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INTRODUCTION

 

 

 

 

 

The time and location of the meeting were among the most heavily guarded secrets of the whole war. On the evening of February 3, 1945, under cover of darkness, a fleet of Packards brought the two most powerful leaders of the democratic world, Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill, to their destination—a group of villas formerly owned by the Russian tsar and prominent aristocrats near the Black Sea resort of Yalta. They called themselves the Argonauts, a reference to the ancient warriors who had traveled to the Black Sea coast to recover the Golden Fleece from a dragon who never slept. Their prize was a settlement to the war that had engulfed the world; their dragon was their host, Joseph Stalin, once a promising Georgian poet and now a ruthless dictator.

Together the three men conducted the most secretive peace conference of the modern era. They moved armies of millions and dispensed victors’ justice as they saw fit, deciding the fate of nations and sending millions of refugees east and west because they believed it would promote a lasting peace. They created an institution to guard that peace and the interests of the victors. They left Yalta satisfied but anxious. Behind them lay thirty years ravaged by two world wars that had cost tens of millions of human lives. Before them was the uncertainty of the postwar world.

The contest of geopolitical aspirations, the clash of egos and value systems, and the jockeying for power among the most astute negotiators their nations could produce all played out in eight days at Yalta in February 1945. The three leaders wondered about one another’s trustworthiness and readiness to compromise. Would the alumni of the best private schools of Britain and America reach an understanding with the son of a Georgian shoemaker who had dropped out of an Orthodox seminary? Would the two democratically elected leaders know how to handle the godfather of the Gulag? The conference confronted its participants with endless moral dilemmas. It was an emotional roller coaster that involved not only the leaders of the Grand Alliance but also their various subordinates, who fought for their countries’ interests and for the favor of their masters.

Within a few short years of the end of the conference, the high hopes of its  authors were dashed, their decisions condemned by friend and foe alike. The surviving participants went on the defensive or preferred to forget their involvement. Feelings of disappointment and regret dominated on both sides of the Cold War divide. Yalta became a symbol of lost opportunity, however differently perceived. In the West, it came to be regarded as a milestone on the road to the “lost peace,” to cite a 1950s headline in Time magazine. In the mainstream discourse of the McCarthy era, the word “Yalta” became a synonym for betrayal of freedom and the appeasement of world communism.

Who was responsible? That became a central question with the onset of the Cold War in the late 1940s, when the two sides blamed each other. There were also heated domestic debates. In the United States the decisions taken at Yalta divided Republicans and Democrats. President Roosevelt and his advisers were accused not only of selling out Eastern Europe and China to Stalin but also of promoting communism at home. The highly publicized trial of Alger Hiss, a member of the U.S. delegation at Yalta who was accused of spying for the USSR, raised the temperature of the debate. Interviewed after his retirement for a book about his life, General George C. Marshall declined to make any substantive comment about his role at Yalta, certain that whatever he said would be turned against him.

Even today, public debate continues to revolve around the 1950s-era questions of who sold out Eastern Europe and whether it was in America’s interest to persuade the USSR to join the war on Japan—a fact attested by the reaction of American foreign-policy pundits to a statement made in May 2005 by President George W. Bush, who compared the Yalta agreements to the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 1939. Public debate on the Yalta Conference has so far failed to take account of two major developments: the end of the Cold War and access to formerly unavailable Soviet documents. It has also largely ignored the progress made by professional historians of the Second World War and the Cold War in the last two decades.

The opening of the Soviet archives—the “archival revolution” that followed the collapse of the USSR and coincided with the first years of Boris Yeltsin’s rule—made available vast quantities of new documents, including many pertaining to foreign policy. Although many aspects of Soviet history have been reassessed in light of these documents, the Yalta Conference has not. There has been no major Western study of the Yalta Conference since the end of the Cold War, and the cursory treatment of the conference in the more recent surveys of U.S. foreign policy and histories of the wartime alliance cannot do justice to the subject. This new book on the Yalta Conference takes into account the archival discoveries of the last two decades, reevaluates previously known Western sources, and considers the conference and its outcome from a new historical perspective.

Previously inaccessible Soviet documents make it possible to revisit old  questions and pose new ones. They confirm some of the hypotheses advanced by previous generations of scholars, who worked without access to the Soviet archives, and refute others. Most important, the new Soviet documents reveal the mind-set of the Soviet leaders at the time of the Yalta Conference. If Stalin and his strategists did not entirely abandon their plans for world revolution, they significantly postponed them and were interested in peaceful relations with the West for at least twenty years. That would give them enough time to recover from the devastation of the world war and prepare for the next stage in the conflict between communism and capitalism, which they considered ineluctable. For the time being they were prepared to sacrifice the communist movements in Western Europe and wanted a quid pro quo from the West that would ensure their domination of Eastern Europe. In Central Europe, despite Stalin’s statements to the contrary, the Soviets planned to divide Germany into a number of smaller states, but their intention came to nothing because of Western opposition. There are, however, indications that in Germany the Soviets might have agreed to a demarcation line farther east than the one proposed by the British, which later served as the border between East and West Germany.

The new Soviet documents shed light on by far the most controversial question related to the Yalta Conference, that of the espionage activities of Alger Hiss. In the late 1940s and early 1950s it was alleged not only that Hiss spied for the Soviets but also that he had influenced some of FDR’s decisions, which were later regarded as a sellout of American national interests. New evidence from the Soviet archives supports the thesis that Hiss was a Soviet spy at the time of the Yalta Conference, but it also suggests that while he was working for the military branch of Soviet intelligence, he remained virtually unknown to its political branch until after the conference. His military handlers showed little interest in the political information that he could provide, and his performance at the Yalta Conference on political matters, including Soviet participation in the United Nations, did nothing to advance the Soviet agenda. Owing to the activities of the Cambridge Five in Britain and the United States, the Soviet intelligence services were able to supply their masters with copies of most secret American and British documents related to the Yalta Conference. Stalin’s spymasters scored a number of impressive coups on the eve and in the course of the summit, but the handling of Hiss was not one of them.

Points on which the new Soviet sources are silent are as important as their revelations. They offer no evidence that Joseph Stalin or his entourage sought to take advantage of the poor health of the American president, or that FDR’s uneven performance at the conference table helped the Soviet side achieve its objectives. Nor is there any indication that a tougher Western policy on Poland would have saved that country and the rest of Eastern Europe from Soviet domination. Despite some apparent disagreements among the Soviet leaders on  tactical issues, the new archival findings leave no doubt that the Soviets were determined to establish control over their western neighbors, with Poland as the keystone in the arch of their security structure. Stalin was prepared to do whatever it would take to ensure his control over Poland, and Western diplomacy, whether hard or soft, could do little to change that.

Judging by formerly classified materials, the Soviets were as happy with the results of the conference as their American counterparts and no less optimistic with regard to future cooperation. But each side misjudged the other’s intentions. What followed was a period of mutual distrust and suspicion that helped bring about the Cold War. Yalta was an important step on the road to that divided and dangerous world, but it did not cause the Cold War or make it inevitable. The Cold War came later, as a result of decisions made by individuals many of whom, at least on the Western side, never set foot on Crimean soil.

Taking the Yalta Conference out of the historical and intellectual context of the Cold War helps establish its proper place in history. Yalta was not the first conference of the Cold War, nor was it the concluding conference of the Second World War (that designation belongs to the Potsdam Conference, which was held in July and August 1945). It was a wartime summit conducted at a time when the common enemy was not yet defeated and victory was close but not yet achieved. This recontextualization brings out the simple but essential realization that its participants helped end the war and established the conditions for a negotiated peace, however imperfect that peace turned out to be. We now know that this peace was not just an armistice leading to a nuclear disaster. Both by design and by default, the Big Three managed to put together elements of an international system that helped preserve the longest peace in European history.

There was a price to pay for ending the war in this way. It involved the sacrifice of publicly declared principles and the compromise of values not only officially professed but also deeply held by Western leaders. And then there was the price exacted from half of Europe, which was subjected to a new totalitarian regime, as the world was too soon engulfed in the Cold War. How did it happen? Could the Western leaders have achieved more while sacrificing less? And, finally, are there lessons for the future? This book engages these questions by telling the story of the negotiations at Yalta and by examining the expectations and disappointments of those involved.

As the narrative focuses on the eight days that Roosevelt, Churchill, Stalin, and their delegations spent at Yalta, the protocols of the meetings became my principal source for reconstructing events. The absence of an official conference record was both a curse and a blessing for the writing of this book. While it was often difficult to piece together the actual substance of debates, combing through records of the same conversations set down by note takers from different delegations made it possible to provide a fuller account of what happened  than would have been possible if there had been only one official record. Words and exchanges missed by the Americans were caught by the British or the Soviets, and vice versa. In some instances it was clear that important nuances were missed by the note-takers or lost in translation.

I have quoted liberally from all available records of the conference proceedings and of the private meetings that took place on the side. It should be borne in mind, however, that the words put into the mouths of Roosevelt, Churchill, Stalin, and others are in some instances only approximations (sometimes very close ones) of what was actually said. I have sought to reconstruct them to the best of my ability, using all the sources at my disposal and relying not only on conference records but also on the memoirs of participants, who give invaluable insight into the atmosphere of the meetings. Where possible I used American records to quote FDR’s words, British records to render Churchill’s comments, and Soviet records to convey Stalin’s thoughts, on the assumption that the note-takers understood and recorded their own leaders best. To avoid overwhelming the reader with endnotes, I have grouped all sources used to reconstruct a given debate or conversation in a note at the end of my account of that particular episode.

The Soviet documents published after the collapse of the USSR were my most important source for reevaluating the Yalta Conference, but unpublished American accounts of the summit, especially those of Anna Roosevelt Boettiger and Kathleen Harriman, as well as the papers of Averell Harriman’s embassy in Moscow, provided the basis for describing the atmospherics of the conference and its immediate political and geostrategic context. My own findings in the former Soviet archives (especially the State Archive of the Russian Federation) helped document the role played by the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (the notorious NKVD) in the conference preparations. Among the most interesting finds was the photo album of the Yalta Conference prepared by commissariat officials for Joseph Stalin. Some of the photos from this album are published here for the first time. Most of the conference photos available today are not dated or bear incorrect dates attributed to them at some later point. Where possible, I have done my best to provide dates for the photos reproduced in this book and to link them to specific events.

Among the major political changes produced by the Yalta Conference was the alteration of place-names. As borders moved, so did peoples, further complicating the shifting patchwork of cultures and languages brought about by the disintegration of the Habsburg, Ottoman, and Russian empires in the wake of the First World War. The fall of the world order known as the “Yalta system” in the late 1980s, and the disintegration of the Soviet Union into a number of independent states, added yet another layer of complexity. Many of the places mentioned in this book had different names before the Second World War. In some instances multiple names are in use even now. In this book, place-names  have usually been given in the language of the country in which they are currently located. Thus, the city known in Polish as Lwów, in German as Lemberg, and in Russian as Lvov is called Lviv, as it is now part of Ukraine. Alternative names are usually given on first mention, or when a change in jurisdiction is specifically discussed.

