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1

Preludes

Of the eighteen twentieth-century American presidents, beginning with William McKinley and ending with Bill Clinton, only four currently have claims on great or near-great leadership: Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, and Harry Truman. Perhaps in time Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton may join this elite group, but at this juncture such a judgment is premature.

On the face of things, Truman’s high standing is surprising. Unlike the two Roosevelts and Wilson—whom nobody would describe by background and education as common men—Truman was notable for his ordinariness. How he rose above the commonplace to become so extraordinary makes Truman’s life and career a compelling puzzle. This is not to suggest that either of the Roosevelts or Wilson had easy, uninterrupted trajectories toward greatness. All three had their disappointments and public stumbles. But Truman’s erratic course toward distinction was more pronounced, with deeper valleys and less spectacular peaks, except for his stunning upset election victory in 1948.

Truman was entirely mindful of how much his advance toward greatness rested on circumstances beyond his control. “We can never tell what is in store for us,” he declared. It was his way of saying that chance had a major—maybe the largest—role in shaping his fortunes,
for good and ill. “Most men don’t aspire to the presidency,” he said after leaving the White House. “It comes to them by accident.”1

Yet however much he saw uncontrollable circumstances shaping the lives of great men, he never accepted that external events alone would dictate his fate. Like so many of his predecessors in the White House, Harry Truman was a driven man. “An insatiable demand for recognition,” one of his biographers observes, was a dominant feature of his rise to prominence.2 He was confident that personal ambition could make a difference in every life. Like Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, who saw “a tide in the affairs of men, which taken at the flood, leads on to fortune,” Truman took “the current when it serve[d].” He shared a conviction with millions of other Americans that selffulfillment was a noble calling, the Horatio Alger belief in success through good character and hard work bolstered by good fortune. As the novelist Thomas Wolfe put it, “To every man his chance—to every man, regardless of his birth … to become whatever thing his manhood and his vision can combine to make him—this seeker, is the promise of America.”3 Truman’s biography gives credence to Wolfe’s conviction.






Harry Truman’s path to the country’s highest elected office was never linear. Enough setbacks marked his prepresidential career to have tested the character of the most resilient of men, and perhaps encourage a belief in miracles.

Born on May 8, 1884, Truman spent his first six years on southern Missouri farms, where he had memories of a comfortable and even “wonderful” life typical of many other nineteenth-century, largely self-sufficient farm families. In 1890, the Trumans moved to Independence, a town of six thousand people ten miles southeast of Kansas City. Although it was a rough frontier center with no public utilities or paved streets, Independence had public schools at which Harry and a younger brother and sister could receive schooling unavailable in their more isolated farm community.4


When Harry graduated from high school in 1901, he wanted to attend the United States Military Academy, but poor eyesight, which required him to wear glasses with thick lenses, barred him from West Point. That year, when Harry’s father, John Truman, a commodity-livestock trader and speculator, began suffering a series of losses that bankrupted the family, Truman’s possible interest in higher education fell victim to his family’s economic needs. He went to work for the Santa Fe Railroad as a payroll clerk and then as a bank clerk in Kansas City until 1906, when his father, who had resumed farming, pressed his son into giving up his ample $100-a-month job to join him in running the family farm. For the next eleven years, Truman worked long days, through good times and bad, planting and harvesting crops, raising and selling livestock.

During this time, he also maintained a long-standing interest in reading biography and military and political history. “I saw that it takes men to make history or that there would be no history,” he wrote in his postpresidential Memoirs.5 He gave expression to his fascination with the military by joining a local National Guard artillery unit in 1905, serving in its summer encampments and attending its drill sessions on and off until 1911. After two tours of duty, however, the demands of the farm decided him against a third three-year enlistment.

In 1917, when the United States entered World War I, Truman reenlisted in his National Guard battery unit. It was entirely voluntary; at thirty-three, he was past draft age. But President Wilson’s call to arms appealed to his belief in a larger good: “I felt that I was a Galahad after the Grail,” he wrote in an autobiography.6 But more than patriotic idealism motivated him; he could have just as easily served the cause by staying on the farm to help supply food to America’s allies. More to the point, Truman had hopes of using military service as a launching pad for a political career. The competition for office and chance to gain distinction through public service fascinated him. “If I were real rich,” he wrote in a letter to Elizabeth (Bess) Wallace, his future wife, “I’d just as soon spend my money
buying votes and offices as yachts and autos.” And yet he was under no illusions; as he told Bess in the same letter, “To succeed politically, [a man] must be an egoist or a fool or a ward boss tool.”7

His father had introduced him to local and national politics as a teenager. In 1900, when he was sixteen, they attended the Democratic National Convention in Kansas City, where the party made William Jennings Bryan its presidential nominee for the second time.8 Truman remembered running errands for a local leader during the convention, which took place in a “great hall” holding seventeen thousand delegates and onlookers, who responded to Bryan’s nominating speech with a boisterous half-hour demonstration. In subsequent years, Truman involved himself in local Democratic Party politics, winning appointments as a town postmaster and as a road overseer, responsible for the maintenance of county highways. By 1917, he understood that wartime military service could be of benefit not only to the country but also to someone with aspirations for elected office.

Despite having been out of his Guard unit for six years, Truman still had close ties to many of his fellow soldiers. These friendships, combined with a genial temperament that greatly appealed to most everyone who knew him, led to his election as a first lieutenant. (The Missouri state guard, reflecting a long-standing antagonism to a military dominated by professional soldiers, chose its own officers.) “Because of my efforts to get along with my associates,” Truman recalled, “I was usually able to get what I wanted.”9 During training exercises near Fort Sill, Oklahoma, he demonstrated keen leadership abilities that soon won him a promotion to captain.

In France, he acquitted himself beyond his highest hopes. After being given command of the least disciplined battery in his regiment—one that had already blighted the careers of two officers—Truman quickly won the respect of his men with a combination of toughness and fairness. At the same time, despite the challenge of mastering the French 75-millimeter cannon, which required math
and engineering classes well above anything he had studied in high school, he developed the necessary skills to become an effective artillery officer. At the end of seven weeks in combat, his battery had suffered only one dead and one wounded, and he received a commendation from his division’s commanding general for his battlefield performance.10

In May 1919, after he was mustered out of the army, his highest priorities were to marry Bess Wallace, which he did in June, and give up farming for a business enterprise that could provide a comfortable living as a prelude to winning an elected office. Within days of leaving the army, he and Eddie Jacobson, an army buddy also from Kansas City, laid plans to open a haberdashery shop in a choice downtown locale. Unfortunately, a postwar recession beginning in 1920 doomed their venture and left them with considerable debts.11

But Truman was not dissuaded from running for county office. He saw the path to a successful election through establishing the widest possible contacts and tying himself to Kansas City’s power brokers, the political machine run by Tom Pendergast and his family.12 Like President Warren G. Harding, who had begun his career in Ohio politics as a “joiner” of numerous fraternal organizations, Truman became an active member of several civic, service, and veterans’ associations, including the American Legion and the Veterans of Foreign Wars. He saw his participation in these groups as essential for business success and as a means to win support from influential leaders for his candidacy.13

In 1922, as a veteran with ties to influential business and social leaders in Kansas City and Independence, Truman impressed the Pendergasts as someone who could win the eastern district judgeship of Jackson County. Along with a western district judge and a presiding judge or chairman, the three officials administered the county’s affairs. The judgeships were irresistible prizes for a political machine: they controlled numerous patronage jobs as well as
the power to assign contracts, particularly for the repair and maintenance of county roads. Truman won his first election by 279 votes out of nearly 12,000 cast for him and three opponents.

