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DEDICATION

To our sons, Paul and Daniel, and their

generation. Please allow history to

inform your decisions in the future.





PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

Dear Reader,

Thank you for buying Three Days in January: Dwight Eisenhower’s Final Mission in paperback. It has been a real thrill to travel the country over this past year talking about the thirty-fourth president of the United States and rediscovering the lessons we can learn from his life and his time in the Oval Office. Those lessons and wise words seem to translate now more than ever.

I had amazing experiences talking to big crowds at bookstores, presidential libraries, and colleges around the country—speaking about how I found the topic, what I learned, and how those lessons fit into today’s volatile political environment. At the Vero Beach Book Center in Florida, the manager escorted me through the back door and I signed books for their stock, and then I was escorted to a packed house—two floors packed with five hundred-plus book buyers. I gave a short speech about my journey with this book and my discovery of General and President Eisenhower and then started signing books and taking pictures. In the few hours I spent there, I met a marine who was President Eisenhower’s personal guard who gave me rare pictures of Ike, an accountant and finance expert who had direct dealings with Ike and oversaw his family’s blind trust, and a World War II veteran in a wheelchair who was one of the men who stormed the beaches of Normandy on D-Day. I thought the day, the moments with those fascinating people tied to Ike, would not be beat.

But, as I traveled the country, it kept happening. A speech here or there would undoubtedly end with me meeting three or four people who had direct contact with Ike or his family: the solider assigned to get General Eisenhower’s uniform after his death so that he could be buried in it; one of the marines who stood guard over Ike’s casket as it made its way back home to Abilene, Kansas; one of Ike’s caddies at Burning Tree Golf Club; a boy—now man—who talked with the president in a parade that he never forgot; a woman who helped First Lady Mamie Eisenhower plug into Washington; and, of course, Eisenhower family members who were tremendously gracious in this process.

This book was coincidentally written as the Eisenhower Memorial Commission was moving forward with plans for the next memorial in Washington, D.C., the first of the twenty-first century, for President Eisenhower. If all goes as the commission plans, the Ike memorial will be ready to visit by spring of 2020.

So, thank you again for buying this paperback. Let me know what you think when you’re finished on Twitter (@bretbaier) or Facebook (/bretbaiersr). 

Sincerely,

Bret Baier

July 2017





INTRODUCTION

FINDING IKE

I put the white gloves on as the librarian came over with the gray cardboard box. She untied the cover flap and slowly lifted out the first folder inside. Her movements were deliberate as she placed the folder on the giant wood table in front of me. On cue, I followed suit by slowly removing the papers from the plastic sheeting inside the folder, trying to mimic her movements. It was then, as I held the final draft of President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s farewell speech, that I started truly trying to imagine and describe the closing moments of the thirty-fourth president’s term three days before the inauguration of the thirty-fifth.

The typewritten page was clear but it was filled with pencil markings from President Eisenhower: accents, underlines for emphasis, and additional words or phrases that would make it into the teleprompter version. The top of the page read, “My fellow Americans: THREE DAYS [capitalized] from now, after half a century [underlined] in the service of our country, I shall lay down the responsibilities of office as, in traditional and solemn ceremony, the authority of the Presidency is vested in my successor. THIS EVENING [capitalized] I come to you with a message of leave-taking and farewell, and to share a few final thoughts with you, my countrymen [double underline].”

Reading through the speech with Eisenhower’s notations, I could imagine him scribbling the final adjustments at the Theodore Roosevelt desk on January 17, 1961, before preparing to deliver the speech from the Oval Office that night. This moment, holding his speech in my gloved hands, had been three years in the making.

Every journalistic investigation begins with a flash of curiosity. That happened for me in the spring of 2013 when I rediscovered Dwight D. Eisenhower in a personal way. I had just come off an exciting but brutal year and a half covering the 2012 presidential election. From my daily show every weeknight, moderating debates through the primaries, covering primary and caucus nights, co-anchoring convention coverage and the general election debates—it all culminated in a long election night that finished with President Barack Obama’s reelection by big numbers.

