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INTRODUCTION

BY M. STANTON EVANS

“War,” to quote the famous phrase of Randolph Bourne, “is the health of the state.”

By which Bourne meant—along with a lot of other things— that war permits the state to encroach on personal freedoms, increasing its scope and power while systematically shrinking the liberties of the people. The comment was obviously true, historically speaking, as for many ages kings, nobles, and eventually parliaments avidly sought authority, revenue, and other resources to wage their seemingly endless battles.

Bourne’s axiom would be more valid yet in the modern era, as corvées numbering in the millions were mobilized in wars of global mass destruction, and newfangled methods of coercion and surveillance brought ever more aspects of daily life under the sway of state compulsion.

This study of World War II by Burton and Anita Folsom is an instructive treatment of such matters, adding in significant fashion to our understanding of President Franklin Roosevelt, his subalterns, and their performance in that titanic conflict. In numerous ways, the picture the Folsoms sketch for us is in stark contrast to the standard histories we’ve been given dealing with Roosevelt and his conduct of the struggle.

It has become fashionable in recent years to speak of the Americans who fought World War II as “the greatest generation.” For those who stayed to the bitter end at Corregidor, stormed the shores of Normandy, or raised the flag at Iwo Jima, such praise is not excessive. The heroism of the soldiers, sailors, Marines, and airmen who fought the battles of Europe and the Far Pacific should be remembered as long as there is an American nation.

At the level of political-diplomatic leadership, however, there is a less-edifying story to be told, fragments of which have emerged in piecemeal fashion across the decades from formerly confidential records, official archives, and the memoirs of leading actors in the drama. In this ongoing process of discovery and revision, the authors of the present study have brought together many revealing fragments and thus made a much-needed contribution to the genre.

Though FDR is treated in many histories as a far-seeing statesman waging a great crusade for freedom, the record provided by the Folsoms, backed by their extensive researches, shows us something different. In lack of preparedness during the run-up to the war (while contriving to get us in it), thereafter in many phases of its conduct, and most of all in the end game played out with Soviet dictator Stalin at Teheran and Yalta, Roosevelt made countless tragic blunders, to put the matter no more strongly. In particular, by various wartime stratagems he pursued and postwar policies he favored, he materially increased the strength of the Soviet Union and so helped consign untold numbers of suffering victims to its despotic rule.

While the Folsoms deal with issues of this sort in their discussion, it is in the realm of domestic policy and its impact on the nation that they make their most distinctive contribution. They show in detail the extent to which FDR used the war emergency (with the best of motives, per his defenders, but motives here are not the issue) to seek a further concentration of the Federal power that had been growing steadily in the New Deal era.

These wartime methods included exorbitant levels of taxation, massive increases in Federal spending, a vast proliferation of Federal bureaus, controls on prices, production, commerce, energy, and countless other facets of national life—all on the premise that the emergency called for such draconian measures. Here was the “health of the state” indeed, on a scale that far exceeded the earlier doings of Woodrow Wilson, which had led Bourne to make his sardonic comment.

Equally to the point, as the Folsoms further show, was the use Roosevelt made of the power at his disposal—going after domestic foes and critics via wiretaps by the FBI, tax audits, regulatory crackdowns, and indictments for sedition, plus the well-known internment of Japanese Americans (a measure favored by Earl Warren but opposed by J. Edgar Hoover). Roosevelt’s efforts to punish and silence such opponents as Col. Robert McCormick of the Chicago Tribune and the Patterson newspaper family were many and relentless.

Indeed, virtually everything done and deplored some decades later in the Watergate affair was originally done—and outdone— by FDR, though one would scarcely know this from the usual hagiographic tellings of his story.

All of this makes for important reading, including in the final wrap-up some hopeful lessons also. For one thing, it’s worth recalling, Pearl Harbor was avenged and Hitler was defeated—though replacing him with the equally murderous and even more powerful Stalin was no boon to the cause of democracy Roosevelt professedly was serving.

On the home front, meanwhile, there were many in Washington and media-academic circles who wanted in peacetime to continue the controls, massive spending, and taxation that were imposed in the course of the struggle. To this, however, the American people and a brand-new Congress would say no, moving instead to trim Federal power back at least to its former levels. This brought much outcry and many prophecies of doom, but resulted instead in a surge of postwar prosperity and growth that made the economy stronger. The relevance of which to happenings of the present day doesn’t need much stressing.

On these topics, and many others, the Folsoms have given us a fast-moving, lucid, and informative survey that corrects the record of World War II in numerous significant aspects. The result is a major contribution to understanding events of the twentieth century that far too many histories have neglected.

M. Stanton Evans



PROLOGUE

MAY 26, 1940

The president nervously flicked the ashes from his cigarette and stared past the microphones. His eyes were on the guests seated in the White House radio room, but his mind was on the marching columns of Adolf Hitler’s troops, who had just stormed through Belgium, Luxembourg, Holland—even France was on the verge of collapse. Many Americans had hoped that Great Britain and France could contain the Nazi menace and handle the war themselves. But the sudden and incredibly swift successes of Germany’s “lightning war” had tipped the balance in Hitler’s favor. France’s army, once vaunted as the premier fighting machine of the world, was led by old men using outdated tactics. French troops were throwing down their weapons and surrendering en masse. Even as Franklin Delano Roosevelt sat before the microphone, the British Army in France was fighting for its life while evacuating to a beach called Dunkirk.

The Fireside Chat was Roosevelt’s ingenious invention for stopping time and seizing the attention of sixty to seventy million Americans, many of whom had already tuned in their radios, coast-to-coast, eager to hear his familiar voice. Roosevelt performed these timely talks only when he absolutely had to establish a connection with the American people, either to maneuver for their votes or to persuade them of his point of view. Oddly enough, tonight, May 26, 1940, he was doing both of these things. He was preparing to run for a historic third term in the White House, and he was also preparing the nation for war. His urgent need to rebuild America’s defenses had changed his priorities and his presidency. To generations unborn he knew his presidency would forever be connected with the forthcoming world war; therefore, the United States simply had to win it. He was in reality, after tonight, a war president. The coming war, not the New Deal, would now become his top priority.

The chief radio engineer was ready; there was a hush over the guests. The president put out his cigarette nervously, and took a sip of water. He had to talk peace, think war, and use his New Deal war chest to lead him to victory in November.

Suddenly the radio man gave the signal; then came the announcements from each of the networks. Roosevelt shuffled the pages of his speech and heard the announcer’s voice: “The president of the United States.” He looked up and smiled forcibly. “My friends,” he said, and his nervousness vanished, “at this moment of sadness throughout most of the world, I want to talk with you about a number of subjects that directly affect the future of the United States.” From there he briefly described the “almost incredible eyewitness stories” of devastation from Hitler’s rapid invasions: bombings of city centers, machine guns aimed at fleeing civilians, civil rights suspended. Then came the subtle nudge. He urged Americans to give to the Red Cross, thereby loosely binding the United States to the Allied cause.1

And he went further: “There are some among us who closed their eyes, . . . honestly and sincerely thinking that the many hundreds of miles of salt water made the American Hemisphere so remote that the people of North and Central and South America could go on living in the midst of their vast resources without reference to, or danger from, other continents of the world.” Roosevelt discarded those arguments: “Today we are now more realistic.”