Truman’s two-year term was a rude introduction to the uncertainties of a political life.14 Although he and his fellow judges managed nearly to halve the county’s debt of $1.2 million and won praise from the local press for having improved the quality of the county’s roads by rigorous insistence on proper maintenance, Truman nonetheless lost his reelection bid in 1924. Despite a successful primary campaign, which he won by sixteen hundred votes—over 56 percent of the total count—he could not withstand a national and local Republican onslaught in November. With Calvin Coolidge winning handily over John W. Davis at the national level and some Jackson County Democrats, alienated by Pendergast’s refusal to give them a fuller share of county spoils, abandoning their party, Truman lost to his Republican opponent by a five-point margin, 52.5 percent to 47.5 percent.15

But he would spend only a short time in the political wilderness. During the two years before he could run again, he sold memberships in the Kansas City Automobile Club, emphasizing his knowledge of road hazards as reasons for folks to insure themselves against highway breakdowns. While making enough of a living from his effectiveness as a salesman, his investments in two failed bank enterprises convinced him that however uncertain running for political office might be, it was a more reliable career for a middle-aged man with no record of consistent success at anything, except for his two-year army service.

With the Pendergasts outmaneuvering their Democratic Party opponents in 1925 to ensure that they would be “the boss of bosses in Kansas City politics” for the foreseeable future, Truman’s ties to the machine ensured his return to office in 1926. This time he ran for presiding judge, and he won a convincing victory in the November general election, with 56 percent of the vote.16

Harry Truman’s eight years as presiding judge of Jackson County
was an exercise in compromised ethics, in the service of his personal ambition and the larger good. Truman turned a blind eye to the voracious appetite of the Pendergast machine for public offices that netted its bosses financial returns equal to the earnings of the area’s most successful businessmen. “I wonder if I did the right thing to put a lot of no account sons of bitches on the payroll and pay other sons of bitches more money for supplies than they were worth in order to satisfy the political powers and save [the county] $3,500,000,” he confided to a private record he made of his tenure.17

Although he had numerous second thoughts about staying on the job and suffered hidden emotional strains over having to deal with the corruption that was a fixture of Kansas City politics, he rationalized his continuing presence as presiding judge by devoting himself to the effective deliverance of public services: good roads, well-regarded public schools, a county hospital providing up-todate medical care, humane treatment of indigents, and proper law enforcement by the police and the courts—all provided without budgetary overruns requiring higher taxes. He took satisfaction in maintaining his own integrity, never skimming money from the many contracts he negotiated, and the pleasure of helping people who could not help themselves. This was especially the case with the onset of the Great Depression in 1930, when city and county unemployment reached historic heights and the jobless relied on local government for make-work and charity to feed and clothe them. He thought of himself as a practical idealist, who was making the best of an imperfect world.

After two terms as presiding judge, however, it was accepted practice for him to move on. He wanted to run for governor of Missouri, especially after the machine’s candidate died suddenly in October 1932, just a month before the election. But Tom Pendergast, the machine’s boss, vetoed the suggestion, telling Harry that in two years he could run for Congress or the county collector’s job, which paid $10,000 a year.

It was another low moment in Truman’s political career. He
advised a nephew to shun politics for banking or some other commercial enterprise, cynically declaring that an elected office taught you nothing and left the incumbent vulnerable to changing political circumstances. When Harry asked Tom Pendergast in early 1934 to fulfill his promise and support him in a congressional campaign, Pendergast explained that someone else had already been selected for the seat. By April, as Truman approached the age of fifty, the only thing he thought he could look forward to was “a virtual pension in some minor county office.”18

But in May 1934 came an extraordinary and unpredictable turn of fate. With Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal riding a popular political wave, the Democrats’ chances of defeating the incumbent Republican U.S. senator Roscoe C. Patterson seemed better than good. A leading contender for the nomination was Jacob (Tuck) Milligan, a six-term congressman and an ally of Senator Bennett C. Clark, Tom Pendergast’s rival for control of Missouri party politics. Pendergast gave substantial thought to who should carry his banner in this crucial statewide contest, which could have large consequences for his machine. Pendergast approached four party stalwarts to run—retired U.S. senator Jim Reed, Congressman Joe Shannon, Kansas City attorney Charles Howell (who had lost a Democratic primary bid for a Senate seat to Clark in 1932), and Jim Aylward, the Democratic Party state chairman. None of them wanted to do it.

That left Harry Truman; his eight successful years as Jackson County’s presiding judge and his substantial contacts in both the rural and urban areas of the state made him a reasonable alternative. Although Truman doubted that he could find the money for an effective campaign and suggested that he wait to run for governor in 1936, Pendergast refused to take no for an answer. He needed Truman to run, and he would supply the money. Truman’s objections concealed a sense of exhilaration at having “come to the place where all men strive to be at my age.”19


The three-month campaign leading up to the primary vote on August 7 pitted Truman against not only Milligan but also Congressman Jack Cochran from St. Louis, who represented the interests of that city’s political machine. The smart money was betting on Cochran, but Milligan’s competition for St. Louis and rural votes reduced the odds in Cochran’s favor.

The three candidates tried to outdo one another in identifying themselves with a popular president and with New Deal programs that sought to provide economic relief and hope for a swift end to the Depression. Since neither Milligan nor Cochran could best Truman in their claims to be Roosevelt’s strongest supporter, they attacked him for his ties to Pendergast and for being his stooge. But whatever doubts they raised about him with voters, it was Truman’s affiliation with the machine and its statewide support from men and women who had been the beneficiaries of the organization’s largesse that served his campaign best. His own contacts with officials in Missouri’s 113 other counties, built up over his eight years of service as Jackson County presiding judge, was a decisive element in helping him win votes across the state.