The presidential election every four years can seem to happen in a fishbowl, with an excessive focus on the daily sound bites. Significant historical references give way to the drama of the trail. But I’ve always been drawn to the ways our current political debates are informed by the past.

Some people look at our nation’s history as a series of explosive events and larger-than-life personalities. We easily get sidetracked from the most important stories by the flash, while the true jewels lie undiscovered. So even as I was reporting on the political horse race in 2012, I was thinking about how I could tell a fuller story. And a serendipitous experience a few months after the inauguration opened a door for me.

AN AVID GOLFER, I received the Holy Grail of golf invitations in spring 2013 through a friend who is a member of the Augusta National Golf Club in Augusta, Georgia. It was a welcome break.

With the CBS Masters theme song playing in my head, I drove down the most famous driveway in golf, Magnolia Lane. Pulling up to the clubhouse and checking in, I found out that by random assignment, I would be staying in the Eisenhower Cabin.

Ike’s Cabin, near the tenth tee and the start of the most celebrated back nine in golf, is one of ten cabins on the golf course and was built especially for President Eisenhower and his family to use on his frequent visits to Augusta, where the president pursued his passion for golf. Reagan and Bush had their ranches, but for Ike leisure time often involved golf. It was a passion I shared, and I was ecstatic to be at Augusta, and even happier to be bunking in Ike’s Cabin. To be accurate, it isn’t actually a cabin, in the normal sense of the word. It’s a three-story white house (the basement floor was used by the Secret Service during Ike’s presidency), with spacious, well-appointed rooms, on an idyllic setting with back views of the legendary par-three course. Surrounded by the most manicured grounds in the country, this was Ike’s Augusta White House. A gold eagle sits above the front porch.

Ike’s influence is on display everywhere at Augusta. In the pro shop stands an old-fashioned, highly polished cracker barrel, a gift to Ike from his Treasury secretary George Humphrey in honor of the many discussions they had about life and national affairs at the golf course. Humphrey told the president their talks reminded him of the old days, when men sat talking around a potbelly stove with a cracker barrel nearby, from which they would grab handfuls of soda crackers for sustenance. Thereafter, while Ike was president, the cracker barrel at Augusta was fully stocked.

This homey quality, with the ghosts of the past in the air, was resonant in Ike’s Cabin. Restless and more than a little awestruck to spend the night there, I poured a glass of wine in the evening and began to wander around the house. I could feel Ike’s presence in the cozy, lived-in quality of the place, the personal artifacts and books still on the shelves, and a painting by the president, an amateur artist, that hung above the fireplace, depicting the sixteenth hole—a par-three where more than one Masters had taken a thrilling turn: Jack Nicklaus drained a forty-foot putt there in 1975 on his way to a win over Tom Weiskopf and Johnny Miller; Nicklaus stuffed a five-iron to within two feet in 1986 en route to another birdie and his sixth win; Seve Ballesteros four-putted the sixteenth green in 1988 in a failed bid for a green jacket; and perhaps the most famous shot of all at 16 came from Tiger Woods in 2005, when he holed a seemingly impossible chip shot from well off the green while CBS announcer Verne Lundquist made the call as the ball rolled toward the cup, hung on the edge, and then dropped into the hole—“Here it comes . . . Oh My Goodness . . . Oh WOW! In your life have you seen anything like that!?”

I know my Masters history, but what I came to realize that night was how much I didn’t understand about President Eisenhower. Soon I found myself totally immersed in what I can only describe as the spirit of Ike. This was new for me. Born a decade after Eisenhower left office, I had never given his administration a lot of consideration. Like most of my generation, I thought the world skipped a beat during Ike’s years, in its eagerness to move on—accepting JFK’s claim of the torch having been passed. By the time I came along, we had turned yet another page and were well into Nixon’s first term.

My night at the Eisenhower Cabin changed that. It was ironic it happened on a golf course, really the golf course, given all the jokes about Ike’s devotion to and even obsession with the sport. What wasn’t surprising was that a television news anchor would be drawn to the original “broadcast president.” Eisenhower held the first televised news conference in 1955 and was the first president to be videotaped and broadcast in color, in 1958.

