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  Introduction

  By 1950 the American people had grown tired of economic calamities and wars. The nation was hit with the Great Depression in the 1930s. That was followed by the New Deal and then the wars against Germany and Japan. When World War II ended, there seemed to be a collective sigh of relief. But the nation’s leaders continued to push forward, insisting that the American people sacrifice even more. The end-of-the-war celebrations were followed by a continuation of wartime rationing, then a series of massive labor strikes that nearly shut down the nation’s economy. Within just five years, the nation was at war again, this time in Korea; and the emerging Cold War with the Soviet Union brought with it an anxiety for what the future might hold for the nation and, indeed, for the entire world.

  At the same time, the nation seemed on the verge of a great economic expansion. The economy was humming along, spurred by the gigantic demands of wartime production. The American worker was flush with cash. Work had been plentiful during the war, and overtime pay pushed income levels even higher. In addition, wartime rationing and shortages meant that there had been very little to purchase during the war. With the war over, Americans were ready to spend, and spend some more. A number of economists, however, saw all this as a recipe for inflation and out-of-control growth that could lead to another economic downturn and eventually a reoccurrence of the Great Depression.

  Most Americans, by 1950, were also ready to get back to the way things were in those illusive golden years before the depression. Any such reversion to normalcy was, of course, impossible—just as it had been following the first great war of the century—but that was how many Americans saw themselves as the new decade of the 1950s opened.

  The personification of all this was General Dwight D. Eisenhower. He seemed the perfect leader for a nation looking toward a new era. Eisenhower was often described as “above the fray,” a man who refused to wallow in the mud of politics, who prided himself on his own bipartisanship, and the leader who might be able to bring together the two sides of America’s divisive political tradition. Americans also saw Eisenhower as someone who could deal with the nation’s problems. He was a decisive figure, a doer. He had, after all, defeated the Germans, marched Allied forces into Germany, and dealt with the churlish Soviets at the peace table. He was a calming and unifying figure; so much so that his very presence in Washington allowed the nation the luxury of apathy. America was in the good hands of the good general. By most accounts, the American people stepped back from politics and foreign policy and allowed Eisenhower to do what they thought he did best: look out for the national interest.

  This, of course, made for one of the most popular figures in modern American history. Americans, it seemed, liked Ike. But Eisenhower was a long way from being universally liked. His greatest detractors were inside his own Republican Party. He was a moderate, a self-styled middle roader, and that did not sit well with the GOP conservatives who saw political moderation as a surrender to American liberalism. That group was led most aggressively in the immediate postwar by Robert A. Taft, the conservative Ohio senator, the son of a president, and the vocal leader of the Republican right since before the war. When Taft died in the summer of 1953, the conservatives lost their guiding light. The right-wing mantel fell to others, most notably California senator Bill Knowland. But it was not until 1957, when Barry Goldwater stood up and took the reins of the rapidly growing conservative wing of the Republican Party, that conservatives were again able to coalesce around a strong and vocal leader and make their voices heard.

  During most of Eisenhower’s two terms, these Republican conservatives pushed back at Eisenhower and his administration at nearly every turn, criticizing his fiscal policies, his handling of communism (both domestic and foreign), and for cutting defense spending at a time of an expanding Soviet threat. They often gritted their teeth and called him a liberal, and complained bitterly that they believed his objective was to expand the New Deal, increase the power of the federal government, and accept a coexistence with the Soviets. At the same time, however, these conservatives needed Eisenhower. His popularity and long election coattails often kept them in office. So, through much of the decade these conservatives held their noses and remained in the Eisenhower coalition and worked with the president whenever possible.

  Eisenhower managed to make peace with Taft in the months before Taft died. In fact, Taft softened much of his rhetoric and became something of a moderating influence on Eisenhower. But after Taft’s death, Eisenhower refused to be burdened by the likes of Knowland or even the upstart Goldwater. Rejected by the conservatives in his own party, he often turned to the moderates in the Democratic Party for assistance in passing his legislative agenda.

  Those Democratic moderates were led by Lyndon Johnson, a whirlwind Texas senator with presidential ambitions and an astounding ability to mold the Senate into his own image and get legislation passed. Just as Eisenhower fought off the right in his own party, Johnson fought off the Democratic left, those in his party who wanted a reversion to New Deal–style liberal legislation. But they also believed strongly in a need to present an opposing agenda, a program that gave voters a choice between the Democratic Party’s program and that of the administration. To those Democrats, a Democratic Party that did little more than camp onto the agenda of a popular president was a recipe for failure at the polls.

  Johnson faced another issue: Eisenhower’s immense popularity, particularly among American moderates of both parties. To attack Eisenhower or any of his policies threatened to alienate large segments of the national electorate. Often Johnson, and those in the Democratic Party who followed him, had to be satisfied with only partial victories—“half a loaf,” as Johnson often called his strategy. To try to grab more, to push against Eisenhower’s immense popularity in an attempt to pass New Deal–style liberal legislation, would be overreaching and yield nothing. To Johnson, and those who supported him and his policies, moderation and compromise with a popular president would continue to move the Democratic Party agenda forward—just slower and at a more measured pace.