So as Roosevelt gave his radio address on May 26, foremost in his mind was the need for war materiel, especially ships and aircraft. Already he was being blamed for the lack of preparation in the U.S. military. He knew that the country must arm itself quickly to catch up with other world powers. With two coasts to defend, the United States was woefully unprepared. Gaps in industrial production of ships, planes, and other armaments were far larger than most of the public knew. American industry could make the difference, both in defending the United States and in shoring up the democracies in Europe. In the next few minutes, Franklin Roosevelt would change the course of his presidency and call upon American industry to stand with him in the breach.

“Yes, we are calling upon the resources, the efficiency, and the ingenuity of American manufacturers of war material of all kinds—airplanes and tanks and guns and ships, and all the hundreds of products that go into this materiel.” Roosevelt had reached the heart of his speech.

“The government of the United States itself manufactures few of the implements of war. Private industry will continue to be the source of most of this material; and private industry will have to be speeded up to produce it at the rate and efficiency called for by the needs of the times.”

Some listeners must have paused in disbelief. The president was pivoting. Franklin Roosevelt—for the first time in his seven years as president—urgently needed, and publicly requested, help from the nation’s largest business owners.

A bigger shock was yet to come. Not only was the president courting these “malefactors of wealth,” as he used to call them, he was offering to help them, to give them financial incentives to produce.

“I know that private business cannot be expected to make all of the capital investments required for expansions of plants and factories and personnel which this program calls for at once. It would be unfair to expect industrial corporations or their investors to do this, when there is a chance that a change in international affairs may stop or curtail orders a year or two hence.

“Therefore, the government of the United States stands ready to advance the necessary money to help provide for the enlargement of factories, the establishment of new plants, the employment of thousands of necessary workers, the development of new sources of supply for the hundreds of raw materials required, the development of quick mass transportation of supplies.”

As if to underscore his remarkable turnabout, he added, “We are calling on men now engaged in private industry to help us in carrying out this program, and you will hear more of this in detail in the next few days.”

Careful students of the Roosevelt presidency knew that war must be near because FDR had decided to change the tone of the political debate in Washington. For almost eight years, Wall Street bankers and corporate leaders had been his favorite scapegoats for explaining why the Great Depression was persisting. The premise of his New Deal, after all, was that businessmen had failed and that government should regulate, plan, and direct much of the American economy to break the hold of the Great Depression.

Earlier, during national elections, the president could use class warfare and federal subsidies to win votes. After all, bad economies come and go in U.S. history. But when wars come, they must be won. Few remember the Panic of 1873—or even who was president then—but everyone remembered the Mexican War, the Spanish-American War, and, of course, the Civil War. U.S. presidents could fail when they worked to end depressions, as FDR had shown, and still survive politically—if they had a viable scapegoat. But they could not lose wars because those losses would be all the historians and the textbooks would ever remember. Lincoln was great because Lincoln was a successful war president. His high taxes and abuse of civil liberties were largely forgotten. If the forthcoming war were lost, FDR could, of course, attack business again for not making enough weapons. But historians would still hold Roosevelt accountable for losing any war on his watch.

Just ten days earlier, on May 16, 1940, Roosevelt had addressed Congress and asked for more than a billion dollars for defense, with a commitment for fifty thousand military aircraft. But addressing Congress was not enough. Business leaders held back their complete support, concerned that their industries would be nationalized or their profits attacked. If they committed large amounts of capital for defense plants, could these plants be converted to produce civilian goods when the hostilities ended? Would their industries lose money on costly innovations to produce war materiel?

Roosevelt had to have their cooperation. He could not win the war without them. Thus, he was finally ready for a truce with businessmen. No more would he call them “privileged princes” who were “thirsting for power.” He desperately needed their help. He had already urged Congress to spend more on defense; now, beginning on May 26, he had to persuade businessmen to start making the planes, tanks, guns, and ammunition that were already needed to overpower Hitler and his allies. Of course, Roosevelt would pretend, for the sake of the 1940 elections, that America could avoid war, but he believed he was only buying time to rebuild the nation’s defenses.

Franklin Roosevelt knew that this international crisis called for drastic action. To save his legacy as president, he would work with big business to arm the United States. What he signaled the nation in his Fireside Chat on May 26 was this: He would finally work with the businessmen, and if they would help the United States defeat Hitler, then FDR and the businessmen could share the pot together—the capitalists would win profits, FDR would win votes, and America would win the war.



1

HELLO TO ARMS, FAREWELL TO NEW DEAL

Professors Rexford Tugwell and Raymond Moley left their meeting with Franklin Roosevelt and looked at each other in disbelief. They could barely absorb the ideas that FDR had just unveiled. As two of his advisors, they had signed on to Roosevelt’s “brains trust” with expectations of changing American society: Government programs, not free enterprise, would plan the economy in the future. Now, in January 1933, President-elect Roosevelt had thrown a wrench in their social planning by telling them that he favored “war with Japan now rather than later.” Those words stunned both men.1

Tugwell and Moley were discovering that Franklin Roosevelt’s mind touched on a hundred topics a day. As FDR waited for his inauguration in March, he remained in his home state of New York, where he had just served four years as governor. He used the interim to discuss policy with his advisors. But his was no orderly mind. As one cabinet official later admitted, “It literally is government on the jump.”2

Days earlier, Roosevelt’s nimble mind had been influenced by the current secretary of state, Henry Stimson. Stimson attended the funeral of former president Calvin Coolidge in Northampton, Massachusetts, and two days later joined Roosevelt for lunch at FDR’s estate at Hyde Park, New York. Roosevelt and Stimson talked privately for over five hours. Stimson disliked Japan. When Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931, Stimson refused to recognize Japan’s claims. He wanted embargoes to cut off their oil and steel, to end the atrocities in China. America must actively intervene in world affairs—that was Stimson’s position.3

And here was Roosevelt with his love for China. Since his grandfather Delano had made money in China in the opium trade, FDR felt that he had a connection with the country and its people. Stimson’s ideas on foreign policy in Asia meshed well with Roosevelt’s. The following week, FDR announced that “American foreign policy must uphold the sanctity of international treaties,” which was a direct slap at Japan’s invasion of Manchuria.4

Would Roosevelt go so far as to provoke war with Japan? Moley and Tugwell spent hours trying to dissuade FDR from this interventionist foreign policy, but the president-elect rebuffed them: “I have always had the deepest sympathy for the Chinese. How could you expect me not to go along with Stimson on Japan?”5

Tugwell wrote in his diary:

I sympathize with the Chinese, too. But I firmly believe it is a commitment which may lead us to war with Japan. . . . [FDR] has a strong personal sympathy with the Chinese. . . . He admitted the possibility of war and said it might be better to have it now than later. This horrified me and I said so.6

Three months later, now-president FDR focused on domestic issues, especially the economy, and not on foreign policy. With unemployment over 20 percent, he launched his New Deal, a flurry of government programs that he hoped would put people back to work. But instead, the economic downturn became the Great Depression, and unemployment remained high throughout the 1930s.7

Oddly, even while considering such an aggressive foreign policy, Roosevelt slashed defense spending as a percentage of the national budget.8 Playing the role of pacifist, FDR pleased millions of American voters who wanted to avoid war. Noninterventionist leaders from the Midwest also led the Senate and the House and strongly opposed military spending. Senator Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota, a progressive Republican and New Deal supporter, stood in the Senate chamber in 1934 to denounce bankers and arms dealers for profiting from the military slaughter of the First World War.

The public responded by demanding guarantees of isolation from foreign wars. Congress then passed the Neutrality Acts, designed to prevent America from joining in another foreign war. In 1935 and 1936, the first two Neutrality Acts were meant to be temporary, but then the third act became law in May 1937 and permanently covered a wide range of activities so that the United States would not aid other nations at war.9 Roosevelt went along with this policy.