Thinking about Ike, I sensed there was an untapped wellspring behind the façade. So there I was, getting ready to play what was for me a historic round of golf, where each shot on the course triggered a replay inside my head of a Masters gone by, and I was steeped in another history from more than fifty years ago. I knew there was more to be mined; I just didn’t know what.

As I played, I admired the “Eisenhower Tree,” a sixty-five-foot loblolly pine located on the seventeenth hole. Ike hated that tree because he hit it so many times while playing. He even proposed that it be cut down, a suggestion that horrified the club chairman. Nature eventually did the job for him. Nearly a year after my visit, an ice storm damaged the tree so badly it had to be taken down. Today, a beautiful, glass-encased cross section stands in the lobby of the Eisenhower Library, and another at the members’ guest area at Augusta National.

I left Augusta full of questions, curious about the way our national narrative seemed to slide past Ike, as if he was a mere caretaker in a line of great doers. A cursory review showed that Ike’s presidency was actually full of drama in the early years of the Cold War, and the decisions he made affect us even now. I was interested in finding out more, so soon after my trip to Augusta I traveled to Abilene, Kansas, to visit the Eisenhower Presidential Library, Museum, and Boyhood Home. It is a beautiful and even majestic setting, surrounded by fields of grain and alive with Eisenhower’s historic contributions—from his commanding role in the Allied victory over Hitler to his decisive management of Cold War threats during the Soviet rise. The library and museum are built on the site of Ike’s childhood home, which sits fully intact on its original lot—a typical modest turn-of-the-century house where you could pile in six boys, with beds squeezed into every corner, while still leaving space for a piano.

The archivists at the library told me that if I wanted to learn more about Eisenhower, there were millions of pages of documents and hundreds of thousands of feet of original film—some of it still unread and unseen. There was even a locked vault containing thousands of pages of material still classified after all these years. Now my reporter’s curiosity was really piqued. Although the library hosts some two hundred thousand visitors a year, coming from across America and around the world, most Americans will never physically visit the heartland site. I wanted to bring it to them.

As I dug through the files, combed through the oral histories, listened to the tapes, and read the books about Eisenhower’s presidency, one reality stood out for me: here was a man on a mission to save America, who largely succeeded in that endeavor. His was not the dramatic leadership of an era with bombs bursting in midair, but the wise course of a military strategist who rescued the world from that inevitability. He was a leader, in the truest sense of the word, and from my perch in the twenty-first century I was drawn to the question of what made him great.

The historian Jon Meacham made an observation that hit the mark. Referring to FDR and Churchill, he said, “One of the mysteries of history is why is it that certain moments produce exactly the right human beings?” I came to see that Eisenhower, our thirty-fourth president, was such a man. He was the buried treasure of the past century—his influence underappreciated in the clamor of great individuals jockeying for recognition. We easily speak of men like FDR, who led us through a great world war, or Ronald Reagan, who faced off with the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev to help wind down the Cold War. But we dismiss the man whose epic presidency saved the world from nuclear disaster, and in the process created a new narrative about how we can use our power for the greater good. This was the centerpiece of Ike’s farewell address, delivered on January 17, 1961, three days before John F. Kennedy assumed office.

The contrast between the two men was striking—Eisenhower, a man of seventy born in the previous century, now at the end of an illustrious career; and Kennedy, forty-four, the vigorous spokesman of the next generation. The American people, weary of the world they knew, were captivated by the idea of a different path.

Genial, golf-playing Ike became emblematic of the sleepy 1950s, while the 1960s were all about a tanned, urbane, matinee-idol president, with his gorgeous wife, Jackie, and two adorable children—tailor-made for the new American marquee. The Kennedys embodied the way America wanted to see itself—young, worldly, smart, and educated. Cool. Ike’s acolyte, Richard Nixon, only four years Kennedy’s senior, was dismissed in the 1960 election as being part of the old order. Ironically, the healthy Nixon was more vigorous than the ailing Kennedy, who we later found out was being assisted in looking strong and healthy for the cameras by a regimen of drugs and a back brace.

Yet the media storm around Kennedy was so effusive, so packaged for adulation that it swept the general public up in its wave. People were persuaded that Ike was nothing more than a historical artifact, clutching his golf club and warming his chair, while the heady drama of a new world swirled around him.