The book focuses on the motivations, thoughts, and actions of the Big Three and their aides at Yalta, with Franklin Roosevelt as its main protagonist. The narrative begins with FDR’s journey to the Crimea. It continues with a close look at the opening days of the conference, when the participants discussed military affairs and presented their political agendas, setting the stage for the subsequent debates. It then offers an account of the moves, countermoves, and complex maneuvering of the Big Three on February 7 and 8—the most productive days of the conference, when most of its successes were achieved. This is followed by the debates of the closing days of the conference, when Roosevelt’s main task was to secure what he could in areas of disagreement, such as the government of Poland and the treatment of Germany, without threatening the results achieved in the previous two days.

The last two parts of the book, “The Spirit of Yalta” and “The Coming Storm,” examine the high expectations following the conference and the profound crisis in East-West relations that began in the weeks leading to FDR’s death, which marked the end of the era of close cooperation with the USSR. The book ends with President Roosevelt’s death and President Truman’s first attempts to reevaluate American foreign policy. Roosevelt was both admired and hated in his day, but it was generally recognized that his inspirational leadership had helped guide the United States out of the depths of the Great Depression and that he had skillfully steered his country to victory. His death, a mere two months after the end of the conference, turned Yalta into a symbol of his foreign policy and ensured that debates on the significance and legacy of the conference would often come down to disputes about his own political legacy.

While the plot of this book is complex and the narrative rich in detail, its main moral argument is quite simple: no matter how much effort is put into the preparation and conduct of an international conference, however skillful and resourceful its participants, and however promising its outcome (and the Yalta Conference was perceived at the time as a great accomplishment), democratic leaders and societies should be prepared to pay a price for close involvement with those who do not share their values. The only way to reduce this price is to know one’s ally at least as well as one knows the enemy. As the Yalta Conference and its aftermath show, in the absence of common values binding allies together, the difference between friend and foe can simply be a matter of time.




PART I

OPERATION ARGONAUT

No more let us falter. From Malta to Yalta. Let nobody alter.

 

WINSTON S. CHURCHILL




1

THE PRESIDENT’S JOURNEY

They began to assemble in the late morning—senators and congressmen, government officials, diplomats and members of their families. By noon there were close to eight thousand of them gathered near the South Portico of the White House. Three thousand onlookers stood at a distance, beyond the fence, in overcoats and galoshes—the snow that had begun to fall the previous night had turned into sleet, but the crowds were not about to leave before they saw what they had come to witness. The occasion was unprecedented in American history. On January 20, 1945, the president of the United States would take the oath of office for the fourth time. Those in the crowd who had heard persistent rumors about Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s failing health could finally judge for themselves whether the president, only ten days shy of his sixty-third birthday, was fit enough to lead the nation for four more years.

At noon, when the inauguration ceremony finally began on the White House balcony, the president, bareheaded and dressed in a blue suit, rose to his feet and walked to the podium with the help of his eldest son, James, a thirty-seven-year-old marine colonel on leave from duty in the Pacific. FDR was welcomed with enthusiastic applause. Only those on the balcony could see how difficult it was for him to stand up and walk even a short distance in his heavy full-leg braces. The president’s whole body was shaking. James later told his father that he looked like hell.

When the applause subsided and Roosevelt began to speak, his focus was not on the war that his nation was fighting on two fronts in Europe and Asia, nor on the victory yet to be won. It was on the peace that would follow. “In the days and in the years that are to come we shall work for a just and honorable peace, a durable peace, as today we work and fight for total victory in war,” declared the president, steeling himself against a brisk winter wind. “We can and we will achieve such a peace. We shall strive for perfection,” he promised the nation. Then Roosevelt struck a more cautious note: “We shall not achieve  it immediately—but we still shall strive. We may make mistakes—but they must never be mistakes which result from faintness of heart or abandonment of moral principle.” He believed he knew how to reach his goal. “We have learned the simple truth, as Emerson said, that ‘The only way to have a friend is to be one.’ We can gain no lasting peace if we approach it with suspicion and mistrust or with fear. We can gain it only if we proceed with the understanding, the confidence, and the courage which flow from conviction.”

It was Roosevelt’s shortest inaugural address, consisting of only 573 words. The president’s health and the inclement weather did not allow him to speak longer, but the brevity of the address helped emphasize his overriding goal as he assumed office for the fourth and final time. His thoughts were concentrated on peace—one that would be just and durable, not a mere prelude to another war. Privately he was also concerned as to whether he would be around long enough to ensure that the peace was achieved. “Early in January,” Eleanor Roosevelt remembered later, “realizing this would certainly be his last inauguration, perhaps even having the premonition that he would not be with us long, Franklin insisted that every grandchild come to the White House for a few days.” It was the last time that three generations of the family would be together.

After the ceremony, the president talked to his son James. He wanted to discuss his will. He told James that he should take the family ring and wear it if anything happened to him. His funeral instructions were in the safe. In a few days the president would embark on a long trip that would take him thousands of miles from home. Health concerns aside, it was a dangerous trip to undertake in wartime, but the prize was the kind of peace that Roosevelt had described in his inaugural address. He was prepared to take the risk. No one could say whether he would return alive.1

 

Late in the evening of January 22, a special train with the president and members of his entourage left Washington. Roosevelt was traveling in his private car, which was fitted with bulletproof windows, armor-plated sides, and a reinforced concrete floor, a product of the Pullman Company built for the president after the start of the war. His departure for Yalta was nothing like that of his Democratic predecessor, Woodrow Wilson, for the Paris Peace Conference on December 4, 1918. There were no gun salutes and no crowds wishing him bon voyage. The war was still on, and the Secret Service took every possible measure to conceal the president’s departure for the conference, whose venue could not be announced until it was over and all participants had safely left the “undisclosed location.” People on the team who were new to the routine of the president’s trips abroad were impressed by the level of security that surrounded their boss.

“After taking leave of Mrs. Roosevelt,” wrote Edward J. Flynn, the chairman  of the Democratic National Committee and a member of Roosevelt’s delegation, the president and his entourage “climbed into the car and we were off, surrounded by a crowd of secret service men. Our destination was the station where the special train was waiting. Here again were crowds of secret service men and other people who were to see that everything went off on schedule.” The president’s train reached Newport News, Virginia, on the morning of January 23 under cover of darkness. At 8:30 a.m. USS Quincy set out with its precious cargo. The heavy cruiser was headed across the Atlantic to Malta, from where the American delegates, along with their British counterparts, were to fly to the Crimea.2

Throughout January, public attention in the United States and Britain was focused on the upcoming meeting of the Big Three, as the wartime leaders of the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union had come to be known. The time and place of the meeting were shrouded in mystery. No one doubted that it would take place soon, but the question of when and where mesmerized the press. Allied correspondents scoured the world for the smallest clue that would allow them to solve the puzzle. American and British government officials expected to take part in the summit were under constant watch, and in January the American press started to report the disappearance from the Washington social scene of some of the leading figures in President Roosevelt’s administration and his personal entourage.

Roosevelt made no secret of his intention to attend a conference after his inauguration, and on January 26 the Washington Times-Herald wrote that “it now seems unlikely he will linger long in Washington, not even to await Senate action on a couple of recent appointments.” The newspaper also noted the absence of Secretary of State Edward R. Stettinius Jr. In a few days the Washington Star alerted its readers to the absence of the former Supreme Court justice James F. Byrnes, White House press secretary Stephen T. Early, and White House officials Samuel I. Rosenman and Lauchlin Currie. The press also interpreted the mission to Europe of Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s closest adviser, the absence from Washington of FDR’s only daughter, Anna Roosevelt Boettiger, and the failure of Winston Churchill and his foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, to appear in the House of Commons on January 23 as signs that the “long-heralded meeting was about to begin.”3

As Roosevelt sailed for Europe aboard the Quincy, the American security services were busy dealing with leaks. In Washington they paid a visit to Dr. Constantine Edward McGuire, a local economist who had learned about the president’s trip in advance from friends, one of whom was a U.S. senator, and had rushed to tell the news in letters to at least three of his correspondents. Approached by security agents, he promised not to do so again. More dangerous was the breach of security by U.S. Navy personnel. “Loose lips sink ships” went a popular saying of the day, and rumors about what ships would  take the president overseas at what time were rampant throughout the East Coast.

On January 10, the FBI informed the Secret Service of rumors circulating in Pennsylvania to the effect that USS Savannah, a light cruiser docked at Norfolk, Virginia, was waiting to take the president on a trip to meet Churchill and Stalin immediately after Inauguration Day. On January 22, the day when Roosevelt left Washington for Newport News, Margaret Windler of the Intelligence and Security Division there reported that five days earlier, while attending a dance at the American Legion, she had overheard crewmen of the Savannah bragging that their ship would escort the Quincy as it took the president overseas. Ms. Windler believed that this was common knowledge among the crew. By the time she filed her report, the Savannah with its talkative crew was already at sea.4

The Quincy was well equipped for its ocean crossing. A heavy cruiser built in Quincy, Massachusetts, and commissioned on December 15, 1943, it was inspected by General Dwight D. Eisenhower in May 1944 and was the first ship to fire at the enemy during the invasion of Normandy that June. It also took part in the invasion of southern France in August 1944. In preparation for the president’s trip, the Quincy was equipped with a special ramp leading from the main deck to the first superstructure deck. There were also two elevators, one going from the main deck to the first and another reaching the second deck. The president, who was now able to maneuver his wheelchair around the ship, was housed in the captain’s quarters.

When Edward Flynn went on deck on the morning of January 30, he saw eight destroyers and nine cruisers protecting the president’s ship. Forty minutes after its departure from Newport News, the Quincy was joined by USS  Satterlee, a destroyer that went ahead of the president’s ship. An hour later, the light cruiser Springfield took a position behind the Quincy. Two more destroyers were soon added to the original group, with more to follow as the cruiser approached the Strait of Gibraltar. At night, the ships ran without lights. If a cable had to be sent, one of the ships would leave the group to transmit a radio message. It would then proceed on a different course and be replaced by other ships.

Planes from aircraft carriers and U.S. bases in North Africa would provide air coverage for the small flotilla. The pilots were ordered to shoot even at Allied planes if they headed toward the president’s ship and did not respond to warning signals. Warning shots were fired at a Royal Air Force plane, whose pilot was quick to change course. But the main danger came from German submarines. When the Quincy intercepted an SOS signal from a small craft near Gibraltar, it did not respond, suspecting that the source could be a German decoy.

Anna Boettiger, who joined her father on the trip to the Crimea, noted in her diary that German submarines were spotted by radar just a day before the  Quincy’s arrival in the sector of the Atlantic between Casablanca and Gibraltar. “Only danger apparently lay in possibility that the subs were part of a ‘pack’ of indeterminate size which was awaiting instructions from . . . shore,” she wrote. “Anyway, nothing happened—and I can’t say I lost any sleep over it as we were a pretty good task force in our right.”5

 

Roosevelt preferred to undertake overseas trips in the company of a family member, as he needed emotional support on long and exhausting journeys. This time there was a rumor that he would go overseas with his wife, Eleanor, who had joined him on his rendezvous with Churchill in Quebec in September 1944. She had asked him whether she could accompany him this time. White House maids hoped that the high seas would reignite their former romance and repair the strains brought on by decades of separation. Roosevelt refused. He wanted to take along their daughter, Anna, who jumped at the opportunity to go overseas with her father.