  Johnson and Eisenhower may have appeared to be in some sort of political harmony, but the two men truly saw the world differently. Eisenhower’s priorities were directed at national defense, a balanced budget, economic prosperity, and a sound dollar. He was willing to maintain any social programs with what was left over. Johnson held just the opposite view. To avoid an unequal economic structure, he believed that the federal government had the responsibility to provide for those who needed assistance: the ill-fed, the ill-housed, and the undereducated. Eisenhower had no such concerns. He believed, in fact, in the old Republican Party principle that a strong economy would do more to help those in need than any tax-supported social programs. And that coupled with a strong national defense became the primary goals of his presidency. Despite their different perspectives, the two men (as leaders of the moderates in their respective parties) found some common ground at the center of the political spectrum, and that resulted in compromise, cooperation, and finally legislation.

  Nor was this celebrated spirit of bipartisanship sparked by any real contact between these two men; there were no high-level meetings to pound out compromise legislation. Eisenhower and Johnson did not even direct their subordinates to negotiate differences and language.1 But moderate legislation was passed. More often than not, the GOP right found the outcome too liberal, and those on the left in the Democratic Party complained that it was too conservative. However, through most of the decade, moderation prevailed, the center held, and the people’s work was done.

  George Reedy, one of Johnson’s closest advisors and an astute observer of the political process in this period, explained the process in the simplest terms: The idea was “to approach all issues by amending Eisenhower’s requests. . . . The point was to change [Eisenhower’s] bill, replace Republican language with Democratic language, leaving the Eisenhower name on the bill.” This, he added, had a “placating effect upon the president, which meant that he was unlikely to intervene in the debate . . . and unlikely to veto the measure.” The result was simple: a bill introduced by the administration, liberalized to a degree in the Senate by the Democratic leadership, and signed by the president. What did Eisenhower get in exchange for this cooperation? Democratic support for his foreign policy—to him, his real challenges. It was not a bipartisan marriage made in heaven, but it was a means to an end, a way to produce compromise legislation that pushed the country forward. The process gave the appearance of a moderate president coming together with moderate Democrats (in opposition to extremists in both parties) to do the people’s work. “It was little wonder,” Reedy observed further, “that the Democratic congressional majorities increased at each election while [Johnson] was leader.”

  At the same time, it always frustrated Eisenhower that the nation seemed to like him (“I Like Ike”) but they did not care much for his party. At his most surly, he once told a friend that he was going to form a new political party (perhaps one more popular than his own) made up of the moderates from the two parties. This, he said, would allow him to control the vital center of American politics, letting the two “radical wings” that he despised so much wither on the vine of an antiquated political system.

  Through the nation’s history, Americans have seldom seen such bipartisan cooperation of the type exhibited through most of the 1950s. The Constitution nearly mandates a system in which the minority is protected from the majority’s juggernaut, leaving opposing sides to come to some sort of compromise in order to pass legislation. In the 1950s, the chief political conflicts were generally within the parties, between the moderates and the left among the Democrats and between the moderates and the right among the Republicans. Eisenhower and Johnson, with almost no contact or common strategy, saw common ground among moderates of both their parties and worked to build a moderate coalition that pushed through legislation. This coalition of interparty moderates was never named; indeed, it was never truly identifiable. In fact, its most apparent identifying characteristic was its vocal opposition: from the leaders of the Democratic left who kept up a constant drumbeat against Johnson’s willingness to enable the administration’s legislative agenda and from the leaders of the Republican right who criticized Eisenhower for his all-too-liberal unbalanced budgets and his unwillingness to confront international communism.

  By the last two years of the decade, however, the political system had changed. The left inside the Democratic Party and the right among the Republicans had gained new strength and weakened the political center, pushing out the moderate political philosophies of both Eisenhower and Johnson. By the end of the decade the center had all but collapsed and extremist wings in the two parties were ascendant.

  Since the 1950s, Americans have lamented the inability of their national legislature in Washington to cooperate, to work out their many differences, and get legislation through its complicated process—and then onto the president’s desk. The nation often looks to the 1950s as a time when the system worked, when legislation was born from the labors of bipartisan cooperation and good intentions. In some ways that was true. But there was still plenty of old-style American political conflict—and it was crushing at times—but it was from the outlying wings (Eisenhower called them the “radical wings”) of the two parties, often giving the appearance that the Republicans and Democrats were getting along.


