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PRAISE FOR IKE AND DICK


“Perhaps the most intriguing—and dysfunctional—political marriage in history was the one between the subjects of Jeffrey Frank’s meticulously researched Ike and Dick. . . . A highly engrossing political narrative that skillfully takes the reader through the twisted development of a strange relationship that would help shape America’s foreign and domestic agenda for much of the 20th century.”


—Front page, The New York Times Book Review


“Ike and Dick is an elegant example of how pleasurable political history can be when written by a skilled teller of fictional tales who has a careful reporter’s respect for facts. It is top-drawer as political history, unusually well written, and stuffed with forty pages of notes providing sources for an extraordinary variety of information. It is also an entertaining human tale of generational conflict, filled with the elements that enliven popular novels and soap operas.”


—Russell Baker, The New York Review of Books


“One of the best books ever written about Richard Nixon. . . . Ike and Dick shows how much life remains in artfully straightforward narrative history.”


—Thomas Mallon, The New Yorker


“Engrossing . . . worthwhile. . . . At the heart of Ike and Dick are marvelously cringe-inducing anecdotes that capture an awkward relationship that improved over time without ever truly blooming.”


— The Wall Street Journal


“[A] rare and understatedly important book that suggests a subtle rethink, offering both the casual reader and the student of history a surprisingly candid and humane look at the national villain-in-chief, Richard Nixon. And just as significant, Frank helps to round out our portrait of Nixon’s venerable political mentor, the equally wily and fickle President Dwight D. Eisenhower. . . . [A] carefully argued and nuanced book.”


— The Post and Courier (Charleston, SC)


“Jeffrey Frank knows a good story when he sees one, or sees two. . . . Ambition and hesitation, intrigue and indifference, scheming and serenity, infuse 31 chapters. His saga evokes the seamy underside of the sunny 1950s. . . . [A] detailed and charming history.”


—Martin F. Nolan, San Francisco Chronicle


“Jeffrey Frank is a nimble writer with a clear-eyed understanding of power . . . [His book] reveals the nuances of the complex relationship between Nixon and the man under whom he served as vice president, Dwight Eisenhower, nuances that should resonate with Republicans who are waging an internecine struggle over the future of their party.”


— The Miami Herald


“Frank constructs a marvelous account of political history as well as astute portraits of the two men. . . . The rich, inside-politics mix of rumor and maneuver in which connoisseurs of political history love to marinate.”


— Booklist


“Fascinating.”


— Minneapolis Star-Tribune


“Frank sorts through these layers of angst and irony with a skillful hand and a sense of empathy for the troubled man at his book’s center.


— Pittsburgh Post-Gazette


“Absorbing and worthwhile.”


— The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)


“The elegant writing in this book reflects Frank’s skills as a political novelist and is several cuts above most historians’ prose. Both Eisenhower and Nixon appear here as three-dimensional characters.”


—The New Republic


“A gracefully written, sober, and judicious book that manages to humanize both of its subjects while capturing the strange amorality of politics.”


—National Review


“A story arc that’s studded with insider perspectives and with intimate and sometimes excruciating anecdotes.”


—The Buffalo News


“Evocative, clear-eyed.”


—Newsday


“ This deeply researched account, which includes more than 60 author-conducted interviews, is the only complete book treatment of the enduring yet shaky political connection that guided the United States through some of the most critical decades of the Cold War.”


—Library Journal


“Revelatory.”


—Richmond Times-Dispatch


“Eminently readable, with clever characterizations . . . and an eye for telling detail. Frank has delved into presidential libraries, university archives, and oral history, and conducted numerous new interviews . . . an increasingly distant era come[s] vibrantly alive.”


— Washington Monthly


“This is superlative, compelling, can’t-put-it-down history. Jeffrey Frank is an elegant writer with a novelist’s eye; the relationship between Eisenhower and Nixon, in all its complexity and weirdness, is a treasure chest that he unpacks brilliantly. This is the perfect time for us to reconsider the trajectory of the Republican Party in the late twentieth century, and this book is a perfect way to do it.”


—Joe Klein, Time columnist


“To read this book is to be reminded of Richard Nixon’s singularly tortured character in all its cussedness and genius—and to learn anew of Dwight Eisenhower’s capacity for shrewd political cunning and often insouciant human coldness. Ike and Dick deeply textures our understanding of two outsized American personalities and the complex layers of their long and consequential relationship—and it’s full of delicious gossip, too.”


—David M. Kennedy, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Freedom from Fear


“The mating of Dwight Eisenhower and Richard Nixon was one of the strangest and most fateful in all of American political history. With psychological acuity and perfect pitch for the not-so-distant past, Jeffrey Frank has captured the story beautifully. Ike and Dick will surprise and greatly entertain as well as enlighten you.”


—Sean Wilentz, author of The Rise of American Democracy


“Ike and Dick is enthralling, innovative, and judicious. It rivets the reader. Jeffrey Frank knows Washington and national politics inside and out. He employs numerous interviews and recently declassified information superbly. In critical respects, and by using their own words with meticulous care, he peels away layers of disingenuousness from both men. The cast of characters, including indiscreet aides, ranges from bright red to shady gray.”


—Michael Kammen, Pulitzer Prize–winning author and past president of the Organization of American Historians
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PROLOGUE
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1


The war in Europe ended on May 7, 1945, when the chief of staff of the German army came to a small red schoolhouse in Reims, France, headquarters of the Supreme Allied Commander, General Dwight David Eisenhower, and signed Germany’s unconditional surrender. Six weeks later, Eisenhower was in Washington for a parade in his honor. Stores and offices were closed and signs said “Welcome Home, Ike!”—the nickname he’d been given by childhood friends, soldiers, and total strangers. A million citizens watched the olive drab motorcade make its way from National Airport to Capitol Hill, where the general spoke to a cheering joint session of Congress.


In Manhattan on the following day, some four million people turned out to see Ike as his open car traveled through the city. They filled the sidewalks and peered from windows, fire escapes, and almost any perch that let one claim a fleeting glimpse. The motorcade—twenty-one cars, including the newsreel brigade—went from the airport across the Triborough Bridge and entered Central Park at East 96th Street. There it made its way through the park where Eisenhower was applauded by thirty thousand schoolchildren lined up along the side of the road; now and then, a supervising teacher, or a nun in a black habit would tell the kids to step back, to get out of the way.


With music provided by the Army band, the parade reached 60th Street and headed down Fifth Avenue, where the crowds grew thicker, pushing against barricades to see the general, a smiling fifty-five-year-old just under six feet tall, who stood and waved, occasionally returning a salute when he spotted men in uniform, some of whom were on crutches or had empty sleeves. At 44th Street, the police department’s band took over from the Army’s, and then, at 23rd Street, the fire department band replaced the NYPD’s. At Union Square, as the caravan turned east and then motored south along the East River Drive, Eisenhower was able briefly to relax. It was a hot day—temperatures were already in the 90s—and when the cars approached the Fulton Fish Market, the sour air started to fill with a mist of ticker tape and torn paper—seventy-seven tons of it, by one account. Eisenhower again rose to his feet and raised his arms to make them look like stiff cornstalks.


One of the spectators was a Navy man, Lieutenant Commander Richard Milhous Nixon, who in his last months in uniform had been assigned to negotiate contract terminations with defense suppliers and, since the first of the year, had been moving around—from Baltimore to Philadelphia to New York, where he happened to be on this June day, on Church Street. He watched the parade from the vantage point of a high window, which gave him an excellent view as the procession moved along lower Broadway. “Maybe I just think it was that way—I was about thirty stories up—but I have the picture that there he came, with his arms outstretched and his face up to the sky, and that even from where I was I could feel the impact of his personality,” Nixon recalled on several occasions. “I could just make him out through the snowstorm of confetti, sitting in the back of his open car, waving and looking up at the cheering thousands like me who filled every window of the towering buildings. His arms were raised high over his head in the gesture that soon became his trademark.” A variation of this—two arms aloft with two fingers held up in victory symbols—would become a Nixon trademark, too.


•  •  •


Years later, even after all that happened between them, even though Eisenhower frequently made his life miserable, Nixon still saw him as a large historical figure, distant and even unapproachable despite his startlingly friendly smile. When Nixon talked about him to crowds and reporters, his language could veer toward reverence; in moments of ecstatic campaigning, he might refer to him as a man singled out by destiny, the heroic figure of that victory parade. But as Nixon got to know Eisenhower, he came to see a different man: someone who could radiate kindness and bonhomie while acting with cold indifference and even casual cruelty; and someone comfortable with issues of war and peace but far less so when it came to the problems of his own country and the politics of Washington.


On a personal level, Nixon’s early relationship with Eisenhower, who was old enough to be his father, had a filial aspect, though one without much filial affection. He saw the president as someone who rarely appreciated his contributions and as someone used to rapid, absolute obedience. During his eight years as vice president, he often felt “like a junior officer coming in to see the commanding General,” and sometimes a junior officer who had to endure rebukes and snubs, some of them more imagined than real. The journalist and Nixon confidant Ralph de Toledano told a friend, “There were times when I would find Nixon literally close to tears after a session at the White House during which Eisenhower humiliated Nixon.”


Nixon, though, was an attentive pupil. He observed Eisenhower’s responses to international crises and domestic emergencies and saw the value of an orderly, hierarchical White House, the importance of gestures, and the virtues of patience. Some of these lessons would fade, but Nixon absorbed them with the steady focus of an A student, eager to play a larger role in the eyes of a superior who regarded him as a bright synthesizer rather than as a proponent of imaginative views. Eisenhower did not have a high regard for professional politicians, but he valued Nixon’s logical mind and his expressions of loyalty; and after a time, he listened to his opinions on questions ranging from civilian control of space to civil rights. It was understood that Nixon, as a veteran Red hunter, helped to protect Eisenhower from the resentful Republican right; Eisenhower returned the favor by giving Nixon an increasingly useful veil of moderation. Neither man regarded this as a partnership; vice presidents since the time of John Adams traditionally filled a distinctly peripheral role. But by accident as well as design, their association, in and out of office, grew and that helped to shape the ideology, foreign policy, and domestic goals of the twentieth century.