Anna was thrilled at the prospect of meeting foreign dignitaries, including Stalin, and tried not to think that in fulfilling her father’s wish, she was also hurting her mother. As her husband and daughter prepared for their overseas trip, the ever stoic First Lady engaged in the usual rounds, representing the president at inaugural balls and social events in Washington. Their marriage had never recovered from the crisis of 1918, when Eleanor had found love letters from her social secretary, Lucy Mercer, in her husband’s suitcase. Confronted by his wife, who offered a divorce, and assailed by his mother, who threatened to disinherit him if he agreed, FDR promised not to see Lucy again. The marriage survived, but the former trust and intimacy were gone.

In the 1930s a married Lucy, now Lucy Rutherfurd, had returned to the president’s life. On January 23, 1945, as the Quincy left the shores of Virginia, Roosevelt pointed to a distant spot on the coastline and told his daughter that that was the place where “Lucy grew up.” On the morning of January 30 it was a package with gifts from Lucy and from his cousin Margaret Suckley that reminded Roosevelt of his birthday. Eleanor tried to send a birthday telegram but failed—the Quincy was observing radio silence. The letter he received from her that day had been written a few days earlier and dealt with political matters: it annoyed FDR, who apparently did not hide his feelings from his entourage. Anna confided in a letter to her husband that her father would refer to her mother only when he “griped about her attitudes toward things he’s done or people he likes.”6

To the annoyance of many of FDR’s advisers, Eleanor had a strong influence on his political sympathies and executive decisions. She was a demanding partner rather than the protective and forgiving assistant whom Roosevelt needed on his long trip overseas. Anna, on the other hand, was an ideal choice: she could both comfort him and protect him from unnecessary conversations,  ensuring that he got enough rest and sleep on the voyage. In the last year of Roosevelt’s life, the thirty-eight-year-old Anna took over the functions of the First Lady during Eleanor’s frequent absences from the capital. With her second husband, Lieutenant Colonel John Boettiger—a newspaper publisher and, from 1943, a War Department employee—stationed in Seattle, Anna lived at the White House with her five-year-old son, Johnny. She acted as FDR’s private secretary: according to the Washington rumor mill, she virtually controlled “access to the throne.”

Anna’s disappearance from Washington in late January was one of the signs for the news-hungry media that the long-rumored meeting of the Big Three was around the corner. White House officials refused to comment on Mrs. Boettiger’s whereabouts. In State Department documents she was referred to only as “lady private secretary,” while security services gave her the code name “Topaz” for purposes of internal communication. On the Quincy she occupied flag quarters, and her presence initially caused some concern to crew members who thought it bad luck to have a woman on board in wartime. They had little choice but to follow their orders and keep quiet. At the end of the trip, Anna was charged $32.50 for “subsistence in the President’s Mess.” Only after the conference, in a BBC newsreel released on February 15, was she shown on Malta with Winston Churchill’s daughter Sarah Oliver. In March 1945 Life published a feature article on the “long-legged, energetic and handsome” Mrs. Boettiger, accompanied by a photo showing her seated at a typewriter at the Livadia Palace near Yalta.7

Not unlike President Wilson on the eve of the Paris Peace Conference, Roosevelt chose to surround himself with people with whom he felt comfortable, as opposed to those who might have been most helpful in preparing for the conference. Wilson only reluctantly included his own secretary of state, Robert Lansing, in the peace delegation. Roosevelt, who had gone to Teheran in 1943 to meet Stalin and Churchill without his secretary of state, Cordell Hull, now sent Hull’s successor, the forty-four-year-old Edward Stettinius Jr., to North Africa—in Stettinius’s words, “to spend a few days reviewing the American position on the various problems to be discussed in the Crimea”—and then to Malta to start consultations with the British before the president’s arrival.

As companions on the sea voyage Roosevelt brought his chief military adviser, Admiral William D. Leahy, and two heavyweights in the Democratic establishment: his close associate James F. Byrnes, a former congressman, senator, and Supreme Court justice who, at the time, was the director of the Office of War Mobilization and Reconversion, and his longtime political ally Edward J. Flynn. They were joined by a group of presidential assistants and Vice Admiral Ross T. McIntire, the U.S. surgeon general, who doubled as Roosevelt’s personal doctor and usually accompanied the president on his trips.8

The only one with any foreign-affairs experience was Admiral Leahy, who  had served briefly as U.S. ambassador to Vichy France. Approaching his seventieth birthday, but still healthy and erect, Leahy, whom Roosevelt had known since 1913, had enormous influence on the president. His discretion, loyalty, and ability to get along with people made him indispensable to Roosevelt. He successfully competed for the president’s ear with his more liberal advisers and allies, including FDR’s vice president in 1941-45, Henry A. Wallace, and Eleanor Roosevelt, whose attitudes he found “idealistic” and “impracticable.” Leahy’s quiet power, like Anna’s, increased during the months leading up to the conference, helped by Eleanor Roosevelt’s frequent trips and the virtual absence from the White House of the ailing Harry Hopkins, who was suffering from stomach cancer.

Apart from being the president’s chief military adviser, Leahy served as chief of staff to the commander in chief of the U.S. Army and Navy, presiding over the top echelon of the American military—the committee of the chiefs of staff, which would eventually become known as the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He briefed the president on military affairs, turning FDR’s conferences with General Marshall into relatively infrequent occurrences. He also provided advice on foreign policy and drafted many of the president’s responses to telegrams received and deciphered in the Map Room, the White House communications center. Leahy had a special mission in the Crimea. After FDR’s death, the admiral recalled the president’s words addressed to him at Yalta: “Bill, I wish you would attend all these political meetings in order that we may have someone in whom I have full confidence who would remember everything that we have done.”9

A different motive may have been behind the inclusion of Justice Byrnes in the Yalta delegation. Dubbed “Assistant President” in Washington circles, he was indispensable to Roosevelt on the home front, managing the expanded wartime bureaucracy and spearheading the war effort of numerous and feuding government institutions. But there was a dark secret to their relationship. In the summer of 1944 Roosevelt made Byrnes believe that he was supporting his candidacy for the vice presidential nomination at the Democratic Party convention, while in fact he threw his support behind Harry Truman.

FDR apparently decided to make it up to Byrnes by taking him to Yalta. He also counted on his support in selling the decisions to Congress. Byrnes, who was a good stenographer and took detailed notes of the Yalta deliberations, was a reluctant passenger on the Quincy. He was invited to join the delegation during Christmas week and refused twice, the second time on the day of departure, noting that he had pressing problems to deal with at home. FDR eventually persuaded him to come, citing his useful expertise in economic issues. After Roosevelt’s death, Byrnes would become secretary of state.

Edward Flynn was another last-minute and quite unexpected addition to the group. He had no passport, and on arrival in Malta Roosevelt asked Stettinius  to secure one for him, as “he did not want Flynn to spend the rest of his days in Siberia.” This turned out to be quite a problem, even for the secretary of state. Flynn eventually crossed the Soviet border with a simple letter indicating his status as a member of the U.S. delegation. He was issued a passport only in Moscow, where he went immediately after the conference. As the head of the Democratic National Committee, Flynn had been involved in the process of selecting Truman over Byrnes as Roosevelt’s running mate at the party convention in 1944. A Catholic of Irish descent, Flynn was asked by FDR to address the treatment of the church in Soviet-occupied Eastern Europe.10

Byrnes took his role as a member of the president’s party most seriously. Along with Leahy, he would stay up to discuss conference-related matters with Roosevelt after dinner. There were four or five such meetings, but it was only the day before the Quincy docked at Malta that FDR showed his guest the State Department position papers on issues to be discussed at the conference. The after-dinner chats took place without much input from the State Department or any U.S. agency, and that bothered Byrnes. He attributed Roosevelt’s scant preparations on board the Quincy to his failing health. But when Byrnes expressed his concerns, Anna assured him that it was nothing more than the combination of a cold and sinus problems.

 

On January 30, at a distance of some 3,500 miles from the U.S. coast, Franklin Roosevelt celebrated his sixty-third birthday. On that day the Washington Star  informed its readers that the president’s whereabouts were “undisclosed.” According to the newspaper, the president “was spending moments of both seriousness and gaiety with close friends and advisers and was receiving the usual congratulations from other chiefs of state.” Churchill sent a wire: “Your birthday finds us on the threshold of great decisions and great events.”

“The anniversary,” wrote the Washington Star, “finds the President leaner by 5 or 10 pounds but his physician, Vice Admiral Ross T. McIntire, reported him in excellent shape when he took the oath of office for a fourth term 10 days ago.” That was not the impression the president made on his secretary of state. Stettinius believed that FDR’s health had deteriorated significantly between mid-December and the inauguration. As Eleanor Roosevelt later wrote, “After the inauguration it was clearer every day that Franklin was far from well. Nevertheless, he was determined to go to Yalta, and when he made up his mind that he wanted to do something he rarely gave up the idea.”

The president himself seemed to be in denial of the seriousness of his health problems. Since 1921, when he was diagnosed with polio and lost command of his legs, Roosevelt had refused to be held back by his physical limitations. He never believed that the paralysis was irreversible. The doctor who first diagnosed him with polio had suggested that the first attack of the disease had been a mild one and complete recovery was possible. But years passed with no  improvement. Making the best of a bad situation, FDR learned to move in public without crutches, with his legs in metal braces, a cane in one hand, and the other hand often on the arm of one of his sons. He refused to leave politics and was twice elected governor of New York, in 1928 and 1930, and then four times president of the United States.

Admiral McIntire, who became FDR’s doctor in 1932, was largely concerned with the president’s sinus problems through most of his first three terms. The president’s health began to deteriorate in the spring of 1944. Anna, who had moved into the White House by that time and was concerned about her father’s sickly appearance, insisted on a thorough medical examination. Dr. Howard G. Bruenn of the Bethesda Naval Hospital diagnosed Roosevelt with bronchitis and hypertension: he had an enlarged heart, with cardiac failure in the left ventricle, resulting in a reduced blood supply to his vital organs. Bruenn recommended reduced smoking and a low-fat diet. There was little else he could do: medication for such problems would not be developed for years.