But as is so often the case with shorthand narratives, a much more complex truth lay beneath. For starters, the 1950s weren’t so sleepy after all. With the world still struggling to reorder itself after the upheaval of World War II, the Soviet Union and China expanding their influence, and the Korean conflict no closer to being settled, Eisenhower took office at one of the most dangerous times in our history. The choices he made in those crucial years might well have saved us from nuclear war.

On the other hand, Kennedy’s New Frontier would prove to be rocky territory—something Ike predicted. His warning, delivered in personal meetings with Kennedy and in his farewell address to the nation, was his final mission, an effort to draw a road map for the future and protect the investment he had made in peace. Three Days in January goes behind the scenes to detail those final days, in the process taking a measure of the man who made such a difference to the life of the nation.

In describing Ike’s life and final mission, we are inescapably drawn to a central question of our era as well—that is, How should we use our military might in the world? Never before or since has any president been as confident of the answer as Eisenhower—or as willing to articulate a daring and controversial philosophy. To Ike, who knew well the cost of war and was clear-eyed about the cataclysmic potential of nuclear weapons, it was critical that we use our exceptional position in the world to create a lasting bulwark of peace. This warning was at the heart of his farewell address.

For decades historians and politicians have studied the address for clues about the man and his vision. Peace advocacy groups have gladly worn his warning about the military-industrial complex as a cloak of affirmation and used it to justify their ideologies. But Eisenhower, a military man to the core, had never shied away from a necessary use of force. So what was his true purpose in uttering those words? In Three Days in January we investigate and seek to pin down what Eisenhower really meant—and what it means to us.

In these pages, we’ll confront the modern stirrings of issues eerily reminiscent of those that commanded the nation’s attention on the brink of the 1960s—our relationship with Cuba, the broken pledges ramping up the Israeli conflict, and the posturing of Vladimir Putin, which mirrors the bullish energy of one of his predecessors, Nikita Khrushchev. Each of these conflicts is enhanced by the infectious strains of radical Islamic terrorism, which make our world a more dangerous place. The public has been searching for leadership and wisdom on how best to extinguish these troubles. In this moment, Eisenhower, the general and president from almost six decades ago, speaks with clarity and wisdom that many Americans say they are searching for in the current political debate.

The subject of Eisenhower’s life has been tackled by many leading historians. I don’t presume to stand shoulder to shoulder with them. I come to this story as a journalist, using a reporter’s perspective. My task is to report on what I see and to offer a window into the past that might speak to issues we’re facing today. As a reporter, I am in a dialogue with the reader, saying in effect, here’s what I see—what’s your view? (I report, you decide—pretty catchy.)

Since I work in a visual medium, I can easily picture the scenes—the barefoot boy; the general, head in hands, preparing to make the critical decision about D-Day; the grinning candidate America liked; the living-room president, who spoke regularly on the small screen, glasses slipping down his nose; the confident commander in chief, standing toe-to-toe with Khrushchev. In particular, I can imagine the purposeful elder, preparing for his final mission in January 1961. I have chosen to focus on the critical days in the transition of power from Eisenhower to Kennedy, because sometimes the truth we are looking for is easier to find when we narrow our view.

It turns out my timing coincided with a renaissance of sorts in the public perception of Eisenhower. In a 1962 poll of presidential scholars ranking the presidents, Ike scored a dismal twenty-two out of thirty-four. In 2014 and 2015, scholars placed him at number seven. A C-Span survey of presidential historians, published in February 2017, ranked Eisenhower number five, behind only Lincoln, Washington, FDR, and Theodore Roosevelt.

Three Days in January reached its final stages in 2016. In the background, as I wrote, America was engaged in a tumultuous election year when once again the question was being asked: Who is the right leader for our precarious times? As the chief political anchor for Fox News, the future of the presidency is my daily fare. So during this election season I was compelled to compare and contrast the visions offered by modern candidates with the powerful words and actions of a leader from a half-century ago.

