him up for years: if Truman wanted to mend fences he needed to do it properly. But he was softening; Hoover was impressed by the reports of Truman’s administrative style, and told Rickard he thought Truman would make a decent president “even though he is a Democrat.”

But when Stimson proposed later that week that Hoover come to Washington to see him and some aides to discuss the situation in Europe, Hoover balked. An informal lunch between old friends is one thing; this meeting sounded too official, and Hoover didn’t want to be seen as angling to get back inside. Stimson said he was “making a mountain out of a molehill.” But Hoover had been hearing reports of people around Truman who wanted to have nothing to do with him: press secretary Steve Early, a Roosevelt loyalist, was reported to have said that “if Hoover wanted anything he would have to come down on his knees to get it.”

This would come to be a club puzzle: how do you navigate the advisors who often have an interest in keeping presidents apart? Hoover knew his way around the White House, knew what can happen when a president wants to reach around his aides for advice. The only way he would get a real hearing internally was if Truman himself asked for it.

And so it was that on May 24, Truman personally mailed a letter, handwritten on White House stationery:

My dear Mr. President:

If you should be in Washington, I would be most happy to talk over the European food situation with you.

Also it would be a pleasure to me to become acquainted with you.

Most sincerely

Harry S Truman

That gesture would require Truman to do some blocking and tackling. The Roosevelt loyalists “had lost their leader and they were down in the dumps,” Truman observed. They were watching closely, keeping score of Truman’s departures from Roosevelt’s rules, and rehabilitating Herbert Hoover was a cardinal sin. He waited until the staff meeting the next morning to break the news. As aide Eben Ayers remembered it, “the president said he was going to tell us of something he had done last night on his own—and we might all throw bricks at him.”

Hoover wrote back immediately and the meeting was set for May 28; his friend Rickard observed that Hoover was “elated” at the invitation. In an editorial on the morning of the visit, the New York Times celebrated the foundation of the modern club: a summit that brings together “the two men who, working in concert, should be able to do more than any two men in America toward relieving the distress of 100,000,000 people. . . . Mr. Hoover’s advice has been available but unsought for a long time.”

Hoover arrived a little early, taking in the sights and smells of the halls he hadn’t seen in so long. He greeted employees who had served while he lived there. And then he greeted Truman in the Oval Office. His account of the meeting was much less moist than Truman’s later recollection.

Hoover approached problems like a clock to be dismantled, and so laid out for the president his sense of the food challenge and how to meet it. The next three months until the harvest would be key: it would take a million tons of wheat per month to stave off disaster. He reminded Truman that when Wilson put him in charge of relief after World War I, he had had the authority to cut through red tape, as well as the advantage of having the Big Four powers gathered at the peace talks in Paris to help break down any obstacles he encountered. “During the next ninety days . . . no organization could be formed that could cut through the maze of red tape except the Army.” He stressed the strategic imperative as well as the humanitarian one: “Bare subsistence meant hunger,” he told Truman, “and hunger meant Communism.”

At home, Hoover said, Truman should create an economic equivalent of the War Council to battle bureaucracy, develop policy, and relieve Truman of the burdens on him. And the agriculture secretary needed much more authority over how food was grown and distributed.

They talked about Japan, and how to sue for peace; they discussed the perils of a war with the Soviet Union. Truman asked if Hoover would write him a memo with his ideas.

The meeting lasted nearly an hour, which was noteworthy given that Truman was stingy with his time, cutting the length of cabinet meetings in half and holding most visitors to fifteen minutes. When they finished, Truman recalled, he invited Hoover to stay over at the White House if he wanted; Hoover thanked him, but said he preferred a hotel. “This is the same answer I would have given if I had been in his place,” Truman wrote later, but added that he made sure that every courtesy was extended to Hoover whenever he came to Washington.

The reporters who greeted Hoover afterward were eager to hear all about what had happened. There he stood, in front of the cameras again, with the press corps hanging on to what he had to say about his foray back into the heart of the action. It was a moment Hoover had been awaiting for a very long time. But in a gesture establishing the first club protocol, the former president let his successor shape the message. “The President of the United States has the right to make his own announcement concerning anything he may have said to visitors or what visitors have said to him.”

Truman did reap a political benefit. The Hoover visit, Time pronounced, was “as shrewd as it was generous. In one master stroke, he had won the applause of Republicans and had sharply reminded the nation of the immediate necessity of feeding Europe.” Hoover suspected there was more theater than substance to the effort. In his own notes he concluded that Truman “was simply endeavoring to establish a feeling of good will in the country.”

Hoover went back to the Waldorf to write the memos he had promised. Still skeptical of the palace guard, he sent them to Truman through his new press secretary, Charlie Ross, with a note: “I am sending it to you as I do not know how many hands these things go through under the present mechanism.” Ross made sure Truman got them, and the president in turn passed the memos around his cabinet, asking the State Department to analyze the Japanese peace proposal. He gave the military a stronger hand in the immense relief effort, laying the foundation for what he and Hoover would undertake the following year. Hoover publicly praised the president a week after their visit for doing an “admirable” job.

But it is Truman’s takeaway from the meeting that sheds the most light on a president’s unusual needs. It would be three days before he got around to writing about the meeting in his diary, and he had nothing much to say about food relief or Japan or anything else, other than that the discussions had been “pleasant and constructive.”

What stayed with him was what the two men shared about “the general troubles of U.S. Presidents—two in particular.”

Truman had once observed to his mother that Washington featured more divas per square foot than all the opera companies combined. Hoover knew something about that.

“We discussed our prima donnas and wondered what makes ’em. Some of my boys who came in with me are having trouble with their dignity and prerogatives. It’s hell when a man gets in close association with the President. Something happens to him.” This was even true of Truman’s old Senate comrades, who would stop by to chat and drink his bourbon, then go out and tell reporters how they were helping Harry save the world. “That publicity complex is hell and few can escape it here. When a good man comes along who hasn’t the bug I try to grab him.”

And what else was on the president’s mind that night, as the world bore down hard around him? The unique loneliness of being the most public man on the planet. That morning he had walked across the street to St. John’s Church and slipped into a back pew. He didn’t think more than six people recognized him. “I’m always so lonesome when the family leaves,” he wrote in his diary. “I have no one to raise a fuss over my neckties and my haircuts, my shoes and my clothes generally.”

In his note of thanks to Hoover, Truman added a postscript: “I appreciated very much your coming to see me. It gave me a lift.”

The Committee to Save the World

Two months later, Truman got to see for himself how bad things were in the war zone. During his August 1945 trip to the Potsdam Conference outside Berlin, he drove through flattened cities filled with sick, broken people living at the edge of despair. No war president, observed historian David McCullough, not Lincoln or Wilson or Roosevelt, had ever seen anything like what Truman confronted. Berlin was “an absolute ruin,” the president said. The empty look on people’s faces was haunting.

In the weeks that followed things got even worse; too many European farmers had been turned into soldiers, too much fertilizer had been diverted to make explosives, and too many farm machine factories had been converted to churn out munitions. By September it was clear that the harvest would be bad, and hunger a growing threat. The Soviets were showing how casually they viewed the provisions of international agreements, as they swallowed one weakened state after another. Meanwhile American workers were restless, the housing shortage critical, Truman’s cabinet partially mutinous, and many in Congress were shocked to find that Harry Truman was a liberal, after he sent up a sixteen-thousand-word message laying out his goals for health insurance, housing, education, unemployment, and the minimum wage that left Republicans and Southern Democrats growling.

Hoover and Truman continued to correspond, and the former president watched the fall wrestling matches with interest. “He does not have the abilities of his predecessor in adroit coercion and bribing with political spoils,” Hoover observed to a friend. Hoover could sympathize; he’d managed to alienate a Republican Congress during his presidency, to the point that even a friendly columnist declared him “the most left-footed President politically the world ever saw.”