As time went on, FDR’s health problems piled up at an alarming rate, making it more and more difficult for him to execute the duties of his office. Hypertension was his doctors’ main concern as his blood pressure steadily rose between March and November 1944 from 186/108 to 260/150. He suffered from occasional abdominal pains and frequent headaches, had trouble sleeping at night, and developed a chronic cough. He was always tired, and his doctors attempted to limit his working day to four hours, a regimen they failed to impose. After giving him virtually a clean bill of health on the eve of the presidential campaign of 1944, there was little they could do.11

As the guests gathered on the deck of the Quincy on January 30 to celebrate Roosevelt’s birthday, Anna “made the birthday dinner a gala occasion.” The crew presented the president with a brass ashtray made from the casing of a shell fired from the Quincy during the D-Day landing. The commissioned and warrant officers made him birthday cakes, as did the enlisted men. With a cake baked by the president’s own chef and another brought by his entourage, there were five in all to celebrate FDR’s birthday. Four cakes symbolized his four terms in office. The fifth one had a question mark: would there be a fifth term?12

If one set aside his health, then it was not so difficult to imagine that there might indeed be a fifth term for one of the most popular presidents in American history. A few months earlier, FDR had won reelection with 432 electoral votes against 99 for his Republican opponent, Thomas E. Dewey, carrying thirty-six states out of the forty-eight then making up the Union. Admittedly, it was his poorest result, but one that would still have made many of his predecessors jealous. At the start of his fourth term, FDR still generated optimism and hope among the millions of Americans he had led into war and now hoped to lead into peace. His optimism was irrepressible and contagious.

FDR had made a career of defying odds and achieving things deemed impossible by others. Who could have predicted that an East Coast patrician denied membership in the Porcellian, the most prestigious of the Harvard finals clubs, for being “priggish” in the estimation of his classmates would become not only the most admired political leader in the land but also the champion of the masses? Back in 1921, when the thirty-nine-year-old Roosevelt had contracted a debilitating disease, few would have foreseen that in twelve years this man, paralyzed from the waist down, would enter the White House as the next president of the United States. Overcoming obstacles became his modus vivendi.

Roosevelt’s readiness to make use of modern communications technology and address the people directly in radio “fireside chats” moved American politics into a new era. Americans felt that they knew him better than any of his predecessors or competitors. An affable public speaker and a witty conversationalist who was equally adept at captivating the imagination of the American people and foreign dignitaries, FDR also remained an enigma, at once friendly and distant, charming and detached even from his closest aides and associates. A master of political compromise, he was regarded as unprincipled and insincere by many members of his own class when he put the “forgotten man” of American politics—the people at the bottom of the social hierarchy—at the center of his rhetoric and many of his political initiatives. In doing so he saved his country from the worst excesses of class struggle.

Assuming office in the midst of a financial crisis that saw most states close their banks, Roosevelt injected hope into the struggling economy by declaring in his first inaugural address: “[L]et me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.” He placed the blame on Wall Street and promised a new approach to fixing economic and social problems: “[T]he money changers have fled from their high seats in the temple of our civilization. We may now restore that temple to the ancient truths. The measure of the restoration lies in the extent to which we apply social values more noble than mere monetary profit.”

FDR’s recipe for recovery was enhanced federal spending designed both to provide relief to those in greatest distress and to stimulate the stagnant economy. He also stuck to his campaign promises to cut the budget, and his spending increase was accompanied by budget cuts that reduced the salaries of federal employees, veterans’ benefits, and military spending. Even so, Roosevelt managed to attract into the civil service a most impressive team of young and idealistic professionals who reformed the government and thus the fabric of American society for generations to come. The recovery, however, was slow, and the American economy struggled in the 1930s, but Roosevelt outdid his rivals in convincing the American public that he was the right man to lead America  through its most tumultuous economic and social ordeal. He managed to win reelection three times in an era that laid the basis for subsequent prosperity, but he saw little of it himself.

In the international arena, Roosevelt watched with concern the rise of the Nazi threat and growing Japanese ambitions in the Pacific. He eventually led the United States into a war that Congress and the nation were reluctant to join, one that he considered not only just but essential to the future prospects of his country and the entire world. The national debt shot up from 50 percent of GDP in 1941 to roughly 120 percent in 1945, but the economy was back on track, almost booming, and the country was winning the most terrible war in human history. FDR was an early proponent of a second front in Europe and instrumental in formulating American military policy in the Pacific. In early 1945, as American and British forces fought Hitler’s divisions in Belgium and, on the other side of the world, Americans made a successful return to the Philippines and closed in on Manila, he saw it as his main task to create an international system that would make a new global war impossible.13

 

When the president boarded the Quincy on the morning of January 23, the end of the war that had dragged on for more than four years was clearly in sight. But news from the battlefields of Europe was not all positive. The Allied invasion of Europe, which began on June 6, 1944, and progressed with success through most of the summer, had lost its impetus by the fall. American and French troops took Paris on August 25, and the British entered Brussels and Antwerp on September 3. Rotterdam was the next target of the Allied strategists, and the supreme Allied commander in Europe, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, appealed to the Dutch to save the city and its industrial infrastructure from German destruction. The expectation was that the city would be taken by the Allies relatively soon, and its port would provide them with a much-needed supply point for Allied troops. But Rotterdam remained in German hands until the end of the war.

Allied plans were further frustrated by continuing German resistance on the northern approaches to Antwerp, which could serve as a new supply center for the Allies only if they gained control of the river Scheldt, linking Antwerp with the sea. Taking the city turned out to be a difficult and lengthy effort. Then came Operation Market Garden, which decimated British and Polish airborne units. As the commander of the British forces in Western Europe, Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery found himself under pressure to speed up the advance of his troops through the Netherlands into Germany. He proposed a bold plan, dubbed Market Garden, the largest airborne operation of the entire war. It was supposed to result in the capture of bridges in Eindhoven, Nijmegen, and Arnhem, deep in the German rear, by an airborne assault, but was poorly planned and ended in a resounding defeat.

Winter brought new problems. On December 16, 1944, on Hitler’s orders, three German armies began a counteroffensive in the Ardennes in Belgium, aiming at Antwerp and creating a “bulge” in the Allied defenses. Bad weather precluded the use of Allied aviation, and it took Eisenhower a few days before he and his commanders realized that they were dealing with a major strategic operation of the Wehrmacht, not a local counterattack. They ordered reinforcements into the area to rescue the American 101st Airborne Division, which was surrounded by German panzer divisions. By December 22, with the weather improving and the German panzers starting to run out of gas, the Allies were finally able to take advantage of their air superiority and inflict major damage on the enemy. But fighting continued into the new year. In the course of January 1945, the Allies finally managed to prevail over the German forces. The battle cost the U.S. Army nineteen thousand lives and raised questions about the pace of the advance on Germany.14

As the Western Allies tried to recover after the unexpected German counteroffensive and recapture the strategic initiative in the Ardennes, the Red Army began its major winter offensive. After suffering devastating defeats in 1941 and 1942, the Soviet forces had won two crucial battles in 1943. They destroyed the German Sixth Army at Stalingrad in February and then crushed a host of German panzer divisions in the Battle of Kursk in July. By the fall of 1944, the Red Army had liberated the entire territory of the USSR and begun the conquest of Eastern Europe. It had even entered the Third Reich, breaking through German defenses in East Prussia. A country that had seemed to be on the verge of extinction only two years earlier now emerged as the most formidable military power in Europe.

On January 12, 1945, Stalin ordered his armies to attack along a front exceeding 700 kilometers. The offensive, which caught the Germans by surprise on many sectors of the front, was a success. By January 17, German troops had been forced to abandon Warsaw and to withdraw behind the Danube in Budapest; on January 18 they left Kraków, and on the next day the Red Army captured Łódź in western Poland. On January 23, as the Quincy set off for Europe, Soviet tanks entered Elbing, in East Prussia. On the president’s birthday, the Red Army advance units crossed the Oder. In the next few days they established bridgeheads a mere 70 kilometers from the German capital. The road to Berlin seemed to be open. U.S. military experts predicted a German counterattack from the north against the flank of the advancing Soviet armies, but no one knew whether the Germans would manage to stabilize their defenses.15

The Soviet offensive was met with relief by the Allies, and its successes were welcomed in both Washington and London. However, in early January, rumors began circulating in Washington about the possibility of a separate peace between Stalin and Hitler. It seemed that Stalin might be in a position to end the war in Europe on his own terms without reference to the Allies. Roosevelt  would have to hurry, or it would be too late to negotiate any aspect of the settlement in Eastern and Central Europe. There was no definite agreement on Poland’s borders; the occupation and possible dismemberment of Germany, a role for France in Europe, and important questions about the membership and functioning of a future world peace organization remained unresolved.16

It was Roosevelt’s tactic throughout the war to postpone agreement on major territorial issues until its end. Like Wilson before him, FDR preferred to speak in terms of principles and generalities while the war was going on. Making backroom deals smacked of the corrupt politics of the past, harking back to the discredited principles of balance of power and spheres of influence. Besides, why recognize the Soviets’ right to acquire new territories even before they gained control of them? Roosevelt made a special effort to avoid formal agreements and to hide informal ones from the public. Now, with Soviet troops approaching Berlin, an agreement could no longer be delayed. A deal had to be made as soon as possible, or there might be no deal at all.

On FDR’s initiative the forthcoming meeting would address military matters. The eastern and western fronts in Europe were moving ever closer, and FDR wanted the military to coordinate its actions. Also on the president’s mind was Soviet entry into the war with Japan. By January 1945, the American army and navy, helped by their British allies, were far advanced toward victory over the Japanese Empire. The shock and humiliation of Pearl Harbor were long gone. The victory of Admiral Chester Nimitz in the Battle of Midway in June 1942 had reversed the fortunes of war in the Pacific. In October 1944 General Douglas MacArthur’s troops began the liberation of the Philippines. U.S. aircraft were conducting massive raids on Japan.

“I was of the firm opinion,” wrote Admiral Leahy, commenting on the state of the Pacific war on the eve of the Yalta Conference, “that our war against Japan had progressed to the point where her defeat was only a matter of time and attrition.” It was the beginning of the end, but the battle for the Japanese islands and mainland China, occupied by the Japanese, still lay ahead and by most conservative estimates would cost the U.S. Army and Navy hundreds of thousands of lives. The atomic bomb was still only a theoretical possibility, and those like Admiral Leahy who believed that the United States could end the war without the bomb or Soviet assistance were outnumbered by military brass who wanted to end the war as soon as possible, with minimal loss of American lives. In this scenario, the USSR would take on the Japanese Kwantung Army in China, while the United States would focus on Japan.17

Admiral Leahy believed that one of Roosevelt’s principal objectives at Yalta was to secure Soviet cooperation in the creation of the world peace organization that he and Churchill had pledged to establish in 1941. President Wilson had left the United States for Europe in December 1918 believing himself capable of delivering a just peace secured by an international organization that would  prevent all future wars. The Paris Peace Conference gave birth to the League of Nations, but Wilson’s dream never materialized and, to the embarrassment of its American supporters, the United States never joined the League. Wilson’s legacy was very much on Roosevelt’s mind before his trip to Yalta: at the last cabinet meeting before his departure Roosevelt even referred to his predecessor. He was determined to make Wilson’s dream work.