Much of the isolationist sentiment was a backlash against World War I, which had killed almost 120,000 Americans. Many U.S. citizens vowed never again to be drawn into a European conflict. With newer weapons and modern aircraft, military experts predicted even higher casualties in future wars. “No,” Americans said in vast numbers, “if we avoid any armed conflict short of an invasion of North America, that is the way for a safe future for American boys.” And at any rate, Americans believed that no foreign power was strong enough, or foolish enough, to cross the ocean to attack the United States on its home land.

“War is a vain policy, except a war fought at home to establish or preserve the freedom of a nation,” wrote Senator Robert Taft of Ohio in 1941, summing up the ideas of this movement in the United States called isolationism. Most isolationists were not pacifists; they wanted a strong defense, even as they distrusted foreign governments, which might look to the size and strength of the United States as a military reservoir to help them fight their neighbors.10

The United States was not alone in its revulsion at the horrors of World War I. During the 1920s, governments around the world decided they could limit armaments and even outlaw war itself. The disarmament movement worldwide was reinforced in 1928 by the Kellogg-Briand Pact, which supposedly outlawed war. The United States and dozens of other nations signed this utopian agreement.11

At naval disarmament conferences in the 1920s, American leaders agreed to mothball much of the U.S. Navy. Then they closed factories for making weapons and military planes. War administrator Donald Nelson, an expert on the U.S. military, noted that postwar tax laws shifted production from military to civilian goods. For example, “The biggest rifle manufacturing firm in the world, the Eddystone plant of Remington [near Philadelphia], was swept away.” American corporations were also “not permitted to write off equipment that was not obsolete or worn out. The new facilities were too expensive to maintain and pay taxes on, so Bethlehem [Steel and other corporations] demolished them.”12

Adding to the antiwar mood were revelations from traumatized veterans. The facts about trench warfare had been withheld from the public during the war, when censorship was widespread. But soldiers who survived the conflict began writing plays, novels, and short stories about their experiences.

Goodbye to All That, by Robert Graves, published in both America and England in 1929, gave readers a glimpse of trench warfare as described by a traumatized soldier. The stage drama Journey’s End by R. C. Sheriff played to thousands of audiences all over the world from 1928 through the 1930s, telling the story of a British infantry company in the trenches. And the success of Erich Maria Remarque’s novel All Quiet on the Western Front also showed how interested the public had become in learning the truth about the war. Within eighteen months, the book sold 2.5 million copies in twenty-five languages. Hollywood adapted the story to the silver screen, and it won 1930 Academy Awards for both Best Picture and Best Director.

Throughout Europe and the United States, the public was stunned by the carnage of World War I, by the raw destruction, by the sheer numbers of dead or maimed. How could the British Army suffer sixty thousand casualties on the first day of the Battle of the Somme—without gaining a yard of territory? How could almost half the Frenchmen between the ages of twenty and thirty-two perish—killed on Europe’s battlefields between 1914 and 1918?13

As isolationist sentiment in the United States increased during the 1930s, Franklin Roosevelt kept his ideas about containing Japan to himself and his closest advisors. Secrecy was not new to FDR. As a victim of polio, he could not stand without help and spent most of his time in a wheelchair. Yet the public had no idea of the extent of his disability. During his presidency, if a photographer captured a picture of FDR in his wheelchair or being carried by aides, his Secret Service detail confiscated the film. Roosevelt managed to conceal the degree of his paralysis from the public until the last days of his presidency.14 Likewise, during his first term, few people knew that Roosevelt wanted to push back the Japanese and place the United States in the middle of foreign crises.

Even though FDR favored an interventionist foreign policy that could lead to war, he was unwilling to rebuild the military. Roosevelt had worked in Woodrow Wilson’s administration as assistant secretary of the navy in World War I. As president, FDR continued to favor the Navy, but he wanted low numbers of sailors and ships. For the Army, he tended to think in traditional terms of cannons, cavalry, and small numbers of troops. Although Congress had authorized a fighting army of 280,000 men, it refused to vote the funds to make that happen, so the actual size of the U.S. Army remained about 140,000 soldiers in the mid-1930s, with National Guard units available to fill in during emergencies. FDR approved of this strategy and continued to keep national defense budgets low.15 He would skimp on the country’s defense to spend on his New Deal.

By the mid-1930s, the U.S. Army’s pitiful stocks of supplies had hit rock bottom. Appropriations for the War Department had dropped from $345 million under Herbert Hoover in fiscal year 1931 to $243 million under FDR in 1934. What’s more, World War I weapons and equipment were simply worn out. The entire Army owned only eighty semiautomatic rifles, with the infantry still using the 1903 bolt-action Springfield rifle. Ammunition stores were so low in 1935 that General Douglas MacArthur, Army chief of staff, proposed the “hopeful” goal of stockpiling a thirty-day supply of ammunition for all calibers of weapons.16

What Roosevelt did was to make the military the small stepchild of the New Deal. Perhaps this allowed him to hide military expenses while bolstering the amounts he could claim the New Deal had pumped into the U.S. economy. Also, the larger New Deal projects allowed FDR and his supporters to target subsidies for key election districts.17 In May 1934, the keel of the aircraft carrier USS Yorktown was laid, using Public Works Administration (PWA) funds, as well as that of the USS Enterprise in July. That same year the PWA also spent $10 million for the Army’s motorized vehicles and $15 million for military aircraft. In 1935, PWA’s figure grew to $100 million for military posts and equipment. During the 1930s, the PWA built submarines, four cruisers, four destroyers, thirty-two army posts, and fifty military airports.18

Roosevelt’s use of New Deal programs for military projects upset many progressives. “We had a big PWA building program. Roosevelt took a big chunk of that money and gave it to the Navy to build ships. I was shocked. All the New Dealers were shocked,” said White House staffer James Rowe.19

Works Progress Administration (WPA) funds also benefited the military: “In the years 1935 to 1939 when regular appropriations for the armed forces were so meager, it was the WPA worker who saved many Army posts and Naval stations from literal obsolescence.”20

Roosevelt so disdained the U.S. Army that he appointed Harry Woodring, an isolationist, as secretary of war in 1936. A lackluster politician, Woodring became governor of Kansas in 1930 in a controversial three-way race with Republican Frank Haucke and write-in candidate—and goat-gland transplant specialist—Dr. John Brinkley. FDR was pleased that Woodring defeated the Republicans in Kansas and then jumped on the Roosevelt bandwagon in 1932. Woodring’s isolationist views coincided with those of most Americans when he entered FDR’s cabinet.