It was a nasty campaign that descended into ugly name-calling. Senator Clark attacked Truman for his “mendacity and imbecility,” while Truman accused Milligan of putting relatives on his congressional payroll and charged Clark with having won his Senate seat by trading on the reputation of his father, Champ Clark, the former Speaker of the House of Representatives. Bennett Clark’s performance in office, Truman declared, demonstrated that there was not much to be said for inherited talent. Tom Pendergast weighed in with press leaks about Bennett Clark paying him a visit at his office in Kansas City to discuss politics, suggesting that Clark was not above seeking an arrangement with his machine.20

The final tally on August 7 gave Truman a 40,000-vote plurality over Cochran and 129,000 more votes than Milligan, who ran third. Of Truman’s 276,850 votes, 137,529, almost half of his total, came
from Jackson County, where Cochran received only 1,525 votes. Similarly, Truman won the backing of only 4,614 St. Louis voters.

Riding the Roosevelt wave in the November election, Truman bested Senator Patterson by more than 250,000 votes out of 1.3 million cast. Even so, Truman saw his primary and general election victories as little more than good timing that might not replicate themselves six years later. “It’ll be safer to rent than to buy, of course,” he told a reporter about his search for living quarters in Washington, D.C.21 However pleased he was at becoming one of ninety-six senators in a country of 130 million people, he had not lost sight of how uncertain the career of any elected official could be and the challenges he faced in the nation’s capital. “I was timid as a country boy arriving on the campus of a great university for his first year,” he recalled in his Memoirs.22 The New York Times was less charitable; it described the new senator from Missouri as “a rube from Pendergast land.”23

At the outset, Truman struggled with self-doubt about his worthiness for the office. But advice from the veteran senator J. Hamilton Lewis of Illinois helped ease his concern: “Harry, don’t start out with an inferiority complex,” Lewis told him. “For the first six months you’ll wonder how the hell you got here, and after that you’ll wonder how the hell the rest of us got here.”24 In time, Truman saw the truth of Lewis’s point. Though there were some senators he held in high regard, he came to feel that he was no less qualified to hold his seat than most of his colleagues.

Nevertheless, neither circumstances nor his performance in office marked him out as a distinguished senator during his first years on Capitol Hill.25 When Truman arrived in January 1935, the Democrats held sixty-nine of the ninety-six Senate seats, a majority that grew to seventy-one to twenty-five after Roosevelt’s landslide reelection in 1936. Such large majorities diminished Truman’s importance to the White House, which saw little need to court a freshman senator who seemed likely to vote with the president without much stroking or prodding. And in fact Truman needed few inducements
to follow the president’s lead, so sympathetic was he to Roosevelt’s legislative initiatives.

By contrast, Bennett Clark, who was a less certain supporter, received far more White House attention and backing for patronage requests than Truman. A Kansas City journalist described Truman sitting “in the back row of the top-heavy Democratic side of the Senate at every session, listening, absorbing, learning … . His is the conventional way. He ruffles no oldsters’ feathers, treads on no toes.”26 He followed House Speaker Sam Rayburn’s famous advice to all newcomers—to get along, go along.

Truman’s appointment to the Interstate Commerce Committee gave him the opportunity to chair a subcommittee investigating railroads, which struggled during the Depression against financial collapse. Popular antagonism to big business in the thirties fueled Truman’s committee hearings, which concluded that exploitative Wall Street bankers and lawyers were fostering the railroad’s problems. Truman led efforts to pass regulatory legislation that would make the railroads less vulnerable to “wasteful and destructive competition.” But conflicts between labor and business interests blocked passage of a bill that Truman had made the major legislative effort of his term.27

Normally, a one-term senator of a majority party running on the same ticket with a popular president would be the odds-on favorite for reelection. But this was not the case for Harry Truman in 1940. After six years in the Senate, he had no significant legislative initiative to his credit, and his close identity with Tom Pendergast in 1940 was now a major liability.

In 1939, Pendergast had been convicted of tax evasion and sent to prison for fifteen months. Although the IRS and Justice Department, with overt White House support, had brought Pendergast down, Truman refused to abandon his ally, who had done so much to facilitate his political career. To the contrary, he stubbornly defended Pendergast, publicly attacking his prosecution as a witch hunt by Republican judges out to undermine Jackson County’s
Democratic organization. With the Roosevelt administration so actively involved in Pendergast’s demise, however, it made Truman look like an uncritical partisan turning a blind eye to his mentor’s corruption. He considered not running again in 1940, but when he decided to do it anyway, he told Bess, “The terrible things done by the high ups in K.C. will be a lead weight on me from now on.”28

With FDR offering no support and the Missouri press opposing him, Truman understood that, despite his incumbency, he was the underdog in the primary against a popular Missouri governor, Lloyd Stark. Truman was “a dead cock in the pit,” declared Missouri’s leading newspaper, the St. Louis Post Dispatch.29 But Truman pulled off a minor miracle. His outspoken backing of the New Deal, his strong support of military preparedness in a time of international danger, and Stark’s failings as a candidate—his self-importance and simultaneous attempt to win the vice presidential nomination—gave Truman an 8,000-vote margin out of 665,000 ballots cast. In November, Missouri gave Roosevelt its electoral support for a third time and returned Truman to the Senate, though this time with only 51 percent of the statewide vote.30

As had been the case so often in Truman’s life, fate or circumstances intervened after 1940 to change his fortunes. American involvement in the war lifted him to a prominence no one could have anticipated. Even before the Pearl Harbor attack in December 1941 that brought America into the fighting, Truman had found a public cause that set him apart from his Senate colleagues. With industrial mobilization spurred by Roosevelt’s announced determination in December 1940 to make America “the arsenal of democracy,” Truman seized on allegations of waste and fraud by defense contractors to begin an investigation. He was now the chairman of a Military Affairs subcommittee, and in that role he sought to reduce profiteering and make the national arms buildup less costly and more effective.

In January 1941, after traveling to a number of military facilities
and defense plants in the South and the Midwest, where he personally saw waste and profiteering that cried out for correction, he proposed to lead a formal investigation. Although the White House was not keen on a congressional probe that might slow down its preparedness efforts, Roosevelt signed on to Truman’s proposal as a way to head off an investigation by a less friendly House committee.

Nearly every member of Truman’s seven-member committee—five Democrats and two Republicans—was a relatively unknown senator. (The exception was Tom Connally, a popular senator from Texas.) Their hearings helped to change this. In the spring of 1941, they visited army bases, where they made news by describing the excess costs of industrial mobilization and the need for ongoing scrutiny to improve the process. By the fall, the committee’s success in unearthing waste and winning headlines produced a larger budget and the addition of three more senators, one Democrat and two Republicans, who saw committee membership as both a national service and a political advantage.