FDR was a reluctant convert to the United Nations idea promoted by committed Wilsonians like his long-serving secretary of state, Cordell Hull, who left office in November 1944 because of failing health after more than a decade at the helm of American foreign policy. Once Roosevelt’s original vision of world peace guarded by four policemen—the United States, Britain, the USSR, and China—was incorporated into the UN project, the president embraced the concept fully and unconditionally. He would have to overcome two main hurdles: to convince Stalin to join and to rally support among the American public and its representatives in Congress. The Soviets had committed to joining the organization in the autumn of 1944, but questions about the location of its headquarters and voting procedure in the Security Council, the exclusive club of the great powers controlling the organization, were left undecided. FDR had to hurry to get firm commitments on the issue before the end of the war, while Stalin was still in a cooperative frame of mind and Americans were still interested in world affairs.18

To achieve his objectives, the president had outmaneuvered his own experts in the State Department and the U.S. embassy in Moscow. Roosevelt’s decision to recognize the USSR back in 1933 had been made against the will of the State Department’s top officials, who were reluctant to extend formal recognition to a communist regime that refused to repay Russia’s First World War debts, sponsored international communism, supported subversive and revolutionary activities outside its borders, and generally, in the opinion of Henry L. Stimson, the secretary of state in Herbert Hoover’s outgoing Republican administration (and, later, FDR’s secretary of war), did not “behave according to fundamental principles of the family of nations.”

The president prevailed over his State Department experts by establishing diplomatic relations with Moscow through personal emissaries, bypassing State Department officials. Recognition of the USSR brought American foreign policy into line with that of Britain and the Continental powers, which had recognized the Soviet government back in the 1920s. FDR’s decision was supported by many in Depression-stricken America. Some hoped for improved trade; others took Soviet rhetoric at face value and considered the planned Soviet economy a model for solving America’s own economic and social problems. It did not work as expected. Trade actually diminished in the years following recognition, and the USSR turned out to be a difficult partner in international affairs.

Stalin’s alliance with Hitler in August 1939 and Soviet aggression against Finland later that year helped convince Roosevelt that reciprocity was the most effective, if not the only, way of dealing with the Soviets: they would be treated well only if they cooperated with the Americans. FDR suggested retaliation in kind when the Soviet government imposed restrictions on long-distance telephone calls from the American embassy in Moscow. But the Nazi invasion of the USSR in June 1941 suddenly turned the Soviet Union into a difficult but valuable ally. Roosevelt was determined to help the USSR avoid collapse and then emerge victorious from its prolonged struggle with the Wehrmacht. He pushed legislation through Congress that made Moscow a recipient of American Lend-Lease supplies and was a strong proponent of the opening of a second front in Western Europe.

Still, more often than not, the president would find himself in a state of undeclared war with his ambassadors to Moscow and Soviet experts in the State Department, trying to root out opposition to his generally friendly policy toward the Soviet Union. He regularly shuffled diplomatic personnel and circumvented government bodies, but each new shift eventually went the way of its predecessors, repulsed by the culture of secrecy, suspicion, and duplicity that characterized Soviet dealings with the West.

In the fall of 1943, once the Soviet Union emerged victorious from the battlefields of Stalingrad and Kursk, Roosevelt decided to change his “no questions asked” policy of assistance to the USSR and switched to bargaining tactics, which he considered more appropriate now that Soviet-American relations had taken on the character of a partnership. He also changed the personnel in both Washington and Moscow, sending to the Soviet capital his personal friend Averell Harriman, the heir to a railroad empire, who initially seemed to get along well with the Soviets. By the autumn of 1944 even Harriman, shocked by Stalin’s refusal to help the Polish insurgents during the Warsaw uprising, when the Germans slaughtered the flower of the Polish resistance as the Red Army stood idle on the outskirts of the city, had turned into a proponent of a “get-tough policy” toward the USSR. He and his staff in Moscow were taking an increasingly belligerent stand, appalled by the Soviet treatment of Eastern European nations freshly liberated from Nazi control.

Roosevelt generally tried not to be distracted by Soviet behavior on issues that he considered secondary. Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s close adviser, was echoing the president’s views when he stated in the fall of 1944 that Stalin’s refusal to help the Warsaw insurgents could not get in the way of negotiations on the future peace organization. Soviet cooperation in the international peace organization was crucial to Roosevelt’s vision of the future world order. In return, he would treat the Soviets as equals in world affairs, recognizing their security concerns—which meant accepting their territorial acquisitions of the early war years, when they had sided with Germany—and assisting in postwar reconstruction. The president was optimistic that postwar loans to the Soviet Union would ensure the stability of Soviet-American relations. His opinion was backed up by experts from the Research and Analysis Branch of the Office of Strategic Services, the forerunner to the CIA, who, unlike diplomats, were shielded from day-to-day contacts with Soviet officials and tried to focus on the big picture.19

Roosevelt banked on his personal relationship with Stalin, considering it the best way to circumvent or cut through his own bureaucracy and the imaginary hard-liners around the Soviet leader, who were customarily blamed for problems in Soviet-American relations. A product of American political culture, FDR believed in the power of personal relations, including those between heads of state. He made his relationship with Stalin the centerpiece of his policy toward the USSR. “Franklin had high hopes that at this conference he could make real progress in strengthening the personal relationship between himself and Marshal Stalin,” wrote Eleanor Roosevelt, commenting on her husband’s expectations of the Yalta meeting. This was the meaning of his words in his fourth inaugural speech: “We have learned the simple truth, as Emerson said, that ‘The only way to have a friend is to be one.’ ” Roosevelt was offering his friendship to Stalin and hoping for friendship in return.20

 

On board the Quincy, Roosevelt relaxed by watching movies before going to bed. Our Hearts Were Young and Gay was the first movie shown to the president and his entourage. The plot of the movie, released in 1944 and based on a bestselling book published two years earlier, was not entirely inappropriate to the occasion. It is a story of two fun-loving and naive college girls traveling to Europe in the early 1920s who meet two eligible men on board their ship and get themselves into troublesome but amusing situations as they try to act grown-up in London and Paris. No one aboard the Quincy seems to have drawn parallels between the movie plot and their own European journey.

On the morning of February 2, the voyage across the Atlantic came to an end. Eleven days after leaving American soil, having covered close to 5,000 miles, the Quincy entered Valetta harbor in Malta. For most of the trip Roosevelt suffered from a bad cold. By the time the Quincy reached Malta, he was feeling better, but that was only a relative improvement, and most of those who met Roosevelt on Malta thought him gravely ill. The British foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, noted in his diary that he looked older and gave “the impression of failing powers.” Members of the U.S. delegation who had not seen their president for some time were also quite shocked by his appearance.21

Roosevelt left the United States in secret, but no one seemed to care about secrecy on Malta. Both sides of the harbor were lined by local crowds, creating the impression that the island’s whole population had come to welcome the American president. FDR enjoyed a reception not unlike the one given to President Wilson by the people of Brest in December 1918 as he made his way to  the Paris Peace Conference. On that warm, sunny morning it was difficult not to be impressed by the beauty of the Mediterranean island. “It would be hard not to fall in love with this spot. The universally used, local limestone has a softness of texture which takes away the impression of glare which I remember as typical of other Mediterranean towns I have seen,” Anna Boettiger wrote in her diary.22

As the Quincy entered Valetta harbor, Roosevelt sat on the captain’s deck, dressed in a brown coat and a tweed cap, enjoying the view. Spitfires flew back and forth over the harbor as the bands on the U.S. light cruiser Memphis and HMS Sirius, with marines lined up on their decks, played “The Star-Spangled Banner.” As the president’s ship passed the light cruiser Orion, with Churchill on board, the British crew stood at attention, and their band also played “The Star-Spangled Banner.” The Quincy’s band responded with “God Save the King.” “It was quite an emotional moment,” wrote Edward Flynn to his wife. Even Anthony Eden was overcome. “While the bands played and amid so much that reeked of war, on the bridge, just discernible to the naked eye, sat one civilian figure,” he remembered later. “In his sensitive hands lay much of the world’s fate. All heads were turned his way and a sudden quietness fell. It was one of those moments when all seems to stand still and one is conscious of a mark in history.”23
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MEETING ON MALTA

There was no person on Malta as anxious to see the American president as the prime minister of His Majesty’s government, Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill. On New Year’s Day 1945, upon learning of Roosevelt’s plans for a stopover on the Mediterranean island, then part of the British Empire, Churchill wrote: “We shall be delighted if you will come to Malta. I shall be waiting on the quay.” In fact, the prime minister awaited on board a British warship. That sunny morning, Churchill was recovering from a sudden bout of fever. When his plane reached Malta in the early hours of January 30, Churchill was too weak to get up and spent the first half of the day in bed on the plane, moving to his quarters on the Orion only at noon.1

Churchill had turned seventy in November 1944, and the stress of war was taking its toll on him. He blamed his fever of 102 degrees on the tablets he was taking on advice of his physician, Lord Moran, who later noted in his defense that his patient had developed a bad habit of running a high temperature on diplomatic missions. The prime minister’s principal private secretary, John Martin, confided to Lord Moran prior to the Yalta Conference that Churchill’s work had deteriorated. He had become wordy and obsessively preoccupied with one subject or another, to the frustration of his cabinet.2

At half past eleven on February 2, an hour after the Quincy docked at Valetta harbor, the prime minister felt well enough to pay a visit. He was soon joined by his thirty-year-old daughter, Sarah Oliver, a section officer in the British Women’s Auxiliary Air Force. Back in Washington, Roosevelt had explained to his wife his choice of Anna as companion by reminding her that Churchill would also be accompanied by his daughter. Unlike Roosevelt, Churchill had an affectionate relationship with Clementine, his wife of thirty-six years, who was more than ten years his junior. He adored and respected her and wrote long and substantive personal letters on his numerous trips abroad.

Sarah was the couple’s third child and second daughter. A talented actress  and dancer whose photo appeared on the cover of Life magazine in June 1945, she was married to the Vienna-born Jewish actor and musician Victor Oliver. The marriage had its problems, and Sarah had joined the military in September 1941, bringing about an effective separation without going through the ordeal of an actual divorce. She had asked only one favor of her father—to help her join the military—and later wrote that her choice of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force “was influenced by the colour of the uniform.” The light blue color of the uniform swayed more than one British woman. It was in this WAAF uniform that she appeared at her father’s side in front of the cameras at Teheran. Sarah also wore her uniform to the lunch meeting with Roosevelt on Malta, where she met the president’s daughter, Anna Boettiger, for the first time. “I thought at once how amazingly like her mother she was although of course so much better looking,” Sarah wrote to her mother. “She is very easy and I like her,” she continued, “but I think she is quite nervous about being on the trip.”3

The two leaders and their daughters spent the next hour enjoying the sun and chatting on the deck of the Quincy as they waited for lunch to be served. Roosevelt and Churchill had not seen each other since September in Quebec City, where their wives had accompanied them and made a joint radio address to the Canadian people. Relations between the two seasoned statesmen were complex, but a strong bond of mutual respect and even admiration had kept them together through the most difficult years of the war. The prime minister, older than the president but the junior partner in their alliance, had more invested in the relationship, but despite his occasional snide remarks, Roosevelt appreciated Churchill’s leadership during the first, most difficult years of the Second World War, and valued his friendship.