And Truman wasn’t exactly enjoying himself. At Christmas he went home to Missouri with Bess, but that didn’t go very well. Back at the White House a few days later, he wrote her one of those cranky letters he had the good sense to stick in a drawer. “I’m here in the White House, the great white sepulcher of ambitions and reputations,” he began. Bess hadn’t been very supportive lately, he suggested, and he sounded frustrated. “No one ever needed help and assistance as I do now. If I can get the use of the best brains in the country and a little help from those I have on a pedestal at home, the job will be done.”

For at least one of his immediate problems, the “best brain” happened to be lodged in the head of Herbert Hoover. A few days later, on January 4, 1946, new British Labour prime minister Clement Attlee cabled Truman warning that widespread food panic was making the task of reconstruction massively harder. Europe’s wheat crop and Asia’s rice crop had come in below expectations; much of Holland was underwater from flooding where dams had been destroyed. There were food riots in Hamburg, looting in Sicily; Romanians and Hungarians were reduced to eating acorns. Drought and locusts wrecked crops in Africa and India, and even Canada’s wheat production was down 25 percent. Attlee, Truman said, “pleaded for my personal and active interest.”

Agriculture Secretary Clinton Anderson, who would be a crucial intermediary in the coming months, walked into a cabinet meeting and declared that no matter how much wheat American farmers produced, there would not be enough to meet U.S. commitments abroad. He called Hoover, who understood both the scope of the problem and the limits to how Truman could address it: the winter of 1946 was not an easy time to ask Americans to cut back their own consumption in order to free more food for export. With the war over, sacrifice no longer felt like service, but like suffering. People lined up to buy sugar and stockings and washing machines; as wartime price controls frayed, the threat of inflation grew while workers pressed for higher wages.

But Hoover didn’t believe in rationing and government control anyway. He was an evangelist for voluntarism: many people still remembered his leadership during the First World War, the “Hooverizing,” the Wheatless Wednesdays and Meatless Mondays that Hoover had organized as Wilson’s food administrator in 1917 to conserve food that could be sent abroad. Convince the president to launch such a voluntary conservation program, Hoover advised Anderson, which Truman promptly did. On February 6, Truman outlined a nine-point emergency food plan, including cutting U.S. whiskey and other grain alcohol production, limiting the use of grain to feed livestock, and extracting more flour from wheat, thus turning bread a little grayer.

Truman’s radio address came as a rattling shock. Most Americans knew that the job of feeding the world now fell to them—but most also thought they were doing a pretty good job. Now, without significant cutbacks to free up food to export, Europe faced disaster. A hundred million people were getting by on less than half what the average American ate: “More people face starvation and even actual death for want of food today than in any war year and perhaps more than in all the war years combined,” Truman declared.

Hoover immediately pitched in, warning of “the stern job ahead,” and urging Americans to heed their president, in a statement issued from his apartment at the Waldorf. But Truman needed more than cheerleading. Hoover was on a fishing trip in Florida in February when Anderson tracked him down. Would Hoover be willing to come immediately to Washington to chair an emergency citizens commission to raise awareness and promote conservation? They’d be willing to send a special plane, land or amphibious, to fetch him.

And there was some flattery: Anderson said that Hoover had given him better advice than anyone else the previous summer, and everything he’d warned about had come true. Lest Hoover worry about a trap, Anderson preemptively assured him that this “was not a politically cooked up arrangement.”

Hoover sent back a telegram, suggesting he was ready to help, but not to waste his time. A citizens commission can’t do enough, he argued: he had told Truman last May that all control over food should be placed in the agriculture secretary’s hands. “I am advised that this was not done,” Hoover complained to Anderson. “It should be done now.” He then walked Anderson through the next steps, including the need for a global assessment of food needs and surpluses, a national conservation plan, and coordination of the entire food industry. Anderson listened carefully—and Truman acted on the advice.

The next day, February 27, 1946, Truman sent a telegram to a handful of the most influential men and women in the country: Time-Life founder Henry Luce, Washington Post publisher Eugene Meyer, pollster George Gallup, the chairman of General Foods, and the presidents of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the League of Women Voters.

“I am asking you and a very few other public spirited citizens to meet in the East Wing of the White House at three o’clock, Friday afternoon, March first,” Truman wrote, and then added a sweetener: “Ex-President Hoover has accepted my invitation and will be there. I count on your support.” Truman didn’t care that his mail ran two to one against having anything to do with “that contemptible character.” He called this “the most important meeting, I think, we have held in the White House since I have been the President.”

Hoover arrived early to meet privately with Truman, before the full committee gathered. They talked about the gap in Anderson’s estimates of food supply and demand, with Hoover noting that the numbers were “appallingly far apart, that if the figures were right, the world was faced with a gigantic catastrophe.” The best they could hope was to minimize the loss of life. “I have a job for you that nobody else in this country can do,” Truman told him. Somehow they needed to find a way to get the food from the people that had it to the ones that needed it—and come up with eleven million extra tons of cereal to close the gap. “You know more about feeding nations and people than anybody in the world,” Truman said. Take my plane, he offered, pick a staff, take whatever time you need but go see what we can do.

Recalling the request later, Hoover claimed that “I accepted with reluctance, since I was 71 years old and my time was committed to administer several educational, scientific and charitable institutions at home.” But Hoover, while often shy, was seldom modest, and he didn’t think anyone else was up to the job. Someone with stature needed to meet with the top people, face-to-face, as well as talk to the local people and press. Who better than a former president, who was already a hero to the hungry?

When the full committee met with Truman, Hoover, and key cabinet members later that day, it called for a 25 percent cut in wheat consumption, and cuts in fat consumption as well, long enough to see Europe through to the next harvest. “The fate of civilization,” Hoover declared when the meeting adjourned, “depends on whether the American people are willing to make a sacrifice for the next four months, if they are willing to save the world from chaos.” He stressed again the need for a central food czar to unblock bottlenecks and end the feeding of precious grains to livestock rather than starving people. But once again, he respected Truman’s presidential prerogatives. Asked by reporters how hard he had pressed his idea of a food administrator on Truman, he demurred. “I make it a practice to never say what I say to a president.” And everyone smiled.

Four days after Hoover and Truman met at the White House, Truman was back in his home state with Winston Churchill, who shook the very foundations of the postwar peace with the speech he gave in Fulton, Missouri. He too warned of Europe’s condition: “None can compute what has been called ‘the unestimated sum of human pain.’ ” But hunger was not the only threat. “From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has descended across the Continent,” Churchill warned, and certainly underlying Hoover’s mission was a determination not to let that Soviet sphere grow any larger because of a complete breakdown of order among desperate people.

Feeding them was important. Winning their allegiance even more so. The next day, the New York Times ran a pointed editorial tying the two together. “The United States has lost some popularity abroad since VE and VJ days. It is pleasant to think that by a neighborly act now we can recover much of it.” Hoover’s trip could serve many useful purposes, the paper suggested. “The ‘American Way’ will have an advantage over other and different ‘ways’ if it obviously stands for food for the hungry. Mr. Hoover taking up where he left off so long ago is a splendid argument for Americanism.”

Herbert Hoover had become Truman’s first weapon in the Cold War.

The Fifty-Thousand-Mile Mission

Before leaving, Hoover delivered a national radio address, invoking America’s moral duty to rise to the occasion. Half a billion people were at risk, and the available food surpluses would only solve half the problem; creativity and conservation would have to do the rest. If your neighbor were starving, he argued, you would feed them: “Could you not imagine one of these helpless women or children as an invisible guest at your table?”

After a week of consultations, on Sunday, March 17, Hoover and his team took off from LaGuardia Airport aboard an Army C-54 nicknamed the “Faithful Cow,” because of the mooing noise it made on takeoff and landing. The trip would cover twenty-two countries in fifty-seven days. What he saw in the weeks that followed haunted him for years. Touring Warsaw, where nine of ten houses had been destroyed, he observed that “the city was a horror of vengeance.” He visited slums and soup kitchens and orphanages; “we are weary of dying,” one woman told him. When the team went to Rome to enlist the pope’s help, one member noted that even the luxury hotel menu was “just sufficient for a robust canary.”