•  •  •


When Eisenhower ran for president in 1952, he was an elderly sixty-two; the war had worn him down—years of heavy smoking, too much coffee, and nonstop stress. When he selected the thirty-nine-year-old Nixon as his running mate, he relied on his advisers, most of whom he didn’t know well and who hadn’t come up with many choices; in any case, he wasn’t personally acquainted with the potential field. Apart from an occasional stateside visit, he’d been away from America (in Panama as a young officer; in the Philippines as an aide to General Douglas MacArthur; in North Africa and Europe during the war) a lot more than he’d been home. He had met Nixon only twice, and briefly—at a Bohemian Grove summer retreat in the summer of 1950 and in Paris in the spring of 1951, when he was at SHAPE, the Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe. He was aware of all the anti-Communist excitement in the States in which Nixon had played a significant part, but he never recorded an impression of Nixon himself.


On the surface, the two men could not have been less alike. Nixon was a talented speaker, but he often seemed miserable in his political appearances; the journalist Russell Baker saw him as “a painfully lonesome man undergoing an ordeal,” and sympathized with “his discomfort with the obligatory routines of his chosen profession.” As a public man, he knew that he was unloved and sometimes spoke of the pain that cartoonists inflicted (“I’m not exactly amused to see myself pictured as a lowbrow moron,” he said of the Herblock drawings that appeared with some regularity in the Washington Post). The aspect that so delighted caricaturists—the close-set eyes, dark, heavy brows, what Garry Wills called his “spatulate nose”—were all the more striking in contrast to those of Eisenhower, who had an expressive, mobile face (his skin turned dark red when he was angry) and that dazzling grin—a spectacular display of surface warmth. Ike’s appearance sometimes seemed to change as new thoughts occurred to him, which made him seem, as the military historian B. H. Liddell Hart observed, spontaneous and transparently honest.


Despite that surface candor, though, Eisenhower was as private a man as Nixon, and sometimes an intimidating man. Many were struck by his eyes—“those cold blue laserlike eyes,” an early campaign volunteer recalled. When he got angry, his longtime aide Bryce Harlow said, it was like “looking into a Bessemer furnace.” Those moments passed quickly; what was far more difficult was being subjected to his chilliness when, as Harlow put it, “those blue eyes of his turned crystal cold.” Nixon sometimes felt that unsettling chill, even when nothing was said. He came to realize that the president might refer to him in embracing terms—“We are very close. . . . I am very happy that Dick Nixon is my friend”—just as he was aiming to be rid of him. And while Nixon acquired and kept a reputation for duplicity, Eisenhower was equally accomplished in the arts of deception and misdirection. He had no trouble ordering Nixon to undertake some of his nastiest chores, such as firing his top White House aide, and he tried to disassociate himself from Nixon’s meanest campaign rhetoric, as if his vice president was speaking for someone else. As Nixon later put it in a much cited phrase—language over which he carefully deliberated—Eisenhower was “a far more complex and devious man than most people realized.” Nixon’s vice presidential years were sometimes a struggle for survival. He was nearly forced off the ticket—and into political oblivion—in 1952, and Eisenhower wanted to jettison him four years later; both times, Nixon out-waited and outmaneuvered the general. When Nixon lost the presidency to John F. Kennedy in 1960, the most damaging—and memorable—words of the campaign were uttered by Eisenhower. Nixon thought that he knew who his enemies were—Eisenhower’s favorite brother, Milton, had little use for him; the president’s press secretary, James Hagerty, could be distinctly unhelpful when Nixon most needed him, Eisenhower’s close friend General Lucius Clay didn’t trust him—and sometimes he didn’t know whether to number Eisenhower among them.


Nixon was always alert to the trap that he’d gotten himself into: doing what the party and the president expected of him could undermine his future, and it could be worse for him if he rebelled. It was a costly bargain. He was always on call to express the angry id of the party, but when he did so his opponents would resurrect a label he acquired in his 1950 Senate race: “Tricky Dick.” Because of this dilemma, Nixon often acted in a certain carefully controlled way; in his perfect, modulated responses, there was an aura of artifice—not exactly calculating but as if he were measuring and judging each word, the “tight-lipped, over-tense, and slightly perspiring manner of a desperately earnest man determined to make no slightest mistake, but not quite at home and not likely to be,” in the words of William S. White. “I was constantly aware of an inner man, one who was very private, very elusive,” the Eisenhower adviser Gabriel Hauge wrote in an unpublished autobiography, and at the same time, the outward man was much like any striving employee—exceptionally well prepared, taking careful notes, in a constant quest for commendation from a boss whose approval could always lift his uncertain spirits.


•  •  •


Even in their worst moments, there was never a real breach; there was, rather, a fluctuating, unspoken level of discomfort. So it was a curious thing that their relationship, which was both political and personal, lasted and evolved as it did for nearly twenty years. Its duration alone was highly unusual. Presidents and vice presidents, whether Herbert Hoover and Charles Curtis (America’s first and only Native American vice president) or Franklin Roosevelt and his three running mates, tended to have little or nothing to do with each other in or out of office. Eisenhower and Nixon had much to do with each other although Nixon was never in Ike’s inner circle (his offices were across town, in the Capitol, where he could fulfill his only constitutional duty, as president of the Senate). During his presidency, though, Eisenhower tried to include Nixon in the decision-making machinery of the administration (Nixon kept count of the number of cabinet and National Security Council meetings over which he presided); he used him as a goodwill emissary, sending him to more than fifty countries over eight years while steadily increasing his responsibilities; and there was a barely perceptible shift in power as Eisenhower, limited by the Constitution to two terms and weakened by illness, saw Nixon’s presidential goals become clearer and increasingly plausible.


The two men were also drawn together at the end of Ike’s life for personal reasons: in November 1967, over the general’s objections, his grandson and namesake, Dwight David Eisenhower II, and Nixon’s younger daughter, Julie, both of whom were born in 1948, announced their engagement; a year later, the Eisenhower and Nixon families were united by marriage. Yet even teenagers in love could become entangled in politics when the teenagers belonged to these two families. The relationship between David and Julie played a real part in Nixon’s 1968 comeback campaign and it affected his relationship with Eisenhower, who, though he said that Nixon was ready for the presidency, seemed doubtful about his ability to win, and not entirely pleased by the prospect of actually having him in the White House.
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In June of 1945, Dick Nixon was in many ways the model of the bright young postwar American professional out to improve his lot, a type recognizable to readers of novels by James Gould Cozzens or Sloan Wilson. He had been a lawyer in his hometown, Whittier, California (named after the Quaker poet John Greenleaf Whittier), and worked briefly in Washington, in the tire-rationing section of the Office of Price Administration. He got a Navy commission in August 1942, and served fourteen months in the South Pacific, in Bougainville; his last Navy assignment brought him to Middle River, Maryland. At thirty-two, he was older than most returning veterans, and he had no clear idea what was next for him, although he would likely return to the Whittier law practice that he’d joined after graduating from Duke in 1937. He had responsibilities now. In June 1940, after an intense and single-minded courtship, he had married Thelma Catherine Ryan, known as Pat, an attractive young woman with dark red hair. Jessamyn West, a Nixon cousin and the author of the novel Friendly Persuasion, thought that Pat looked a little like Marlene Dietrich—“The same slanted, almost Slavic eyes. . . . The same strong nose and clear jawline. The same long torso and fine legs.”


Although Nixon had finished near the top of his law school class (a classmate described him as “a very studious individual—almost fearfully so”), his career options were surprisingly few. He had tried without success to find a position with several New York firms and had even applied to be an FBI agent. He’d given some thought to politics, too. Before the war, Herman Perry, a banker and a Nixon family friend (he’d gone to college with Nixon’s mother), had asked half seriously if he was interested in running for an open seat in the State Assembly.


Perry played a large role in what happened next, a story that sometimes got exaggerated as it did in a note that the excitable broadcaster Paul Harvey sent years later to Nixon’s personal secretary, Rose Mary Woods: “Somebody related a secondhand story about Dick Nixon answering a want ad for a Congressional candidate,” Harvey wrote and asked for details for his broadcast, adding, “Young people need every possible reminder that the American dream is still good.” Woods did fill in the details, although by then they were familiar to anyone who had followed Nixon’s career. The “want ad” was actually a handout mailed in the late summer of 1945 to newspapers in California’s 12th Congressional District; it invited prospective candidates to apply to a Republican fact-finding committee, whose goal was to defeat the five-term Democratic incumbent. Perry knew that Nixon met the qualifications: he was young, educated, and a veteran. In a letter to Nixon—airmailed, which gave it a special urgency—Perry asked how he’d feel about getting into the race, and as one would expect of an ambitious young man presented with a path to change his life in so alluring a fashion, Nixon was elated. This was an altogether exciting opportunity, something that could combine many of his talents: his cleverness, a gift for public speaking, the lawyerly logic and boundless energy that he brought to a courtroom. He got so wound up that he placed a long-distance call to Perry, who advised him to calm down: he explained that Nixon still had to go through a selection process, and even then might face a primary. On the other hand, Perry was ready to work in Nixon’s behalf, and told his colleagues that “Lt. Nixon comes from good Quaker stock and is about thirty-five years of age [sic]. . . . He is a very aggressive individual.”