Churchill was convinced that personal meetings were essential to keep their friendship intact for the sake of both countries, and he said as much in his address at McGill University in Montreal in September, when both were awarded honorary doctorates. “What an ineffectual method of conveying human thought correspondence is—telegraphed with all its rapidity, all the facilities of our—of modern intercommunication,” said Churchill. The crowd laughed, and he continued: “They are simply dead, blank walls compared to personal—personal contacts.” This meeting on Malta would give him another chance to reinforce their personal bonds, for his partner appeared increasingly remote as British contributions to the war effort diminished, while America’s had grown substantial after D-Day.4

As Roosevelt and Churchill met on the deck of the Quincy, there was no shortage of topics for conversation. When lunch was served around one o’clock, Churchill was pleased to see at his end of the table a candle and a cigar, placed there, he imagined, on request from the president. “He must have noticed the candle by my bed when we were at the White House,” Churchill told Lord Moran later that day, referring to his visit to Washington in May 1943. These  small tokens of attention went a long way: the prime minister told his doctor twice that the president was being “very friendly.” They were joined for lunch by Edward Stettinius, William Leahy, and James Byrnes on the American side and Anthony Eden from the British delegation. Leahy later recalled that the conversation “was, as usual, well monopolized by the Prime Minister, who spoke about English problems in wartime, the high purpose of the so-called Atlantic Charter, and his complete devotion to the principles enunciated in America’s Declaration of Independence.”5

 

Churchill was lucky to reach Malta alive. Part of his entourage did not make it, and news of their deaths came on the morning of Roosevelt’s arrival. The prime minister left Northolt air base on the evening of January 29. Snow was expected, and he decided to beat the weather. His party consisted of three planes—his daughter, two private secretaries, and Lord Moran joined him on his Skymaster—but only two reached their destination: in the predawn mist, the third overshot the island and crashed into the Sea of Lampedusa, killing most on board, including three Foreign Office officials, the aide-de-camp to the chairman of the chiefs of staff, a lieutenant colonel assigned to Churchill’s Map Room, and Anthony Eden’s bodyguard. “Such are the strange ways of fate,” mused Churchill in his memoirs. “It’s the devil,” wrote Sir Alexander Cadogan, permanent undersecretary of state, in a letter from Malta: he lost his private secretary in the crash.6

Churchill’s life had often been in danger before. He first came under fire on his twenty-first birthday in 1895, when he visited Cuba to report for a British newspaper on the Spanish counterinsurgency there. His first experience of battle took place two years later, in a military operation against Pashtun tribes-men in Pakistan. The next year he took part in a British cavalry charge at the famous Battle of Omdurman in Sudan. Released from active service, Churchill traveled in 1899 to South Africa to cover the Second Boer War as a newspaper correspondent. He showed personal bravery when the enemy ambushed the scouting expedition he had joined. What followed gained him national fame and helped launch his political career. Churchill was caught, but he escaped from the prison camp and made his way back to the British after a trek of 300 miles across enemy territory. He rejoined the army and was among the first to enter Pretoria and accept the surrender of the local prison guards.

The future prime minister was first elected to the British Parliament in 1900, beginning a career that would take him to the battlefields of a new century. As First Lord of the Admiralty during the First World War, he had advocated the invasion of the Ottoman Empire through the Dardanelles and was blamed, and took responsibility, for the disastrous Battle of Gallipoli, which cost the British more than twenty thousand lives and left more than fifty thousand wounded, while failing to achieve its main objective—the capture of Istanbul. Humiliated, Churchill rejoined active service, this time as a battalion commander, and spent the end of 1915 and the first months of 1916 on the western front in France, commanding a battalion of Royal Scots Fusiliers.

A rebel by nature and a man of strong convictions, he was subsequently in and out of favor with the leadership of the Conservative Party and the British public. In the first half of the 1930s, during his “wilderness years,” Churchill devoted most of his time to writing, a talent he would put to good use during periods out of government or active political life. His views and positions often changed, but some things remained constant. Throughout the 1930s he was a staunch anticommunist, as he had been in 1919-21, when as secretary of state for war he had become a driving force behind the military invasion of Soviet Russia. He also retained an absolute loyalty to the British Empire, for which he had fought in his youth, becoming one of the leading opponents of granting India dominion status. His opinions of Hitler and Mussolini might change, but he constantly worried about German rearmament and tirelessly warned of the rising Nazi threat.

In the late 1930s, Churchill and his small group of parliamentarians joined those criticizing the policy adopted by the Conservative government of Neville Chamberlain. With the outbreak of the Second World War, Churchill was reinstated as First Lord of the Admiralty, the position he had held during the First World War. He became prime minister on May 10, 1940, the day Hitler invaded France. Churchill refused to negotiate with Germany and prepared the nation and the empire for a prolonged and difficult war. In his first address as prime minister, he said that he had “nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears, and sweat.” There would be much of that in the months and years to come, but in the fall of 1940 the Royal Air Force managed to repel the German air assault on Britain and derail Nazi plans for the invasion of the island. Britain survived, but it had no resources to challenge German rule on the Continent. Instead, the war was fought in the Mediterranean and North Africa.7

Churchill often traveled to remote theaters of war by ship or plane. Recognizing the dangers this entailed, he sent a letter to King George VI designating the forty-seven-year-old Anthony Eden as his successor. Eden had served as foreign secretary in the government of Neville Chamberlain, but he had resigned in February 1938 over policy toward Italy. In September of that year he opposed the Munich agreement, which handed part of Czechoslovakia to Hitler in a failed attempt to satisfy his expansionary ambitions. Eden was a leader of the antiappeasement opposition to the government, whose members became known, partly because of Eden himself, as the “glamour boys.” When Churchill took over as prime minister, he first appointed Eden to the post of secretary of state for war and then moved him to the Foreign Office, where he played an important role in building what became known as the Grand Alliance with the United States and, later, the Soviet Union.

The two men had been rivals. Although they worked quite well together, and Eden would eventually marry Churchill’s niece, the prime minister preferred to portray his second-in-command as weak and indecisive. Eden remained completely loyal to Churchill throughout the war, although he allowed himself to disagree with the prime minister more than once. He also cherished every moment on trips abroad when he could escape from Churchill’s shadow and take well-deserved credit for his role in the war effort. Despite the inherent tension in their relations, Eden declined to take advantage of numerous wartime crises to replace Churchill, while Churchill never cast doubt on Eden’s status as heir apparent. In January 1945 the king asked Churchill to submit a new letter in case neither he nor Eden returned from Yalta. Churchill did so in consultation with Eden, and they left for Malta at different times and on different planes. The precaution was by no means unnecessary.8

 

The prime minister first raised the possibility of a Big Three summit in a letter to Roosevelt on July 16, 1944. He proposed that it take place in Casablanca, Rome, or Teheran toward the end of August. A few days earlier the Red Army had taken Vilnius, the capital of Lithuania. Its commanders had launched a major offensive in the direction of Lviv in Western Ukraine, and Soviet troops had crossed the prewar border, advancing into Eastern Europe, whose future lay in the balance. The prime minister was hoping to convince the president to cancel planned military operations in southern France and launch an offensive in the Balkans instead, cutting off Soviet troops from Central Europe. He also felt that a deal had to be struck with Stalin on the future of Eastern Europe. Whether there would be two separate meetings or one involving all three heads of state was still up in the air, but Churchill believed that something had to be done, and soon.

Roosevelt accepted the idea but favored scheduling the conference for the second week of September. Both men wrote to Stalin proposing a September meeting in northern Scotland, to which Stalin could travel by sea or air. “Things are moving so fast and so successfully that I feel there should be a meeting,” Roosevelt wrote, betraying the main reason for their concern. Stalin declined the invitation, citing the need to be in Moscow at the time of a major Red Army offensive. By the end of July his armies had entered Poland and were close enough to Warsaw to spark an anti-Nazi uprising that began on August 1 and was drowned in blood by the Germans.

The Soviet offensive was only one reason for Stalin’s refusal to go to Scotland. After the Allied landing in Normandy, there was little strategic assistance he wanted from the leaders of the Western democracies, and he had everything to gain from postponing the conference until his forces had captured as much of Eastern Europe as possible. That in any event was the opinion of Harry Hopkins, which he shared with the president. “As to Uncle Joe,” wrote Hopkins, using the wartime nickname for Stalin, “he obviously wants to postpone his next meeting with you until after Germany collapses.” Stalin was not eager to go to a conference on territory that he did not control. He disliked flying (the flight from Teheran in December 1943 apparently caused him an earache that lasted two weeks), and, always paranoid about his personal security, would not consider a plane trip above enemy territory or by ship through the submarine-infested waters of the Barents Sea.

Roosevelt continued to push for a summit. He offered to meet in Alaska, which Stalin could reach without crossing enemy lines. The meeting would take place in late November, following the U.S. presidential elections. Stalin again refused. He told Averell Harriman that he could not travel far for health reasons but was prepared to dispatch Viacheslav Molotov, the fifty-four-year-old people’s commissar for foreign affairs and Stalin’s right-hand man, wherever Roosevelt and Churchill decided to have their next meeting. This was not what the two Western leaders, who counted on their good relations with the “malleable” Stalin as opposed to the “tough” Molotov, wanted to hear. The idea was dropped for the time being. It seemed that Hopkins was right: Stalin would avoid meeting his partners face-to-face until the end of the war.9

Roosevelt and Churchill met on their own in September 1944 in Quebec City, where they discussed the future occupation of Germany; Lend-Lease supplies of war materials to Britain, which would exceed $31 billion by the end of the war; and British naval participation in the war with Japan. Eastern Europe was not on the agenda in Quebec, as it could be discussed and resolved only with Stalin. Meanwhile the Soviet armies were swiftly taking one Eastern European country after another. By then, Romania and Bulgaria had been overrun by the Red Army. The need for a meeting with Stalin was so urgent that Churchill decided to take the matter in his own hands. Less than two weeks after returning from Quebec, he headed for Moscow, where he spent ten days, from October 9 to 18, trying to make a deal with Stalin on Eastern Europe. The results were mixed—Churchill secured Britain’s dominance in Greece, but Stalin appeared determined to install puppet governments in most countries of the region.

Roosevelt was represented in Moscow by Harriman, who attended most but not all of the meetings between Churchill and Stalin. With the presidential campaign in the United States reaching its climax, FDR could not leave the country. The race was close, as the polls showed Roosevelt leading his Republican opponent by only a few percentage points. Running against the energetic forty-two-year-old governor of New York, Thomas E. Dewey, FDR had to put to rest persistent rumors about his own poor health, and in October 1944 he embarked on a vigorous campaign, at one point traveling for hours in an open  car under persistent rain through the New York boroughs. The campaign swing was a success, but the president apparently felt bad about his inability to take part in the all-important discussions with Stalin.