The pendulum of our public life can swing widely at times; we are constantly in search of change and betterment. There are always new frontiers, and election years are usually the times we most eagerly explore them. But it is our task not just to seek change but to harness it, and the fateful transition between Eisenhower and Kennedy vividly demonstrates the significance of this balancing act. Three Days in January is both a cautionary tale and a hopeful one. As Eisenhower said in his first inaugural address, “Whatever America hopes to bring to pass in the world must first come to pass in the heart of America.” Ike—a man from Abilene, Kansas—was from the heart of America and his presidency is worth a fresh look, especially now.

—Bret Baier

January 2017





PROLOGUE

THE VISIT

December 6, 1960

9:00 A.M.

The White House

Kennedy came alone, stepping out of his Lincoln at the North Portico of the White House to the flash of press cameras and a rousing chorus of “Stars and Stripes Forever” by the Marine Band, which Ike had ordered up for the occasion. Contingents from the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines lined the driveway in a respectful flourish—also Ike’s idea. No entourage accompanied the young president-elect to his first meeting with Eisenhower, and Ike was happy to see it. Spectacle always seemed to follow Kennedy, but that day was to be a private meeting of two minds.

Such a seminar had been sadly lacking in Ike’s own transition to the presidency in 1953. Although Truman and Eisenhower had once been close, and in many ways were cut from the same homespun cloth (growing up only 150 miles from each other), the rhetoric of the campaign obliterated any civility between them.

“The general doesn’t know any more about politics than a pig knows about Sunday,” Truman griped, ignoring the fact that he himself had once urged Eisenhower to run for president, before he learned Ike was a Republican. Truman was surly in his leave-taking, unable to forgive Ike for his campaign critiques and move on. Although Eisenhower was invited to the White House to confer with Truman after the election, the meeting was chilly. Looking ahead to the inauguration, Eisenhower grumbled, “I wonder if I can stand sitting next to him.” By inauguration day, things deteriorated to the degree that Truman even took umbrage at Ike’s choice of a homburg over a top hat—a deliberate act of rebellion on Ike’s part that shocked the protocol mavens. For their part, the Eisenhowers had refused to enter the White House for a pre-inauguration cup of coffee, choosing instead to wait in the car that would take both the president and president-elect to the ceremony. At least Ike didn’t meet Truman at the Capitol steps, as he’d threatened. But it was a very uncomfortable car ride. “I’m glad I wasn’t in that car,” head White House usher J. B. West said.

Now Ike was determined to do things differently. Out of a sense of patriotism and purpose, he wanted to orchestrate the transition, to put his stamp on it and, in the process, on the future. It wasn’t a game to him. Nor was it about personalities or, God forbid, politics. The respect he gave Kennedy was a kind of hopeful bet on the future. His soldier’s heart was steady in its desire to see Kennedy succeed. Ike understood that legacy was made not just by the actions of an administration while it was in office, but also by the way the narrative continued to unfold once the torch was passed. In that sense, his own legacy was in the hands of this young man.

Although Kennedy had been serving in the U.S. Senate during Eisenhower’s entire eight years in office, the two didn’t really know each other well. Kennedy hadn’t particularly distinguished himself as a senator, but almost from the start he’d seemed to be in thrall to his wealthy father’s vision of higher office, lobbying for (though not winning) the vice presidential slot on the Democratic ticket in 1956. Most of Eisenhower’s impressions of him had been formed during the 1960 campaign. Vice President Richard Nixon, JFK’s Republican opponent, often complained about the breathless press coverage that virtually elevated the Kennedys to American royalty, and although Ike was clear about his VP’s personal deficiencies, he figured Dick had a point.

Ike had been depressed by Nixon’s loss, considering it the biggest defeat of his life. He had essentially trained Nixon to be an able shepherd of his well-crafted strategies, and he trusted his vice president’s acumen in foreign policy. He felt guilty that he had not campaigned harder for Nixon, and the press had picked up that theme, making it appear that Ike was less than enthusiastic about Nixon’s candidacy. What no one fully appreciated was that it had been Nixon’s choice to keep Ike out of it, preferring to run as his own man. He didn’t want to be seen as “Ike’s boy.” Nixon also wildly underestimated the challenge Kennedy presented. He was thrilled when Kennedy was nominated, beating out the more formidable Hubert Humphrey. Nixon was confident that he could whip this Senate lightweight. He even believed—or was deluded—that his running mate, Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., whom Kennedy had defeated to win his Massachusetts U.S. Senate seat in 1952, might help Nixon take his opponent’s home state.