Nixon was chosen after his second appearance before a local selection committee (the Los Angeles Times ran a smudgy photograph of “Lt. Cmdr. R. M. Nixon” in his Navy uniform, and said that his supporters characterized him as “a natural-born leader and . . . a well-known debater and orator in collegiate circles”), and although the election was still a year off, he was consumed by it. He wasn’t polished and never would be: “He has terrifically large feet”—actually, 11-D—“and we had trouble getting a pair of shoes that was big enough for him,” Roy Day, the Republican Central Committee chairman, said. Day also worried “that he wouldn’t look women in the eyes, in the face. He’d turn his head; he was shy.” Nixon, though, was determined. He campaigned all over the district and lured the incumbent, Horace Jeremiah (Jerry) Voorhis, into a series of debates for which Nixon, the strategic litigator, had prepared himself, as if for a chess match. People who had known him as a polite and deferential young man, a lawyer embarrassed by the intimacies of marital lawsuits, were surprised by his ferocity, in particular the Red scare rhetoric that he added to the mix: a claim that Voorhis had been endorsed by a political action committee that was infiltrated by Communists. Communism was not yet the issue that it would become four years later, in the prime of Senator Joseph McCarthy, but it was very much in the air; and Nixon was tutored by Murray Chotiner, a chubby, cigar-smoking, quick-witted criminal defense lawyer (his firm often defended bookmakers and drunk drivers), Jewish, and a veteran of California politics. Chotiner had helped to elect Earl Warren as governor in 1942 and would one day get credit for the idea that a successful politician needed to run a “permanent campaign” and for some nasty modern campaign practices, including the dictum that to be successful you need to “deflate the opposition candidate before your own campaign gets started.” Nixon won with 56 percent of the vote, and almost as soon as he arrived in Washington with his wife and an infant daughter, Patricia—“Tricia”—he began to make a name for himself.
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If Nixon’s entry into politics was a triumph of will and hard work, Eisenhower’s was the result of circumstance and, in the end, acclamation. His appointment in 1943 to command the Anglo-American Overlord operation—a relatively sudden ascent from lieutenant colonel to four-star general—had a lot to do with luck and timing; the post would otherwise have gone to his mentor and benefactor, the Army chief of staff, General George C. Marshall. The assignment acknowledged Eisenhower’s intelligence as well as a gift for dealing with difficult personalities—Churchill and de Gaulle, General George Patton and Field Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery among them—and his disinclination (in contrast to General Douglas MacArthur, under whom he had served in the Philippines) to preen.


On the day that Washington put on its victory parade, a column by the influential Walter Lippmann began, “The cheering in the streets will die down, but his renown will endure,” and went on:


Although he bore the majestic title of Supreme Commander, in fact he commanded by leading and he led by consent. It is an art which is not described in any book of rules because it is reserved for those who are gifted with a happy nature and are faithful to a good philosophy. Everyone likes Eisenhower.


Lippmann did not employ the word “president” in this column, but that would have seemed almost anticlimactic after asserting that Ike’s “genius is to have in an uncommon balance, common sense and common humanity.” These qualities seemed to be on display during the last leg of his journey as he went by train from Kansas City to his hometown, Abilene (pop. 5,760), and watched the most extravagant parade in the town’s history; 35,000 people from the surrounding area came to applaud. When he was asked about politics, he said, “All I want is to be a citizen of the United States, and when the War Department turns me out to pasture that’s all I want to be.” And yet he also sounded like someone with more on his mind. “We are not isolationists,” he said. “We are a part of the great civilization of this world at this moment, and every part of the world where a similar civilization prevails is a part of us.”


If Eisenhower in 1945 wasn’t yet talking about a political future for himself, other people, including Harry Truman, were. In Eisenhower’s war memoir, Crusade in Europe, published early in 1948, he revealed an astonishing conversation with the president in Potsdam, in July 1945, during which Truman “suddenly turned toward me and said, ‘General, there is nothing that you may want that I won’t try to help you get. That definitely and specifically includes the presidency in 1948.’ ” Ike’s response was to laugh and say that it would never happen. There was, though, a practical difficulty in pushing Eisenhower toward presidential politics: there was no place for him in 1948 despite the urging of disaffected Democrats, including James Roosevelt, one of FDR’s sons, to enlist him as a substitute for the increasingly unpopular Truman; and besides, no one seemed to be sure of his party affiliation, which he waited until 1952 to declare. The smart political columnists regarded the idea of an Eisenhower candidacy as a “complete chimera,” and just before the 1948 election it all seemed moot: Eisenhower was appointed president of Columbia University and Governor Thomas E. Dewey of New York was expected to defeat Truman.


After the 1948 election, though, many influential Americans began to look again at the general. In fact, on the morning after Truman defeated Dewey, a man named Edward Bermingham, a Chicagoan who had made his fortune as an investment banker, asked Eisenhower to come to dinner in Chicago—Ike would be the guest of honor. Bermingham had put together a list of well-to-do Americans, people like Fred Gurley, the president of the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railway System; and newspaper publishers like Colonel Robert McCormick of the Chicago Tribune, and Marshall Field of the Chicago Sun-Times; the chairmen of the board of Sears Roebuck and Montgomery Ward, along with the presidents of the Swift and Armour meatpacking companies; several bankers; and even Robert Hutchins, president of the University of Chicago. These were the sort of men whose company the general enjoyed and the sort who began to encourage him to seek the presidency.
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Dick Nixon, as a freshman congressman on the House Un-American Activities Committee, stood out from a disreputable crew—among them the racist and outspokenly anti-Semitic John Rankin of Mississippi and the committee’s chairman, J. Parnell Thomas, who led the investigation of alleged Communist influence in Hollywood and later went to jail on tax fraud charges. Nixon also stood out by managing actually to expose someone—namely Alger Hiss, who was accused of passing classified documents to the Russians. The case was revelatory as well as puzzling because Hiss, then the president of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, was a model of New Deal achievement and aplomb—a Harvard Law School graduate, the secretary-general of the United Nations Charter Conference, in 1945, and the well-connected friend of people like Dean Acheson, the secretary of state, and John Foster Dulles, who was then the president of the Carnegie Endowment’s board of trustees. In the end it was Nixon who let Hiss trap himself with his increasingly convoluted testimony and lawyerly avoidances. Alice Roosevelt Longworth, Theodore Roosevelt’s daughter, was so drawn to the twists and mysteries of the Hiss affair that she sent copies of Seeds of Treason, a celebratory book about the case, to friends.


In his first term Nixon also served on the Select Committee on Foreign Aid, led by Christian Herter of Massachusetts. From August to October 1947, the Herter Committee, as it came to be known, toured Europe, and the misery that they saw deeply impressed them. “Hamburg, Berlin and the other German cities looked up at us just like great gaunt skeletons,” one of Nixon’s typical diary entries said. “We could not understand how it was possible that three million people could be living . . . there like a bunch of starved rats in the ruins.” The committee’s report helped the European Recovery Program—the Marshall Plan—win the support of Congress in March 1948 and was the sort of stand that brought Nixon closer to the internationalist Republicanism of people like Governor Dewey and General Eisenhower. Congressman Nixon in 1947 also came out in favor of a U.N. peacekeeping force, which led to accusations that he was an agent of world government.


Nixon was restlessly ambitious, and by the fall of 1949 he was in pursuit of a Senate seat. His eventual opponent, following a ferocious Democratic primary, was Helen Gahagan Douglas, a former Broadway star who since 1944 had served in the House. Nixon was once more coached by Murray Chotiner and ran an unusually harsh campaign, insinuating while never quite saying that Mrs. Douglas was not a loyal American. The Nation magazine characterized him as a “dapper little man with an astonishing capacity for petty malice,” and even his loyal congressional staff considered the race a “nasty, sordid” effort. Although such excesses more or less ended after the midterm elections of 1954, Nixon’s reliance on casual smears and the sneering dismissal was most pronounced when he ran against Mrs. Douglas, and until the Watergate affair, critical biographers tended to focus on that Senate race. His opponents never forgot it or forgave him.


•  •  •


They were reared in different countries. Eisenhower was born in 1890, and his first memories of “the war” were of the Civil War veterans he’d seen when he was growing up in Abilene. For Nixon, born in 1913 in Yorba Linda, fifteen miles from Whittier, it was the Great War. If Nixon, as Arthur Schlesinger Jr. suggested, was a product of “the mobility of the new technical society,” appealing to other Americans who were “rootless, sectionless, classless,” then Eisenhower was a product of a rural, more homogeneous America that was steadily vanishing, a nation now so distant that despite the film and recordings of some of its people and locales, its true images are difficult to summon. They moved in different circles. Eisenhower maintained a few old friendships from his Army days, but he was more drawn to his new ones from America’s business elite, with whom he spent hours playing golf and bridge, competing furiously at clubs like Augusta National, where Nixon was never a guest. Nixon was not a popular figure in Washington; he lacked the chumminess of many politicians, and his early, intemperate campaigns had made many journalists wary of him. He did have Republican allies on Capitol Hill, where he enjoyed the company of the Chowder and Marching Society, a loose, congenial band of small-town congressmen, and as vice president he formed a sympathetic bond with, among others, John Foster Dulles, the secretary of state, whose view of the Cold War he shared and whose social stiffness resembled Nixon’s. Nixon also liked just being alone, often jotting notes on one of the yellow legal pads that were his constant accessory; he could be silently absorbed for hours. Eisenhower, by contrast, always liked to have people around.


One might think that they belonged to different classes, but in fact their backgrounds were curiously similar. Both came from modest circumstances, and were reared by devout mothers—Ida Stover and Hannah Milhous—and short-tempered fathers: David Eisenhower, who worked as a mechanic in a local creamery, and Frank Nixon, who ran a general store in East Whittier, where Dick helped out. “His temper could blaze with frightening suddenness but when things were going along at a casual tempo, he was a good companion,” Ike said of his father, “My father had an Irish quickness both to anger and to mirth,” Nixon wrote. “It was his temper that impressed me most as a small child.”


Both were deeply affected by early deaths in the family. Dick was the second oldest of five Nixon brothers, only three of whom lived into their mid-twenties. Arthur was seven when he died in 1925; Dick was twelve. “We never really knew for sure what killed Arthur,” Nixon told the biographer Jonathan Aitken, but he believed that it was a tubercular fever caused by the milk of an infected cow—and Frank Nixon had pushed his family to drink unpasteurized milk. “My father was very firm in that idea,” Nixon told Aitken, who recalled that he had tears in his eyes. “He just kept going and stuck to his guns on raw milk.” Harold, who was four years older than Dick, suffered from tuberculosis. Hannah Nixon took him to the dry climate of Prescott, Arizona, a fourteen-hour drive from East Whittier; mother and son stayed there for almost three years. Edward Nixon (born in 1930) believes that Harold’s death, in 1933 at the age of twenty-four, affected his older brother’s life “forever.” Everyone adored Harold—“he was blond and blue-eyed—more like my father,” Ed Nixon said. Jessamyn West remembered Harold as a “brighter, more handsome fellow” than Dick, adding, “I’m sure in his family they felt the best had been taken.”


Eisenhower was the third of seven brothers, one of whom died in infancy. His parents were members of the River Brethren, a sect closely related to the Mennonites who had emigrated from the south of Germany; Ida was a regular participant in the Abilene Ecclesia of the International Bible Students Association, which became Jehovah’s Witnesses. The pacifistic impulses in Eisenhower’s speeches and writings were very likely influenced by this upbringing, in much the way that the Nixon brothers were influenced by the beliefs of Hannah Milhous, a Quaker.