It was the ultimate puzzle, collecting the data and then putting the pieces together both to increase the supply of available food and to direct it to where it was needed most. In Norway, Hoover learned that the 200,000 tons of surplus fish could more than double if only there were more salt to preserve it; so he arranged through American officials in Germany to get the needed salt supply.

“He dug out a tremendous amount of stored food and black market supplies that we probably would have missed had we not had his knowledge, background, understanding and acquaintance with the communities themselves,” observed Treasury Secretary John Snyder, recalling Hoover’s relentless crusade. “Because of his experience and because of his stature, [it] worked out to our great advantage, as we knew the tricks that the citizens and the governments had worked in the past.”

Still, Truman was coming to the realization that Hoover was not just a useful stand-in overseas; if played right, he could help Truman even more at home. As Hoover headed to Cairo in mid-April, Truman had lunch with Anderson and Famine Emergency Committee head Chester Davis, and decided he wanted to bring Hoover back home to make speeches and raise awareness. The president sent a cable the next day. “An urgent need has developed in this country to bring forcibly and dramatically to public attention,” Truman wrote, “as a spur to the food-for-famine-effort, the facts about conditions in Europe which your visit and inquiries have brought to light.”

Hoover pushed back hard. For one thing, people in India, China, and Japan would be very disappointed, at some cost to goodwill, if he postponed his trip. But he proposed something more radical and unprecedented: the first ever club radio broadcast in which a sitting president facing multiple pressures at home enlisted a former president to be his partner and enhance his clout. And so they prepared a joint message delivered from Truman in the White House and then Hoover in Cairo, which would air on all four networks on the night of April 19.

Truman went first: Hoover’s reports from the front lines, Truman said, “have driven home again and again the desperate plight of the people over there. . . . Millions will surely die unless we eat less.” He asked Americans to go on a European “austerity” diet two days a week. And in a tacit admission that voluntary conservation would not be enough, he added some muscle to the effort. That night Anderson announced a reduction of wheat used by bakers, a huge government purchase of oats for export, and an extra 30-cent bonus above the ceiling for every bushel of wheat delivered before May 25.

It was Hoover’s turn next. Where Truman was practical, Hoover was preacherly, searching for language to scrape the conscience. Though he had been sounding the alarms for years, Hoover sensed that this was the first time people were really paying attention. Tens of millions tuned in, by far the largest audience he’d had since leaving the White House. He argued the strategic imperative and for personal duty. “The saving of these human lives is far more than an economic necessity to the recovery of the world,” he said. It was “a part of the moral and spiritual reconstruction of the world.”

By this time Hoover was acting not only as Truman’s ambassador and proxy; he was his intelligence officer abroad and his public relations manager at home. A few days later he warned Truman of “a very active propaganda” campaign in various European countries to blame the United States for any failure in food supplies. He included a cartoon from Britain’s Punch accusing the United States of greed and selfishness. Truman sent back an eyes-only cable, thanking him for the heads-up, and for all Hoover was doing to see that America got credit for her efforts. “I fully recognize the personal sacrifice and risk which you have taken in taking such a hazardous journey,” Truman wrote, “but the excellent results which you have obtained will be of inestimable value to this country.”

Selling Sacrifice

When the two presidents met again in person, their fourth encounter in a year, they had more on their minds than hunger. Most of their conversation was about the Soviets; Truman complained about how hard they were to deal with. “I told him,” Hoover recorded in his notes, “that there was only one method of treating this present group of Russians and that that was with a truculent spirit.” That was the only language they would understand. Hoover even drafted a telegram for Truman to send to Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, urging that the Soviets increase their food aid to Finland, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia to help ease the crisis.

Then Hoover was back on the radio with a passionate sermon unlike any he had ever managed as president. “Of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, the one named War has gone—at least for a while,” he said. “But Famine, Pestilence and Death are still charging over the earth. Hunger is a silent visitor who comes like a shadow. He sits beside every anxious mother three times each day. He brings not alone suffering and sorrow, but fear and terror. He carries disorder and the paralysis of government, and even its downfall. He is more destructive than armies, not only in human life but in morals. All of the values of right living melt before his invasions, and every gain of civilization crumbles.”

There was one more chance to turn the corner: but that involved getting Latin America, especially Argentina, to step up its food exports. And that made for some delicate diplomacy, not just with the new president, Juan Perón, but among Truman, Hoover, and the U.S. State Department.

Regarding the idea of sending Hoover to Latin America next, Anderson warned Truman that “the State Department will protest.” Professional diplomats tended not to welcome freelancers, even when they are former presidents. To which Truman replied, “we won’t give them a chance. I will announce it at once.” The United States had worked hard to prevent Perón’s ascension; as a result, relations with Argentina were so bitter, Hoover wrote in his diary, that the effort could be a total waste of time. But the stakes—possibly adding a million tons of food—were too high not to try.

So this was Hoover’s next mission for Truman, in June of 1946. It was not a happy trip, through eleven countries in twenty-five days. In Venezuela, he fell in a bathtub and broke several ribs. In Argentina he attended a state dinner and was seated 196th out of 219 guests: but “I was resolved . . . to eat even Argentine dirt if I could get the 1.6 million tons.”

Perón had been in office all of forty-eight hours when Hoover landed in Buenos Aires. The U.S. embassy had served as a kind of opposition headquarters during the election campaign, in a “total war” against Perón, and the U.S. ambassador stalled in any effort to set up a meeting for Hoover. But the Mexican ambassador pitched in and the pope had already laid the groundwork. Hoover had two meetings with Perón, who was “most cordial.” Perón even attributed the size of his victory to the American opposition: it allowed him, he told Hoover, to rally his countrymen to “fight off tyranny of the Colossus of the North.” Perón’s wife, Eva, Hoover observed, had the brains of Eleanor Roosevelt and the looks of Hedy Lamarr.

Perón complained that even ten months after the war’s end, the United States had not lifted its wartime trade restrictions, which were driving up Argentine unemployment. Plus, Argentina’s gold reserves were still held frozen in New York’s Federal Reserve Bank. Could Hoover do anything about this?

His fight was not with the people of Europe, Perón added, and issued an executive order to release more grain within a matter of weeks. Hoover kept his promise as well: he met with Truman as soon as he got back to Washington and told him about the gold seizure and trade restraints. As Hoover remembered it, Truman said he couldn’t believe this was true, picked up the phone, and called the State Department.

“I heard only one side of the conversation,” Hoover recalled, “but that was sufficient.” The president ordered the trade barriers lifted and the gold released. Hoover asked if he could let Perón know, “as it would relieve the strain between the United States and the Argentine. Mr. Truman agreed, and I sent a cordial telegram to President Perón.”

In barely a year Truman and Hoover had gone from total strangers and political foes to trusted teammates at home and abroad, in public and private. Together they broke through the red tape, defied the bureaucrats, wooed the dictators, moved a mountain or two. The first year of Truman’s presidency was played for the very highest stakes—and it was Hoover who ensured his victory. By the end of that month, Truman could announce that America had shipped five and a half million tons of grain, thereby keeping the nation’s promise and forestalling a humanitarian disaster.

“Every molecule in my body yells at me that it is tired,” Hoover told a friend. “I am going away for a rest.”

“Yours was a real service for humanity,” Truman wrote privately to Hoover as the year came to an end. By now the two had battled enough common enemies to have seeded something like a friendship. “I know that I can count upon your cooperation if developments at any time in the future make it necessary for me to call upon you again.”
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“Our Exclusive Trade Union”

—HERBERT HOOVER

Together Truman and Hoover prevented a humanitarian catastrophe. Now all that remained was preventing another war.