While overconfidence surely played a role in Nixon’s decision to sideline the president, Ike also had a nagging feeling that Nixon didn’t fully trust him to be on his side, owing to an incident that occurred at the end of his first term. As Ike was planning his campaign for reelection, he’d called Nixon into the Oval Office. He told him that he wasn’t sure the vice presidency was the best platform from which to start a successful presidential campaign—if that’s what Nixon wanted to do in 1960. He suggested an alternative—a cabinet post that might be a better launchpad.

Nixon was shocked—and suspicious. Was Ike trying to dump him from the ticket?

The president was adamant that this was not his wish. He was merely offering Nixon a choice in plotting his future. It was entirely up to him.

Nixon quickly decided to stick with the vice presidency, but Ike felt he never quite got over his suspicions. So when 1960 rolled around, Nixon kept Eisenhower on the sidelines, even though the president’s popularity was quite high. He didn’t bring him into the campaign, and when Ike tried to advise him not to do a televised debate with Kennedy, he didn’t listen—to his peril. Ike was traveling, and didn’t see or hear the debate until later; then he was disheartened by what he saw. The debate was so devastating for Nixon that JFK’s mother, Rose Kennedy, said she felt sorry for Nixon’s mother and briefly wondered if she should call her to offer condolences.

When Eisenhower finally took to the trail in the desperate last week of the campaign, as the polls showed the candidates running neck and neck, he was disheartened to see signs at his rallies: WE LIKE IKE BUT WE BACK JACK.

At large rallies Ike attacked the Kennedy “clique of young, so-called brilliant men” and said he was “terribly tired of hearing America run down by them, of hearing their brassy and boastful words and watching their bumbling actions.”

Ike was so effective on the stump that Kennedy grew worried. “With every word he utters, I can feel the votes leaving me,” he told his friend Paul “Red” Fay. “It’s like standing on a mound of sand with the tide running out. If the election were held tomorrow, I’d win easily, but six days from now, it’s up for grabs.”

Now, with the election over, Ike was left to ponder the impact of the loss, and he was a bit annoyed at his vice president, who took a little too long, he thought, to concede. Upon Kennedy’s victory, Ike had immediately sent a congratulatory telegram, and then had been forced to have his press secretary, Jim Hagerty, call the Kennedy people and ask them to withdraw it and not say anything about it because Nixon hadn’t yet conceded. A replacement telegram was sent the following day.

In defeat, Ike wasn’t interested in wallowing in personal resentments. That had never been his way. He understood campaign rhetoric. If he was offended by the characterization of Kennedy as a fresh exemplar of “the New Frontier,” and of himself as a doddering relic of the past, he kept it to himself. The question was, how much of Kennedy’s campaign talk represented his true sentiments? Did he really believe that the United States was experiencing a decline in its vitality and prestige, as he’d stated, and if so, what was he planning to do about it?

Of greatest concern was the substance of Kennedy’s platform, particularly his reckless charge that the “missile gap” was growing under Eisenhower. Ike suspected this was a blatant political play; still, he was angry when he heard it, erupting in a brief fit of temper to exclaim, “That’s damn wrong!” He’d made sure that Kennedy received detailed briefings by CIA director Allen Dulles and his national security team during the campaign to show him otherwise, but Kennedy kept making the claim: “We are facing a gap on which we are gambling with our survival.”

Most worrisome was the idea that Kennedy might actually believe his own sloganeering, having bought hook, line, and sinker Khrushchev’s claim that he was churning out missiles like sausages. In truth, if there was any missile gap, it was in favor of the United States.

Eisenhower felt Kennedy had won the election in large part by portraying his administration as weak in the face of the Soviet threat. A shrewd strategist at heart, and intimately familiar with Khrushchev’s ploys, Ike worried that such statements played into the Soviet leader’s hands. He could well imagine Khrushchev gleefully rubbing his palms together in anticipation of toying with a naïve young president.