When Eisenhower was twenty-five and an Army lieutenant stationed in San Antonio, Texas, he met and soon married nineteen-year-old Mamie Doud. A year later, they had a son—Doud Dwight, nicknamed Icky, who died of scarlet fever when he was three. A half century later, writing about Icky’s death, Eisenhower said, “I have never known such a blow. This was the greatest disappointment and disaster in my life, the one I have never been able to forget completely.” Not even the birth of a second son, John Sheldon Doud, born in 1922, could get Dwight and Mamie over the loss of their firstborn.
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Both Eisenhower and Nixon—the citizen-soldier from Kansas and the lawyer-politician from Southern California—were engaged by the problems and conflicts of the world and by the personalities of American politics; in the 1960s, when both were out of office, they could shake their heads in appalled unison over the early mistakes of the Kennedy administration, such as the bungled invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs, and over Lyndon Johnson’s handling of the Vietnam War; and they could create a fiction of party unity to get them past the embarrassment of the 1964 presidential campaign of Barry Goldwater. In 1963, when Nixon joined a Wall Street law firm and started to accumulate wealth for the first time, it was as if he’d metamorphosed into one of the contented businessmen to whom Eisenhower had always been attracted. By the time he was fifty, Nixon had become a prosperous Republican elder while Eisenhower was receding into history.


Over years of casual familiarity, Eisenhower’s view of Nixon kept changing—from the disdain that he felt for most professional politicians to doubts about Nixon’s “maturity” to a kind of hesitant respect. Nixon’s feelings about the general could change, too—from neediness and even awe to rare bursts of hateful rage, as when he called him a “goddamned old fool” or by one account “a senile old bastard.” Yet at the very end, when the general was dying and Nixon had become the nation’s thirty-seventh president, Eisenhower still had a powerful hold on him; just as he had affected the intense young man Nixon had been—insecure, smart, and curious, capable of nasty practices and benevolent acts—he affected the man he had become. “After Nixon got elected, he invited a few of us to go upstairs and see what the living quarters were like,” the political strategist John Sears said. “And all he talked about was how it looked when Eisenhower was president—where he had his medals and what he had over there and where he had his desk and all that stuff. All the time we were running, he was always anxious that Eisenhower be filled in on what we were doing, and how well we were doing. He felt better if he thought Eisenhower thought he was doing well.” Nixon could never be sure what Eisenhower really thought of him, but it never ceased to matter, and his restive pursuit of Ike’s good opinion remained one of the few constants in an extraordinary life.
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The Men’s Club


1


Herbert Hoover, the last living Republican president in mid-century America (his predecessor, Calvin Coolidge, died in 1933), treasured his membership in the Bohemian Club, which was founded in San Francisco in 1872 as a center of western influence and wealth. Hoover had joined in 1913 and for most of his life kept an eye out for recruits who might enliven the Bohemian Grove, the club’s summer encampment, 2,700 acres covered by redwoods and situated seventy miles north of San Francisco. The motto of the Bohemian members is the Shakespeare line “Weaving spiders come not here”—a warning to visitors to avoid self-promotion and networking—but for many guests and members the whole point of the Club was precisely that, and for them the Grove each summer was a natural habitat for web-weaving spiders. Hoover regarded his annual weeks at the Grove as “the greatest men’s party on earth.”


There are innumerable private clubs in America—city clubs and country clubs and Rotary Clubs and university clubs; General Eisenhower was familiar with many of them as part of his growing circle of wealthy, clubbable Americans. But the Bohemian Club is set apart by its rituals, its efforts at secrecy, and the exclusion of women as guests, although women eventually were permitted to work on the Grove’s grounds. In the 1950s, the club’s membership included bankers, politicians, influential journalists, and show business personalities like Edgar Bergen and Bing Crosby, and while the names changed, the traditions continued. Each year, as many as two thousand Bohemians and members and their guests still get together in the woods where they carry out the rites of the Grove: the serious and also somewhat vulgar entertainments (called High Jinks and Low Jinks), lectures (particularly the Lakeside Talks, during which prominent men give off-the-record speeches), and, most unforgettably, if only for its quasi-Masonic tendencies, the Cremation of Care ceremony, during which men in red hoods and red robes—some playing dirgelike music and others carrying torches—bear a mock coffin to a nearby lake, where a mock corpse that represents Dull Care is “cremated.” These private ceremonies have become less secret, and therefore perhaps less interesting, in the age of YouTube.


Richard Nixon stayed at the Grove in late July 1950, because Herbert Hoover, whom his associates and friends called the Chief (and who liked being called Chief), had taken a liking to him even before they’d met; he particularly admired Nixon’s work with the House Un-American Activities Committee. In January 1950, after Alger Hiss was found guilty of perjury (for lying about committing espionage, for which the statute of limitations had expired), Hoover wrote—“My dear Mr. Congressman”—to say that Hiss’s conviction “was due to your patience and persistence alone. At last the stream of treason that existed in our Government has been exposed in a fashion that all may believe.”


The Chief always gave a lot of thought to Cave Man Camp—Hoover’s camp, one of several dozen separate camps at the Grove, where he was known as the No. 1 Cave Man. He was particularly interested that year in bringing in Nixon as well as Conrad Hilton, the hotel man, and soon enough it was shaping up to be a first-rate Grove summer, all the more so because General Eisenhower, also paying his first visit, had accepted an invitation to give the Lakeside Talk. Eisenhower had turned down a number of earlier invitations, but Fred Gurley, the railroad man whom Ike had met two years before in Chicago, not only invited him to the Grove, but, as the president of the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe, was able to offer a superior means of transport.


•  •  •


By tradition, the speakers who “gave a Lakeside” did so at Cave Man Camp. These talks were sometimes regarded as a way to take the measure of a politician, and interest in Eisenhower in 1950 had a lot more to do with his political future than with his job as president of Columbia University or his career as a soldier, although the nation was at war again. This time it was in Korea, where the United States had become the major actor in a United Nations “police action.” At the camp lunch, Hoover, as he usually did, sat at the head of the table; Eisenhower was next to him on his right and Nixon was on his left, three seats down. As Nixon recalled the summer day when Eisenhower spoke, the general “was deferential to Hoover but not obsequious,” and “He responded to Hoover’s toast with a very gracious one of his own.” Nixon was sure that Ike knew he was in “enemy territory among this generally conservative group”; Hoover had become increasingly encrusted with conservative views since his defeat by FDR in 1932. When it came to the Republican Party’s nominee for president, most of Hoover’s friends—and the Chief himself—favored the candidate of the old guard, Robert Alphonso Taft, the Ohio senator, who had gone after the nomination before and would go after it again in 1952.


Although Nixon had seen Eisenhower again in 1948, walking in the funeral cortege for General John J. Pershing, he had never seen him close up, and he paid sharp attention. “It was not a polished speech, but he delivered it without notes and he had the good sense not to speak too long,” he recalled. “The only line that drew significant applause was his comment that he did not see why anyone who refused to sign a loyalty oath should have the right to teach at a state university.” After the talk, the attendees sat around a campfire and discussed what the general had said. “The feeling,” Nixon thought, “was that he had a long way to go before he would have the experience, the depth, and the understanding to be President.”


Nixon and Eisenhower talked briefly that day, a conversation that did not leave enough of an impression for Eisenhower ever to refer to it. Afterward, Eisenhower went by rail to Denver, where his mother-in-law lived and where he spent the next six weeks, while Nixon returned to his increasingly shrill senatorial campaign, which ended with him defeating Helen Douglas by a margin of more than 600,000 votes. Nixon was thirty-seven years old, and on election night Pat and Dick and some of their friends celebrated; they went from party to party, and when they came to a room with a piano, the senator-elect, an autodidactic pianist who played by ear and always in the key of G, would pound out “Happy Days Are Here Again,” not caring that Democrats liked that song, too. The victory, and the insistent focus on Communism during the campaign, gave Nixon a kind of national credential; it brought him into contact with movie stars like Dick Powell and Dennis Morgan and the politically engaged gossip columnist Hedda Hopper. (“Watch that boy! He’s presidential timber!” Hopper wrote when Nixon was a senator.) He got another note from the Chief, this one saying, “My dear Mr. Congressman: Your victory was the greatest good that can come to our country,” followed by an invitation: “My dear Senator Nixon: This is just by way of suggesting that if you ever come to New York, I will gladly produce food.” Those who had never liked Nixon very much began to look at him with something close to hatred.
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Once in a while that fall, someone would mention General Eisenhower, who was back in Morningside Heights. Governor Dewey did so when he appeared on Meet the Press in mid-October and declared that he, personally, was through running for president. When a questioner asked, “Governor, if you are not going to run, do you have any candidates in mind?” Dewey replied, “Well, it’s a little early, but we have in New York a very great world figure, the president of Columbia University, one of the greatest soldiers of our history, a fine educator, a man who really understands the problems of the world, and if I should be re-elected governor and have influence with the New York delegation, I would recommend to them that they support General Eisenhower for president if he would accept the draft.” Dewey’s statement was not only an endorsement but a warning to the old guard that the eastern branch of the Republican Party was still around, that its internationalist principles remained unshaken, and that people like Dewey were prepared to fight for them.


At the end of 1950, Eisenhower, at President Truman’s request, took a leave of absence from Columbia to return to active duty, becoming the first Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR). In April 1951, he set up SHAPE, and in keeping with his reputation for modest living, turned down a chance to locate his office at the Palace of Fontainebleau, which the French had offered. He chose instead a prefabricated building fifteen miles from Paris. Europeans were impressed by Eisenhower. “He fascinates them as a heroic fictional character of a type they have never read about before—a non-Napoleonic, unmilitary-minded, professional general of high class,” Gênet (Janet Flanner) wrote in The New Yorker. “They think him humane, a tactician, a great soldier, an honest democrat.”