The Truman Committee’s evenhanded criticism of the military, industry, labor, and the administration’s Office of Production Management (OPM) gave it compelling influence with the Congress, the White House, the press, and the public. It forced the president to replace a sprawling OPM with a War Production Board under a single director who could streamline the allocation of raw materials, the granting of contracts, and the buildup of armaments that could supply the war machines of America and its allies.

Between 1942 and 1944, the Truman Committee held hundreds of hearings and issued dozens of reports that won almost unanimous praise from the press and the public for saving billions of dollars and advancing the war effort. Time put Harry Truman’s picture on the cover of the magazine and called his committee’s work America’s “first line of defense.” A poll of journalists about the ten most important contributors to the war effort in Washington included Truman, the only member of Congress to win such an accolade. Others described the committee’s work as “the most
successful congressional investigative effort in American history.” If, according to Truman’s biographer Alonzo Hamby, the committee’s work wasn’t quite as productive or important as many at the time thought, its success came from its ability to reflect patriotic national sentiment about winning the war and putting checks on big business, labor unions, and government bureaucracies.31

In 1944, as the presidential election campaign began and rumors abounded about whether Roosevelt would retain Vice President Henry Wallace, Harry Truman’s meteoric rise put his name on everybody’s short list for the second spot on the ticket. It wasn’t simply luck that had brought Truman to this moment, however. His determination to chair an investigative committee on national defense rested on an eagerness not only to serve the country but also to put himself on a par with earlier Senate giants who commanded an enduring place in the country’s history. That he was now projected into the mix of vice presidential possibilities was nothing he foresaw, but he welcomed the attention as a demonstration that he had established himself as much more than the senator from Pendergast.

Truman’s nomination for the vice presidency in 1944 is one of those political events shrouded in mystery that will never be entirely unraveled. “The President never … pursued a more Byzantine course than in his handling of this question,” Roosevelt’s biographer James MacGregor Burns says.32

By the beginning of that year, it was clear that Vice President Wallace was a divisive force in the Democratic Party. His identification with ultraliberals who favored expanding the New Deal at the first opportunity did not sit well with party conservatives, chiefly southerners. They opposed any additional expansion of federal authority at the expense of the states and localities, which they feared could mean an assault on the traditional segregation of the races. And even in the North, many were inclined to inhibit further growth of federal bureaucracies and labor unions after the war was won, making them unsympathetic to retaining Wallace, who would
be in line to succeed an unhealthy president, whether or not he survived a fourth term.

Wallace had the additional problem of being a bit strange—a man, the journalist Allen Drury said, who “looks like a hayseed, talks like a prophet, and acts like an embarrassed schoolboy.”33 Or, as Truman’s biographer David McCullough put it, “Wallace was too intellectual, a mystic who spoke Russian … . He was too remote, too controversial, too liberal—much too liberal, which was the main charge against him.”34

Roosevelt, who refused to give an unequivocal endorsement to any candidate, which could alienate one or another faction within the party, encouraged several people, including Wallace, to think he would back them for the vice presidency. But Roosevelt demonstrated his intention to dump Wallace by sending him on a fact-finding trip to China and Russia in the spring of 1944. It was meant to prevent Wallace from personally pushing his candidacy in the period immediately before the Democratic convention.

Roosevelt played a similar game with James Byrnes, former South Carolina senator and Supreme Court associate justice, who became the director of the Office of War Mobilization in 1943 and was known as the “assistant president.” Byrnes had broad national support for his war work and was favored by the conservative wing of the party. Although Roosevelt dropped hints that he preferred Byrnes as his running mate, he was reluctant to elevate someone who was unsympathetic to a number of New Deal measures. To promote interest in a convention that lacked the drama of a presidential nomination fight and maintain backing for himself among all party factions, Roosevelt indicated possible interest in awarding the prize to Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn, Senator Alben Barkley of Kentucky, Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas, and Harry Truman, as well as Wallace and Byrnes.

At the end of the day, Roosevelt and the party’s bosses saw Truman as the best alternative. He was a solid New Deal supporter from a border state with ties to conservatives and liberals.
His reputation for honesty and patriotism were unimpeachable. Alongside of Wallace and Byrnes, he was the perfect staunch but moderate Democrat—“the second Missouri compromise,” one wit called him. He was “the mousy little man from Missouri,” Time derisively said.35 But did it matter all that much? Truman would be serving in the shadow of a larger-than-life president who, at the end of a fourth term, could anoint anyone he wanted to succeed him. After four years, Harry Truman would likely join the ranks of those many other vice presidents who fell into obscurity and shared Woodrow Wilson’s observation that there is nothing to say about the vice presidency and after you’ve said that, there’s nothing more to say.36

Except for a lunch meeting at the White House in August, Truman had no direct contact with the president during the campaign. Truman traveled the length of the country by train and spoke warmly on Roosevelt’s behalf. Despite attacks on Truman as unfit for the presidency, implying that Roosevelt might not make it through another term, the outcome of the election had nothing to do with Truman. It was Roosevelt versus his Republican opponent, Governor Thomas E. Dewey of New York. And although the margin of victory was the smallest of his four elections, Roosevelt won by 3.5 million out of 47 million popular votes, and topped Dewey by four to one in the electoral college, 432 to 99.

In apparent agreement with Wilson, Roosevelt saw Truman alone only twice during the eighty-two days he served as vice president. True, the president was in Washington for only thirty days after his fourth inauguration on January 20, 1945, but during that time he gave no indication that he intended to give Truman any special role. Most telling, Roosevelt never discussed the imminent development of an atomic bomb with his new vice president.37 One journalist, who spent a lot of time with Truman after he became vice president, told another reporter, “Truman doesn’t know what’s going on. Roosevelt won’t tell him anything.”38


And this, despite Roosevelt’s failing health. Severe hypertension and congestive heart failure had made it apparent to some people close to the president that his days were numbered. When Lord Moran, Winston Churchill’s physician, saw Roosevelt at the Yalta conference in February 1945, he concluded from his ashen appearance, loss of weight, trembling hands, and slow speech that he was suffering from hardening of the arteries of the brain and would not live for more than another few months.39 Roosevelt’s failure to confide in Truman may have indicated that he believed he could survive his fourth term. He made a point of not asking his doctors about his medical condition, which allowed him to deny his physical decline and the need to prepare Truman for a possible succession.

Although Truman understood that the president’s health might be a problem, he was no more prepared for his sudden death than anyone else. When Truman returned a call from the White House late on the afternoon of April 12, 1945, he was told to come over at once. The urgency in White House secretary Steve Early’s voice made Truman uneasy. Though he paled, muttered, “Jesus Christ and General Jackson,” and ran through the Capitol to his office and then a waiting car to speed him down Pennsylvania Avenue, he shut out thoughts of disaster by imagining that the president was back in town and simply wanted to discuss some congressional assignment with him.