As he prepared to meet with Kennedy, Ike felt a sense of urgency to fully communicate the exact nature of the threat they faced, one that could not be captured in stump rhetoric. He thought Kennedy had glibly made many promises during the campaign that seemed to be empty and even callous. Now Ike was intent on getting the true measure of the man. Would he establish a closed political cadre, as Roosevelt had, and draw his authority from appeals to traditional Democratic audiences, or would he sincerely strive to be president of all the people and in the process further strengthen America’s position in the world?

KENNEDY BOUNDED UP THE portico steps and firmly shook Ike’s hand. “Mr. President, it’s good to be here,” he said, and Ike flashed him a genuine smile. The cameras clicked, and then they were walking into the White House. Once in the Oval Office they settled in for a private conversation. Kennedy, looking around, admired Ike’s Spartan style, with his neat, polished desk (the Theodore Roosevelt mahogany desk, which Truman had repurposed), and the soothing landscape paintings adorning the walls. Kennedy charmingly laughed that his own office was a good deal messier—with piles of briefing books attesting to the scope of his learning curve.

Honestly, Eisenhower hadn’t known what to expect from the man he’d once referred to in a moment of pique as a whippersnapper, but he would later acknowledge that from the first minute they sat across from each other there was a sense of ease. They weren’t opponents or sparring partners, but two men who faced a unique weight and shared a common commitment—just the mood Ike wanted to create.

For his part, Kennedy seemed newly sober and respectful once the full seriousness of the moment struck him. The man who liked to joke about Ike with his friends now wanted very much to hear what the older man had to say. Ike found his attitude to be that of a “serious, earnest seeker for information.”

Again, Ike recalled his own transition meeting with Truman, a twenty-minute uncomfortable, uncharitable session in which he learned very little. Rather than receiving wisdom and vital information, Ike had a strong feeling that Truman was out to get him. He didn’t trust Truman—thought he might be trying to set a partisan trap for him—and without trust little could be accomplished. He sought a different spirit with Kennedy.

Kennedy was very interested in the White House—the administrative organization, the cabinet, and the national security establishment. But as Ike described in detail the complex national security apparatus and the vital importance of regular National Security Council meetings, he could tell that Kennedy wasn’t convinced of their necessity. Kennedy seemed to regard the decision-making process as more informal. Not exactly seat-of-the-pants, but close to it. In press interviews he’d shown a level of confidence that could seem foolishly boastful, once saying, “Sure it’s a big job, but I don’t know anybody who can do it better than I can.” Bluster, Ike figured. But now, looking at the man himself, who seemed smaller and more studious, Ike tried to impress upon him how much he needed this well-organized security consult. Suspecting that Kennedy was intent on tearing the whole apparatus apart, Ike, while appreciating the impulse to discard the old, urged him to leave the system in place for a time—to avoid reorganization until he was intimately familiar with the problems. Bear in mind, he told the dubious Kennedy, this present organization has been developed over eight years of patient study and long negotiations with Congress and the armed services. He hoped Kennedy took his point, but he thought the president-elect viewed the presidency as “an institution that one man could handle with an assistant here and another there.”

The two men discussed the most pressing foreign policy issues, and Ike spoke at length about Vietnam and Southeast Asia, where six hundred American advisors were stationed. In addition, Berlin was a looming problem for the new president. Since 1958, when Khrushchev ordered a withdrawal from the city by Western powers, Eisenhower had been working feverishly to resolve the conflict, which many believed could trigger a nuclear war. Ike had resisted engaging the Soviets in a limited battle for the city, repeating his philosophy that we should not engage in wars we cannot win (and resorting to the use of nuclear weapons would be no victory at all).

On the matter of Cuba, Kennedy had already been briefed by the CIA on a plan under way to train Cuban exiles for a mission that would lead to the overthrow of the Castro regime. Kennedy was in favor of the plan. In fact, he had made a campaign speech in October calling for the Cuban people to resist their government. Now he asked what Ike thought of taking on Castro in this way. Ike was generally supportive, but it was still in the planning stages. The ultimate decision would be up to Kennedy.