Eisenhower had mixed feelings about this move. He and Mamie had been enjoying life in Morningside Heights, though he once said that he never went out for a walk at night without carrying his service revolver. But he could not turn down a president—and this was an appealing request, not least because it kept him removed from the contagions of American politics, a subject that kept being broached not only by restless journalists but by visitors, especially a group of relatively new friends, well-to-do businessmen to whom he sometimes referred as “the gang.” This set included William Robinson, executive vice president of the New York Herald Tribune; Clifford Roberts, a partner in the investment banking firm Reynolds & Company and, perhaps more importantly, a cofounder (with the celebrated golfer Bobby Jones) of the Augusta National Golf Club; Ellis (Slats) Slater, the chairman of Frankfort Distilleries; and George E. Allen, an insurance executive and, for a few years, a commissioner of the District of Columbia, who was sort of an odd man out—he was not very wealthy and had been a friend of Harry Truman’s. But like the others, he enjoyed golf and bridge, and his wife, Mary, had been close to Mamie Eisenhower during the war. Not all the gang members were fond of each other; Cliff Roberts even tended to be jealous of his time with Eisenhower, almost as if he was in competition for the hand of a woman. Ike was probably most comfortable around Allen and a later arrival, Freeman Gosden, who belonged to the Augusta National and was known for his roles as the Kingfish and Amos on the radio version of Amos ’n’ Andy.


Like background noise, the chatter about Eisenhower as a presidential candidate got louder, so much so that there developed a hallucinatory view of Eisenhower’s place in the political scene—one that ascribed to him a spiritual affinity with both major political parties. At one point in the spring of 1951, Senator Paul Douglas of Illinois, a Democrat, suggested that if Truman didn’t run again and the Republicans chose Eisenhower, Democrats should go ahead and nominate him, too. Douglas pointed out that the two parties could still distinguish themselves by selecting different vice presidential candidates. Eisenhower was not immune to that sort of improbable idea. “You don’t suppose a man could ever be nominated by both parties, do you?” he once asked Walter Lippmann. Richard Nixon, who was as aware as anyone of all the interest in Ike, saw the general for a second time when he visited SHAPE headquarters in May. The stopover was a detour on what had started as a trip by an American delegation to the new World Health Organization in Geneva. For Nixon, it was an opportunity to have a conversation with the general nearly a year after their inconsequential chat at the Bohemian Grove. For Eisenhower, it was a chance to get briefed on a domestic concern—the purported peril from homegrown subversives. After all, who was better equipped to fill him in on the Red threat than the man who had bagged Alger Hiss? Their meeting came about through the intervention of Alfred Kohlberg, a rich textile importer (one journalist described him as a “round, bald little man with snapping brown eyes”), who was one of America’s most active anti-Communists, a believer in the “someone-lost-China” theory of history—and someone with a seemingly unlimited supply of unfounded suspicions.


On May 1, 1951, Kohlberg, who also had an overactive busybody side, wrote to Nixon, saying, a little mysteriously, that “General Eisenhower feels a need for more information about the communist conspiracy. There are two men with whom he would like to talk on this. You are one of them.” For some reason, Kohlberg did not reveal the identity of the second man and felt it necessary to add that “The friend of the General’s who spoke to me is not acquainted with either you or the other man.” In any case, on May 9, 1951, a message from DEPTAR (the Department of the Army) arrived at SACEUR reporting that Senator Nixon was on his way, and SACEUR then told DEPTAR that they were holding open May 18, at ten-thirty in the morning. Nixon later told Kohlberg that he’d spent an hour with the general and “incidentally, was very impressed with his understanding of the nature of the problems we face both abroad and at home in respect to the Communist conspiracy.” All in all, Nixon after seeing Eisenhower came away in much the same frame of mind as when he’d left the Bohemian Grove, and he later recalled the meeting in some detail: Eisenhower “was erect and vital and impeccably tailored, wearing his famous waist-length uniform jacket, popularly known as the ‘Eisenhower jacket.’ . . . He spoke optimistically about the prospects for European recovery and development,” a subject in which Nixon remained interested. “What we need over here and what we need in the States is more optimism in order to combat the defeatist attitude that too many people seem to have,” Eisenhower said. They didn’t discuss American politics—as Nixon saw it, they stepped cautiously around that topic—but Nixon noted that “it was clear he had done his homework,” which included knowing something about Senator Nixon.


Rather than staying behind a desk, the general invited Nixon to sit on a couch beside him, and went on to tell him that he’d read about the Hiss case in Seeds of Treason and that “The thing that most impressed me was that you not only got Hiss, but you got him fairly.” Nixon was proud of that compliment and found the visit memorable enough to enter some thoughts in the Congressional Record, which was the first public juxtaposition of their names: “I was impressed, let me say parenthetically, with the excellent job he is doing against monumental odds, in the position he holds,” Nixon said, adding that Eisenhower had told him that “one of the greatest tasks” he had was to convince America’s allies “of the necessity for deferring . . . expenditures for nonmilitary purposes and for all those countries to place the primary emphasis in their budgets upon the necessity of rebuilding their armed forces to meet the threat of Communist aggression.” Years later, Nixon had a distinctly different recollection, recalling an Eisenhower observation that “being strong militarily just isn’t enough in the kind of battle we are fighting now”—struck by that because “then as now it was unusual to hear a military man emphasize the importance of non-military strength.” Very likely, Ike said both things; and very likely Nixon adapted each message to the times—the peak of the Cold War and the arrival of détente—in which he lived.


For Nixon, paying this call was a way to make an impression on someone who might one day be a national leader as well as a chance to let the general know that they were two men of one mind on the issues of the day. “I felt that I was in the presence of a genuine statesman,” Nixon recalled, “and I came away convinced that he should be the next President. I also decided that if he ran for the nomination I would do everything I could to help him get it.”


•  •  •


By the fall of 1951, columnists and poll takers had decided that there were two major Republican candidates: the declared Senator Taft and the undeclared General Eisenhower. The general already had a wide following in the press, starting with the Herald Tribune, the magnetic pole of eastern Republicanism, as well as the Luce publications: Time, Life, and Fortune. Henry Robinson Luce, Time’s founder, was dazzled by the general. “Harry fell in love with Eisenhower as people fall in love with beautiful girls,” Allen Grover, a former Time vice president and Luce’s personal aide, told one biographer. “Here was this marvelous man who came from the heartland of America, the fair-haired boy, the leader of the great armada of World War II, a crusader, honest and straight!” (Luce’s wife, Clare Boothe Luce, the charming and slightly mad former Connecticut congresswoman—Cecil Beaton supposedly described her as “drenchingly beautiful”—saw Eisenhower in the fall of 1949 to discuss, as he put it, “the future of the country and the opportunities of the Republican party to affect that future favorably.”) The Herald Tribune publisher Bill Robinson, a gang member, knew everyone in the business—or he knew people who knew people. The Trib’s most important political writers were Walter Lippmann and the Alsop brothers, Stewart and Joseph; Robinson was also acquainted with other influential columnists of the day, such as Roscoe Drummond of the Christian Science Monitor (later with the Trib) and Arthur Krock of the New York Times. The Times’s Paris-based correspondent C. L. Sulzberger had been on friendly, bridge-playing terms with Eisenhower since the war.


One reason for this interest was a belief that any Republican was bound to defeat Harry Truman, who had been embarrassed by an unusual number of scandals—among them the claim that someone could land government contracts for a fee plus 5 percent and an official who got a $9,000 mink coat for his wife, a White House stenographer. Terms like “five percenters” and “mink coats” had become part of the political discourse; so had reports of a perfume manufacturer who sent gratis freezers to several people, among them Truman’s wife, Bess, and Truman’s longtime friend and military aide, Major General Harry Hawkins Vaughan. Truman’s popularity declined further in April, when he dismissed General MacArthur from his Far Eastern command. MacArthur had not only been insubordinate, but Truman believed, as most historians have also come to believe, that he was close to turning the Korean conflict into a wider war. The initial reaction was a burst of support for MacArthur—the archconservative Chicago Tribune called his firing “the culmination of a series of acts which have shown that [Truman] is unfit, morally and mentally, for high office,” and called for impeachment—but that level of enthusiasm quickly dissipated.


The Herald Tribune in late October almost impulsively endorsed Eisenhower for the presidency—its comment, headlined “The Time and the Man,” ran at the top of page one—with the newspaper’s editorialist writing, “At rare intervals in the life of a free people the man and the occasion meet.” As to what political party Eisenhower belonged, the paper finessed that delicate question, saying, “By deed and word General Eisenhower has shown himself a keeper of the great liberties to which Republicanism is dedicated. . . . He is a Republican by temper and disposition.” This idea did not appeal to newspapers like the Chicago Tribune, which let it be known that it would not be jumping on any Eisenhower bandwagon, but the endorsement was considered meaningful enough for the New York Times to treat it like news.


A Citizens for Eisenhower group, started by a couple of war veterans, the aviators Stanley Rumbough and Charles Willis, had been growing since the spring of 1951, and soon after the Trib’s endorsement his candidacy was being planned and promoted by a group of political professionals that included Senator Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. of Massachusetts, who had talked to Dewey about running Ike’s campaign; Herbert Brownell, a New York lawyer who had run Dewey’s campaign in 1948; and Ike’s friend General Lucius Clay. In early January 1952, Sherman Adams, the governor of New Hampshire, wrote to Lodge to say that they were ready to go ahead and work for Eisenhower in his state, but “There is one question which we would like to have answered by Jan. 10, if possible. The question is, to which political party does General Eisenhower belong?”


That little mystery was finally solved when the general hurriedly came out as a Republican. The declaration was enough for Truman, the amateur history buff and unembarrassed partisan, to compare Eisenhower’s prospects to those of General Winfield Scott, who ran on the Whig ticket in 1852 and was defeated by Franklin Pierce, a Democrat. Truman had every reason to feel aggrieved; just ten days earlier, the general had written to him to say, “I do not feel that I have any duty to seek a political nomination, in spite of the fact that many have urged to the contrary,” adding that to do so would be a violation of Army regulations and that “the possibility that I will ever be drawn into political activity is so remote as to be negligible.”