Ushered up to the president’s quarters, Truman found himself in a room with the First Lady, Eleanor Roosevelt. She delivered the news: “Harry, the president is dead.”

When he found his voice, a stunned Truman asked, “Is there anything I can do for you?”

Mrs. Roosevelt replied, “Is there anything we can do for you, Harry? For you are the one in trouble now.”40

Truman said later that he felt as if he had “been struck by a bolt of lightning.” He told a group of reporters the next day that it was
as if “the moon, the stars and the planets had all fallen on me.”41 And in a sense they had. A vice president with no national executive experience was now to replace the longest-serving and most revered president since Lincoln, in the midst of a world war. Neither Truman nor anyone else could imagine how he would bring the war to a conclusion and measure up to what promised to be daunting postwar challenges at home and abroad.




2

Ending the War and Planning the Peace

Truman’s shocked response to the death of Franklin Roosevelt reflected the country’s troubled feelings about what his passing might mean for the future. Most Americans could not imagine having an unproven political leader in the White House with the world still at war and the aftermath of the fighting unsettled, and Truman understood the public’s doubts.

But in the days immediately after assuming the presidency, Truman took to heart his old friend Senator Alben Barkley’s advice. “Have confidence in yourself,” Barkley told him. “If you do not, the people will lose confidence in you.”1

Truman appreciated that the best way to reassure the country and build public support for himself was by demonstrating his determination to fulfill Roosevelt’s stated wartime and postwar plans. After being sworn in as president on April 12, he directed Secretary of State Edward Stettinius to announce that the United Nations organizing conference scheduled for April 25 in San Francisco would meet as planned. In a nationally broadcast radio speech before a joint session of Congress on April 16, the day after Roosevelt was buried in Hyde Park, Truman promised to pursue his predecessor’s aim of unconditional surrender by the Axis powers.

Events in Europe at the end of April and the beginning of May
cooperated with Truman’s pronouncement. Italy’s Benito Mussolini was assassinated by antifascist partisans, signaling the total collapse of his regime, and Germany’s unconditional surrender followed Adolf Hitler’s suicide in a Berlin bunker.

Despite being so much in Roosevelt’s shadow, Truman took office with a broad base of public support; at the beginning of June, he enjoyed an 87 percent approval rating according to a Gallup poll. His personal qualities were his most attractive feature to the public. “What one thing do you like best about the way Harry Truman is handling his job?” Gallup asked. “His honesty, sincerity, and friendliness,” a plurality of respondents said.2

Despite the public’s affinity for the new president’s common touch, Truman’s high ratings rested principally on his association with the prompt and decisive end to the war in Europe. He understood that had the struggle against Germany dragged on and threatened to produce less than unconditional surrender, it would have raised serious questions about his effectiveness as president. Consequently, he worried that if ending the Pacific war came at a heavy cost in American troops and if postwar arrangements in Europe and Japan were less favorable than what Americans expected, his public standing would take a tumble.

His eagerness for a quick and complete Japanese surrender mainly rested on his concern about saving American lives, but he also knew that confidence in his leadership was bound up with a smooth transition to a postwar world. A genuine concern with the long-term national and international well-being muted whatever pride he took from acquitting himself effectively as chief executive.

To sustain public enthusiasm for the war effort and for himself, he believed it essential to project a degree of optimism that did not reflect his private worries about the Soviet Union’s promises to enter the war against Japan and the likely American casualties of an invasion of the Japanese home islands. Nearly 400,000 troops had already died in the war, and the fewer additional fatalities, the better.

Though Truman had no experience in making major military
decisions or conducting diplomacy, he took comfort from the thought that what he faced now was similar to the earlier challenges he had managed to overcome in his public career. He had relied successfully on his extensive reading of history and biography, especially about political leaders, and on his instincts for what he understood to be politically viable.

Yet he quickly saw that none of the tough political opponents he had encountered in Missouri or in the Senate measured up to the tests posed by the Soviet Union. Part of Moscow’s price for joining the Pacific fighting seemed to be Allied acceptance of its control of Eastern Europe, especially Poland. Truman saw this as an unacceptable violation of the commitments that Joseph Stalin made at the Yalta conference to support freely elected governments in the liberated countries. When Truman met with Soviet foreign minister Vyacheslav Molotov at the White House on April 23, he insisted on adherence to postwar democratic arrangements in the nations under Moscow’s control. He gave Molotov what he later described as “the one-two, right to the jaw.”

Yet Molotov was not overtly intimidated. Neither then nor at the UN organizing conference in San Francisco did Molotov show much inclination to meet American demands. He gave no indication of allowing free elections in Poland or anywhere else Soviet forces had power in Eastern Europe. Moreover, in San Francisco, Molotov insisted on the right of individual UN Security Council members to block discussion of any issues that might interfere with their sovereign rights.

Soviet behavior at the organizing conference provoked a series of newspaper articles describing the erosion, if not the collapse, of Soviet-American cooperation. As British prime minister Winston Churchill told Truman in a May 12 telegram, “An iron curtain is drawn down upon their [the Soviet] front. We do not know what is going on behind.”3

Determined to avert a break with Russia, Truman decided to send Harry Hopkins, one of Roosevelt’s principal advisers and a
liaison to Stalin, to Moscow at the end of May. It symbolized Truman’s intention to sustain Roosevelt’s working relationship with the Soviet leader by trying to find grounds for continued cooperation. When Hopkins, with Truman’s acquiescence, all but conceded Soviet control of Poland, Stalin affirmed his determination to enter the war against Japan, abandoned Soviet demands for a veto over Security Council agenda items, and agreed to meet with Truman and Churchill at Potsdam outside of Berlin in July. Out of a hope that Stalin actually intended to maintain good relations with the West and a conviction that the Soviets’ entrance into the Pacific war was essential to save thousands of American lives, Truman now publicly declared that Stalin’s concessions demonstrated that “the Russians are just as anxious to get along with us as we are with them.”4

The Potsdam conference, which began on July 17 and lasted until August 2, tested Truman’s hopes. During the conference, Winston Churchill’s Conservative Party was defeated in the British parliamentary election, and he was replaced as prime minister by the Labour Party leader Clement Attlee. This turn of events made it more difficult to pressure Stalin into concessions. As new heads of their governments, who might prove to be less cooperative than their predecessors, neither Truman nor Attlee could hope to have the sort of influence over Stalin that Roosevelt and Churchill might have exerted. Truman and Attlee could not possibly command the grudging respect Stalin might at least have shown the men with whom he had collaborated in destroying Hitler and the Nazis.