Woodring clung to his office for four years, despite an ongoing feud with the assistant secretary of war, Louis A. Johnson. Johnson backed universal military education and military aid to Great Britain, and he also coveted Woodring’s position. Johnson insisted that FDR had promised him the secretary’s position on at least seven occasions, as soon as Woodring was gone. From time to time, Johnson “leaked” to the press that Woodring planned to resign, but Woodring continued as secretary of war.21

The Woodring-Johnson feud was intensified by something an earlier Congress had passed in the National Defense Act of 1920. Under that law, the assistant secretary directed the nation’s industrial preparedness in case of war, and in peacetime also approved military supplies. Thus, Johnson often exercised more authority than his supposed boss Woodring. “The Woodring-Johnson fight, characterized by Secretary of the Interior Harold L. Ickes as a ‘holy show,’ grew out of Roosevelt’s unfortunate habit of sweeping embarrassing administrative problems under the rug,” observed historian Forrest Pogue.22

An early warning signal of trouble in Germany occurred when Adolf Hitler sent troops into the Rhineland along Germany’s western border in March 1936, violating the Treaty of Versailles. He cunningly denied any further territorial aims in a speech the same day. Some isolationists, hoping that war was a thing of the past, embraced Hitler’s soothing words and ignored those of Winston Churchill, who called Hitler’s speech “comfort for everyone on both sides of the Atlantic who wished to be humbugged.”23

In October 1937, in response to Japan’s aggression—and photos of Hitler and Mussolini cozying up in Europe—Roosevelt decided the time was right to reconsider foreign policy. FDR had publicly gone along with the isolationists until then, but as he traveled to Chicago to dedicate the Outer Drive Bridge, a multimillion-dollar PWA project, he decided the time had come for a change.24

With three major radio networks broadcasting the speech, the president spoke for less than a minute about the bridge. He then switched to an emotional appeal, asking the world to “quarantine” aggressors. Such a speech was straight out of Henry Stimson’s playbook. The New York Times supported Roosevelt’s stance and published positive comments from a sprinkling of other newspapers. The much larger response from isolationists was, in Secretary of State Cordell Hull’s words, “quick and violent.” Even Hull believed that “quarantine” was too strong a word; he rightly predicted that the American public must be led out of isolationism gradually, if at all. Six pacifist organizations issued a joint statement that FDR’s speech “points the American people down the road that led to the World War.” The American Federation of Labor came out against it. Members of Congress, red-faced and vitriolic, talked of impeaching FDR.25

In Tokyo, America’s ambassador, Joseph C. Grew, received a copy of the text of the quarantine speech. Grew had tried for years to strengthen communication between the United States and Japan, without pushing the Japanese into a war over natural resources. Still, the war faction of the Japanese government had been gaining power. Aghast at FDR’s tone, Grew exclaimed when he read FDR’s comments: “There goes everything I have tried to accomplish in my entire mission to Japan.”26

After the brouhaha caused by his quarantine speech, FDR abandoned the idea. Despite the newspaper accounts of atrocities overseas, the American public clung to the concept of “no involvement in foreign wars,” and savvy politicians told them what they wanted to hear. Franklin Roosevelt wanted above all to stay in office. If the American people were comforted by a façade of isolationist rhetoric from the Oval Office, he would give it to them. In David Brinkley’s words, “It was many months before Roosevelt again dared to mention the threat of war.”27

Few Americans could ignore, however, the impact of the Munich Agreement in September 1938. Hitler threatened war if Germany could not annex the Sudetenland, which was a vital area of Czechoslovakia. Great Britain’s prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, flew to Munich and agreed to hand over the Sudetenland to the Nazis, even though he had no authority to do so. With crumbling support from Britain and France, Czechoslovakia’s president signed the ignominious Munich Agreement, transferring the Sudetenland to Germany. Losing this territory cost Czechoslovakia its best geographical defenses, as well as armament factories, and left the small country vulnerable to further Nazi demands. Many Americans began to doubt the will of France and England to challenge Germany. Polls showed that after Munich, 43 percent of Americans believed the United States could not avoid hostilities if Europe erupted in another war.28

On October 13, just two weeks after Munich, Franklin Roosevelt met at the White House with William C. Bullitt, ambassador to France, until late into the night. Bullitt drew a stark picture of Germany’s ever-growing military, especially its air force, and told FDR that France’s only chance to expand its air force rapidly was to buy military aircraft from the United States.29 With similar reports of British interest in American planes, FDR startled the press corps the following day when he announced that he was considering “vastly increased expenditures” for both the Army and Navy.30

One month later, on November 14, Roosevelt convened a White House conference with his cabinet and War Department leaders. Included in the meeting was General George Marshall, deputy chief of staff of the Army. Insiders rumored that Marshall was being groomed as the next chief of staff, but General Marshall was new to FDR’s White House.

At the meeting, Roosevelt announced a plan for America to build 10,000 planes, sell most of those to Great Britain and France, and use the remainder to discourage attacks on North America. He favored no new funds for training crews to man the planes, nor any funds for manufacturing the munitions needed for the bombers, and he did not see the need for a large ground army to protect air bases. FDR admitted that privately owned factories should build 8,000 aircraft, but in addition he proposed that the government’s WPA build seven new aircraft plants on WPA “reservations,” which would build the remaining 2,000 planes and stand by for more orders in the future. As General Marshall listened to the discussion, he noted that FDR did most of the talking. Others in the room “agreed with him entirely. . . . He finally came around to me . . . and said, ‘Don’t you think so, George?’ I replied, ‘I am sorry, Mr. President, but I don’t agree with that at all.’ I remember that ended the conference. The President gave me a . . . startled look and when I went out they all bade me good-by and said that my tour in Washington was over.”31

Possibly because FDR’s close advisors, such as Harry Hopkins, held General Marshall in such high regard, he escaped the anticipated demotion.

FDR’s idea of using WPA workers with no experience in armaments drew attention from the press. Obviously, Roosevelt was hoping to strengthen one of his pet New Deal projects, the WPA, by making it more a part of the military establishment. However, the usually sympathetic New York Times editorialized that “it is not desirable to mix relief with national defense in the same program.”32 The idea of WPA aircraft plants gradually disappeared from discussions, although Roosevelt and other New Dealers touted the value of WPA workers in industry.

Often Roosevelt could hide his interest in helping European powers arm against the Nazis despite the restrictions of the Neutrality Acts. In late 1938, the French government finally awoke to the danger posed by the air strength of the German Luftwaffe and approached FDR with a request to purchase one thousand military aircraft. FDR asked his old friend Henry Morgenthau, the treasury secretary, to handle the French government’s request. FDR wanted Morgenthau to work quietly on this project, which many on Capitol Hill would consider illegal. In January 1939, France sent a captain in its air force to inspect an American military plane in California, and as luck would have it, the plane crashed while on a test flight with the French captain on board. The American pilot was killed, and local newspapers were left asking why the hospitalized French officer had been on an American military test flight.33

A startled Congress immediately wanted to know what was going on. The ensuing uproar in Washington did not add to Roosevelt’s credibility. On January 31, 1939, the president met in a closed meeting with the seventeen members of the Senate Military Affairs Committee at the White House. During the meeting, Roosevelt reportedly made the statement that “the frontier of the United States is the Rhine,” meaning France’s border with Germany. One of the senators leaked that comment to the press, and isolationists across the country roared their disapproval. When asked about his statement, FDR’s denial became front-page headlines in the New York Times: “Defense Story Work of ‘Boob,’ He Says . . . ‘100% Bunk,’ He Adds.”34

Throughout 1939, most Americans remained isolationists, although they sympathized with the victims of Germany and Japan. Nazi aggression seemed more odious every day. Then, in April 1939, Italy invaded Albania. A week after the invasion, Roosevelt sent a personal message to Hitler and Mussolini, asking them to consider peaceful solutions.

Both dictators ridiculed his efforts. America had disarmed, and FDR’s New Deal had fostered almost 20 percent unemployment, compared with about 11 percent for most of Europe. Why should Europeans respect U.S. opinions or strength? Even Great Britain’s prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, disdained FDR’s peace initiative as “Yankee meddling.”35

Also in April 1939, President Roosevelt had to select a new Army chief of staff, and many senior officers coveted the position. George Marshall showed uncanny perception in seeking it. Knowing full well the depth of the Woodring-Johnson feud, Marshall asked both men to keep their support for him quiet and discuss his appointment only with the president: “Johnson wanted me for Chief of Staff, but I didn’t want Woodring to know he was for me. . . . Woodring was for me, but I didn’t want the others to know. . . . Let things take their course and perhaps I will get it.”36 With support from FDR advisor Harry Hopkins, Marshall won the appointment.