Ike’s declared affiliation made him all the more attractive to Senator Nixon, who in mid-January wrote an ingratiating letter, reminding the general of their brief acquaintanceship and drawing his attention to a far-right organization that called itself the Partisan Republicans of California, “which has been issuing some very defamatory literature directed against you.” (One mailing included a cartoon of Stalin pinning a medal on Eisenhower.) Nixon continued, “As a Californian, I am ashamed of the fact that we seem to attract so many crackpots to our state,” and he wanted to disassociate “the great majority of good Republicans and Democrats” from outfits like the Partisan Republicans. If the point of Nixon’s letter was to remind the general that he was still around and still an admirer, he accomplished that in his concluding paragraph, where he wrote, “I remember with great pleasure our visit to Paris in May and I am looking forward to meeting you again sometime in the future. I want you to know that I am among those who believe you are rendering a great service to the country under very difficult circumstances.” Eisenhower replied—it appears to have been his first letter to Nixon—saying, “I suppose that defamatory attacks are the ‘occupational hazards’ for people such as you and I, but they are nonetheless vexatious.” In February, Nixon wrote to a family friend to say, “The political pot is really boiling and I only hope that Eisenhower can see his way clear to come back to the states about a month before the convention. I, frankly, believe this will be necessary if he is to get the nomination.”


A Citizens for Eisenhower office opened in New York in February 1952, followed by a late-night Eisenhower-for-President event at Madison Square Garden, where at least fifteen thousand people and several movie stars (among them Henry Fonda, Lauren Bacall, Humphrey Bogart, and Clark Gable) showed up and cheered. Mary Martin sang “I’m in Love with a Wonderful Guy” over a shortwave hookup from London, accompanied by the song’s composer Richard Rodgers. After the show, the aviatrix Jacqueline Cochran flew to Paris, carrying an unedited film of the evening. The film went on too long, but Eisenhower was, as Cochran later put it, “flabbergasted.” Following the personal screening, she raised a glass and said, “To the President.” Ike’s reaction, she said, was to “burst into tears.”


Perhaps the cumulative weight of these Hollywood stars and the images of thousands of cheering spectators really did make him weep—and Eisenhower in his diary confessed that it was “a real emotional experience for Mamie and me”—but Jackie Cochran, a self-made cosmetics entrepreneur as well as a flier, was something of a fabulist. The Garden event, though, was bound to increase the pressure on Ike, and even if he had wanted a way out of the political trap that had gripped him, the calendar was closing in—with one date in particular: the New Hampshire presidential preference primary, set for March 11. General Eisenhower had never run for office, and yet his postwar mystique was strong enough for him to easily defeat Senator Taft without ever showing up to campaign. At the same time, President Truman was challenged by Estes Kefauver, a Tennessee senator, and was outpolled five to one—a result that helped persuade him to announce that he wasn’t going to seek another term.
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CHAPTER 2
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The Ticket
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Even Dick Nixon was probably never sure when he began seriously to think about the vice presidency, but the idea certainly occurred to him—at least in a ruminative, what-might-be-next-for-me sort of way—after Governor Dewey suggested it a couple of months before the 1952 Republican National Convention. The occasion was a May 8 dinner for the New York Republican State Committee at the Waldorf-Astoria, where Nixon had been invited to talk. He was already a party celebrity—Republicans around the country sought him out as a guest speaker—and he was terrific in that role: he was young, partisan, smart, though perhaps a little too lawyerly in the way he liked to present an argument in linear steps, stating one all-too-obvious side and then dismissing it. But in those days he could summon a fiery, even evangelical rhythm, and he usually managed to impress his audiences, even if they didn’t always take to him personally. Dewey saw something of himself in him, both good and bad. “Dick Nixon’s got the same trouble I have,” he once said. “Too many people don’t like us both,” and it was also true that Dewey, like Nixon, was catnip for caricaturists: his face, in The New Yorker writer Wolcott Gibbs’s words, “on the whole, has a compressed appearance, as though someone had squeezed his head in a vise.”


Nixon at the Waldorf held forth on some of the subjects that he’d mastered since coming to Washington. During the Truman era, he said, the Communists had gained—and the West lost—600 million people, most of them Chinese. Nixon liked that sort of formulation—everyone could understand the geopolitical map when it was transformed into a scorecard. But Nixon also knew when to add flourishes of moderation, of bipartisanship, the language that the Dewey wing of the party liked to hear, and so he said that Republicans “should offer . . . a program based not on a return to isolationism but on the necessity for more effective American international leadership.” When he’d finished, Dewey, who was standing to the side and smoking, stamped out his cigarette and went over to Nixon and shook his hand. “That was a terrific speech,” Dewey said. “Make me a promise. Don’t lose your zeal, don’t get fat, and you can be President someday!” Later that night, the governor invited the senator to his suite and told him straight out that he might well be on a presidential ticket with General Eisenhower. “He had a very fine voting record in both the House and the Senate, good, intelligent, middle-of-the-road, and at this time it was important to get a senator who knew the world was round,” Dewey said years later. “His age was a useful factor. He had a fine record in the war. Most of all, however, he was an extraordinarily intelligent man, fine balance and character.” Nixon later told Dewey that he thought the suggestion was “only a polite gesture” but Nixon was being disingenuous. The encouragement he got from Dewey—the governor of the most populous state, a man eleven years his senior who was twice the party’s presidential nominee—made it hard to resist considering such possibilities, however distant, and to do so in a focused, realistic way.


Dewey had long since declared his preference for Eisenhower—starting the year before on Meet the Press—but there was not much of a personal connection between Eisenhower and Dewey and never would be; Eisenhower didn’t warm up to professional politicians the way he did to his military friends and his circle of businessmen cronies. But Dewey was sure that Eisenhower shared many of his beliefs and, above all, believed that he could win a national election—a belief that Nixon already held.
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Yet even in the late spring of 1952, a month before the Republican National Convention, Eisenhower did not quite seem like a real candidate. Primary voters in New Hampshire and Minnesota (where he almost won a write-in victory) liked him, but something wasn’t right, and one could see that in June, when he gave a nationwide television and radio address from what was already called Eisenhower Park, in Abilene. It had rained that afternoon, and the grandstands had emptied out, but what struck viewers peering at small TV screens was that he no longer looked like General Ike, the Supreme Commander. Rather, he resembled an elderly man reading a mediocre speech and not reading it particularly well. This was not someone who had the qualities of a winning candidate, and so a month later there was not a lot of joy to be found inside the International Amphitheatre on Chicago’s Southwest Side, the site of the convention. For all the “I Like Ike” buttons around the hall, many delegates, as Richard Rovere observed in The New Yorker, considered the general “a parvenu, an amateur, and a heretic of sorts.” Despite the polls and primaries that showed Eisenhower’s strength, these delegates were more inclined toward Senator Taft than to someone who was being cheered on by the same band of easterners who’d been running things, and losing elections, since Alf Landon’s defeat in 1936; and by many estimates, Taft had enough delegates to win the nomination on the first ballot. Taft, though, was burdened by the adjective “unelectable” that often accompanied his name; and in an era when more Americans owned television sets, he wasn’t helped by his rimless glasses, comb-over, and a mouth that seemed to contain too many teeth.


Television had never been so present at a political convention, and the three networks that summer tried to cover the event with all the technology available. Seven large cameras watched the convention floor; at least seventy cameras were elsewhere in the hall, and correspondents showed off innovations like the “walkie-lookie” or “peepie-creepie,” which let them mingle with delegates and give viewers the chance to witness squabbles in real time. They could watch the Taft and Eisenhower forces as they engaged in major floor fights over credentials in three states—particularly Texas, which was crucial to Ike’s strategy and where Taft was outplayed and outfought. The TV critic for the New York Times was annoyed when the networks switched away from the thrilling Texas battle to watch Senator McCarthy speaking from the podium.


Nixon’s support of Eisenhower was as real as Dewey’s (“Nixon is a dyed-in-the-wool Ikeman,” the Los Angeles newspaperman James Bassett wrote to his wife from Chicago), but it was not an open commitment and Nixon did not behave honestly in the weeks leading up to the convention. He wanted to accommodate various alliances and agendas, but that goal proved to be just beyond his reach. As a member of the California delegation, he was committed to supporting the state’s favorite son and the delegation’s leader, Governor Earl Warren, who had his own agenda—he saw the possibility of being nominated in the event of an Eisenhower-Taft stalemate. Before Nixon even got to Chicago, though, he had begun to make mischief by sending out a questionnaire to his state’s chairmen and precinct workers in which he asked for an appraisal of other candidates in the event that Warren released the delegation. When Warren and his supporters learned about Nixon’s private canvass, they concluded that its only purpose was to undercut the governor. Warren never said anything publicly, but he never forgot it; ten years later, his son Earl Warren Jr. told a reporter, “Mr. Nixon through backdoor tactics pulled the rug out—for political gain for himself”—in order to get the vice presidential nomination.


Warren had about as much chance of winning the nomination as did the former Minnesota governor Harold Stassen, who had competed with Dewey in 1948 and likewise hoped for a stalemate; or the seventy-two-year-old General MacArthur, who was greeted like an arriving royal and who gave the keynote in which he warned of a “deep sense of fear that our leaders in their insatiate demand for ever more personal power might destroy the Republic.” (Herbert Hoover, looking old and weary when he spoke—“We were in fear that he’d drop in his traces before the speech was over,” Jim Bassett told his wife—had the fanciful idea that Eisenhower could be stopped if Taft, whose support was fading, would ask his delegates to support MacArthur.) Senator Nixon at the convention was in constant motion. He could be spotted in the hall and in hotel lobbies, milling about with delegates and hangers-on; at the Knickerbocker Hotel he ran into Jackie Robinson, the Brooklyn Dodger and a Republican, who on Tuesday night in Philadelphia had hit a first-inning home run that helped the National League win the All-Star Game. Nixon, a true sports fan, had been aware of Robinson since he’d played football at UCLA and he told him that he’d seen him in a game against Oregon, a moment of total recall that impressed Robinson.


Nixon was being careful, and ever more so as the week wore on and more people began mentioning him in connection with the national ticket. When he talked with journalists, he kept insisting that the chance of that happening was too remote for him even to consider it, but he naturally knew better, and so did his staff in Washington, who knew something was going on. The New York Times on the convention’s third day noted that he was one of seven people in contention for the job; furthermore, before the end of the week he had already met at least once with Herbert Brownell and other Eisenhower advisers. When the presidential contenders stopped to chat with the California delegation, Eisenhower was greeted at curbside by Nixon, who never left the general’s side.