  CHAPTER ONE

  Postwar Politics

  With the 1944 presidential campaign on the horizon, Republicans began casting about for a candidate who might be able to unseat Franklin Roosevelt, then preparing to run for an unprecedented fourth term. They looked first to General Douglas MacArthur, the theater commander in Asia and an outspoken conservative, and then to General Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Allied commander in Europe. It had been suggested to Eisenhower by a war correspondent as early as 1943 that politics might be in his future. Eisenhower’s glib response was that the correspondent had surely “been standing in the sun too long.”1 But by late 1943 and early 1944 the drumbeat quickened as the Republicans became increasingly desperate. Arthur Eisenhower counseled his younger brother to issue a statement that he was not interested in a political career, arguing that MacArthur’s military reputation was being damaged because he had refused to issue such a statement immediately. Eisenhower responded that any such statement would only make him appear ridiculous and that he would not, he wrote to his brother, “tolerate the use of my name in connection with any political activity of any kind.”2 There was even some additional talk that Roosevelt might choose Eisenhower as his running mate in 1944, particularly if the Republicans nominated MacArthur.3 But both MacArthur and Eisenhower became consumed with the war effort, and all talk of making generals into politicians in the midst of the war quieted.

  On April 12, 1945, Roosevelt died, quite unexpectedly, at his home-away-from Washington, in Warm Springs, Georgia. Vice President Harry Truman became president of the United States. The war in Europe was winding down quickly. The war against Japan, it seemed, would last much longer.

  In 1945, at the Potsdam Conference in Berlin, the new president Truman and Eisenhower were bantering about the postwar world when Truman jolted the general with a suggestion that he might want to consider a political future. “General,” Truman said, “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.” Eisenhower later recalled his amazement at the offer. “I doubt that any soldier of our country has ever [been] so suddenly struck in his emotional vitals by a President with such an apparently sincere and certainly astounding proposition as this. . . . [T]o have the President suddenly throw his broadside into me left no recourse except to treat it [as] a very splendid joke which I hoped it was.” “Mr. President,” Eisenhower replied, “I don’t know who will be your opponent for the presidency, but it will not be I.”4

  When Eisenhower returned home after the war, he was asked over and over again: will you run? To an audience in his hometown of Abilene, Kansas, in 1945, he seemed to make it pretty clear. “It is silly to talk about me in politics,” he said, “and so for once I’ll talk about it, but only to settle this thing once [and] for all. I should like to make this as emphatic as possible. . . . In the strongest language you can command, you can state that I have no political ambitions at all, make it even stronger than that if you can. I’d like to go even further than Sherman in expressing myself on this subject.”5 He could hardly have been anymore definitive, but the 1948 campaign was still three years away, and in that time Eisenhower definitely considered making a run.

  As the 1948 election approached, the nation seemed poised for a wave of Republicanism that was about to wash over Washington. The Democrats had been in power since March 1933; they had taken the nation through the Great Depression and the war. Now, some fifteen years after the Democrats pushed their way back onto the political stage, it seemed time for a Republican resurgence and what many Americans saw as a return to normalcy—or something resembling a lifestyle away from the emergencies of the last decade and a half. If anyone doubted the Republican resurgence, there was the evidence of the 1946 midterm elections when the Republicans swept both houses of Congress for the first time since Herbert Hoover was in office. On the first day of that congressional session, Republican members of the new 80th Congress arrived on Capitol Hill carrying brooms. They refused to reveal to the press what the brooms symbolized, but to anyone who knew the mind of the GOP in 1946, they were intended to represent a sweeping away of the New Deal.

  All of this assumed that Truman would be cast out two years later in the 1948 presidential election. The “Little Man from Missouri” had brought the war to a conclusion in good order, but to most Americans he had done little more than observe the giant American war machine as it did its business of finishing off Germany and Japan. He had made the decision to drop the bomb on Japan, and he was generally praised for that decisive act—and for ending the war as quickly as possible. But even that was perceived by many Americans as little more than carrying out a decision that had already been made.

  ‡

  It is a phenomenon of the American political system that (in order to appeal to the largest possible range of voters) a presidential candidate is often bound to select a running mate who carries nearly the opposite appeal. Such was the case in 1944 when Roosevelt chose Harry Truman to run with him on the Democratic ticket. Roosevelt was urbane, urban, a wealthy patrician, a career politician who had risen to political importance in New York as a reformer, a battler against the corrupt bossism of Tammany Hall. With the Roosevelt money and Roosevelt name, he had glided through life from the social prominence of Hyde Park, to Groton, Harvard, and on to Columbia Law. He headed to Wall Street, the New York state legislature, national politics in 1920, and finally to the White House in 1933. Truman was different. His life had been hard. He grew up on the Missouri frontier where opportunities were limited and prospects were bleak. There was no prominent family name, no family wealth, no marvelous education to carry him through life. Harry Truman was ordinary. He served in France during World War I and returned home to try his hand at business. His small haberdashery in Kansas City, Missouri, soon failed. He then tried his hand at investing in oil and mining interests, failing at that as well. At thirty, he turned to politics and found some success at the local level where he seemed destined to stay. But by allying with the Pendergast machine (a corrupt Kansas City organization named after political boss Tom Pendergast), Truman moved up the political ladder and finally into the U.S. Senate, where he made a name for himself by uncovering wasteful wartime spending and then as one of the few southerners who stood by Roosevelt and the New Deal.