Marshall would not assume the actual office for a few months, but he was learning fast. He brought experience, wisdom, and self-control to his office. According to columnist Arthur Krock, “Marshall’s unusual manner was that of a man who had forced his personal emotions below the surface and bade them stay there.”37 After graduating from the Virginia Military Institute in 1901, Marshall was assigned posts in the United States, the Philippines, and China. During World War I, he served in France and was mentored by General John J. Pershing. During these early years, Marshall learned to lead men by sound judgment and strong personal integrity. As a member of Pershing’s inner circle, Marshall came into conflict with a fellow officer, Douglas MacArthur, who later opposed promotions for Marshall. With his career at a standstill for years, Marshall also developed patience.

During the interwar military slump, Marshall commanded a battalion at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. His unit should have boasted five hundred men. Instead, Marshall said, it was “a battalion only in name, for it could muster barely two hundred men when every available man, including cooks, clerks, and kitchen police were present for what little training could be accomplished.”38 Marshall also worked closely with training programs for young men in FDR’s Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). He spent five years at Fort Benning, Georgia, where he observed the best of the American officer corps. He compiled lists of the most capable officers in a little black book, to which he planned to refer if war ever came.39

In Washington, Marshall was enough of a diplomat to work well with both FDR and members of Congress. After learning not to contradict the president too openly, Marshall avoided private meetings with FDR: “I found informal conversation with the president would get you into trouble. He would talk over something informally at the dinner table and you had trouble disagreeing without creating embarrassment. So I never went. I was in Hyde Park for the first time at his funeral.” Also, if Marshall had talked often with FDR, the general’s frustration might have erupted: Why did the U.S. Army have only nine divisions on paper, and not one ready to fight at the strength authorized by Congress? By contrast, Germany boasted ninety divisions in the field, Japan had fifty in China alone, and Italy listed forty-five.40

General Marshall realized that building the Army and training air crews took time and money, both of which were in short supply. President Roosevelt, by contrast, did not understand the time involved. He believed that volunteers could quickly become soldiers or sailors if necessary. Later, in dealing with the Navy, the president told Admiral Richardson, commander of the Pacific fleet, that “men in mechanical trades in civil life could be quickly inducted and made adequate sailormen, if their services were suddenly required.” The admiral countered by saying that “a seasick garage mechanic would be of little use at sea, and that it took time for most young men to get their sea legs.”41 Despite Roosevelt’s cheery outlook about filling quotas for the military, Marshall and Richardson worried that the United States was not prepared for war.42

During the summer of 1939, Franklin Roosevelt found Congress increasingly hostile to his New Deal projects and his ideas about arming the European democracies. In the wee hours of the morning of July 1, Congress once again retained the arms embargo that FDR and Secretary of State Cordell Hull were so eager to abolish. As the fiscal year ended, sixty-one Democrats in the House voted with isolationist Republicans to keep the embargo in place. In a Senate filibuster, FDR’s other proposals went down in defeat; Senator Millard E. Tydings (D-Md.) gave the final speech during the filibuster as time ran out. (FDR had tried to purge Tydings from the Senate during the previous election, and Tydings enjoyed the payback.)

Roosevelt, meanwhile, seemed unable to organize efficiently for defense. He did put the powerful Army and Navy Munitions Board (ANMB) under his own authority, but Assistant Secretary Johnson was in charge, not Woodring. Their continued feuding was a recipe for problems, and Marshall was amazed that FDR let the situation continue for so long.43 Then, on August 9, 1939, Roosevelt appointed Edward R. Stettinius, Jr., as head of a new committee, the War Resources Board, with representatives from MIT, AT&T, the Brookings Institution, GM, and Sears, Roebuck. Johnson saw the creation of the board as a necessary step in the country’s preparedness, but many New Dealers resented further military planning.44

As the heat of summer continued, and with Congress adjourned, headlines focused on European developments. Much of the world waited to see where gray-uniformed soldiers of the German Reich would appear next, but the deserted streets of Washington were “like the streets of Topeka on a Saturday night.” The only top-ranking official in the nation’s capital was Senator Key Pittman (D-Nev.), head of the Foreign Relations Committee, “who remained on the job to keep in touch with the ever-changing situation in Europe and the Far East.” Both Secretary of State Cordell Hull and President Roosevelt kept to their usual routine of August vacations in order to escape the stifling heat.45

The president could not even get much support that month when he tampered with Thanksgiving. Americans were upset when FDR announced a change in the traditional date of Thanksgiving from the last Thursday of November (which would be November 30 in 1939) to the fourth Thursday (November 23), to increase the number of shopping days before Christmas.46 The citizens of Plymouth, Massachusetts, protested, saying that the traditional date was sacred to their community. Several governors, particularly those in strongly Republican states, announced that their citizens would not observe FDR’s change in the holiday.

On August 23, when Germany announced that its government had reached a nonaggression pact with Moscow (and therefore a Nazi attack on Poland was imminent), the shock waves that went through Europe finally reached American shores. Roosevelt and Hull rushed back to Washington to plan for a possible declaration of neutrality.47 The War Resources Board met to review military preparedness. On August 24, the New York Times headlines ran across the width of the front page:

Germany and Russia Sign 10-Year Non-Aggression Pact Hitler Rebuffs London; Britain and France Mobilize

The naval attaché at the Paris embassy cabled his report: “Estimate all German forces in position enter Poland not later than Friday night. . . . [H]ostilities inevitable with drive to southeast through Hungary possible. My opinion England and France will fight. French mobilization proceeding rapidly.”48

In response to these events, Roosevelt sent another appeal for peace to Germany, Poland, and to King Victor Emmanuel of Italy.

As tensions mounted, FDR took no responsibility for the nation’s weak military; instead, he criticized Congress for failing to revise the Neutrality Acts, which “helped to encourage Chancellor Hitler to assume his present stand in the European crisis.”49 On August 30, Roosevelt held his one and only meeting with the War Resources Board, which lasted for fifteen minutes, and asked for a detailed report on its proposals.50

At 3 A.M. on September 1, the telephone rang beside Roosevelt’s bed. Ambassador William Bullitt was calling from Paris: “Mr. President, the German Army has crossed the border of Poland!”51 Europe was at war.

With so much attention on Europe, few people noticed that General Marshall also became Army chief of staff on September 1. During the next two years, he worked on “a wartime basis with all the difficulty and irritating limitations of peacetime procedure.”52 In talking with congressmen about military appropriations, Marshall found that often Republicans were “willing to help him because they could tell their constituents they were following his advice, not Roosevelt’s. ‘He [Roosevelt] had such enemies that otherwise members of Congress didn’t dare, it seemed, to line up with him. . . . And that was true of certain Democrats who were getting pretty bitter.’”53

On September 3, Roosevelt spoke to the nation in a Fireside Chat asking for Americans to maintain “true neutrality.” Publicly, FDR continued to play the role of a peace-loving president, intent upon keeping America out of the war: “I hope the United States will keep out of this war. I believe that it will. And I give you assurance and reassurance that every effort of your government will be directed toward that end.” But behind the scenes, Roosevelt wanted the United States involved in the war, so much so that even the president’s speechwriter, Robert Sherwood, later admitted that Roosevelt’s Fireside Chat “may be denounced as at worst deliberately misleading or at best as wishful thinking.”54

On September 5, FDR issued another proclamation—required by the Neutrality Act of 1937—placing an immediate embargo on shipments of arms, munitions, airplanes, and airplane parts to any belligerent, including Great Britain and France. American diplomats across Europe rushed to assist stranded Americans as they nervously booked passage back to the United States. When the passenger liner Athenia was sunk by a German submarine off the coast of Ireland, Ambassador to Great Britain Joseph Kennedy sent his second son, John F. Kennedy, to help the American survivors find other transport back to America. The State Department was also flooded with thousands of requests from Europe’s Jewish refugees, begging for visas that would allow them to enter the United States.