On Thursday, July 10, the day before the balloting, John S. Knight, the editor and publisher of the Chicago Daily News, wrote a front-page column predicting that Eisenhower would be the nominee and that Nixon would be his running mate; James Reston reported in the New York Times that Ike’s advisers were leaning strongly to Nixon for vice president. Nixon kept dodging any encounters with veracity, and when a Los Angeles Times reporter asked about an Eisenhower-Nixon ticket, he said, “It’s the first time I ever heard of it and I expect it will be the last.”


•  •  •


Eisenhower occupied adjoining suites at the Blackstone Hotel, and during the week he went from one to the other to meet delegates or party leaders or journalists or friends. By the time the roll call of states began in late morning on Friday, July 11, the general was curiously detached. “As you know,” he wrote to an acquaintance, “that vote did not take very long—and so I had no real opportunity to get stirred up.” It was over at 1:30 P.M., when Eisenhower won on the first ballot.


The general was not used to being a political leader. He was not even aware that the choice of a running mate was up to him rather than to a horde of exhausted delegates, most of whom probably would not have been able to find their way around Chicago, much less make such an important decision on their own.


The vice presidential selection was made on Friday afternoon by a group of men in a classically smoky room at the Conrad Hilton. Among them were Dewey and Cabot Lodge (who was facing a Senate race in Massachusetts against Representative John F. Kennedy); some Republican governors, including New Hampshire’s Sherman Adams, a slight, intense man of fifty-three, who had been Ike’s floor manager and was about to become his chief aide and campaign manager; several senators; Congressman Christian Herter (who was running for governor of Massachusetts); Arthur Summerfield, a onetime Chevy dealer from Flint, Michigan, and now chairman of the Republican National Committee; several RNC officials, observers, and Ike’s old friend General Lucius Clay. Considering how important this moment was, it is surprising that no one seems to have a clear memory of what happened. The key person in the room was probably the former Dewey adviser Herbert Brownell. He had gone to dinner with Eisenhower the night before the balloting, and apparently it was then that he informed the general that he could fill out the ticket just by letting the delegates know his preference. The selection process, Sherman Adams later wrote, “reminded me of a ward committee in Philadelphia discussing the selection of a candidate for alderman.”


The New York Times correspondent C. L. Sulzberger, who had come to Chicago from Paris, noted in his diary that Eisenhower liked Nixon “primarily because he is young (only thirty-nine) and the general wants to capture the imagination of American youth,” and Eisenhower told a supporter soon afterward that he wanted Nixon because “he is dynamic, direct and square.” It was also obvious that Nixon offered geographical balance and, as a busy anti-communist, some ideological comfort to the party’s right. He was by then known not only for the Hiss case but for a bill mostly written by Nixon and introduced in 1948 with Senator Karl Mundt of South Dakota—an attempt of dubious constitutionality to restrict the domestic activities of the Communist Party. Three years later, at a press conference, James Reston asked the president, “Could you recall for us, sir, what your role was in the selection of Mr. Nixon for Vice President,” and Eisenhower, with surprising candor, conceded that he basically had no role—that, as many suspected, he had been a political novice. “The first thing I knew about the President or any presidential nominee having any great influence in the Vice-Presidential selection was, I think, about the moment that I was nominated. I said I would not do it, I didn’t know enough about the things that had been going on in the United States. I had been gone two years. And so I wrote down the names of five, or maybe it was six, men, younger men, that I admired, that seemed to me to have made a name for themselves. And I said, ‘Any one of these will be acceptable to me.’ And he was on the list.”


•  •  •


Nixon, meanwhile, was feeling ever more edgy, and no matter how often he had shrugged off the vice presidential question, he knew that it was time to level with himself and with his wife. For much of Thursday, he had been on the floor of the convention hall, and he didn’t get back to his room at the Stock Yard Inn, which was next door, until midnight. Pat was waiting up, and was not in a particularly good mood. Campaigning was “the worst part of politics,” as Nixon described her thinking, and she knew that if he were offered the job, it wouldn’t mean just traveling around California, which was hard enough, but going through most of the forty-eight states. It would be especially grueling for a mother with two young daughters (Tricia was six, and her younger sister, Julie, had just turned four). They kept discussing it, and at about four in the morning, Dick suggested that they talk to Murray Chotiner, who had come to Chicago as a Warren alternate.


Pat had little affection for Chotiner—with his cigars, his frenetic, distractible energy, and mordant wit, he was not her type. But she knew that he was deeply, honestly loyal to her husband, and very quickly the momentum in this argument, insofar as it was an argument, shifted. When Chotiner came to the Nixons’ hotel room late that Thursday, he said, “There comes a point when you have to go up or go out,” and then elaborated on that argument. Sometime after that, the Nixons talked some more—the night was gone by now—and Pat Nixon, certainly aware that she had no choice, said, “I guess I can make it through another campaign.”


When the convention briefly adjourned after nominating Eisenhower, Nixon returned to the Stock Yard Inn, hoping to take a nap. “The room was not air-conditioned,” he recalled, “and the temperature must have been 100 degrees when I opened the door. I stripped down to my shorts and lay on top of the covers, trying to think cool thoughts.” There was not much air-conditioning to be found anywhere in the summer of 1952, and when the day was as warm as it was in Chicago on July 11—the temperature outside was recorded at about 98 degrees—one had to make the best of it. In the modern International Amphitheatre, at least, the Carrier Corporation had installed a cooling system that got the temperature down to about 78.


While Nixon was trying to rest, Pat had gone to the hotel’s Saddle and Sirloin Coffee Shop to have lunch with a good friend, Helene Drown—they’d known each other since they’d both taught at Whittier High School—and Phyllis Chotiner, Murray’s wife. Nixon did not have much time to rest, because Chotiner in an excitable mood showed up a few minutes after he’d lain down. He told Nixon what he’d just learned: that he was on a list of candidates acceptable to Eisenhower and that the list was now in the hands of Ike’s inner circle. Also, Brownell had asked him how to reach Nixon, just in case.


Pat Hillings, a Nixon protégé who had won Nixon’s former congressional seat in 1950, joined Chotiner in the hotel room, and when the telephone rang, Hillings picked it up. “This is Herb Brownell,” the caller said. “We want to speak to Dick Nixon.” While Hillings called Nixon to the phone, he could hear people talking, and he heard Brownell say, “It’s Nixon.” That was enough for Hillings to yell, “It’s you!” When Nixon pressed the receiver against his ear, he realized that Brownell at that moment was talking to Eisenhower and informing the general whom the advisers had recommended. Then Brownell said, “We picked you” and also that Ike had asked “if you could come see him right away. . . . That is, assuming you want it.”


Nixon wanted it, and yet he was curiously out of sorts. He was not, for instance, dressed for a job interview; he was still in his underwear, trying to deal with the heat. (Jim Bassett later told his wife that “with the damndest wet tropical wind I ever felt oozing through the Venetian blinds, I’d swear I was back on Guadalcanal.”) “I felt hot, sleepy, and grubby,” Nixon recalled. By the time he got to the Blackstone, he was wearing a wrinkled light gray suit, but he hadn’t had time for a fresh shave. He was greeted at the door of the Eisenhower suite by Sherman Adams, who took Nixon to see the general. They had seen each other just the other day, when Eisenhower had visited the California delegation, but the dynamics had changed considerably. The general who had led the Allies to victory and had just claimed his party’s nomination was greeting a sleep-deprived, thirty-nine-year-old junior senator who needed a shave. As Nixon recalled it, he greeted Eisenhower with the words, “Hi, Chief,” and immediately sensed “a little coolness developing”—the general didn’t like being addressed that way. Mrs. Eisenhower didn’t come out to say hello; she had a toothache and was resting in another room.


•  •  •


Pat Nixon, who hadn’t seen her husband since breakfast, was still in the coffee shop of the Stock Yard Inn. She had been holding a BLT and was taking a bite when a restaurant television interrupted an old movie to broadcast the news—news that, despite what she’d talked over with her husband and Murray Chotiner, was startling enough to make her drop the sandwich. “That bite of sandwich popped right out of my mouth,” she recalled. She left Phyllis Chotiner and Helene Drown and hurried up to the now empty hotel room to change clothes; then, wearing high heels, she ran next door to the convention hall.


Stephen Hess, a University of Chicago student who later worked in the White House for both Eisenhower and Nixon, had gotten a summer job at the convention and was in the hall when Senator Nixon arrived. “Because I had a job,” Hess said, “I could hear the stuff coming in on the radio back and forth. And I heard, ‘Nixon’s just been announced as vice president.’ And then, ‘Nixon’s coming in from door three.’ And so I ran to door three—and there’s Nixon! The door opens, he grabs my hand, he shakes my hand, I don’t know him, he doesn’t know me, he’s in a trance—he doesn’t even know that he’s shaking.” Nixon was nominated by acclamation, after which he spoke very briefly, almost impromptu. “Haven’t we got a wonderful candidate for the Presidency of the United States?” he asked as Eisenhower, seated behind him, absently scratched his head; and soon enough, the traditional tableau—candidates, wives, and assorted party luminaries—filled the stage.


Pat Nixon, wearing a black-and-white print dress and a white hat, arrived on the podium as the band played “California, Here I Come.” When she reached Dick’s side, he hugged her, pulling her to him hard; she leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. He had a giddy expression, his eyes wide and his mouth open as if he were about to say something, and then he gripped Eisenhower’s left wrist and shook his arm, almost violently. Eisenhower, who hated being touched by people he didn’t know, managed to grin anyway. “I sensed when I held the general’s arm up that he resisted it just a little,” Nixon said years later. “Oh, he didn’t indicate displeasure, but that—he didn’t quite like it.” Afterward, while the candidates shook hands with delegates, Pat Nixon sat on the platform next to Mrs. Eisenhower. “You’re the prettiest thing!” Mamie said to Pat, and then went on to complain about her aching tooth.
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CHAPTER 3
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The Silent Treatment


1


General Eisenhower and Senator Nixon had become a team, and yet they barely knew each other. After Nixon’s groggy meeting with the general at the Blackstone and the cheering acceptance of the ticket, the two men went their separate ways—Nixon to California, accompanied by his family and his new campaign manager, Murray Chotiner, and Eisenhower to Denver, where he set up operations at the grand old Brown Palace Hotel. “I’m sure that Sherman Adams and the others occasionally talked to Nixon,” Stephen Benedict, a young Eisenhower speechwriter, said. “But there wasn’t any of the sort of coordination of who was going to say what on what day and so forth. I don’t think Ike took it terribly seriously.” Eisenhower and Nixon got together briefly in Fraser, Colorado, seventy miles from Denver, at the ranch of Ike’s good friend the mortgage broker Aksel Nielsen. The general was an expert, even obsessive fly fisherman; he tied his own flies and liked to create combination lures. He tried to teach the art to Nixon, but the tutoring was not a success—after several tries, Nixon’s hook caught Ike’s jacket; a newsreel from the time shows Nixon trying out the general’s fishing rod and looking baffled by the apparatus.