  After the death of FDR, Truman stepped into the White House with a convincing 87 percent approval rating, a figure that clearly owed more to his anonymity and the nation’s expectations than to his popularity. By 1946, however, his approval rating had slid to a paltry 32 percent. For most of the nation, Truman’s problems revolved around reconversion, the process of regulating the postwar economy that was his first real act as president. And he generally stumbled. Taking advice from economists who insisted that the immediate removal of wartime price controls would cause either debilitating inflation or depression, or both, Truman left price controls in place for nearly two years after the war ended. At the same time, organized labor pushed at the other end. Generally quiet during the war in an effort to keep production up, unions went out on strike when the war ended in numbers that were unprecedented. As labor and other production costs increased, while prices remained fixed by the federal government, production of consumer goods ground to a halt. To meet the demand, a vibrant black market emerged, embarrassing the government even more. Finally, under pressure from just about every direction, an embattled Truman removed the price controls. It was a popular decision, but the long wait had hurt the president. His first real decision had been wrong.

  Organized labor presented an additional challenge. Truman’s handling of the postwar labor strikes not only brought the unions out against him, but it hurt his standing generally. Certainly, labor had done its part to win the war, but following V-J Day the American worker was taking home less real income than before the war. In addition, when the war brought an end to cutbacks in overtime, wages were dragged down even further. In 1941, the average American laborer’s real wage was just over $28.00 per week. That had risen to $36.72 in 1945. But by the fall of 1946, inflation and a reduction in overtime pay had pulled real wages back to the 1941 level. The pie was expanding, but labor’s share remained the same. Industry, however, argued that it was shackled with Truman’s wartime price controls, plus it was stuck with the immense cost of retooling for peacetime production. Labor and management were on a collision course that would engulf the nation in the immediate postwar years. And Truman, caught in the middle, was damaged by the events.

  The result was nearly inevitable. Through the summer of 1945, the nation experienced 4,600 work stoppages involving some five million workers. Following V-J Day, the situation worsened. In September, 43,000 oil refinery workers went out on strike, cutting off one-third of the nation’s oil supply. Six weeks later, the United Auto Workers struck General Motors, idling some 325,000 workers. Then in January, 750,000 steelworkers walked out, followed by 200,000 electrical workers and another 200,000 meatpackers.6 The nation seemed on the verge of paralysis, and the people looked to their president for answers. Truman responded as he often did to crises: he pulled together a blue-ribbon committee to find a solution. They had none.

  In April 1946, the United Mine Workers went out on strike, and the nation’s infrastructure (fueled by coal) ground to a halt. Truman responded by seizing the coal mines. It was a decisive, even popular, decision, but it alienated organized labor, whose leaders and rank-and-file began to see the president as a tool of management. Finally in May, railroad engineers and trainmen struck, which threatened to shut down the nation’s commerce and industry. Truman responded by asking Congress for emergency powers to bring contempt charges against labor leaders, and then he threatened to draft striking workers into the military. Truman’s threats caused labor leaders in the railroad industry to back down, and the president basked in his victory. But as the 1946 midterm elections approached, it was clear that organized labor had no friend in the White House.7

  As Washington geared up for the 1946 election campaigns, Truman’s approval ratings sank to the low thirties. And most Americans had come to see him as a sort of caretaker president, someone who would keep things going until the Democrats could nominate a strong candidate to take the reins of the party. The Democratic National Committee, in fact, had so little confidence in Truman’s appeal that in several congressional campaigns that year they purchased national radio time and broadcast old Roosevelt speeches rather than send Truman out on the campaign trail.

  Not surprisingly, Truman’s general lack of leadership abilities caused a splintering within the Democratic Party. Through the 1930s, Roosevelt had cobbled together a fragile coalition of diverse groups that included southern conservatives, northern liberals, western farmers, organized labor, big city bosses, and minorities and immigrants in northern cities. Truman simply did not have the qualities necessary to hold these disparate groups together. Roosevelt was a born leader. He held the coalition together with well-applied charm, cajolery, and flattery. Without Roosevelt’s leadership parts of this fragile coalition began to break away, each intending on building its own power base and lead a new party coalition into the next political generation.

  All this became apparent in 1946 when the Democrats lost control of Congress for the first time since Hoover was in office. The losses were big, but predictable. The Democrats lost fifty-four seats in the House and twelve in the Senate. The era of Democratic dominance appeared over, and the nation seemed ready for a tidal wave of Republicanism. Truman’s lack of effective leadership, followed by the 1946 Republican surge, all seemed like the natural order of things to most Americans. The political pendulum had swung back. Thus, the Republicans of the 80th Congress entered the Capitol in January 1947 carrying their brooms, ready to use their mandate to sweep away what they saw as the refuse of New Deal liberalism. Their November campaign call had been “Had enough?” And the nation, it seemed, had answered with a resounding yes.8

  The Republicans of the 80th Congress coalesced around Ohio senator Robert A. Taft, “Mr. Republican,” the austere conservative and prewar isolationist, the son of a president. It was no secret that Taft had his eye on the 1948 Republican nomination, and just about everyone agreed that whoever received that nomination would ride the Republican wave into the White House with little difficulty.