It was already clear that the Soviets and the Americans held very different visions of the future of Europe and the balance of power. At a time when Americans wanted nothing more than to retreat, recover, rebuild, and reject any further involvement in the continent that kept sucking the United States into wretched wars, Truman understood that there was no going back. This was now the American Century, and America would have to lead.

Selling that idea to the American people, however, much less a Republican Congress, would take energy, ingenuity, luck, and the help of the kind of super-lobbyist that only the club can provide.

What Truman set out to do was way too ambitious to do on his own—even if he hadn’t run into hard political times. When the war ended, Truman’s approval rating topped 80 percent; toward the end of 1946, it sank to 32 percent. He was called stupid, vulgar, late for cabinet meetings because he woke up stiff in his joints from trying to put his foot in his mouth. In the 1946 midterm elections, Democratic candidates asked him not to campaign for them; some ran recordings of old Roosevelt speeches at rallies. His party was crushed anyway, leaving Congress in Republican hands for the first time in sixteen years.

The German Problem

Truman’s immediate challenge at the start of 1947 was what to do about Germany, a flashpoint since the war ended. Do we keep it weak, a nice pastoral state that would never pose a threat again? Or was Germany fated to be the economic engine of Europe, in which case the sooner it was back on its feet, the better for everyone? Truman and Hoover agreed on the latter course; now the trick was persuading a tightwad Republican Congress to go along with a massive German aid program.

Truman had his own reasons for needing the emissary to be someone of Hoover’s international stature and domestic political clout, rather than some anonymous bureaucrat or diplomat. The president’s political motives were transparent even at the time: “President Hopes Investigator’s Findings Will Impress Republicans in Congress” read the headline the next day. Truman was looking for $300 million; if Hoover came back affirming that the U.S. approach was sound, the odds were much better that he’d get it. Of course, if Hoover came back from a third overseas mission rejecting Truman’s priorities, the president would have even bigger problems. It was a measure of his growing trust in Hoover that he was willing to run the risk.

By now there were elements in the administration that were actively conspiring to undercut the club’s clout. Sending Hoover back to Europe as a super-ambassador ruffled feathers in the War Department and raised “serious misgivings among career diplomats,” as the New York Times put it. German economic unification was supposed to be high on the agenda for incoming Secretary of State George Marshall, who was soon to attend the Moscow Conference of Foreign Ministers to discuss final peace terms for Germany and Austria. Calling Hoover in, the sources said, was “puzzling to us who know how delicate the problem is at this stage.” Germany was suffering a terrible winter, with temperatures in Berlin falling to zero, people dying of cold, and too little food or fuel or basic goods, and Hoover’s view was that Germany needed to begin supporting itself. But the State Department believed that making Germany anything other than a ward of the West would require rewriting the rules of Potsdam, which kept German industry so weak that waging future wars would be impossible. “I was not in a particularly conciliatory mood when I responded to the call to Washington to talk with the President,” Hoover recalled, but he went anyway. He made sure to meet with Republican leaders on the Hill before heading to the White House; some members later admitted that while they wanted to support Truman’s foreign policy, in the honored tradition of politics stopping at the water’s edge, they would welcome some political cover. “If the views expressed by Mr. Hoover in his report happened to coincide with those of the President,” reported the Times, the Republican lawmakers “would then vote their convictions without any liability for following the Administration’s program.”

When Hoover reached the White House, Truman referred to the critical newspaper leaks “with considerable indignation,” as Hoover told it. At one point Hoover actually sat at Truman’s desk and wrote out, in pencil, his view of the mission, just so there would be no misunderstanding. He agreed to undertake a “long-range study” of German recovery, with a guarantee of complete freedom, though Truman warned him about “some of my prima donnas in the State Department.”

Hoover set off on February 2 for a three-week mission, and this was no junket. Now seventy-two, he worked fifteen-hour days in unheated government buildings, where he sat wrapped in overcoats and blankets. He suffered a series of bad colds, and a rapid descent into Newfoundland in the unpressurized DC-4 ruptured his eardrum and damaged his hearing permanently. Food was once again terribly scarce; among his initiatives was the creation of canteens and soup kitchens across Germany, drawing on surplus Army rations, to give 3.5 million schoolchildren a hot meal at midday.

Upon his return, he reported to Truman of the grinding suffering Germany faced. He spent the next day talking with cabinet officials, including a two-hour meeting with Secretary of State Marshall. He testified before the House Foreign Affairs Committee and had lunch with twenty-five lawmakers.

Back in New York, Hoover wrote up his report on Austria, and arranged to meet with Truman again. Upon reading it, the president sat down to write a note of thanks. “I want to express to you again my very high appreciation for your willingness to undertake these two surveys for the Secretary of War and me,” Truman wrote to Hoover. “You have made a very decided contribution to the situation in Germany and Austria and I am sure that it will have a bearing on the conference in Moscow.” He had all the more reason to be grateful, since he had just invited key lawmakers to a secret White House meeting to prepare them for news that Britain, its economy on life support, could no longer be responsible for saving Greece and Turkey. That job would fall either to the United States—or the Soviets. What would come to be known as the Truman Doctrine would decide which. No longer could the United States sit back safely on her side of the ocean and let Europe sort out her own affairs.

On Wednesday, March 12, Truman and Hoover met in the morning; Hoover declined the job of overseer of American relief, but stressed again the importance of controls on how aid money would be used. Afterward Truman headed to the Hill—where he proceeded to lay out an entirely new framework for the use of American aid and power. He asked for $400 million in aid to Greece and Turkey, arguing that coercion and intimidation of free people by rising totalitarian regimes undermined world peace. “I believe it must be the policy of the United States to support free people who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures,” he declared.

The stunned lawmakers seemed “somewhat bewildered,” reporters observed, as they “saw their country’s foreign policy undergo radical change in the space of twenty one minutes.” There was evidence of “a congressional storm of great dimensions in the making.” Republicans in particular were in no mood to write a Democratic president a blank check to remake the world in America’s image.

So in this crusade, the hardheaded Hoover was an essential ally. He testified all through the spring on the importance of American aid—especially if administered with safeguards against misuse and constructed around the premise that it would eventually be paid back.

He arranged to have breakfast with ten Republican lawmakers, but told his friend Rickard he would not accept Truman’s offer to stay at Blair House “as [it] will not provide independence he desires; suggests that Blair House may be wired.” Hoover was working both sides in what he believed to be the national interest: he didn’t trust Truman’s bleeding-heart profligacy or the Republicans’ reflexive isolationism. As the bill finally took shape, it did incorporate many of Hoover’s cost-control suggestions. And so from the foundations he and Truman laid together arose the great edifice of American statesmanship that was the Marshall Plan. Once again, Truman had every reason to be very grateful for his surprising—and therefore especially influential—ally.

Over the course of that year of 1947, Truman offered a series of olive branches to his proud partner. In April he signed a congressional resolution restoring the name of the Hoover Dam: he used four pens, and asked that they all be sent to Hoover.

A month later the unprecedented partnership finally went public, when Hoover appeared at the annual Gridiron Dinner of Washington’s power elite for the first time since 1932. Since Truman had a reelection campaign approaching, Hoover said in his remarks that he wanted to avoid “an indelicate implication that I am seeking to recruit him to my exclusive union of ex-presidents.” He commiserated about the ordeal of handling an opposition Congress: “Here again I can sympathize with Mr. Truman more than any other living person,” he said. He went on to praise Truman for his strength and principle: “Amid the thousand crises which sweep upon us from abroad, he has stood firm with his feet rooted in the American soil. He has brought to the White House new impulses of good will toward men.”

When Hoover finished, Truman reached over and wrote a note on his program: “with high esteem and keen appreciation to a great man.” In December Truman invited him to a White House reception; the following month he offered him the use of the presidential retreat in Key West. Hoover was especially touched when the Trumans hung a portrait of his wife, Lou, in the White House.