In early September, when Roosevelt received the requested report from the War Resources Board, he called it “a very comprehensive blueprint prepared by the Stettinius committee, from which it appeared that this committee was prepared to take over all of the functions of the Government.” The War Resources Board submitted a final report six weeks later and faded from view.55

Instead, Roosevelt created the Office for Emergency Management (OEM) in the Executive Office of the President. Through executive orders, FDR eventually set up a series of agencies in the OEM to manage the defense effort. By mid-1941, fifteen defense agencies reported directly to him. The New York Times noted that FDR’s advisors, nicknamed the “brains trust,” were “out the window” now that the president was setting up the OEM.56

While asking the American people to remain neutral, FDR secretly opened communications with the strongest war advocate in the British cabinet, Winston Churchill. Ambassador Joseph Kennedy thought Churchill lacked leadership qualities, but FDR believed that Churchill would play a huge role as war leader in Britain. Once Churchill became Great Britain’s First Lord of the Admiralty, Roosevelt quickly opened a correspondence. His first letter to Churchill, dated September 11, 1939, went through traditional diplomatic channels. FDR invited Churchill to keep in touch through sealed letters in their diplomatic pouches, saying that he welcomed “anything you want me to know about.”57

Roosevelt intensified his courtship of the new cabinet member and bypassed the cranky Neville Chamberlain the following month when a possible conspiracy appeared that endangered U.S. shipping. Churchill was dining at his pied-à-terre in London with two guests when the phone rang, and a servant appeared to summon Churchill. Since he did not know who was calling, Churchill declined at first to take the call, but the servant insisted, which was unusual. One of the guests later recalled:


Annoyed, Churchill went, and it was his guests’ turn to be perplexed, at his answers to his caller: “Yes, sir. . . . No, sir . . .”

[T]here were “few people whom he would address as ‘sir’ and we wondered who on earth it could be. Presently he came back, much moved and said: ‘Do you know who that was? The President of the United States. It is remarkable to think of being rung up in this little flat in Victoria Street by the President himself in the midst of a great war.’ He excused himself, saying, ‘This is very important. I must go and see the Prime Minister at once.’”58



The shipping emergency proved to be a false alarm, but Roosevelt had used this excuse to strengthen ties with Churchill. Roosevelt’s political instincts were proven to be correct when Churchill became Britain’s great wartime leader.

Roosevelt continued to lobby Congress for changes in the Neutrality Acts during the fall of 1939, as more European countries were drawn into war. By November, with Poland overrun by the Nazis, and Great Britain and France asking for help, Congress revised the laws to provide for cash-and-carry purchases of armaments. Stalin’s Russia joined in the aggression in late November by attacking Finland. Although the Finns fought magnificently, they were soon forced to cede disputed territory to Russia in a wretched peace agreement in March 1940. One month later, on April 9, Germany used more excuses to invade Denmark and Norway.

The world awakened to news on May 10, 1940, that Hitler’s troops had poured across the borders of Belgium, Holland, and France, crushing the opposition. England’s government was in chaos; Neville Chamberlain had finally agreed to resign only the night before. Churchill was Great Britain’s prime minister at last—just as Europe was bursting into flames.

On May 13, as Hitler’s troops swept through France, Roosevelt met with his cabinet and General Marshall to review the situation. Once again, several cabinet officers appealed to the president to allow Marshall to ask Congress for a huge increase in defense appropriations. National elections were less than six months away, so FDR was wary of looking too warlike either to Congress or to the American people. When FDR was obviously going to skip Marshall’s comments during the cabinet meeting, the general walked over to the seated president and resolutely asked for three minutes. Roosevelt could not refuse. Marshall poured out his list of the Army’s critical needs in a very intense, almost angry, torrent, ending with this declaration: “If you don’t do something . . . and do it right away, I don’t know what is going to happen to this country.”59 Roosevelt listened to Marshall’s statements. Afterward, Marshall pointed to that committee meeting as the breaking up of the logjam on defense preparations.

That same week, Great Britain’s prime minister, Winston Churchill, sent Roosevelt an urgent cable on May 15, 1940, asking for the loan of fifty destroyers, antiaircraft guns, and other military supplies. Great Britain was losing far more in the fight in France than anyone had imagined possible. Churchill understood America’s industrial capacity, but he did not grasp the full extent of America’s weakness due to the continuing depression and military neglect. He thought that the United States could provide tremendous amounts of supplies, and quickly. But when Secretary Morgenthau asked General Marshall about aid to Britain, Marshall replied, “The shortage of [antiaircraft guns] is terrible and we have no ammunition for anti-aircraft and will not for six months. . . . So if we gave them the guns, they could not do anything with them.”60

When FDR spoke to a joint session of Congress on May 16, he asked for more than a billion dollars for defense and a commitment for fifty thousand military aircraft. He appealed to Congress “not to take any action which would in any way hamper or delay the delivery of American-made planes to foreign nations which have ordered them.” The New York Times gave testimony to Roosevelt’s reception on the Hill: “Rarely, if ever before, has Mr. Roosevelt received such an ovation as that which greeted his appearance . . . in what could only be interpreted as a demonstration of national unity in a time of international crisis.”61 Rebuilding the military was now a vote getter, and Roosevelt followed up his dramatic speech to Congress with the previously discussed Fireside Chat of May 26. At last, he abandoned his New Deal rhetoric and asked for industry’s cooperation in arming the nation.

On Capitol Hill, military estimates for new weapons had FDR’s support. By the end of June, France had fallen to the Nazis, and defense of the Western Hemisphere was on everyone’s mind. In the nineteen fiscal years from 1922 to 1940, Congress had appropriated a total of $6.5 billion for the War Department. Now, the nation’s defenses reached a turning point, as Congress passed the Munitions Program of June 30, 1940, giving the U.S. Army a budget for 1940 of $9 billion, with additional billions for the Navy and Marines.62

With the fall of France, the plight of Europe’s Jews worsened dramatically. France had been the last haven for antifascist leaders who fled there as Hitler occupied country after country. The collapse of France’s military meant the imminent arrest of these refugees. On June 27, 1940, two Austrian socialists, Joseph Buttinger and Paul Hagen, traveled from New York City to Washington, D.C., to meet with Eleanor Roosevelt. Both men had only recently emigrated from Europe, where they had opposed Hitler. And both men needed help. The U.S. State Department had not eased its policies when it came to issuing visas for European refugees. Buttinger and Hagen knew that the Nazis would move quickly through France, rounding up their enemies, because by 1940 “almost the entire active anti-Nazi population of occupied Europe found itself crammed into that chaotic and panic-stricken country.”63

Buttinger and Hagen explained the terrible position of thousands of intellectuals, political leaders, writers, and artists who were caught in France by the Nazi onslaught, many of whom were Jews. Mrs. Roosevelt immediately called her husband at the White House, and for twenty minutes she tried to persuade him to grant the necessary visas. Finally, resorting to a more threatening tone, Mrs. Roosevelt went on:

If Washington refuses to authorize these visas immediately, German and American émigré leaders with the help of their American friends will rent a ship, and in this ship will bring as many of the endangered refugees as possible across the Atlantic. If necessary the ship will cruise up and down the East Coast until the American people, out of shame and anger, force the President and the Congress to permit these victims of political persecution to land.64

The threat of a refugee ship may have hit a nerve with Roosevelt, because in the spring of 1939 he had refused to allow the passengers of the SS St. Louis to land in the United States. Its passengers, more than eight hundred European Jewish refugees, were forced to return to Europe, where many were now trapped. To prevent a repeat of that public relations disaster, FDR directed the State Department to make emergency visas available to “prominent” refugees.