  Truman, however, was not prepared to hand over power to the Republicans—at least not yet. Through the next two years, he maintained a unique relationship with the 80th Congress. On domestic issues, it was a gloves-off affair. The president vetoed seventy-five bills in the two sessions. Five of his vetoes were overridden, and very little was accomplished. On foreign affairs, however, it was a different story. A Cold War consensus was in the process of forming, and the two parties worked together to establish a foreign policy that would prevail for another forty years. In the final analysis, however, Truman used the 80th Congress to enhance his standing with several sectors of his party. By introducing and pushing liberal legislation that he probably knew would never pass, Truman was able to portray the Republicans as the political arm of big business, insensitive to the needs of the average American, and unwilling to act on much needed domestic reforms.9

  Consequently, as the 1948 campaign approached, Truman was able to present himself as the defender of the common man, a fighter against oppression, and the real successor to the New Deal. And by opposing the Taft-Hartley Act (designed by the Republicans in the 80th Congress to curtail the powers of organized labor), Truman was able to pull many of those disgruntled organized labor leaders back into his coalition. Then on foreign affairs, he worked with congressional leaders to adopt a firm and decisive anti-Soviet stance that was generally popular. Using Congress as his foil, Truman, by the summer of 1948, had established himself as the new leader of the old New Deal coalition, the defender of the common man and organized labor, and a strong world leader.

  In turn, the Republicans in the 80th Congress proceeded under the assumption that the 1946 election was a portent for the future and that in 1948 they would put one of their own into the White House with little effort. That is, they played right into Truman’s hands. A Republican bill to reduce taxes in the upper income brackets was passed over Truman’s veto. The Republicans excluded several groups from Social Security benefits, overriding two presidential vetoes to get the job done. They killed administration-supported bills to provide aid to education, increase the minimum wage, and provide comprehensive housing. Southern Democrats, seeing no need to support what appeared to be Truman’s failing lame-duck presidency, got behind most Republican initiatives in exchange for Republican support in killing civil rights legislation. All this appeared to be an insurmountable obstacle to Truman’s domestic agenda, but it worked to increase Truman’s image with the American people as their representative fighting against the forces of big business and privilege.10

  After 1946, Taft emerged as the clear leader of the Republicans in Congress, and in that position he was considered the immediate frontrunner for the 1948 Republican nomination. But he was not uncontested. Standing in the wings were at least two formidable candidates: Eisenhower, who continued to claim that politics was not in his future; and Thomas Dewey, who had lost to Roosevelt in 1944 and (it seemed to be common knowledge) would at some point make a run for the 1948 nomination.

  It was Eisenhower, however, who was the true wildcard. It was clear that if he wanted the nomination—of either party—he could have it. And that was, in fact, part of his appeal. No one knew if he was a Republican or a Democrat, and he refused to reveal his affiliation, even to the point of avoiding issues that might define him. In this noncandidate role, he was able to maintain a candidate’s visibility without carrying the weight of a candidate’s responsibilities. With his intentions unknown, no one dared attack him, and he made no enemies. He was also not responsible to the press or the public for possessing policies on specific issues. All of this added to his growing popularity. In a 1947 poll, 22 percent believed Eisenhower was a Republican; 20 percent thought he was a Democrat. The largest group, 58 percent, confessed that they did not know his affiliation. In 1946, Time reported the obvious, that he could run successfully on either ticket.11

  The boom for Eisenhower began immediately following the Republican 1946 victory when it seemed clear that the Republican tide was on the rise. Time referred to his “tremendous reputation, unencumbered by political liabilities, his wonderful name, his poise, and amazing popularity. . . . Ike,” the article continued, “might find it hard to slap down the presidential bee.” Life reported that Eisenhower was on the stump, despite his almost constant insistence that he was not a candidate, and discussing various issues beyond the military, “thereby starting a big boom to make him a presidential candidate.” Another Life article announced that a “boom for Ike” was underway and included a cover shot of a pretty girl wearing a “Draft Ike” button as a monocle.12

  Eisenhower continued to deny his candidacy, however. Finally, in June 1947, he announced that he had agreed to become the president of Columbia University. There, he told a friend, he would find “some shelter from the constant political darts that are launched in my direction by well-meaning, but I fear short sighted, friends.”13 That might have been the logical conclusion, but some saw it differently, that his acceptance of the Columbia position was an affirmation that he wanted to remain in the public eye and in public service. Journalist John Gunther wrote that Eisenhower’s announcement that he would go to Columbia caused “the movement to make him President to spread like fire through dry wheat.”14