The longer Truman occupied the office, the more aware he was of ways that his predecessor, perhaps uniquely, could help him, and he was not too proud to ask. Hoover found ways to return the favor; it had been during the last year of his administration that Congress had made all government salaries, the president’s included, taxable. This made little difference to independently wealthy men like Hoover and Roosevelt, who by 1944 was paying more than half his salary in tax, but made quite a difference to the permanently pinched Truman. The salaries of the White House staff and servants were paid by the government, but not their meals. When it was just the family eating, it was usually leftovers. Truman told friends his typical weekly take-home pay was about $80.

Hoover helped lead the charge to get the president a raise. Truman was lucky, Hoover argued, if he had enough left over each month for cigarette money (Truman didn’t smoke). Early in 1949, Congress finally voted to raise his salary by a third, to $100,000, and added $50,000 tax free to his expense account to use as he chose.

A Gift for the Club

It’s one thing for Congress to provide the president more money; quite another to grant him more power.

Truman, again, would turn to Hoover to help him get it.

There had been at least a half dozen attempts, starting in 1798, at a comprehensive reorganization of the executive branch, all sorts of commissions and committees that began with high hopes and went largely nowhere.

Most efforts at executive branch reorganization were aimed at keeping the president in a box—but modern presidents were ill served by the tangled mess of agencies beneath them. In his first message to Congress in May 1945, Truman asked for the authority to restructure the executive branch. Hoover backed him up at the time; he wrote to Ohio congressman George Bender (and made sure Truman saw a copy) that “six successive Presidents over 35 years have recommended such reorganization. The overlap, waste and conflict of policies between executive agencies have been a scandal for the whole 35 years.” Truman appreciated the boost. “The fight for this measure has been long and futile,” Truman wrote to Hoover. “It is heartening to know that you approve the bill in principle.” And useful knowledge for the battles to come.

But throughout Truman’s first term, Congress managed to foil most of his reorganization efforts. Especially after the Republicans took over in 1946, they were looking mainly for a smaller government, not a more effective one. Hoover’s administration had cost $4 billion a year; in the postwar years, Truman’s was running more than ten times that. The 604,000 civilian employees were now two million. The government owned a quarter of the continental United States, more than five thousand buildings, a million cars and trucks, paint factories, sawmills, a distillery in the Virgin Islands, and a $20-million-a-year fertilizer operation in Tennessee. A single salmon in the Columbia River swimming upstream to spawn came under the jurisdiction of twelve different federal agencies.

So in July of 1947 Congress created the Commission on Organization of the Executive Branch of the Government, which had more latitude than any past attempt at restructuring. The commission’s stated goal was to “promote economy, efficiency, and improved service” in going about the public business; its report was due after November of 1948, neatly ensuring that the proposals could be a blueprint for housecleaning by a new Republican president. Speaker Joe Martin appointed Hoover to the panel, who, characteristically, refused to serve unless he was named chairman.

As the only living ex-president, he was a natural choice: an esteemed elder statesman with close ties to congressional Republicans. Those most intent on rolling back Roosevelt’s legacy trusted Hoover to deliver the fatal blow to “the traitors who call themselves liberals,” as he had been known to call New Dealers, and introduce sound management practices to the public sphere.

But Truman by this time understood something about Hoover that his Republican backers did not. It was a powerful impulse shared by virtually all former presidents: you protect the office, regardless of who holds it at the moment. “Mr. Hoover was not about to take part in any attack on the Presidency,” observed his commission aide Don Price. Hoover had sat in the chair during a national crisis and taken the blame for failing to do enough to relieve it; if he managed to transform the office, he could protect his successors from a similar fate.

Some Democrats thought Truman was naive to sign off on what could only be a plot to roll back his entire progressive agenda. But Truman sensed by now that Hoover was not opposed to the notion of the enhanced, institutionalized presidency, merely with how Roosevelt had chosen to use it. Truman told the commission to send back “the most honest findings you can get and don’t worry whom it might or might not please.” When the once and future house speaker Sam Rayburn protested, Truman brushed him back. Hoover, he declared, was “the best man that I know of, and he’ll do the job for me. . . . You politicians leave him alone and we’ll get an organization in the government. Now Sam, that’s all—you help!”

Hoover called it his “last public service.” The commission had a mandate to examine 2,500 departments and agencies, in hopes of whittling down a $40 billion budget. About half the government’s purchasing orders, for instance, were for items that cost less than $10—and the paperwork to process them cost $11.20. Hoover predicted that creating a central purchasing agency to cut red tape could save $250 million a year.

Hoover set up two dozen task forces, which met in private; he hired research staff and recruited hundreds of specialists, including two former cabinet members, thirteen undersecretaries, three former senators and five governors, and ten university presidents. Many had a conservative, pro-business bent, and helped steer the commission in that direction, though the group never split purely on partisan lines. Truman’s delegates worked to hold off the assault on New Deal agencies, but they were outnumbered. “Hoover definitely thought he was going to use the Commission as a vehicle to overturn the New Deal in substance,” recalled member James Rowe, a lawyer, New Dealer, and advisor to every president from Roosevelt to Johnson. “I think he was a very earnest, very sincere man, and worked like the devil. He was seventy-five at this time. I remember we used to break up Saturday morning and he’d say, ‘I’ll be back Monday morning with three drafts of various reports.’ He’d get on the train; he’d work all Saturday and all Sunday; and on the train coming back he’d have these reports written. They weren’t very well written, they had terrible style, but he’d been working on them.”

Helping government “do more with less” was the nominal mission, but for conservatives it was actually “do less with less.” In a memoir of the commission that he never published, Hoover described Truman’s representatives as “sycophantish. . . . They all believed the Republicans would win the campaign and their remarks were seldom complimentary to Mr. Truman. I seemed at times the only member who spoke kindly of him.”

There was one area of inquiry Hoover declined to delegate: that would be the treatment of the presidency. “I guess I’ll take that one myself,” he said. “Who is there who ought to know more about it?”

He reached out to Truman’s budget chief, James Webb, for help, and told him he’d be investigating the demands of the presidency personally; this, Webb told Truman, was “a happy development.” There were all sorts of ideas being floated, Webb noted, and “the evaluation of such proposals by persons who have not either occupied the Presidential office itself, or worked in extremely intimate relationship with it, is extraordinarily difficult. From my several conversations with Mr. Hoover, I am convinced of his appreciation of the difficulty and delicacy of dealing with the whole problem.”

Meanwhile, the Other Campaign . . .

Hoover was not inclined to make things worse for a president who faced long odds going into the 1948 campaign against New York governor Thomas Dewey. He also did not want his precious commission to become a partisan football. He had lunch with Truman’s press secretary, Charlie Ross, and told him that he’d turned down an invitation to deliver the keynote address at the Republican convention—which tells you how far his rehabilitation had progressed. He’d take a smaller role, he assured Ross, and avoid any attack on the president. The gesture was not entirely welcome news at the White House. At a staff meeting, according to assistant press secretary Ayers, “[Clark] Clifford and others laughingly expressed regret that he was not going to be the Republicans’ keynoter as they felt it would be a help to the Democrats.”

Hoover gave his convention speech; “Few Republicans had been so bitterly assailed during the years of Democratic supremacy,” Time observed, “but Hoover’s prepared speech cast aside partisanship to talk of the nation’s place in the world.” He affirmed the importance of strengthening Western Europe and defending liberty. “If you follow the counsel of those who believe that politics is only a game to be played for personal advantage, you are wasting your time,” Truman wrote to him, praising it as “the utterance of a statesman.”

So one might have expected that the general election would unfold without the two men drawing blood. Truman professed to believe in gentlemanly campaigning. “If you can’t win an election without attacking people who’ve helped you and who’re friends of yours,” Truman once said, “it’s not worth winning.” But that was a belief he suspended as the contest reached a fever pitch.