Truman’s interactions with Stalin and his Soviet colleagues during the two and a half weeks in Potsdam deepened his suspicions and doubts about his ability to get along with them. True, he came away from the talks with a reaffirmation of the Soviet promise to fight Japan, his principal reason for the meeting, but Soviet inflexibility about Poland, Eastern Europe generally, and Germany left him frustrated and skeptical of the prospects for future cooperation. He disliked the Soviets’ stubborn refusal to compromise on
British and American demands, especially Truman’s proposal for freedom of navigation on major European waterways. Where Truman saw this as likely to diminish chances of future international conflicts, Stalin saw it as a stealth design for spying on the Soviet Union.

Privately, Truman denounced the Soviets as running a “police government pure and simple. A few top hands just take clubs, pistols and concentration camps and rule people on the lower levels,” he confided to a diary.5 Yet at the same time, he was not without regard for Stalin, whom he said he liked. Given Soviet suffering at the hands of the Germans (more than twenty million Soviet citizens were believed to have perished in the war), Truman found understandable, if not entirely acceptable, Stalin’s tough defense of his country’s interests.

Publicly, Truman gave Americans a positive report about the meetings, acknowledging that the conversations produced compromises rather than harmonious agreement on all conference items.6 But he kept his doubts about Stalin and Soviet intentions largely to himself. His true concerns, however, registered in an exchange with Stalin about America’s development of the atomic bomb.

The bomb was one of the best-kept secrets of World War II, at least in the United States. Despite a Roosevelt-Churchill agreement signed in 1944 to exclude Moscow from sharing in the control and use of atomic power, Soviet agents had informed the Kremlin of U.S. and British work on the bomb. Truman, who had indirect indications of the effort to build “a secret weapon that will be a wonder” before taking office, did not learn about the Manhattan Project, as it was called, until after Roosevelt’s death, when he was briefed by Secretary of War Henry Stimson. (He did not receive substantial detail on the project until April 25, thirteen days after taking office.) And although there is no direct evidence that Truman was told about the 1944 Roosevelt-Churchill agreement, it was clear to him that the Soviets had not been informed of the joint Anglo-American effort to build a bomb.


Because no one knew if the bomb would work until it was tested, Truman made no move to tell Stalin. At the end of May, an interim committee Truman appointed to discuss the use of the bomb decided against inviting Soviet representatives to view the initial weapon’s test. Although the committee wished to ensure “every effort to better our political relations with Russia,” it also wished “to make certain that we stay ahead” of them.7

On July 16 and 18, while he was at Potsdam, Truman received initial reports of the bomb’s successful test at Alamogordo in the New Mexico desert. It wasn’t until July 21, however, that he received a full account of the weapon’s devastating power, a report that “immensely pleased” him, Stimson recorded. “The President was tremendously pepped up by it and spoke to me again and again when I saw him. He said it gave him an entirely new feeling of confidence.” Churchill noted that Truman was “markedly more assertive and considerably firmer in rejecting Soviet demands” that day.8

Still, Truman was in no hurry to share the news with Stalin; he waited three days, until July 24, to say anything. At the conclusion of an afternoon meeting, Truman recalled, he “casually mentioned to Stalin that we had a new weapon of unusual destructive force. The Russian Premier showed no special interest. All he said was that he was glad to hear it and hoped we would make ‘good use of it against the Japanese.’” 9 By being so casual about revealing the news, Truman tried to blunt any suspicion Stalin might harbor that the Americans were trying to intimidate him, which was exactly the response Truman hoped to achieve. But prior knowledge of the Manhattan Project had forearmed Stalin and allowed him to show studied indifference.

Stalin’s impassive reaction may have added to Truman’s decision the next day to confirm an order to go forward with plans to use the bomb against Japan. Intimidating the Soviets, however, was a relatively minor part of Truman’s decision to proceed with an attack. He was much more focused on forcing Japan into a prompt acceptance
of unconditional surrender, though one consideration was the possibility of ending the Pacific war before the Soviets even entered the fighting against Japan. Again, this was never the principal reason for using the bomb to speed Japan’s defeat; it was a relatively minor part of the equation.

For more than half a century, an argument has raged over whether Truman needed to use the atomic bomb to end the war. Those who have answered in the negative assert that Japan was on its last legs and that a blockade of the home islands, possibly coupled with a demonstration of the bomb’s power, could have precipitated a collapse. Truman’s impatience, they assert, not only caused the horrific deaths of tens of thousands of Japanese but also left the United States with the moral burden of having been the only nation in history to have used an atomic bomb. After all, they add, it wasn’t as if Truman was unmindful of the historical implications of using such a weapon. General Dwight Eisenhower hoped the United States would not have to use so “forcible and destructive” a weapon.10 Henry Stimson had made clear his fear that atomic power might lead to the complete destruction of civilization. Truman himself saw it as “the most terrible bomb in the history of the world.” He thought its development might be the fulfillment of the biblical warning of “the fire destruction prophesied in the Euphrates Valley Era after Noah and the fabulous Ark.”11

Truman’s critics also observe that the Big Three missed an opportunity at Potsdam to induce Japan’s prompt surrender. The Japanese had signaled an interest in having the Soviets act as intermediaries in peace talks and might have been ready to end the fighting if the United States had indicated a willingness to maintain the emperor on the throne. But because the United States would not settle for anything less than unconditional surrender, the Potsdam Declaration demanded it without qualification, saying nothing about the emperor’s fate or his continuing presence as the symbolic leader of the nation. Critics believe that because Truman did agree in the end to keep the emperor, it was a serious error to
have foreclosed this avenue. Instead, the declaration warned of the total defeat of Japan’s armed forces and the “utter devastation of the Japanese homeland” unless Tokyo agreed to end the war at once.12

Truman and the subsequent defenders of his decision saw plenty of justification for using the atomic bomb, arguing that Tokyo had shown no serious interest in accepting unconditional surrender as the price of peace. From everything Truman and his advisers saw, the Japanese were intent on forcing the Americans to invade their home islands, where they hoped to make them pay a terrible price in casualties. Intercepted cables from Tokyo to its ambassador in Moscow, who had been urging consideration of unconditional surrender, indicated that Japan’s government had no interest in making peace on these terms. Japan’s rejection of Truman’s public demands in May and July for surrender underscored the conviction in Washington that the country would give up only after an invasion or in response to devastating atom bomb attacks.