The president wrote to both Stalin and Churchill suggesting that the talks in Moscow be considered preliminary to an upcoming Big Three summit. On the last day of Churchill’s stay in Moscow, Stalin cabled the president not only agreeing to another summit but suggesting a time and place for it: late November in one of the Soviet Black Sea ports. Having made a deal with Churchill on the fate of the Balkans, where the two leaders had defined their respective spheres of interest, Stalin assumed that his allies were prepared to bargain on the future of the rest of Eastern Europe.

 

Although Stalin and later Churchill claimed that the Black Sea region was the president’s idea, this came as a surprise to most people in Washington. In his cable to the president, Stalin spoke of a conversation between Harry Hopkins and the Soviet ambassador to Washington, Andrei Gromyko, in which the president’s adviser had allegedly made the suggestion. He added that he had discussed the proposal with Churchill, who had supported it. Churchill soon wrote to Roosevelt that he was prepared to go to any location acceptable to the president and Stalin. The president, however, was not about to travel to an area so remote from the United States. Members of Roosevelt’s inner circle blamed Hopkins for suggesting a journey that would require their ailing chief to travel thousands of miles over enemy territory.

Hopkins was guilty as charged. The whole idea was his own creation. Convinced that a Big Three conference was badly needed before Germany’s defeat and that Stalin could not be persuaded to travel outside the USSR, he had proposed the Crimea to Roosevelt, counting on the president’s curiosity and desire to visit new places. Roosevelt had not been opposed to the idea so long as it was after the elections. Hopkins took the initiative and asked Gromyko whether a suitable place could be found in the Crimea. Hopkins later remembered that when Roosevelt’s advisers “descended on the President to urge him not to go, the President wavered again and cooked up a lot of counter proposals, none of which made any sense.” Without rejecting the Soviet suggestion out of hand, Roosevelt tried to convince Stalin to meet at a Mediterranean location.10

In his correspondence with Stalin and Churchill in October and November 1944, Roosevelt discussed no fewer than ten possible alternatives: Athens, Piraeus, Salonika, Jerusalem, Istanbul, Rome, Alexandria, Cyprus, Malta, and the French Riviera. On November 18, the president wrote to Stalin, noting that he had reservations about the Black Sea because of the need to bring ships through the Aegean Sea and the Dardanelles. FDR suggested that Stalin could go to the Adriatic coast by rail and from there by ship to Italy or Sicily, with the idea of having the conference either in Rome or in Taormina. He also proposed  that the conference be postponed until after his inauguration on January 20, 1945.

As might be expected, Stalin had no objection to postponing the conference. In his cable of November 23 he accepted the late January-early February date, but, citing his doctors’ advice, refused to discuss any venue other than the Black Sea coast. The Soviet leader was in no hurry: things were going his way. On the day he wrote to Roosevelt his troops were deep in Czechoslovakia and Hungary, capturing the town of Tokaj with its famous vineyards. Roosevelt all but abandoned hope that Stalin would fulfill the promise given to him at Teheran—to have the next meeting closer to American territory. Back then, after looking curiously at the president’s crippled legs, the Soviet leader had promised that next time he would come to the president, not the other way around.11

Roosevelt had little choice but to ask Harriman about locations in the Black Sea region. On December 6, he reported to Washington: “Two of our naval officers visited Yalta and Sevastopol during last summer. They report that Yalta has a number of large and well built sanatoriums and hotels undamaged by German occupation. By Russian standards the town is extremely neat and clean. The harbor is small and it is doubted that it is adequate for protected anchorage for a large naval vessel. The winter climate is reasonable. Average temperature in January and February 39 degrees Fahrenheit. The town has good southern exposure and it is protected from the north winds by high mountains.”

This was the first time that Yalta was suggested as a meeting place. The information on the level of the destruction in the area was later shown to be wrong, but for those who read Harriman’s telegram in Washington, the city looked like a good choice. That was certainly Roosevelt’s impression. On the basis of Harriman’s report, he wrote to Churchill on December 9, referring to Yalta as a place where the Allied delegations could be accommodated onshore.

A last halfhearted attempt to persuade Stalin to meet closer to American shores was made by Harriman in person on December 14. Stalin promised to consult his doctors but later informed Harriman through Molotov that they were still opposed to a long trip. Clearly, they were going around in circles. Stalin asked Harriman why Hopkins’s suggestion to meet in the Black Sea region had been discarded. Harriman explained that Hopkins had merely inquired about such a possibility. The Soviet leader gave Odesa as his first choice for a meeting place, stating that he had already made preparations for the conference there. He noted, however, that if the president preferred, they could meet either in the Crimea or on the east coast of the Black Sea.

Roosevelt, meanwhile, was getting more accustomed to the idea of meeting in the Crimea. On December 19, he cabled Harriman: “We have talked with Captain Frankel who reports weather conditions for flying at Odesa uncertain  in winter and weather very cold.” Then he added, “I am particularly interested in Sevastopol and Yalta.” On December 21, Harriman sent a report to Washington favoring Yalta. The weather in Odesa was “bleak and cold,” he wrote. The southern Crimea would be warmer. There was an airport within two or three hours’ drive of either Sevastopol or Yalta. As Sevastopol had been completely destroyed, shore accommodations were better in Yalta. On the basis of reports from U.S. Navy officers who had been in the area, Harriman wrote, “without question the living conditions ashore in one or more of the several first class sanatoria and hotels would be more than adequate.”12

Two days later, Roosevelt cabled Harriman, giving his approval for a meeting in the Black Sea region if Stalin could not go to the Mediterranean. His choice was Yalta, “which appears to be the best place available in the Black Sea having the best accommodations ashore and the most promising flying conditions.” Roosevelt decided to fly to Yalta from the Mediterranean, to which he would travel by sea. Molotov was informed of that decision on December 27. At the meeting with Harriman, he still mentioned Odesa and Batumi, but the American ambassador had fixed on Yalta.13

If Roosevelt chose the venue for the conference, Churchill came up with a code name, “Operation Argonaut,” on December 31. Roosevelt wrote back: “Your suggestion of ‘Argonaut’ is welcome. You and I are direct descendants.” Always at home with the classics, Churchill was able to find a literary parallel that reflected better than anything else the feelings and expectations of the two leaders who were about to embark on a long and dangerous journey to the Black Sea in search of their own Golden Fleece. Stalin, no devotee of the classics, accepted the code name without hesitation. On New Year’s Day 1945, after learning of the president’s plan to stop over on Malta, Churchill sent Roosevelt a cable that included one of the few lines of poetry he ever wrote: “No more let us falter. From Malta to Yalta. Let nobody alter.”14

 

Roosevelt devoted the entire afternoon of February 2, his only day on Malta, to sightseeing. After lunch, accompanied by the governor-general of Malta and his wife, Anna Boettiger, and Sarah Oliver, Roosevelt took a tour of Valetta and traveled to the island’s ancient capital, Medina. Bombed by the Axis in a non-stop campaign of air raids that lasted 154 days, Malta was a clear reminder of the recent battle for control of the Mediterranean. Altogether, about fourteen thousand bombs were dropped on “Fortress Malta” between 1940 and 1942. Local residents were evacuated to the center of the island, away from the port, industrial areas, and airfields, but still suffered heavy casualties. The air and naval blockade intended to starve Malta’s population and garrison was finally broken in August 1942, when five of the fourteen vessels that left Gibraltar with supplies for the besieged island managed to reach the Grand Harbor of Valetta. The blockade was totally lifted only in the summer of 1943.

“[T]he immense amount of destruction hit me between the eyes because it was my first glimpse of mass destruction of this war,” Anna noted in her diary. In Valetta she saw a stone replica of the scroll presented by Roosevelt to the citizens of Malta on his return from Teheran in December 1943, in recognition of their bravery during the Nazi siege of the island. It was mounted on one side of the door leading to the palace; on the other side was a citation from King George VI, who awarded the George Cross to the people of Malta in April 1942 at the peak of the Axis bombing of the island.15

Roosevelt’s preference for sightseeing was a major disappointment to the British delegation. Charles E. Bohlen of the State Department noted later that the “British were concerned by Roosevelt’s refusal to discuss either tactical or substantive questions regarding Yalta.” Anthony Eden complained to Harry Hopkins that they “were going into a decisive conference and had so far neither agreed what we would discuss nor how to handle matters with a Bear who would certainly know his mind.” Eden’s frustration was shared by Churchill. “The President was so unpredictable that the Prime Minister and I became uneasy at this void,” Eden wrote in his memoirs.16

When the prime minister first learned of the president’s plan for a stopover, he asked if they could use the occasion to discuss a common strategy. “Would it not be possible for you to spend 2 or 3 nights at Malta and let the staffs have a talk together unostentatiously?” Churchill wrote on January 5, 1945. If Roosevelt wanted to spend only one night on Malta, Churchill wrote again the next day, would he consider sending the military chiefs there a few days earlier? Roosevelt initially rejected the idea, but Churchill continued to insist and suggested adding Foreign Office representatives. Roosevelt eventually yielded, agreeing to send delegations led by Edward Stettinius and General George Marshall to Malta ahead of time, but he refused to change his own schedule.17

The prime minister’s insistence was the subject of jokes among the president’s entourage on the Quincy, and Anna later remembered someone saying that a telegram had come from Stalin declaring: “I said Yalta, not Malta.” Roosevelt made every effort to prevent Stalin from suspecting that the two Western leaders had “ganged up” on him. He believed that having no preconference meeting was the best strategy under the circumstances. But Churchill was eager to maneuver the president into committing himself to a common strategy. It appeared that Churchill had won the battle but lost the war: Roosevelt arranged his schedule in such a way as to leave no time for substantive discussion. Bohlen believed that more important than his concern about Stalin was his “general desire to avoid fixed positions and to improvise on the spot, drawing from his information and the mood of the other side.”18

Churchill was effectively on his own. The main goal of British foreign policy at Yalta was the same as it had been since the Napoleonic wars: to prevent the domination of Europe by a single power that, taking control of the western part  of the continent, would pose a mortal threat to Britain. In numerous speeches, Churchill presented this policy in terms of the British struggle against tyranny and aggression. The power with all-European aspirations in the first decade of the twentieth century was Germany, and Britain found itself allied with Germany’s eastern neighbor, tsarist Russia. With the defeat of Germany in the First World War and the rise of communism in the former Russian Empire, Soviet Russia took Germany’s place as a threat to European stability, and Churchill embarked on a vigorous anticommunist campaign at home and abroad; he now considered the “red menace” much more dangerous to Europe than German imperialism.