Nixon understood that Eisenhower wanted to take an “above-the-battle position” and that any “hard partisan campaigning” would pretty much fall to Nixon, but both candidates focused on those delectable Truman scandals—the mink coats and five percenters—and Eisenhower promised to clean up “the mess” in Washington. “When we are through, the experts in shady and shoddy government operations will be on their way back to the shadowy haunts in the sub-cellars of American politics from which they came,” the general said at campaign stops, which seemed to guarantee that his once friendly relationship with Truman was not recoverable. Nixon said that the Truman administration was filled with “crooks and incompetents” and accused Truman of “gutter politics.” He also began to show a fondness for rodent imagery, referring to the Democratic nominee, Adlai Stevenson, as a “waltzing mouse” with a “mouse-like dependence on Harry Truman.” But then he went too far: he came up with the phrase “Dean Acheson’s College of Cowardly Containment,” and late in the campaign, at a rally in Texarkana, Texas, with excited references to “Communist coddling,” he said that Truman, Acheson, and Stevenson were “traitors to the high principles in which a majority of the nation’s Democrats believe,” a statement that Truman, believing he had been accused of treason, never got over.


All that emphasis on Democratic misdeeds created the perfect environment for the episode that changed Nixon’s life: a report that a fund, amounting to about $18,000 and supported by the contributions of some wealthy backers, had been set up to offset his day-to-day office expenses. The story first appeared on Thursday, September 18, on the front page of the New York Post with the headline “Secret Nixon Fund!” (its typeface was smaller than the two-line banner under the mast that advertised “SIX SEX ARRESTS”); and it claimed to reveal “a ‘millionaires’ club’ devoted exclusively to the financial comfort of Sen. Nixon.” There had been talk about such a fund; Nixon had been asked about it after a Meet the Press appearance by a Washington newspaperman named Peter Edson, who had been chasing the rumors since late July. (“[T]here was considerable doubt as to just who was behind Sen. Nixon,” Edson wrote to a prospective source. “There were repeated stories that Sen. Nixon first got into California politics with the backing of a group of one hundred business men.”) Nixon told Edson that the money supplemented his office allowance of $50,000 (as a United States senator, he earned $12,500 and got a personal expense stipend of $2,500); he gave Edson the name of a Pasadena lawyer, Dana C. Smith, who had been finance chairman in his senatorial campaign and had set up the fund. In ordinary circumstances, the Post story might quickly have disappeared, even with the languid news cycles of 1952. Instead, in the midst of a campaign that focused on the purported sleaze of the Truman administration, this news about a “millionaires’ club” and anonymous wealthy Southern Californians not only attached itself to Nixon but then, in a lasting way, to his relationship with Eisenhower.


•  •  •


When the New York Post published its story, Eisenhower was on his train, the Look Ahead, Neighbor Special, about to deliver a speech in Omaha, where he pledged “to give America what everybody wants—an honest deal.” His staff didn’t even learn about the fund until the next morning, Friday, and Eisenhower waited until that afternoon, at a stop on his way to Kansas City, to issue his first, less-than-supportive statement: “I believe Dick Nixon to be an honest man. I am confident that he will place all the facts before the American people fairly and squarely. I intend to talk with him at the earliest time we can reach each other by telephone.” It was possible to read that in any number of ways, and just about everyone did. Those who knew Eisenhower saw this as the typical response of a man who never liked to hurry into a decision. This judiciousness (or, depending on one’s view, hesitance) was no comfort to Nixon, who saw it as something else—a sign of weakness, of disloyalty even. Why wasn’t General Ike rushing to defend his troops when they were under fire? For that matter, why hadn’t Eisenhower made an effort to hear his side? What sort of leadership was that? “If Ike can’t make up his mind on this,” a Nixon worker said, “what’s he going to do when he’s dealing with Stalin?”


On that Friday, Nixon was in California; he was finishing a speech at the Marysville Depot when someone shouted, “Tell us about the sixteen thousand [sic] dollars!” Nixon, appearing for the first time a little trapped, held the train, the Nixon Special, and informed his audience that “the purpose of those smears is to make me, if possible, relent and let up on my attacks on the Communists and the crooks in the present Administration.” It was all prompted by the Hiss case, he said, and continued, “As far as I am concerned, they’ve got another guess coming: because what I intend to do is to go up and down this land, and the more they smear me the more I’m going to expose the Communists and the crooks and those that defend them until they throw them all out of Washington.”


Most likely it was not a Communist—not even a left-leaning Democrat—who had tipped off reporters, but rather a disgruntled supporter of Earl Warren, someone still bitter over Nixon’s alleged duplicity at the Chicago convention. The source was never identified as more than a resident of Pasadena, but he was said to be angry enough to have urged a number of journalists to investigate Nixon’s “secret” backers.


•  •  •


For Nixon, embarrassment rapidly evolved into mortification. He was also becoming uneasy at the silent treatment he was getting from Eisenhower—and at what Ike was said to be telling others. He would have been even more uneasy if, right after the story appeared, he could have overheard Eisenhower telling Sherman Adams, “I do not see how we can win unless Nixon is persuaded to withdraw,” or been there when Eisenhower told reporters on Saturday, September 20, that Nixon had to come “clean as a hound’s tooth.” And what did the general mean when, at a speech to the National Federation of Republican Women’s Clubs in St. Louis, he began to cite approvingly some conventional maxims, among them “Honesty is the best policy” and “He that goes a-borrowing, goes a-sorrowing.” And as for extirpating the corruptions of Washington, Ike quoted the Bible—“The axe laid at the roots of the tree.” A campaign that had been ebullient had lost its fizz.


Journalists could not get enough of the fund story. Eisenhower told some reporters that the idea of a private fund made him uncomfortable, and his brother Milton had what he’d thought was an off-the-record chat with James Reston, during which Milton, thinking out loud, mentioned that the Senate Ethics Committee might look into the matter. Their chat leaked out at once. “God—I tell you, in five minutes, all over the train,” Milton said years later, still furious at Reston even though the press liaison, Jim Hagerty, had warned him that nothing is off the record in a presidential campaign. Even more alarming than Ike’s silence and those biblical quotations was an editorial in the Herald Tribune saying that Nixon’s “financial arrangements . . . were ill advised,” and that while Eisenhower had “correctly withheld judgment” until he could talk with his running mate, “The proper course for Senator Nixon in the circumstances is to make a formal offer of withdrawal from the ticket.” Nixon knew how connected the Trib was to Eisenhower’s inner circle—William Robinson, a gang member, was its publisher—and he later wrote with almost comical understatement that “it occurred to me that this might well be the view of Eisenhower himself.” And yet Eisenhower tried to keep his distance. “I have a feeling that in matters of this kind no one can afford to act on a hair-trigger,” he wrote to Bill Robinson the day after the Trib published its editorial.
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A young woman named Marjorie Peterson (later Marjorie Acker) had joined Senator Nixon’s staff in 1951 as an assistant to Nixon’s personal secretary, Rose Mary Woods. Because Nixon knew that her hometown was Portland, Oregon, she was aboard the Nixon Special as it headed north, and she remembers how odd it was to be so isolated. There was no communication with the outside world until the train stopped, at which point telephones would get plugged in—for the staff and the press—and that was when it became clear that the fund story had the potential to destroy Nixon. “The thing just kind of snowballed,” Acker said. Nixon was now calling the story the “big lie,” and when the train reached Eugene, Oregon, he was not only attacking Truman and his crowd but starting to use phrases that would serve him well in the days ahead—observing that the Alabama senator John Sparkman, his Democratic counterpart, kept his wife on the Senate payroll and adding “No mink coats for Pat Nixon . . . I’m proud she wears a good Republican cloth coat, and she is going to continue to do so.”


Speculation that Nixon was about to be dropped from the ticket was increasing, although it was not clear how he would be replaced—this sort of thing had never happened. If Eisenhower had made a substitution, he might have chosen California’s senior senator, William Knowland, another man he barely knew; Sherman Adams had already invited Knowland to travel on the Eisenhower train, but after the fund story appeared, he asked him to hurry it up. Knowland, an overweight and graceless man with, in one description, “a great fold of muscle and flesh at the back of his neck,” was the privileged son of J. R. Knowland, the editor and publisher of the Oakland Tribune; he quickly got the idea that he was not only there to campaign but to play the role of a relief pitcher. When the Nixon entourage arrived in Portland, “There was all kinds of stuff going on,” Acker said. As they walked from their car to the entrance of the Benson Hotel, they saw hecklers: “You heard people, and they had those little cups that said ‘Pennies for Nixon.’ ”


•  •  •


Inside the Eisenhower campaign, the candidate was being pulled in different directions by his advisers. More people were asking why Eisenhower still hadn’t called Nixon—not that one could simply pick up a telephone on the Look Ahead, Neighbor Special and chat with someone on the Nixon Special. At least the two campaigns had made contact; an Eisenhower representative in Nebraska spoke to Nixon, after which Eisenhower issued a statement saying, “Knowing Dick Nixon as I do, I believe that when the facts are known to all of us, they will show that Dick Nixon would not compromise with what is right.” That, though, was far from the full defense that Nixon had hoped to get.

OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781416588207_cover.jpg
INFASTRIROANFAS PR BRFESKTRS R PRFR AR

“[A] highly engrossing political narrative that skillfully takes the reader through. ..
astrange relationship that would help shape America’s foreign and domestic agenda
for much of the 2oth century.” —The New York Times Book Review, cover

AND

Portrait of a Strange
Political
A\ Marriage

]EFFREY FRANK
GEEEEL T R Ee T 7 T










OEBPS/images/common.jpg














OEBPS/images/title.jpg
IKE

s | ] s

DICK

Portrait of a Strange
Political Marriage

Jettrey Frank

SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI





