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			Book Presentation: The Most Noble Adventure by Greg Behrman

			Book Abstract

			The Most Noble Adventure is Behrman’s analysis of the unprecedented and audacious American policy that helped save Europe after WWII and established the U.S. as a beacon of generosity and moral leadership. He details the strategic steps taken and grand obstacles faced by key players in the creation and implementation of the four year, $13 billion plan that helped contain the Cold War and eventually allowed America to win it.

			Behrman shares how the Marshall Plan saved millions of lives and helped modernize and integrate Europe towards the path to prosperity. He also asserts that our current world situation suggests that now is a fitting time to take another look at one of the most effective foreign policies in all of American history.

			About the Author

			Greg Behrman is the Henry Kissinger Fellow for Foreign Policy at The Aspen Institute. He has written for Newsweek, the Los Angeles Times, and the International Herald Tribune. He is also the author of The Invisible People. 

		

	
		
			Summary of The Most Noble Adventure (Greg Behrman)

			The Man

			After it was over, WWII had claimed 300,000 American lives, cost $300 billion, and demanded immeasurable personal sacrifice. Many men had played an essential role, but it was generally recognized that one man, more than any other, led America to victory and opened the doors for peace. George Catlett Marshall, as Army Chief of Staff, had transformed the United States military into the most dominant fighting force in the world. Winston Churchill called him the “organizer of victory.”

			Marshall was an impressive man from the start and caught the attention of national leaders during World War I. General Franklin Bell said he was the greatest American military genius since Stonewall Jackson. In an unprecedented move in 1939, President Franklin Roosevelt reached past 20 major generals and 14 senior brigadier generals and chose Marshall as the Chief of Staff of the U.S. Army. The U.S. had entered the war with a meek military and on the back end of the Depression, but under his leadership, it emerged as the most powerful country in the world. So it was no surprise that after the war was over and Marshall had retired, he would be called back by President Truman to serve as Secretary of State in 1947.

			The Iron Curtain Descends

			The Soviet Union’s economy, infrastructure, land, and enterprises were ruined by the Nazi invaders, but their army was strong; an army that had collaborated with the U.S. in victory. Roosevelt expected that cooperation to continue after the war, but Stalin had other plans. His expansionist designs were beginning to alarm the rest of the world; including the United States. Despite repeated attempts to work with the Soviets, their communist efforts and threatening sense of national insecurity gave the U.S. no choice but to stand up to them.

			The Toll of War

			Marshall had met with Stalin at several conferences during the war and Stalin respected him. Marshall felt he could achieve Stalin’s cooperation, so Truman sent him to Moscow for a last chance at partnership. Before reaching his destination, he took a short trip through Western Europe and saw complete evisceration. Between 50-80% of housing in major cities was rubble. Thousands of bridges and tens of thousands of kilometers of railroad lines had been destroyed; up to 90% in Germany alone. Ships and fleets were decimated, trade was destroyed, and inflation was out of control.

			Worse, it was estimated that 36.5 million people had died in Europe between 1939 and 1945 from war-related causes and 13 million more were displaced. More people faced starvation in 1945 than in all the war years combined. The situation created mass post-war misery and dispiritedness. The U.S. economy was the only power that actually flourished during the war. It had replaced Great Britain as the world leader.

			The General’s Last Stand

			Marshall, along with leaders from Great Britain and France, made several attempts over a five-week span to work with the Soviet Union on post-war issues of reparations, peace treaties, border issues, and control of Germany. But Stalin was uncooperative and set his sights on total control of Germany. Marshall knew that America would need a strong Europe to fight Soviet Communism, preserve national security, and create a post-war economic order. There was no time to waste.

			The State Department led the charge for a plan. Marshall worked closely with William Clayton, the undersecretary of state for Economic Affairs, to build an open and prosperous international economic and financial order. The plan would replace the ineffective piecemeal aid currently in place. They used the best minds in the department and came to the conclusion that the aid must be substantial, must include German recovery, had to achieve economic self-sustainability as soon as possible, and must integrate Europe’s governments, economies, and trade practices.

			What Must Be Done

			The American media wasn’t quick to pick up on the plan as news began to leak out of the State Department. That was until Walter Lippman, the most influential journalist of the era, led a media call for greater aid and support for the plan. Lippman proposed that Europe’s countries assemble to formulate a common plan for their economies. Very soon, Europe began to respond. The consensus was that, if this would work, the main burden of the initiative must be borne by the governments of Europe.

			Once the foundation for the plan was created, Marshall formally unveiled it during his commencement speech at Harvard University. After describing the desperate situation of hunger, poverty, and chaos in Europe, he shared the main elements of the plan, its objectives, means, timeline, and why it was vital to American economic interest and political stability.

			The World & Press Responds

			Great Britain grabbed this lifeline with both hands. France, where communism was causing intense political turmoil, received the address with gratitude and acclaim. Other countries responded likewise. Everyone was awaiting the Soviet response. The Soviets labeled the plan as a destructive, intrusive force with the intent to place a weak Europe under American control. Unable to differentiate capitalism from imperialism, Stalin threatened “grave consequences” if the effort persisted.

			The American press saw it as more of an offer, overview, or notion instead of a real plan since very little detail was given. It was during this time that Truman decided to call it the Marshall Plan even though many suggested he name it after himself. He felt Marshall deserved it and that it had a better chance of moving forward in a Republican Congress this way.

			Meeting in Paris

			Twenty-two nations agreed to participate in the plan and 14 of them convened in Paris to form the Committee of European Economic Cooperation. The conference began harmoniously. The delegations established committees, and subcommittees, for Food and Agriculture, Iron and Steel, Fuel and Power, Transport and more. But there were many monumental challenges ahead, including the huge Dollar Gap, different economic conditions, imperial interests, and disagreements on helping Germany recover.

			Great Britain was reluctant to integrate since it meant they would no longer have preferential trade and currency arrangements. France, with fresh wounds, was dead set against helping Germany. The conference was stalled many times and the U.S. had to get involved to give direction and focus. The committee finally came up with a 690-page report and although big questions and crucial details were still unanswered, the achievement was remarkable. It was now up to the American people and Congress.

			The Nation’s Purse Strings

			The administration knew that it could do nothing without the approval of Congress; one that wasn’t a fan of Truman. They were in for a long battle, but found an ally in a veteran Republican senator from Michigan, Arthur Vandenberg, who was Chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Vandenberg believed in the plan and set about formulating several committees to assess America’s resources. Many members of Congress, initially skeptical or opposed to the plan, changed their minds as soon as they traveled to Europe to see for themselves what Marshall had been describing. After they returned, the question went from what would it cost to aid Europe to what would it cost not to aid Europe.

			Selling America

			The newly formed Committee for the Marshall Plan consisted of more than 300 luminaries; a bipartisan who’s who of American elite. They were charged with traveling the country to convince Americans of the necessity of their sacrifice. Many believed that attention and resources should be redirected to Americans to reward them for the sacrifices they made during the war. They fought, labored, saved, and mobilized almost entirely for the effort.

			American civic society was the first to get on board. Thousands of businessmen joined in when presidential hopeful and Republican, Thomas Dewey, gave his support. Restaurants and diners all over the country offered to donate food. Truman instituted a national food-saving program. A train, dubbed the “Freedom Train,” traveled the country with the Declaration of Independence, the Magna Carta, and the Constitution. After its tour, the train reached New York with almost 300 carloads of foods and supplies; on which New York students added an additional 500 tons. Commercial liners waived the costs to ship the goods across the Atlantic.

			Putting It Over

			While interim aid, approved by Congress, began to flow to Europe, the administration worked non-stop to create a comprehensive piece of legislation that Congress would pass. The result was a 50,000-word Act requesting a total of $17 billion and a new government agency to administer the plan. The Soviet Union likened it to Hitler and Goering’s four-year plan, hoping to ignite fear among Europeans, but that didn’t happen.

			Congressional members who opposed the Marshall Plan attacked the bill relentlessly. They said it would be a tax burden America couldn’t take on, that was state socialism, or that it was just another failed aid package. Others said it would lead to severe shortages in essential commodities.

			Evincing his legendary “quality of moral grandeur,” Marshall’s testimony before Congress was compelling and did not give an inch to his attackers. He spent the following months targeting pockets of resistance and taking his fight to the American people. Congress was taking notice of the up swell in popular support. Eventually, the Senate passed the Act with a vote of 69-17 and the House vote was 329-74. President Truman signed the bill into law on April 3, 1948.

			The Plan in Action

			To appease Republicans, Truman appointed Paul Hoffman, the former head of the Committee for Economic Development and a Republican. Hoffman left his $96,000 position for a $20,000 job with immeasurable public scrutiny. In less than 90 days, he convinced 400 people, many leading national figures and successful businessmen, to move to Washington D.C. or Europe for very little pay and very hard work.

			By April 14th, ships with tens of thousands of tons of grain, fuel, food, chemicals, fertilizers, raw materials, semi-finished products, vehicles, and equipment were making their way across the Atlantic. These goods were paid for with local currency at prices the countries could afford without draining their cash reserves. That currency was then deposited into the government’s central bank and used to pay down national debt or finance industrial modernization. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was ingenious and it was working. The U.S. continued to focus on production and self-sustainability; its main objectives.

			The Impact

			The impact of the aid was seen remarkably fast. Europeans, who had lost hope, were beginning to believe again. Food rations went up, factories employing up to 10,000 workers were reopened.

			European leaders convened at the Hague Conference and worked hard to come to an agreement on what the plan should look like, with the U.S. deciding the division of aid. The biggest disagreements came over helping Germany, but the U.S. required
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