Nothing weighed on Truman more heavily than the losses that American troops would suffer in an invasion of Japan’s home islands. The U.S. casualties in the island-hopping campaign, most recently in Okinawa, were seen as a prelude for what would happen in an offensive against the homeland. In these battles, Japanese troops had refused to give up despite the certainty of defeat, and if this experience was any indication of what was to come, the U.S. military chiefs anticipated between 250,000 and 500,000 American deaths in an invasion, which would be roughly equal to all U.S. troop losses to that point in the war. “I could not bear this thought,” Truman said, “and it led to the decision to use the atomic bomb.” He had come to “the awful conclusion that it would probably be the only way the Japanese might be made to surrender quickly.”13

Although saving American lives was the main consideration, Truman saw other rationalizations for using the bomb. The air raids on Dresden and Tokyo in 1945, which had killed tens of thousands of Germans and Japanese, stood as precedents for doing with one bomb what thousands of planes had produced in these fire bombings
or napalm attacks. Truman’s initial understanding of the likely effects of the bomb suggested that it would not be all that much greater than the devastation caused by these earlier raids.14 Nevertheless, he was entirely mindful of how terrifying the prospect of seeing their population centers destroyed one after another by atom bombs would be to the Japanese.

In addition, Truman could not ignore the fact that the decision to build the bomb at a cost of $2 billion had been Roosevelt’s. If he had decided to rely on an invasion rather than atom bombs to force an end to the war, and this became public knowledge, he would have lost public confidence in his leadership and all that would mean for leading the nation for the next three years. He would have been seen as abandoning Roosevelt’s agenda and giving in to sentimental concerns about saving the lives of Japanese civilians at a cost in American lives.

As Churchill understood it, there never was a decision to use the bomb. It was simply a given. “There never was a moment’s discussion as to whether the atomic bomb should be used or not,” he wrote later. “To avert a vast, indefinite butchery, to bring the war to an end, to give peace to the world, to lay healing hands upon its tortured peoples by a manifestation of overwhelming power at the cost of a few explosions, seemed, after all our toils and perils, a miracle of deliverance … . The decision whether or not to use the atomic bomb to compel the surrender of Japan was never even an issue.” Agreement was “unanimous,” Churchill concluded. He never heard “the slightest suggestion that we should do otherwise.”15

In the end, Churchill had it right. The violence and death perpetrated by the Nazis and the Japanese, including the growing knowledge of Japanese atrocities committed against American and Filipino troops on the Bataan Death March and the concentration camps across Europe in which Hitler and his collaborators had ordered and implemented the destruction of six million Jews, fed a growing conviction that any devastation rained on the Germans and Japanese was nothing more than what they deserved. At Potsdam, recalled the
American diplomat Charles Bohlen, the “spirit of mercy was not throbbing in the breast of any Allied official.”16

Only in retrospect, after John Hersey’s 1946 description of the suffering at Hiroshima initiated a fuller understanding of the destructiveness of nuclear weapons, did an outcry develop against Truman’s decision to attack Hiroshima on August 6 and then Nagasaki on August 9 with atomic bombs that eventually killed perhaps as many as 150,000 civilians.

On August 10, Truman received a Japanese offer to surrender if the emperor could remain as head of state. Truman responded that Japan’s proposal was acceptable, but that supreme authority in Japan would rest with the Allied occupation command. When the Japanese fell silent over the next three days, Truman assumed that the peace offer was a ploy and ordered a thousand-plane raid on Tokyo on August 13. The next day, Japanese radio read an address from the emperor accepting the Allied peace terms. Displays of ecstasy erupted in cities and towns across America.

The celebratory mood, however, was short-lived. The occupations of Germany and Japan seemed to go forward smoothly enough, but Soviet demands for a larger role in Japan’s occupation provoked private tensions between Moscow and Washington. In September, a foreign ministers’ meeting in London became an exercise in backbiting. Soviet resistance to Anglo-American pressure to relax their grip on Eastern and Southeastern Europe provoked remarks by Molotov suggesting fear that the United States might try to use the threat of an atomic attack to force Moscow’s hand. “Of course, we all have to pay great attention to what Mr. Byrnes says,” Molotov declared in a sarcastic toast to James Byrnes, who had succeeded Edward Stettinius as secretary of state in June, “because the United States are the only people who are making the atomic bomb.”17 When newspapers described the meeting as a failure, prospects for future peace seemed in jeopardy from deteriorating relations between the Soviet Union and its former allies.

Difficulties became more pronounced in December at a second
foreign ministers’ conference in Moscow. The Soviets were as unyielding as ever on their control of Bulgaria, Romania, and Poland. In their East German occupation zone, they transferred territories to Poland as a way to diminish future German power and to compensate Poland for territories it had ceded to the Soviet Union. Furthermore, the Soviets would not consider proposals for free elections in Korea that would unify the country under one government. They feared losing control of the area north of the 38th parallel, where they had installed a Communist regime. Nor would they agree to withdraw troops from northern Iran, which the United States had declared an assault on that country’s sovereignty.18

In a memo Truman gave Byrnes after the Moscow conference, he stated his determination to start taking a tougher line toward the Soviets. He described Romania and Bulgaria as “police states. I am not going to agree to the recognition of those governments unless they are radically changed. I think we ought to protest with all the vigor of which we are capable against the Russian program in Iran. It is also in line with the high-handed and arbitrary manner in which Russia acted in Poland … . There isn’t a doubt in my mind that Russia intends an invasion of Turkey and the seizure of the Black Sea Straits to the Mediterranean. Unless Russia is faced with an iron fist and strong language another war is in the making. Only one language do they understand—‘how many divisions have you?’ I do not think we should play compromise any longer … . I’m tired of babying the Soviets.”19

International troubles were not confined to U.S.-Soviet tensions. In the fall of 1945, after Japan’s surrender, China fell into a civil war. As long as the Chinese faced a common enemy in Japan, they managed to keep tensions between Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government and Mao Tse-tung’s Communist Party in check. Once the war ended, however, these divisions immediately resurfaced. Roosevelt had tried to head off a postwar collision in China by signing agreements with Stalin at Yalta that seemed to ensure his support for a coalition government there. Stalin’s price was Soviet control in
Outer Mongolia; access to Dairen, China’s warm-water port on the Kwantung peninsula; a lease on Manchuria’s Port Arthur for use as a Soviet naval base; and shared control of Manchurian railways.20

Because neither Moscow nor Washington had the wherewithal to fully shape developments in China, a civil war erupted in the north in September, where the Communists were in control, and spread to other parts of the country in the fall. In November, Patrick Hurley, a Republican former secretary of war who had been serving as the U.S. ambassador to China, publicly announced his resignation without notifying the State Department or the White House. He compounded this slight to the president by declaring that the civil war was essentially the fault of U.S. Foreign Service officers in Chungking, who he said wanted to destroy Chiang’s “corrupt, undemocratic” regime.21

The resignation and allegations incensed Truman, who privately told his cabinet, “See what a son-of-a-bitch did to me.” The implication of Hurley’s charge was that the president had allowed his subordinates to undermine Chiang and promote a Communist takeover in China. It was a transparent and damaging attack on the president’s management of foreign policy and an opening Republican salvo against the White House and the Democrats in the 1946 congressional campaign.