  In late 1947, Eisenhower continued to insist that he would not run, but he still toyed with the possibility. To his friend and wartime chief of staff, Walter Bedell Smith, he wrote: “I do not believe that you or I or anyone else has the right to state categorically that he will not perform any duty that his country might demand of him. . . .” To refuse to run, he told Smith, “would be almost the same thing as a soldier refusing to carry out the desires of his commander.” He added that he had no taste for political life, but perhaps under the right circumstances he might reconsider. “On the other hand, if you should assume the occurrence of an American miracle of a nature that has never heretofore occurred, at least since Washington, you might have the spectacle of someone being named by common consent. . . .”15 Eisenhower often referred to his fantasy of being drafted by acclamation. To another friend he wrote: “Since no man—at least since Washington’s day—has ever gone into high political office except with his own consent, indeed with his own connivance, I feel perfectly secure in my position” of rejecting a candidacy.16

  His decision not to run became clearer as he considered other factors. He had come to believe that the politicians stalking him were only interested because of his status as a war hero, that his only real virtue was that he was popular enough to win the presidency. It was not in Eisenhower’s nature to be an ineffectual front man for a political organization—and the idea was repugnant to him. He told his brother Milton that he did not feel any sense of duty toward a political party that would, “in desperation, turn to some name that might be a bit popular around the country, in the effort to drag a political . . . organization out of a hole.”17 And then there were the rigors of the campaign itself. If he chose to run in 1948 as a Republican, he would have to fight several primary battles, and since primary victories then garnered less than half the delegates needed to win the nomination, he would almost certainly be forced into a bloody convention fight as well. Eisenhower may have been a popular national figure, but it would have taken a great effort to win a nomination in 1948. Of course, he would not be running unopposed. Other Republicans wanted the nomination. Particularly Taft and Dewey were unlikely to give up without a struggle, and their combined forces might well push Eisenhower right out of contention. He also had no real political organization, and he had raised no money. Rather than risk his reputation in a bloody battle that he might well lose, Eisenhower decided to decline.

  His hand was finally forced in January 1948 when a group of his supporters entered his name in the March New Hampshire primary. Either he had to allow it to happen and be a candidate or he had to withdraw. The intentions of these Eisenhower supporters were apparently not known to Eisenhower until Leonard Finder, the publisher of the Manchester Union Leader, sent him a copy of the newspaper’s endorsement. Along with the column, Finder added a personal note designed to appeal to Eisenhower’s desire for a draft: “While we appreciate that you are not anxious for political aspirations, we are equally confident that you will not resist or resent a genuine grass-roots movement. That is exactly what we have here in New Hampshire.” In a reference to Eisenhower’s long-held commitment to duty, Finder concluded, “no man should deny the will of the people in a matter such as this. All that we are attempting is to have the will of the people made so clear that it cannot be obviated by the usual politicians assembled in convention.”18

  Eisenhower apparently felt that his hand had been forced. He immediately issued a statement claiming that he had no desire to enter politics. Nine days later, on January 23, he issued a more formal response in a letter to Finder that was released to the press.19 It was as close to William Tecumseh Sherman’s statement—“If nominated I will not run; if elected, I will not serve”—as Eisenhower would get. He wrote that he was not surprised that admirers and supporters had misinterpreted or found hidden meaning in his statements, “but my failure to convince thoughtful and earnest men . . . proves that I must make some amplification. I am not available and could not accept nomination to high political office.” He went on to apologize to those who had given their time on his behalf. He concluded with a statement that should have left nothing to the imagination: “My decision to remove myself completely from the political scene is definite and positive [and] I could not accept nomination even under the remote circumstances that it were tendered me.”20 That, he thought, would certainly end all the speculation. He wrote to a friend, “I feel as if I’ve had an abscessed tooth pulled.”21 With that, the Republicans stood down and headed off to look for other candidates. For the Democrats, however, it was a different story. They seemed to interpret the response to the Finder letter as Eisenhower’s disavowal of his Republican affiliation. Thus, they concluded, he must be a Democrat.22

  Like the Republicans, the Democrats had been trying for some time to persuade Eisenhower to cast his lot with them, and he had refused just as he had refused the Republicans. But the Democrats were more desperate in 1948 than the Republicans. They believed that Truman was a loser, and they saw no one on the horizon except Eisenhower who had enough popular support to defeat the Republicans in November. The objective of these Democrats-for-Eisenhower was little more than to keep the Democrats in Washington (and the Republicans out) for another four years. When Eisenhower wrote to Milton in October 1947 about a political party that “in desperation [would] turn to some name that might be a bit popular around the country, in the effort to drag [itself] out of a hole,” he no doubt had the Democrats in mind. At the same time, the Democrats were not just infatuated with Eisenhower. They knew the situation well. Polls showed that Eisenhower-as-Democrat running against any Republican was a winner in 1948.23