Maybe the habit was just too entrenched—that the only Republican any living Democrat knew how to run against was Herbert Hoover. Truman cast the race as a battle between the common man with his small-town values, and the Republican “power lobby” looking to cheat him at every turn. In one speech he mentioned Hoover sixteen times; not once was it to praise him. If only Al Smith had beaten Hoover in 1928, Truman declared, “we and the world would have been spared untold misery and suffering.” After Dewey’s campaign train accidentally backed up into an Illinois crowd and Dewey called the engineer “a lunatic,” Truman couldn’t resist the analogy: he began referring to Hoover as an engineer who “backed the train all the way into the waiting room and brought us to panic, depression, and despair.”

To Truman, this may have been perfectly acceptable political jousting, but “Mr. Hoover was absolutely shocked,” recalled James Rowe. “He didn’t see how a man who had been so nice to him could say such things about him. But I’d say, ‘Mr. Hoover, this is politics, he’s got to do that.’ ”

“Well, I suppose he does,” said Hoover. It would have been small comfort, but Truman didn’t mean a word of what he was saying, he confessed to John Steelman, his chief of staff: “Hoover didn’t have any more to do with the Depression than you or I did.”

And all the while Hoover kept his weapons sheathed. It’s hard to imagine, through the lens of twenty-first-century political warfare, how a leader of one party could have lethal ammunition to use against the other and choose not to deploy it in the name of some larger good. If the material gathered by his commission had been shared with the Republicans during the presidential campaign, James Reston wrote once it was all over, it would have been “fairly inflammable [sic] stuff. Mr. Hoover and his staff, however, were scrupulous in keeping the enormous collection of facts about inefficiency, disorganization, duplication and waste under wraps until after the campaign was over.” Hoover appeared to steer by the principle that a successful overhaul of the presidency was more important than any individual campaign for it—even if that meant keeping the Democrats in the White House for four more years.


Mr. Truman’s Salesman

Truman went on to win his historic upset victory, with Hoover maintaining his dignified silence. There were rumors that he would resign from the commission; the Democrats won back control of Congress as well, which meant that the liberals on the commission, led by future secretary of state Dean Acheson, could now assert their power. Acheson urged that Truman just walk away from the whole effort.

By this time Hoover had invested fourteen months and countless hours, and produced some two million words to be boiled down to nineteen reports that would surely be picked apart in the press and the Congress. His best hope was that the sheer logic of the commission’s proposals would overcome arguments of privilege or partisanship.

Hoover asked Truman’s aide Webb to have lunch with him, and vented all his frustrations: they had worked so hard, and he’d been so sure there would be a Republican president in place to carry out their proposals, and now it was all lost.

“I just sort of let him have it,” Webb recalled. “I said, ‘This is no way for a former President to talk. If your work was good yesterday it will be good tomorrow. If you really believe yourself it’s good, I’ll get hold of Mr. Truman and see if we can’t continue our cooperation.’ Well, his face lit up in a smile—he thought he was going to be kicked around like FDR kicked him around.”

The two men walked together back to Webb’s office, still talking; then Webb placed a call to Truman, who was savoring his victory in Key West. Webb was convinced of how much more Truman stood to gain if he and Hoover joined forces, and laid out his argument in a memo to the president three days after the election.

Republicans had typically been suspicious of a strong presidency, Webb observed. But “based on my relations with Mr. Hoover . . . I believe there is now a possibility of getting the last Republican President to urge you to accept an . . . organization for executive responsibility that the Republican Party has historically denied to Presidents.

“If that can be managed,” Webb argued to Truman, “you will undoubtedly be able to achieve—with at least a show of bipartisan agreement—a new level of Presidential leadership . . . unknown in our history.”

Hoover seemed to have gotten religion on the question of whether the government was too big, or just too untidy. “Our job is to make every Government activity that now exists work efficiently,” he told reporters after the election. “It is not our function to say whether it should exist or not.” As though on cue—which, actually, it was—Truman came out the next day and publicly renewed his support for Hoover’s investigation. The executive branch “imposes handicaps on effective and economic administration and must be brought up to date,” Truman affirmed to Hoover. “The task, as you and I have seen from our experience, is to crystallize this general belief into concrete and wise proposals for action.”

A couple of weeks later both presidents privately promised to join forces. Truman all but offered a secret club handshake: “As soon as I can dig out from the letters of congratulations and things of that sort,” Truman wrote, “I’d like very much to have a conversation with you on the whole subject. I believe we can really accomplish some good results, as you and I are fully acquainted with what is necessary to make the Government run more efficiently.”

Hoover, however, remained suspicious of Truman’s delegates on the commission. “They went along until November election and then began giving trouble,” Rickard recorded in his diary after visiting with Hoover, “as undoubtedly any real, vicious New Dealer does not want the misrule of the last 15 years exposed.” Hoover came to suspect that the New Dealers were now working against Truman’s own interests in muscular reorganization. He continued to pour everything into the commission’s work, even as he doubted that any good would now come of it with the Democrats back fully in charge.

In the months that followed, the first commission reports were released to the public. Hoover faced a delicate political calculation, which wasn’t exactly his strong suit. He had to decide whether to ask for what he wanted, or for what he thought he could get. Should he water down his findings to appease Democrats, or let the chips fall?

Truman and Hoover met on January 7, 1949, to get down into the weeds; how many agencies to eliminate or streamline, how to get cabinet members to support the commission’s recommendations. You now had two presidents from different parties conspiring together to supercharge the powers of the office they had both held.

A week later Hoover went before Congress urging them to give Truman the power to restructure the executive without first asking the lawmakers’ permission, and without exempting certain agencies. The first report was submitted on February 7. The “critical state of world affairs,” it stated, required that the president have the ability to act decisively, and be held accountable to the people and to Congress. Hoover offered twenty-seven specific recommendations, including that some sixty-five departments and agencies that reported directly to the president be cut down by two thirds. Congress would still have the right to reject any reorganization within sixty days by a majority vote.

In the past, protecting its patronage powers and influence, Congress had always resisted granting the president such blanket authority. When Roosevelt sought more modest reforms, he was charged with dreaming of an “Executive dictatorship.” But there had never been a study that approached in scale or comprehensiveness what Hoover had produced, nor had the need and timing been so suited to reform. Finally, columnist Arthur Krock wrote, “none has gone to the Capitol with such powerful . . . sponsorship as that jointly assumed by a President fresh from a great election triumph and a former president who is acknowledged to be the greatest living authority on the functioning of the American government.” In other words, never before had a president and former president joined forces to defend the Oval Office agenda against the parochial interests of the rest of Washington. This was, in fact, the first true test of the club’s potential.

On February 7, 1949, the day Hoover submitted his first report, the House approved a reorganization bill. The Times called it “one of the most remarkable votes taken in that branch of Congress in years. Here was a measure which challenged inertia, defied tradition and gave the president power to undo . . . some of the favorite handiwork of Congress itself. Yet it was approved by the almost unprecedented margin of 356 to 9.”

In the weeks that followed, the commission submitted further reports on restructuring the State Department, unifying the national security and defense apparatus, bringing logic to agriculture programs, and centralizing purchasing authority to reduce excess inventories and waste. Based on the commission’s recommendations, Truman sent one reorganization plan after another to the Hill for approval, and Hoover continued to lobby as the two corresponded throughout the summer. Testifying before the Senate in July, Hoover brushed back challenges to the president’s plans: “Senator, don’t try to create any difference between the President and myself,” Hoover chided Louisiana’s Democratic senator Russell Long, “because the President has been most cooperative in this whole work.”

Rebirth of a President

Given the scope of the recommendations, it would take years before they were fully enacted; but eventually fully 70 percent of the Hoover Commission’s proposals went into effect, providing the president with enhanced powers, reduced legislative interference, and a streamlined chain of command—as well as savings conservatively estimated in the billions. As late as 1961, notes historian Richard Norton Smith, Kennedy’s Defense chief, Robert McNamara, thanked Hoover for helping save billions in the Pentagon budget.