Roosevelt’s policy on Eastern European immigration reflected that of the State Department, which argued, “If these people were in trouble, then they must be troublemakers—probably ‘Reds’ or Nazi spies—and not the kind of immigrants that America wanted.”65 The anti-Jewish immigration policy within the State Department often came from Breckinridge Long, an old friend of FDR’s and contributor to his presidential campaigns. In June 1940, Long wrote: “We can delay and effectively stop for a temporary period of indefinite length the number of immigrants into the United States. We could do this by simply advising our consuls to put every obstacle in the way and to require additional evidence and to resort to various administrative devices which would postpone and postpone and postpone the granting of the visas.” Long believed that Nazi agents were entering the United States posing as refugees, and he was determined to stop them.66

During Long’s tenure, 90 percent of the quota slots available to immigrants from countries under German and Italian control were never filled. He obstructed immigration both before and after America’s entrance into the war. Literally tens of thousands of available visas were never used at U.S. consulates, under orders from Washington.

As Hagen and Buttinger returned to New York City, they did not realize how difficult the work of getting refugees out of France would become. Even with Eleanor Roosevelt’s support, the State Department was hindering their rescue efforts. But Hagen and Buttinger were only a small part of a much larger, determined group called the Emergency Rescue Committee, which had just organized and begun raising money. Even the New York Times supported the Rescue Committee and urged its readers to donate to the cause.67

As one of the committee’s leaders, Paul Hagen wanted to go to southern France personally to supervise the escapes, but he was too well known. Finally, he asked a fellow committee member, Varian Fry, to spend two months in France while contacting as many refugees as possible. Fry agreed to go, and he received a cover letter from the Red Cross, stating that he was an aid worker.

Varian Fry was an unlikely candidate for such a dangerous undertaking. Educated at private prep schools and Harvard, he studied philosophy and classical languages in college. But he had the courage of his convictions after witnessing an anti-Jewish riot in Berlin in 1935. Nazis beat Jewish victims and then left them unconscious in the streets all night. Appalled at this behavior, Fry publicized the atrocities in articles in American newspapers.68

A small, physically unimpressive man, Fry hoped to pass unnoticed on the streets of cities like Marseilles, which was filled with refugees trying to leave France. With his Harvard background, Fry had connections with the Roosevelts and other Washington leaders. Eleanor Roosevelt helped him receive the proper travel documents for entering the war zone. With his cover letter as an aid worker, Fry could travel to southern France from Spain. He planned to spend two months in Marseilles, using the funds he smuggled into the country to help as many refugees as possible.69

Once he arrived in Marseilles, Fry realized the seriousness of the problem. Many intellectuals and artists were on the Nazis’ lists for arrest or already in French internment camps, where the terrible conditions were killing thousands.70 Fry continued to work in southern France long past his two-month deadline. With the Emergency Rescue Committee raising funds in America, for over a year Fry helped more than fifteen hundred people reach freedom. He also set up escape routes followed by hundreds of British soldiers. Among his more famous escapees were the writer Heinrich Mann, the painter Marc Chagall, and novelist and playwright Franz Werfel with his wife, Alma.

Fry received almost no help from the American consulate. Breckinridge Long, for example, constantly tried to stifle immigration: “We have just tightened our immigration restrictions for very good and sufficient reasons, and I am not going to recede one inch from the line of national defense and security.”71 Eventually Varian Fry and his friends resorted to forgery to get around France’s refusal to issue exit visas to Eastern Europeans, especially Jews. But in sending so many Eastern Europeans to America, Fry also became persona non grata to Breckinridge Long and other American diplomats.72

By opposing the policies of Breckinridge Long at the State Department, Varian Fry found that he was, in effect, opposing Franklin Roosevelt. By October 1940, the refugee problem had inflamed working relations among staff members in the Roosevelt administration. Some bureaucrats were eager to help these desperate people; other staffers wanted no new immigrants allowed into the country at all, especially if they were Jews. Eleanor Roosevelt remained a champion of aiding Germany’s enemies, no matter their politics or religion. Breckinridge Long found himself at odds with Mrs. Roosevelt and FDR’s Advisory Committee on Refugees; consequently, he went to the White House to discuss the matter with FDR. According to Long:

the whole subject of immigration, visas, safety of the United States, procedures to be followed; and all that sort of thing was on the table. I found that he was 100% in accord with my ideas. . . . The President expressed himself as in entire accord with the policy which would exclude persons about whom there was any suspicion that they would be inimical to the welfare of the United States no matter who had vouchsafed for them and irrespective of their financial or other standing.73

Franklin Roosevelt gave lip service to the cause of freedom during the following weeks, while quietly approving restrictions against immigration by Eastern Europeans. The president did ease immigration restrictions for British citizens, to please Winston Churchill. The crisis in Europe, however, meant that Roosevelt could quietly exclude Jews and cite national security over and over again, whether or not the international crisis really warranted such a response.

Polls showed that in this crisis, a majority of Americans preferred an experienced FDR, not a novice, to guide the country. Before the war, Roosevelt’s poll numbers had slumped, but now his popularity soared once more. He might have outraged Congress in the past, tried to rewrite sections of the Constitution, and mired the United States in enormous debt, but the specter of Adolf Hitler’s marching troops had frightened Americans. They were ready to accept Roosevelt as a presidential candidate, and Roosevelt was determined to win that third term.
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THE ELECTION OF 1940: A THIRD TERM

When Roosevelt gave his Fireside Chat on May 26, 1940, the United States was totally unready for war. He vowed to change that and supported “the largest appropriations ever asked by the Army or the Navy in peacetime.” Most businessmen who listened to Roosevelt that night were cautious. Was the president sincere about rebuilding America’s defenses? Would he drop his animus toward business and give them incentives to make planes, tanks, and ammunition? Or were businessmen being set up again to take the blame for a country woefully ill-prepared for war? One of the skeptical businessmen was the former president of the Commonwealth and Southern (C&S), a utility holding company that sold electricity and appliances in many states from Michigan to Alabama. His name was Wendell Willkie.