To stop the fighting in China, Truman asked General George C. Marshall, the former army chief of staff, to replace Hurley as ambassador and negotiate an end to the civil war. Truman had the highest regard for Marshall as a military leader devoid of a partisan agenda. Although Marshall had recently retired, he selflessly agreed to assume what promised to be a thankless mission. His only condition on taking the assignment was that if mediation failed because of Chiang, Truman would nevertheless continue to back the Nationalists.

These developments in China, combined with the deterioration in Soviet-American relations, undermined the hopes of many Americans for a more placid world, and Truman’s popularity suffered as
cynicism about foreign affairs and isolationist sentiment resurfaced across the United States. But the erosion of the president’s popularity had as much to do with domestic affairs as foreign affairs. Here again, Truman was operating in the long shadow of Franklin Roosevelt, who had led the country through the Depression and whose 1944 State of the Union message urged Americans not to be content if any segment of the nation was “ill-fed, ill-clothed, ill-housed, and insecure.” He proposed an economic bill of rights that would assure every American of a job, food, clothing, housing, and adequate medical care.22

Just days after the formal Japanese surrender was signed on the deck of the USS Missouri, Truman echoed Roosevelt’s call for economic security in a September 6 message to Congress that aimed to ensure a smooth transition from a wartime to a peacetime economy. His message reflected widespread national concerns that the end of the fighting, the reduced defense spending, and the need to absorb millions of demobilized troops into the labor force would lead to another Great Depression.23 Truman well remembered the postwar slump in 1920 that cost him his haberdasher’s shop, and many other Americans were equally worried. To guard against a serious economic downturn, Truman called for full employment legislation guaranteeing everyone a job at a good wage, fair employment practices to ensure against racial discrimination in hiring, affordable housing, aid to small businesses and farmers, a strengthened social security system, and a national health insurance program to protect Americans against the costs of serious illness.

In Congress, support for a new round of economic stimulus and social engineering was slim at best. Since 1938, when congressional elections had expanded the power of conservative Democrats, the New Deal had been stalled. Nothing in the post-1938 elections gave much reason to believe that the Congress and the country were ready to push beyond the economic and social reforms of the early New Deal years. Moreover, a series of strikes in the immediate postwar months fueled a national mood of conservatism. Labor unions
were aggrieved at a falling standard of living for their members—reduced hours produced by an end to crash programs of war production and rising inflation caused by receding price controls and consumer shortages of everything from automobiles to housing eroded workers’ purchasing power. Strikes, which impeded the production of scarce goods and added to the inflation, incensed middle-class Americans, who now saw unions as self-serving and unpatriotic. They wanted the government to step in and mediate union-industry disputes before there were work stoppages, or, if that failed, they favored arbitration to compel an end to strikes. A majority of Americans were unsympathetic or, at best, ambivalent about cost-of-living raises for workers, which seemed likely to drive up prices on such things as automobiles and housing.

Truman now found himself caught between the left and the right. “The storm of the war had passed,” observed Robert J. Donovan, a historian of the Truman presidency. “But the turbulence in its wake, occasioned by the toils of simultaneously demobilizing the armed forces and reconverting the economy from wartime to peacetime production, all but capsized the Truman administration.” 24 The president tried to keep the domestic peace by accommodating everyone or encouraging negotiated settlements among all factions and ended up satisfying no one.25

Although his September 6 message to Congress echoed Roosevelt’s most progressive views, and the public saw Truman as leaning to the left in his domestic policies, particularly by pressing the case for universal national health insurance and a continuation of the Fair Employment Practices Commission, liberals were disappointed in him.26 They did not feel that he was pressing Congress hard enough to enact his progressive agenda, though every astute political observer believed that White House pressure would do no good. In addition, liberals were angered by what they saw as the president’s tepid support of labor. Although he conceded that higher wages were essential to maintain national growth and prosperity, he saw union demands for 30 percent wage increases as
excessive and certain to worsen inflation. He also gave his blessing to the establishment of fact-finding boards that could head off strikes, which labor leaders denounced as union busting.

His appointment of conservative Democrats to significant administration jobs also angered liberals. They were distressed by the selection of John W. Snyder, a Missouri banker and Truman “crony,” to be the director of the Office of War Mobilization and Reconversion, where Snyder seemed certain to oppose government controls. They also objected to the selection of the California oilman Edwin Pauley, a conservative Democrat and outspoken opponent of Henry Wallace, as ambassador to the Allied Reparations Commission. Liberals saw Truman’s affinity for party conservatives as symptomatic of his true economic and political leanings.27

Yet for all the liberals’ complaints that Truman was too intent on limited government interference in the workings of the economy, he was still not especially palatable to American business leaders. The president’s pressure on corporations to concede some wage increases to unions and his advocacy of what many conservatives described as Roosevelt’s social welfare or socialist initiatives was enough to convince them that he was no ally of big business. Inflation eroding the purchasing power of all Americans and affordable housing in short supply raised questions among middle-class Americans about Truman’s effectiveness in meeting the challenges of the postwar economy’s conversion.

The problems that emerged in the last months of 1945 greatly distressed Truman. He had not wanted to be president, he repeatedly told associates at this time. “He says this to me practically every time that I see him and I wish that he wouldn’t,” noted Interior Secretary Harold Ickes. “The state of mind of which this is evidence is not good for him or for the country.” In December, when Truman attended the Gridiron dinner, the annual gathering of Washington journalists at which they spoofed high government officials, Truman declared, only half in jest, that General William Tecumseh Sherman was wrong. It was not war but peace that is hell.28


Yet Truman, a keen student of American history, knew that being president meant shouldering heavy burdens. He could identify with George Washington’s complaint that he “was beset by ‘unmerited censures’ of the vilest kind”; Thomas Jefferson’s conclusion that the presidency was “a splendid misery”; Andrew Jackson’s observation that the job was “a situation of dignified slavery”; James A. Garfield’s lament, “What is there in this place that a man should ever want to get in to it?”; Woodrow Wilson’s protest that “the president is a superior kind of slave”; Warren G. Harding’s feeling that “this White House is a prison”; and Herbert Hoover’s description of the office as “a compound hell.”29

Truman would famously add to the list of complaints about the presidency by saying that it was like riding on the back of a tiger and that the White House was a big white jail or “the great white sepulcher of ambitions and reputations,” as he described it to his wife, Bess.30

If the difficulties of his first eight months in the Oval Office had provoked doubts that the satisfactions of doing the job outweighed the frustrations, 1946 was to convince Truman that he would have been far better off remaining in the Senate, where he did not have to answer for every national problem, large and small, over which he had such limited control.
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