  The draft-Eisenhower Democrats were a fairly diverse group, ranging from the sons of Franklin Roosevelt to labor leaders like Walter Reuther and big-city bosses like Chicago’s Jacob Arvey and Jersey City’s Frank Hague. There were even southern supporters, particularly senators Lister Hill and John Sparkman, both from Alabama, and Florida senator Claude Pepper. Their only common cause was that they disliked the doomed Truman, and they wanted to keep the Democrats in power. The real force behind the movement, however, was the Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), a liberal political organization that considered itself the harbinger of New Deal liberalism that, at the same time, despised communism both at home and abroad. To the ADA, it was simple: “Anyone but Truman.” He was anathema, an unworthy proponent. The ADA political philosophy in 1948 was summed up in a letter from theologian and ADA founder Reinhold Niebuhr to ADA head James Loeb: “We are sunk now” with Truman, he wrote, “and Eisenhower is the only possible candidate who [can] defeat the Republicans. I would support almost any decent man to avoid four years of Republican rule.”24

  In mid-April 1948, the executive board of the ADA met to devise a strategy to organize the diverse Eisenhower supporters under ADA leadership. They issued a statement designed to pull directly on the strings of Eisenhower’s sense of responsibility to the nation: “This Nation has the right to call upon men like Dwight D. Eisenhower . . . if the people so chose. . . . No one . . . can enjoy the privilege of declaring himself unavailable in this hour of the nation’s need.” Eisenhower, they added, “would stir the popular enthusiasm which will sweep progressive candidates across the country into Congress.”25 For the ADA, the Eisenhower drive was an expedient, an act of desperation. He was simply someone the ADA and other Democrats thought could win.

  Eisenhower had managed to keep his distance from much of this Democratic Party activity as it developed during the early spring of 1948. By March, however, local Democratic Eisenhower-for-President organizations had begun to spring up throughout the country, and many were raising money to support the Eisenhower campaign that did not exist. By April, Eisenhower realized that he would again have to deny all charges that he wanted to be a candidate—this time for the benefit of the Democrats. On the day following the ADA endorsement, Eisenhower wrote Bedell Smith, “Recently the Democrats have taken the attitude that Mr. Truman cannot be re-elected; therefore they do not want to re-nominate him. In this situation they are turning desperately to anyone that might give them a chance of winning, and they have the cockeyed notion that I might be tempted to make the effort.”26

  The ADA endorsement was reported in Time on April 19. In that same issue, Eisenhower was asked to respond. “I wrote a letter,” he said, referring to the Finder letter of some four months earlier. “And I meant every word of it.”27 But even that did not satisfy some Democrats. Florida senator Claude Pepper and a few other Democrats continued to push for an Eisenhower nomination. In the weeks before the Democratic convention, James Roosevelt sent telegrams to each party delegate inviting them to a meeting to select “the ablest and strongest man available. . . . It is our belief,” the message continued, “no man in these critical days can refuse the call to duty and leadership implicit in the nomination and virtual election to the Presidency of the United States.”28 Again, Eisenhower’s hand was forced. On July 5, he issued a statement: “I will not, at this time, identify myself with any political party, and could not accept nomination for any public office or participate in partisan political contest.”29 But because Eisenhower had used the phrase, “at this time,” the fires continued to burn. A plan was hatched to have Eisenhower’s name placed in nomination at the convention without his consent. Claude Pepper sent a note to Eisenhower notifying him of the plan, then concluding the note with: “I neither expect nor desire either an acknowledgment or reply.”30 The scheme forced Eisenhower to disavow his political ambitions one last time. On July 8 and 9, he wrote letters to the leaders of the draft-Eisenhower movement. All the letters were personalized and written differently, but each letter contained the following phrase: “No matter under what terms, conditions, or premises a proposal might be couched, I would refuse to accept the nomination.”31 And with that, the 1948 draft-Eisenhower movement was finally shut down.

  The Republicans went on, for a second time, to choose Thomas Dewey after he jumped into several primaries in the eleventh hour and then outmaneuvered Taft at the convention to win the nomination. Dewey had run against Roosevelt in 1944, the young fresh-face (Dewey was the first presidential candidate of either of the two primary parties to be born in the twentieth century) against the old man. He had little chance of beating Roosevelt in 1944; victories were close on both war fronts, but Dewey did better than most observers expected, and he immediately became the front runner for the next presidential campaign in 1948. To just about anyone paying attention that year, Dewey was about to become the next president. Since there seemed to be no campaign battle to win, he followed the advice of his chief advisors and barely bothered to campaign; and as the election approached, he even leaked his cabinet choices.

  The Democrats split badly. Henry Wallace (perceived as the communist-sponsored candidate) formed a third party, the Progressives. Many southern conservatives became disenchanted with Truman and his concessions toward civil rights for African Americans, and at the convention they walked out. Eventually these southerners formed the States Rights Democrats, a name quickly whittled down to the “Dixiecrats” by southern newspaper editors. Their claim—as it had been the claim of southern politicians through the nation’s history—was that they represented the true aspirations and beliefs of the Democratic Party; that it was the national party that had varied from the party’s mainstream structure. They nominated South Carolina governor Strom Thurmond for president.