And so it went: an unlikely partnership had produced a new kind of presidency. It was an arrangement that favored them both; by 1951, Truman and Hoover ranked three and five on Gallup’s list of Most Admired Men. Together, the two presidents had pushed through the greatest transformation of the presidency in history. A commission created to kill the New Deal instead helped save it, by making the structures it created more effective. In fact, on his last night in office in 1953, Truman was said to have observed proudly that he had reinvented the White House office in such a manner that no future president could make a mistake.

Truman left office convinced that former presidents still had much to give after their terms had ended. “A man who has the experience of a President, or a Vice President, or a Speaker of the House, gets a chance to become much more familiar with our government than anyone else,” he wrote years later. “These are the men to whom we must look for help and counsel. That is why we must not shelve or thrust into obscurity men with such unique experience. And least of all, our former Presidents.”

Of course when Truman wrote this, he too was a former president, who had by then watched a former friend and ally take over the office and show little inclination to heed his advice. Upon Dwight Eisenhower’s election in 1952, the club finally had two retired members, and this time they were actually friends. It was a friendship that deepened over the next decade, enlivened in part by their surprising mutual antagonism toward the general who had taken over the job. Truman, observed his budget director, Frank Pace, “really gave Mr. Hoover all of the honors and attentions due a former President . . . I know that Mr. Hoover was most appreciative of it. Although they were quite different kinds of men, I know how deeply Mr. Truman’s treatment affected him.”

From Partners to Friends

Out of office, their political battles behind them, Hoover and Truman continued to correspond; they visited together in New York, Independence, and Key Largo, and consulted on official club business as needed. Since they were frequently enlisted to lend their names and prestige to various causes, Hoover proposed protocols, lest they get drawn into unworthy enterprises: “I think we need an agreement,” he wrote to Truman, “that we will not allow promoters of causes to trap us into joint actions for their schemes without our having prior consultations.”

Truman invited Herbert Hoover to his presidential library dedication in July of 1957. Shaping one’s legacy is the mission they all share—even when they find themselves doing it at one another’s expense. Among the modern presidents, the workshop where legacies are polished and framed is their libraries, and so the first presidents to build them took an enormous interest in one another’s efforts.

Hoover, rearranging his travel plans, promised to be on hand “except for acts of God or evil persons,” since “one of the important jobs of our exclusive trade union is preserving libraries.”

“Yours was one of the nicest letters I have received,” Truman wrote back, “and, as we say in Missouri, I am all swelled up about it.”

“I feel that I am one of his closest friends,” Truman said when it was his turn to help dedicate Hoover’s library in 1962, “and he is one of my closest friends.” The two men exchanged the books they were writing; upon receiving a copy of Truman’s latest, Hoover wrote back the most heartfelt and intimate of all the letters they exchanged. The book, he said, “goes into the file of most treasured documents.” And he proceeded to unspool a tribute to his Democratic friend that belied both his political instincts and his deep Quaker reserve:

This is an occasion when I should like to add something more, because yours has been a friendship which has reached deeper into my life than you know.

I gave up a successful profession in 1914 to enter public service. I served through the First World War and after for a total of about 18 years.

When the attack on Pearl Harbor came, I at once supported the President and offered to serve in any useful capacity. Because of my varied experiences during the First World War, I thought my services might again be useful, however there was no response. My activities in the Second World War were limited to frequent requests from Congressional committees.

When you came to the White House within a month you opened the door to me to the only profession I knew, public service, and you undid some disgraceful action that had been taken in the prior years.

For all of this and your friendship, I am deeply grateful.

If Hoover and Truman could forge such a bond, there was no telling what two presidents who actually had something in common might do together.



EISENHOWER AND TRUMAN:

Careful Courtship, Bitter Breakup

[image: Images]

Some presidents—a Lincoln, an FDR—achieve Olympian status in office, though neither of those lived to leverage it later. But alone among twentieth-century figures—or really any figure other than Washington—Dwight Eisenhower was bigger than the office before he even held it. In his role as Supreme Allied Commander during the war, he had faced burdens and pressures comparable to those of a head of state—heavier, in fact, than many presidents ever face. And so when it came to solace or guidance from his presidential predecessors, his needs were minimal. As for polishing his legacy, he was the rare president who both entered and left office more popular than any man alive.

That made him a particularly powerful member of the club he never really set out to join.

Eisenhower and Truman met in 1945 at the hinge of history, just weeks after Truman had taken office and Eisenhower had defeated the Nazis. Together they built the scaffolding of the American Century, reviving Europe, reforming the armed forces, establishing NATO, and building a national security structure to meet the challenge of the Cold War. Eisenhower called their friendship “priceless”—until it all fell apart in the hot campaign of 1952, the moment the general hung up his uniform, turned into a politician, and came quickly to find that among his fiercest enemies was his old friend Harry Truman. The fight was never really about policy, or even politics; the hostility was deeply and devoutly personal, the conviction on Truman’s part that Eisenhower, though a great soldier, was a moral coward for failing to confront the worst elements in his party. Ike would grow just as contemptuous of Truman—a contempt, however, mixed with some measure of guilt that on at least one scarring occasion, Truman was right.

By inauguration day 1953, they were barely speaking. For a decade they alternated between ignoring and insulting each other. It would have to wait until they were both out of office and found themselves suddenly riding side by side—in the funeral procession for the man who replaced them—for the club to make peace.

[image: Images]
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“The News Hounds Are Trying to Drive a Wedge Between Us”

—HARRY TRUMAN

Useful as a former president like Hoover could be to a rookie chief executive, a future president’s star power proved just as valuable.

In 1945, one month after Truman turned to Hoover for help, he made the acquaintance of the hero of Western civilization, General Dwight David Eisenhower, who was every bit as revered as Hoover had been reviled. In those two men, Truman found the allies who would help him shape the postwar world.

Like millions of his countrymen, when Eisenhower heard the news of Harry Truman’s sudden vault into the presidency upon Roosevelt’s death in April 1945, he admitted that he “went to bed depressed and sad.”

It was nothing personal—he had never met the vice president, and Eisenhower had not been one of Roosevelt’s pets. But to him and the other generals, “this seemed to us . . . to be a most critical time to be forced to change national leaders.” He knew better than most people the weight that was about to fall on Truman’s shoulders, the new threats rising even as a great enemy was finally routed. Just a few weeks later Eisenhower was accepting the German surrender in a small red-brick schoolhouse in northeastern France, the signal, Winston Churchill said, “for the greatest outburst of joy in the history of mankind.” And on June 18, 1945, Truman gave thousands of government employees the afternoon off so they could burst out themselves, and greet the supreme commander of what was being called the greatest victory in the history of warfare.

A million people jammed the hot, flag-wrapped streets of Washington, hung from windows, perched in trees to watch the parade and celebrate at last. Eisenhower arrived in a four-engine Skymaster at Washington’s National Airport, where Mamie waited for the husband she had seen only once in the last three years. He ran down the steps, caught her in his arms, and kissed her. Twenty bands played; dozens of fighter planes and bombers flew overhead in escort as the parade made its way through the capital. A “rush and storm of joy” swept the city, the New York Times marveled. “Stand up, so they can see you!” urged General George Marshall. So he stood in his jeep as it moved down Pennsylvania Avenue, his arms raised, delighted, embarrassed, his grin almost wider than his face.

“Isn’t he handsome?” said the voice in the crowd.

“He waved at me.”

“He’s marvelous.”

Ike arrived at the Capitol to address a joint session of Congress, the cabinet, ambassadors, and the justices of the Supreme Court, as though he were delivering his first State of the Union, only to an audience far more worshipful than any president of either party had ever faced. Yet every wave and bow, he insisted again and again, he made only as a representative of the three million soldiers he commanded. “They who earned your commendation should properly be here to receive it,” he said, but, “I am nevertheless proud and honored to be your agent in conveying it to them.” And the chamber erupted in a great rolling cheer.