The Indiana-born Willkie was a bundle of energy: six feet one inch tall and forty-eight years old, with brown tousled hair, a rumpled look, and arms that gestured openly when he spoke. After college and law school, Willkie specialized in utility law and mastered the business of creating and selling electric power. He became president of the C&S in part because he innovated ways to sell electricity cheaply. For example, he gave customers greater discounts when they bought more appliances and used more electricity. That was the principle of “economies of scale”: The more electricity customers bought, under Willkie’s formula, the lower their cost per unit. But under Roosevelt, the more electricity he sold and the more profits he and others made, the more Roosevelt attacked them and tried to redistribute their wealth through high taxes. Many businessmen, after years of public beatings and high taxes, had urged the eloquent Willkie to run for president and restore conditions for investors to earn profits.1

Five days after the president’s Fireside Chat, Willkie went on the offense. “Planes and guns are not built by emotional appeals over the radio,” Willkie told a Denver audience, “and they are not built by attacks on business.” Yes, Willkie agreed, we do indeed need to replenish our arsenal of weapons. But FDR, with his years of hostility toward business, was not the man for the job. “Let’s remove from power those who have sought to divide us into classes, who have sought to turn industry against the people and make the people fearful of industry,” Willkie responded. He then warned, “Unless we start the wheels of our economy functioning, that cost of defense will come only out of the standard of living of the ordinary fellow.” We could not afford a New Deal and a buildup in national defense as well.2

Willkie had been a lifelong Democrat, but he left the party when FDR launched his crusade against the private power industry. Willkie bragged that the C&S sold electricity almost 30 percent cheaper than other utilities, and he had power lines offering cheap electricity throughout the Tennessee Valley. FDR, however, supported the building of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) as an experiment in government-generated power. A clash was inevitable. Willkie protested loudly when TVA built power lines alongside those of the C&S. TVA, Willkie complained, “offered its power at a less-than-cost rate, with the loss subsidized out of the federal treasury.” Then another New Deal agency, the PWA, “would approach the municipal authorities and offer to give them free 45 percent of the cost of a new distribution system and to lend them the rest at a very low interest rate.”3

Willkie was squeezed by the TVA, and he knew it. He resented the intrusion of the federal government into the utility business, and he finally met with FDR in 1934 to discuss it. When Willkie strolled into the Oval Office, FDR remarked, “I am glad to meet you, Mr. Willkie. I am one of your customers.” Willkie retorted, “We give you good service, don’t we?” After their talk, Willkie wired his wife, “[His] charm greatly exaggerated.”4

The C&S challenged TVA encroachment in the courts, but lost their plea. “A privately owned corporation,” Willkie lamented, “has no standing to challenge either the direct business competition of the federal government or indirect competition made possible by federal gifts to state agencies, however unconstitutional the competition may be.”5

Ultimately the C&S sold its Tennessee Valley facilities to the TVA, but Willkie had some parting shots. The C&S had paid $3 million in taxes that would now be lost to the nation; also, more tax dollars would be needed to expand and operate the TVA. “Since the TVA is apparently selling its power at less than cost it should say so,” Willkie charged. “If the people who live in New York City, for example, are to pay part of the electric bill of people who live in Corinth, Mississippi, the people in New York should know about it.”6

Willkie argued that the utility bill to the nation’s taxpayers was likely to increase because government had a poor track record of economic efficiency. “Government has never created an invention, never founded an industry, and never successfully operated a business,” Willkie noted. The Post Office, for example, “has been operated at a very considerable deficit ever since it was organized.” Willkie asked, “Would we consider it to be efficient operation if the government were to run the light and power industry as it runs the Post Office?”7

In fact, Willkie found evidence that the TVA was operating inefficiently in selling electricity and in flood control as well. But he used that point to argue that businesses run privately could easily outperform those run by the government. If a company like AT&T “should take over the administration of the Post Office,” Willkie said, “it is my belief that we should have an even more efficient mail service, at present rates, without any deficit at all.” Why? Because “more than 50 percent of all telephones in the world are in the United States, and they cost the consumer a smaller part of his income than anywhere else.” The Post Office, by contrast, had racked up $1,601,569,000 in operating debts over the last century, and that didn’t include building costs.8

Entrepreneurs, Willkie stressed, had a strong stake in their enterprise that government bureaucrats simply could not match. In speeches, Willkie stirred audiences with many examples of entrepreneurs’ borrowing capital, learning their industry, and then taking risks to bring quality products to Americans at ever cheaper prices. “In fifteen years,” Willkie explained, the radio industry “by large scale production, has cut the price of its product by three-fourths and sold it to nearly 25,000,000 families.” Similarly, the price of gasoline had steadily declined, and “no country pays refinery workers as high a wage as they receive here.”9

The auto industry was another example Willkie used. From 1928 to 1932, even in the midst of depression, the car companies “made a low priced car which was better than the highest priced car in 1926. The public got a better car for considerably less money; and the reduction in price did not come out of the pockets of labor because automobile labor continued to be among the highest paid of all manufacturing industries.”10

Willkie did endorse some New Deal programs, and he even supported unionization at the C&S and elsewhere; but he abhorred the New Deal’s stifling regulations and high taxes, “which take up to 83 percent of a rich man’s investment.” Such interference created fear and a climate of uncertainty that made business experience impossible. “In short, it is fear—fear as to what the government is going to do, fear as to what may happen to industry—that has kept the investor from providing business with capital.” He complained that “business is increasingly aware that the government is gradually taking over the functions of private enterprise.”11

Willkie gained a national reputation by effectively debating New Dealers on the stump and over the radio. For example, he debated Attorney General Robert Jackson, an FDR favorite, in a dramatic town hall meeting that aired on national radio. Willkie criticized the New Deal, defended entrepreneurs, and impressed listeners all over the nation. Afterward, Hugh Johnson, former head of the NRA, announced that Willkie had made “a perfect monkey” of Jackson. Raymond Moley, a speechwriter and former brains truster, concluded that Willkie “utterly outclassed him” in the debate. Willkie had become a celebrity. After that event, he gave rebuttals to radio speeches by William O. Douglas, then chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission, and Thurman Arnold, the leading trust buster in the Justice Department.12

These public triumphs led many Republicans to push Willkie for president in 1940. At first, the idea seemed laughable. No major party in U.S. history had ever nominated a pure businessman for president—especially one with no political experience whatsoever. However, unemployment still persisted at 17 percent after almost eight years of Roosevelt. Thus, a talented corporate executive like Willkie generated more and more excitement among Republicans with each passing month.

Willkie’s business savvy created his candidacy, but, oddly, the European war would win him the Republican nomination. Unlike other Republican contenders, Willkie was an internationalist, who agreed with Roosevelt’s massive defense buildup and his desire to confront aggressors. France fell to the Germans on June 22, two days before the Republicans met in Philadelphia to nominate their candidate. That event hung over the convention, and Americans increasingly wanted the more aggressive stand toward Hitler that Willkie offered. With the galleries at the convention chanting, “We want Willkie,” the Republicans amazingly nominated him on their sixth ballot.13 In other words, they selected a corporate executive who had never held a political office in his life to challenge the third-term bid of one of the shrewdest politicians in the nation’s history.

Roosevelt conceded that Willkie was “grassroots stuff.” He added, “The people like him very much. . . . We are going to have a heck of a fight on our hands with him.” True, the 1940 campaign would be tough for the president, but the fall of France—and his pivoting toward business in his famous Fireside Chat of May 26— spurred his candidacy in the polls.14

In August 1939, before the war began, fully 60 percent of Americans in a poll said “no” to Roosevelt’s run for a third term. The Depression was still raging and his New Deal had failed to turn the economy around. “We had 12,000,000 unemployed in 1932,” Willkie observed, and “we have today nearly 11,000,000 unemployed.” No wonder FDR was down in the polls and Republicans looked expectantly toward recapturing the White House. The persistence of high unemployment had contributed to the Democrats’ losing eighty-one seats in the midterm election in 1938. Unemployment even hit 20 percent again during mid-1939.15

Hitler’s march through Europe and FDR’s truce with business changed the political landscape. By June, 57 percent of Americans endorsed the president for a third term. The idea of breaking the two-term tradition seemed less important to voters than having an experienced commander in chief in the White House who could help the British, stop the Germans, and keep America safe from attack. The president’s truce with business was also timely because it blunted Willkie’s appeal. The challenger’s candidacy was launched on the premise that the nation needed someone in charge who wanted to improve the climate for investment—and that’s what FDR publicly said he was now doing.16
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