  To just about everyone’s surprise, Truman won the election fairly easily, carrying 49.5 percent of the popular vote to Dewey’s 45 percent. The Electoral College vote was even more convincing, with Truman winning a solid 303 votes to Dewey’s 189.

  Thurmond won thirty-nine electoral votes in four southern states, but his most important impact was to carry the racist label. That, along with Truman’s concessions to civil rights, gave the president a big turnout of African American voters in northern urban areas. He may have lost thirty-nine electoral votes in South Carolina, Louisiana, Alabama, and Mississippi, but he won California, Illinois, and Ohio because (at least in part) African American voters turned out in big numbers in Los Angeles, Chicago, and Cleveland. It was a good trade-off for Truman, and it began a slow shift in the national party structure as conservative white southerners began moving into the Republican Party and northern African Americans began deserting the party of Lincoln for the Democrats.

  Wallace’s impact was much the same. Republicans had wanted desperately to label Truman a communist or at least soft on communism. But Wallace had, almost eagerly, accepted support and assistance from the American Communist Party in his campaign. Any attempt to attack Truman as a communist sympathizer fell on deaf ears with Wallace in the race. Both third-party efforts aided Truman by deflecting criticisms that might well have damaged his campaign. Because of Thurmond and Wallace, the volatile charges of racism and communism did not stick to Truman.32

  It was the 1948 statewide election in Illinois, however, that may have had the greatest impact on Democratic Party politics for the next decade. Two of the most important political figures in that state had jumped on the draft-Eisenhower bandwagon: Cook County political boss Jacob Arvey and the state party’s chosen candidate for the Senate seat that year, Paul Douglas. Adlai Stevenson, the Democratic Party’s choice to run for governor against two-time Republican incumbent, Dwight Green, refused to join the Eisenhower movement and continued to stand by Truman. Then at the convention, once the draft-Eisenhower movement collapsed, Stevenson seconded the nomination of his distant cousin (and Truman good friend) Alben Barkley for vice president.

  As late as the last weeks of October, the New York Times followed most pundits and predicted that Green would defeat Stevenson by a wide margin. Most pollsters had by then, however, given up the polling process, declaring Dewey’s victory a foregone conclusion—along with most of the other Republicans who, they thought, would ride his coattails into Washington. Green was so overconfident, in fact, that he spent much of the summer lobbying for the vice presidential nomination instead of campaigning for the job in Springfield. For his efforts, he made the short list of Dewey’s perspective running mates, and he was chosen to deliver the keynote address at the Republican National Convention in Philadelphia. By then, however, Green had been tainted by what some saw as his negligence in preventing the tragic Centralia, Illinois, mine disaster a year before. Also, he was too far to the right for Dewey’s taste. He was finally overlooked in favor of California governor, Earl Warren.

  When the election-night numbers rolled in, it was clear that Stevenson had won an unexpected victory. He buried Green with a whopping 57 percent of the votes, the largest plurality in the state’s history. His margin of victory was almost 600,000 votes, and he took half of the traditionally conservative downstate counties. In the national election, Truman won the state by a squeak of just 33,000 votes—in fact, riding Stevenson’s coattails to victory. It was a crucial state and a big win. Although Truman and Stevenson had very little in common and really never connected on any level, Truman did not forget Stevenson’s loyalty and his role in the 1948 campaign. In 1952, when Truman began looking for a successor, Stevenson, one of the party’s fresh faces, would make the short list.33

  Stevenson was one of several Democrats who emerged with victories in 1948, along with Hubert Humphrey in Minnesota and Lyndon Johnson in Texas. Massachusetts Representative John Kennedy won a second term.34 The “class of 1948,” as both parties called it, propelled several of the nation’s future political leaders into politics

  Stevenson had come up through the ranks. During the war he served in the Navy Department as the assistant to Secretary Frank Knox and was sent on several inspection tours of naval installations in the Pacific. As early as 1942, Stevenson, at age forty-two, considered an Illinois Senate run against Republican Curly Brooks, but the all-powerful Chicago Democratic Party machine overlooked Stevenson in favor of Congressman Raymond McKeough.35

  Stevenson then turned his interests toward the state gubernatorial election in 1944. But as the campaign approached, he simply could not make the decision to run, and that indecision exposed a serious flaw in his character. Stevenson’s indecisiveness became almost legendary in a profession where the ability to be quick and decisive is considered an attribute. Several times, including his decision to run in 1952, Stevenson seemed almost debilitated by apprehension, much to the frustration of his supporters. Several of his friends and cohorts have, however, disagreed with that analysis. They have argued that it was not so much indecision that plagued Stevenson as a natural lack of desire to promote himself and a central belief that the office should seek the individual and not the other way around. He was also careful and cautious about such decisions. Nevertheless, the image stuck to Stevenson throughout his political career. He was often perceived as an indecisive figure who might not be up to the job when the tough decisions had to be made. That often translated into what one of his biographers has called “a soft head,” a leader who begs off toughness for a compromising and conciliatory approach. As a presidential candidate during the first decade of the Cold War, such an image was not helpful.36
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