“The U.S. liked what it saw,” Time swooned, “a kindly, common-sense man; a warrior who remembered that he was a citizen; a son of the Middle-West, unhardened by war, unspoiled by fame.”

That afternoon the towering hero of the age would meet for the first time the “little haberdasher.” That was not an easy day for the rookie president. “I have to decide Japanese strategy,” Truman wrote in his diary the night before. “That is my hardest decision to date.” He met with his War Cabinet to discuss the costs of mounting an invasion of the Japanese home islands—and the chance that more than a quarter million U.S. soldiers and many more Japanese civilians would die. Unless fate intervened. “We are approaching an experiment with the atom explosion,” Truman recorded. “I was informed that event would take place within a possible 30 days.”

At least the other war was over, and Truman, almost a bystander on a day of adulation, got to thank Eisenhower personally. In a ceremony on the White House lawn, Truman added a second oak leaf cluster to the general’s Distinguished Service Medal, praising “his modesty, his impartiality and sound judgment . . . and his great abilities as a soldier and a diplomat.” But his private message was more revealing. Truman, whose bad eyesight had prevented his attending West Point, who had had to memorize the eye chart in order to enlist in the Missouri National Guard, who at age thirty-three left his farm and family to command a field artillery battery in France during World War I and saw some of the most intense fighting of the war, pulled the great general aside: I’d rather have the medal, he whispered to Eisenhower, than the presidency.

Truman invited Eisenhower to a stag dinner at the White House that night, “as simple and homey as a community supper in Missouri,” said Eisenhower’s aide Harry Butcher. At Ike’s table were Secretary of War Stimson, House Speaker Sam Rayburn, Chief Justice Harlan Stone, Marshall, and Truman himself. “It had been General Ike’s first opportunity to visit with the new president, although he had seen him briefly that afternoon,” Butcher said. “What he saw and heard, he liked.”

Truman felt the same way. “He is a nice fellow and a good man,” Truman wrote home to Bess, calling the dinner “a grand success.”

“He’s doing a whale of a job,” he went on, and already the political implications were apparent. “They are running him for president, which is ok with me. I’d turn it over to him now if I could.”

And so for the first of many times, Truman imagined stepping aside for a man who people were already calling “Our Next President.” Eisenhower didn’t think this even merited a response. “There’s no use denying that I’ll fly to the moon because I couldn’t if I wanted to,” he said. “The same goes for politics.”

Had that resolve remained untested, the story of Truman and Eisenhower’s jagged relationship might have a very different ending.


Brothers in Arms

Where Hoover and Truman could hardly have been more different, Truman and Eisenhower had much in common. Raised 150 miles apart in solid families, both nearly died from illness as children, and both watched their fathers lose everything in a business calamity. Truman and Eisenhower’s brother Arthur had even been roommates in a boardinghouse in Kansas City in 1905. Both married women of higher social standing, and launched themselves in careers (or in Truman’s case, multiple careers) with no particular flavor of destiny about them. They were avid readers of history, though Truman’s preferred relaxation would be at the piano, Eisenhower’s at an easel. Both were late bloomers, who owed their ultimate glory to Franklin Roosevelt but were never in his inner circle and bridled at his deviousness. Both were patriots, ever and instinctively putting their country before their comfort and convenience; and both were ardent internationalists whose roots in, and love for, the American heartland did not prevent them from embracing a new role for the young superpower in a suddenly more dangerous nuclear age.

When they met, however, both were public men, and the stature gap between them was vast. While Truman’s popularity was high in 1945, he was never revered the way Ike was, and quickly came to be derided by critics as mediocre, insignificant. He was one of history’s “wild accidents,” wrote liberal columnist Max Lerner, “whose basic weakness lies in his failure to understand imaginatively the nature and greatness of the office he holds.” He was surrounded by “moochers” and “big bellied, good-natured guys who knew a lot of dirty jokes,” charged the ecumenically lethal columnist I. F. Stone. Far from feeling like the seat of a great democracy, Truman’s White House, columnist Joseph Alsop observed, was like “the lounge of the Lions Club of Independence, Missouri,” rank with the odor of “ten cent cigars.”

Eisenhower, on the other hand, had by this time earned the adulation not just of privates and sergeants but kings and queens and heads of state, all of whom jostled to shower honors on him: the French Legion of Honour, Grand Croix, the British Order of Merit (never before bestowed on a foreigner), the Greek Royal Order of the Savior, the Danish Order of the Elephant, even the Soviets’ diamond- and ruby-studded Order of Victory.

As Eisenhower would later tell the story, Truman first offered to serve as his political patron that same summer of 1945, when they met again during Truman’s trip to Potsdam. They were driving with General Omar Bradley, discussing what the war’s leaders would do with themselves in peacetime. Ike affirmed that he had no ambition beyond retiring to a quiet home—at which point Truman declared, “General, there is nothing that you may want that I won’t try to help you get. That definitely and specifically includes the presidency in 1948.”

“I doubt that any soldier of our country was ever so suddenly struck in his emotional vitals by a President with such an apparently sincere and certainly astounding proposition as this,” Eisenhower recalled. So he laughed it off.

“Mr. President, I don’t know who will be your opponent for the presidency,” he said, “but it will not be I.” If Truman, a faithful Democrat, was listening closely, that mention of “your opponent” should have clarified at the very least which party Ike identified with—an allegiance he would not profess publicly for another seven years.

The men parted in Germany with a renewed sense of mutual admiration, though Eisenhower’s respect was as much for the office as the man who held it, and he was not above a certain amount of ingratiation. Eisenhower called Truman “sincere, earnest, and a most pleasant person with whom to deal.” Once back in Washington, Truman was surprised to find a gift awaiting him: the immense globe he had admired at Eisenhower’s headquarters, with the engraving: “Presented to President Harry S Truman by General of the Army Dwight D. Eisenhower, who personally used this globe throughout the campaign of 1942–1945.”

Years later, when things had turned bad and the notion of Eisenhower in the Oval Office was anathema to Truman, he’d repeatedly deny making any offer of political support. “I told him how grateful the American people were for the job he’d done, and we talked about the fact that a lot of wartime heroes get into politics,” Truman reported. “And he said that under no circumstances was he going to get into politics at any time. And that’s all there was to it.” But Bradley confirmed Ike’s account, as did Truman himself to reporters covering him at the time.

And it would not be the last time Truman would try to tempt the charismatic general into a new line of work—provided, of course, that Eisenhower would reveal himself to be a good Democrat under all that brass. Partly this reflected Truman’s modesty; he developed a deeper respect for the general as they tackled together some of the toughest challenges of the postwar era: the reconstruction of Europe, the resettlement of the Jews, the trial of war criminals, the ambitions of the Soviets. When George Marshall stepped down as army chief of staff in 1946, Truman tapped Eisenhower to take his place: “I told him I’d much rather retire,” Eisenhower recalled, “but he said he had special need of me at the moment.”

Retooling a war machine for peacetime was no small assignment, at a time when wives were sending baby shoes tagged “bring daddy back” to congressional offices and riots were erupting overseas among soldiers demanding a boat home. Eisenhower appreciated Truman’s commitment to returning veterans, his push for housing, health care, for the GI Bill; at one point veterans services consumed 20 percent of the federal budget. The reorganization of the armed forces was a priority for both men: while the Army favored unification, the Navy and allies in Congress were largely opposed. Truman stood little chance of getting a new structure past various congressional fiefdoms without Eisenhower as his offensive lineman. But it was a mission that required compromises and retreats and frustrations, a far less gratifying one than leading a wartime crusade. One day late in 1946, Eisenhower sent Truman a bottle of scotch: “I think I’ll inhale it rather than pass it out to these ‘thugs’ who hang around here and drink my whiskey,” Truman wrote in thanks. “Maybe you and I could think up an occasion when we could share it.”
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