The Nazi regime revived the German threat, and Churchill was among the first to alert his compatriots to the growing power of Germany. “[W]e have passed an awful milestone in our history, when the whole equilibrium of Europe has been deranged,” he declared after Munich. Churchill never changed his view of communism as a dangerous threat, nor did he underestimate the menace of its transnational appeal to the European status quo, but he put his anticommunist rhetoric on hold after the Nazi invasion of the USSR in June 1941. At stake was not only the defense of British interests abroad but Britain’s very survival. Fighting one tyranny with the help of another seemed the right thing to do.19

By the time of the Yalta Conference the war against Germany seemed all but won, thanks in large part to Soviet victories, but another possible master of Europe was emerging from the east, and Churchill was not going to leave the diplomatic battlefield without a fight. For the British, the future of Poland emerged as the issue of primary importance, and not only because Poland was the country in whose defense Britain had officially gone to war against Germany. In the vision of postwar Europe shared by Churchill and his foreign-policy advisers, Poland was to serve as a bulwark against Soviet westward expansion. Another important element in Churchill’s strategy was a strong France: together with a strong Poland, it would keep a revived Germany in check. To maintain the balance of power in Europe, Germany had to be weakened but not completely destroyed or dismembered. It was a complex game, but Britain had been prepared for it by centuries of involvement in Continental politics. Nevertheless, Britain was now too weak to win the game on its own: American help was essential.20

The U.S. government was not eager to become involved in the byzantine politics of Europe, as Americans had little experience of diplomatic games of that kind and despised the very idea of an international order based on a balance of power. Their country was not an island near the European coast; hence they could afford a less utilitarian strategic outlook. After the end of hostilities, went the conventional wisdom of the time, the American public would not  tolerate the posting of American troops in Europe for a long period. Britain was regarded as a formidable competitor in the international arena, and Churchill’s continuing efforts to carve Europe into spheres of influence were looked upon with suspicion.

Roosevelt and his advisers considered the defeat of Germany their top priority in the war, but the struggle with Japan in the Pacific was no less significant to a nation that had entered the war in the wake of Pearl Harbor. If there was an ally that could offer substantial help in the Pacific theater, it was Stalin’s Soviet Union, not Churchill’s Britain. Soviet cooperation was also required in the future world peace organization. American and British interests were simply too diverse to allow their leaders to reach a complete meeting of minds on their policies toward the USSR.

Supporters of the New Deal in Roosevelt’s administration did not see the growing Soviet power as a threat—at least not an immediate threat. For them, the leader of the British Conservatives was not only an embodiment of selfish capitalism but also a champion of imperialism and a practitioner of old-style diplomacy, with its reliance on secret protocols and spheres of influence. Many in Roosevelt’s administration believed, like Wilson before them, in a new world order in which there would be no empires, and newly independent nations would offer equal access to resources and markets to all world powers, not Britain alone. They were suspicious of the imperial aspirations of their former colonial overlords, against whom America’s founding fathers had waged their war of independence.

“The President shared a widespread American suspicion of the British Empire as it had once been,” wrote Eden, with obvious regret, in his memoirs. “Roosevelt did not confine his dislike of colonialism to the British Empire alone, for it was a principle with him, not the less cherished for its possible advantages. He hoped that former colonial territories, once free of their masters, would become politically and economically dependent upon the United States, and had no fear that other powers might fill that role.”21

 

Roosevelt and Churchill differed not only in their worldviews and political agendas but also in their way of dealing with their foreign-policy experts. If Roosevelt preferred to avoid too much contact with his foreign-policy advisers, Churchill sought as much communication as possible, imposing his vision and will on his subordinates. The prime minister’s experts were running away from him, trying in vain to avoid long dinners and even longer nocturnal discussions. Churchill, who suffered from fits of depression, did not go to bed until he was completely exhausted. Like Stalin, he held a captive audience at his dinner table well into the early hours of the morning. When Harry Hopkins arrived in London on January 21 for preconference discussions with the prime minister, the talks lasted long into the night. Anthony Eden felt lucky when he got to bed at 1:15 a.m. one night. “I was so tired most of the week,” wrote Eden in his diary, “that I made very little sense in the House.”

Churchill’s routine did not change on Malta. Alec Cadogan wrote to his wife on January 31, “Anthony [Eden] got back from the P.M. about 7 yesterday evening with orders for me and him to dine with P.M. But we were promised we might go to bed at a reasonable hour, as he was going to play bezique with Harriman.” That promise was insufficient to reassure Cadogan, who concluded, “Most of us have to go and dine with the P.M. tonight, and fear we shan’t see our beds for hours.” In the event, Churchill did order cards before midnight and began to play bezique, a French card game that had become popular in Britain, with the U.S. ambassador. Edward Stettinius, who dined with Churchill the following evening, recalled that the prime minister was greatly depressed that evening about the future of the world.22

Stettinius came to Malta on January 31 with Harry Hopkins to take part in preconference consultations with his British counterparts, Anthony Eden and Alec Cadogan. The U.S. secretary of state made a startling impression on anyone encountering him for the first time. Only forty-four years old, he had a thick mass of silver-gray hair that contrasted sharply with his youthful looks and energetic style. When he landed on Malta, Stettinius was just completing his second month in office. A former senior executive at General Motors and U.S. Steel, he was no foreign-policy novice, having managed the Lend-Lease program for Roosevelt and served as undersecretary of state before his promotion to the post of secretary in December 1944.

Stettinius’s appointment was not without controversy. His predecessor, Cordell Hull, had recommended James Byrnes as his replacement, but the president, concerned that Byrnes might challenge his control over foreign policy, had chosen Stettinius instead. The president’s strategy worked. Senator Arthur Vandenberg, admittedly a Republican critic of Roosevelt’s foreign policy, reflected the impression of many when he noted in his diary on the day of FDR’s death that Stettinius “has been only a presidential messenger. He does  not have the background and experience for such a job at such a critical time—although he is a grand person with every good intention and high honesty of purpose.”23

The new secretary of state was indeed amiable, and negotiations on Malta went well; both parties were happy with the outcome. Over the course of the war, British-American disagreements covered a broad range of issues, from the conditions of Lend-Lease to military operations in Europe. By the time of the Yalta Conference, most of the disagreements that came within the purview of the foreign ministers had been either resolved or superseded. The main issue by now was one of emphasis. As Anthony Eden noted, “They seemed to me to give rather too much weight to World Council and too little to Poland.”  He believed that there could be no true cooperation in the future world peace organization unless Stalin treated Poland “with some decency.”24

Even the usually critical Cadogan appeared satisfied with the results. He wrote to his wife: “We got on very well and I do not think we are going to have any serious problems with them.” Stettinius too was happy with the outcome of the talks and had a high opinion of his British counterparts. He praised Eden in his memoirs, stating that his “courageous break with the Chamberlain government over the prewar appeasement policy and his fine intellectual capacity had won him the respect of the Foreign Office personnel and of the average British citizen.” There was an unprecedented level of understanding between the foreign ministries of the two allied states. What was missing was an understanding between their leaders.25

Most of the limited time Roosevelt devoted to diplomatic consultation on Malta was taken up with a review of the Combined Chiefs of Staff’s reports on the Allied military operations in Europe. Roosevelt clearly considered it more important to coordinate military affairs than diplomatic ones. And in the final analysis, coordination meant subordinating British military planning to American priorities. At the meeting with the Allied brass that the two leaders convened on the Quincy after Roosevelt’s return from his sightseeing trip, the president fully backed his commanders in the dispute over Allied military strategy in Europe. As they had done many times before, the British demanded that the main offensive against Germany be launched on their section of the western front. They also insisted on a major offensive in the Mediterranean theater in addition to the one in Western Europe. The goal was not only to beat the Red Army to Berlin and Central Europe but also to put their own people in charge of the principal military operations.

The Americans, especially General George Marshall, vehemently opposed both plans, considering them useless and, indeed, harmful dispersions of troops. The usually polite Marshall vigorously resisted British attempts to undercut Eisenhower’s authority, requesting a closed session, without stenographers, with his British counterparts and telling them exactly what he thought of their demands to switch control of the future offensive from General Eisenhower to Field Marshal Montgomery. He also responded to accusations that the Americans had too much influence on Eisenhower, who as supreme Allied commander was supposed to be independent in his decisions. “Well, Brooke,” Marshall told Sir Alan Francis Brooke, the chief of the British General Staff, “you’re not nearly as much worried as the American chiefs are worried about the immediate pressures and influence of Mr. Churchill on General Eisenhower. The President practically never sees General Eisenhower and never writes to him—that is on my advice—because he is an Allied commander. But we are deeply concerned by the pressures of the prime minister. I think your worries are on the wrong foot.”26

Marshall’s forceful intervention convinced the British that they had no choice but to accept the American strategy of a broad offensive on the western front. All Churchill could do under the circumstances was suggest to Roosevelt that in case of a German surrender in Italy, the Allies should occupy as much of Austria as possible: it was “undesirable that more of Western Europe than necessary should be occupied by the Russians.” But the whole argument was hypothetical. For the time being, Churchill had to agree (not without reservations) to remove part of the British forces from Italy and Greece and send them to Western Europe in order to strengthen Allied efforts in the main theater of operations. After the meeting with the Combined Chiefs of Staff, he informed Roosevelt of his intention to transfer the Allied commander in Italy, Field Marshal Harold Alexander, to Western Europe to serve as deputy to General Dwight Eisenhower (making Alexander the senior British military commander in the European theater).27

As the British saw it, the dinner before their departure for the Crimea was their last chance to reach an understanding with the president. This turned out to be one more disappointment. Arrangements for lunch, afternoon tea, and dinner on the Quincy were taken over by Anna Boettiger, and her main concern was to protect her father from too much exposure to the members of the American and British delegations. She was upset that the same members of the British delegation (she called them “Britishers”) who had attended lunch were also invited by her father to dinner. As a result, she had to make separate arrangements for her own guests, such as Churchill’s son Randolph, who flew to Malta from Yugoslavia. The relatively small rooms of a naval vessel were not designed for grand receptions. To Anna’s further displeasure, Stettinius and Eden, whom she had asked to stay in her own cabin while she prepared drinks, “sneaked to FDR’s cabin and discussed with him business until Churchill showed up after his bath 45 minutes later.”28

Since the dinner was attended by Anna and Sarah, it became more a social event than the business meeting that the British had in mind. Stettinius later wrote that the discussions on the Quincy “served again to clarify the American and British attitudes” on a wide range of questions. If one considers Stettinius’s list of topics discussed by the two leaders at formal and informal sessions, it looks impressive indeed, covering everything from the war effort in Europe to the future of Germany, Poland, and Romania; policies toward Iran and China; and the world peace organization. There is little doubt, however, that most of these issues would have been mentioned only in passing. Eden, who attended both lunch and dinner on the Quincy, complained in his diary: “Pleasant but no business whatsoever done. So a dinner was arranged specifically for this purpose which was no more successful than the luncheon. Impossible even to get near business.”29

On the night of February 2, the planes carrying members of the American  and British delegations left the Luqa airport and headed for the Saki airfield in the Crimea. The exodus from Malta began at 11:30 p.m., with American C-54s and British Yorks and Spitfires taking off at ten-minute intervals. The president’s plane, specially equipped for FDR’s needs and known to air force personnel as the “Sacred Cow” because it was usually heavily guarded while on the ground, took off at 3:30 a.m. By that time the president was asleep in his compartment. He was leaving Malta without compromising his main objective—his hands were not tied by a preliminary agreement with the British. He was free to adopt any strategy he liked at Yalta.
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