Eisenhower addressed the issue of missiles head-on, describing the administration’s efforts to work through NATO to form what would amount to a missile alliance that would strengthen both the United States and its allies. NATO is the greatest alliance to which we belong, he told Kennedy. Its maintenance and strength is vital to our own national security. The question of whether it was the vehicle for such a multilateral missile alliance would be among the most difficult issues Kennedy faced.

Kennedy asked if he ought to plan a personal visit with Khrushchev early in his term. Ike advised him to wait until his presidency was more firmly established. He was intimately familiar with the different sides of Khrushchev, and how seamlessly he could pass from one to the other. In his 1959 U.S. visit, Khrushchev had been the avuncular figure when, following a meeting at Camp David, he had accepted Eisenhower’s invitation to join him at his farm in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. There he charmed Ike’s grandchildren with twinkling eyes and gently subversive gifts, such as a Christmas tree ornament that depicted a tiny Russian spacecraft headed for a dangling moon. But more recently Ike had seen the callous Cold Warrior face of Khrushchev following the downing of a U.S. spy plane in Soviet airspace. And he had seen the raging, shoe-thumping Khrushchev on his visit to the States only a couple of months earlier.

Khrushchev was sly; he had an agenda. But more to the point, he was answerable to the Politburo, so although Eisenhower found Khrushchev sometimes personally reasonable, and believed the Soviet leader lacked an appetite for war with the United States, he realized that Khrushchev wasn’t entirely his own man. He was bound by his hard-liners. His standing as a leader was dependent on him outmaneuvering the Americans, and the president had to be careful not to be caught in the middle.

Watching Kennedy closely, Ike was surprised to find himself impressed by the man. This was not the glib politician from the campaign, but rather here was a more thoughtful person—earnest in his desire to learn the business of the office and do it well. Before, Ike had been frankly perplexed that the American people had chosen such a callow fellow over the skilled and experienced Nixon. Now he realized that perhaps the people had seen this inner quality in Kennedy—that somehow it had shone through on the trail. Their conversation was so lively and engaging that time passed well beyond the allotted hour.

Afterward the two men went to the Cabinet Room, where the secretaries of state, defense, and the Treasury were prepared for a briefing. Also present were Kennedy’s advisor Clark Clifford and Ike’s chief of staff, Wilton “Jerry” Persons, who had been tasked with coordinating the transition. (Kindly, Persons would call Clifford later that day to mention how impressed his boss was with Kennedy’s seriousness and depth of knowledge—a gesture that went a long way toward inspiring cooperation between the two teams.)

Ike could not emphasize enough to Kennedy the importance of the cabinet, which he used as a high-level study group—an invaluable resource, with which he played rigorous games of logic: If A is true and B is true, then C cannot be true. It was crucial to get the most and best out of people, and to Ike that meant employing a style of leadership that was not top-down. Outsiders might have assumed that a former Army commander was accustomed to ruling the roost, but Ike’s military experience taught him the opposite—to build up the members of the team so they could shine. Why have a cabinet, why have advisors, if not to listen to them?

In the Cabinet Room, as Kennedy could see, Ike was in his element. The president hid a smile as he considered the way he’d been portrayed as out of touch. To the contrary, he’d always been adept at keeping the tiger by the tail, and took great pleasure in maintaining a firm hand on things.

But Eisenhower also understood that leadership was about more than dominating a room. Leadership, he’d learned on the lonely field of war, was not only about inspiring people to do what needed to be done, but to let them inspire you, too. He’d carried that lesson into the White House, knowing that the practice of such humility found expression in a collaborative spirit.

Ike was a “leavener,” as his former chief of staff Sherman Adams had once put it. Some people saw that quality and called him remote, unengaged, dispassionate, but he was quite skilled at keeping the storm troopers in his own administration at bay—to force calm in the face of threatened eruptions that might lead to disastrous decisions.

The times demanded a thoughtful leadership, a steady hand on the tiller. Ike believed that the only way to win World War III was to prevent it—that arms alone were not a guarantee of peace or even security. The president of the United States had the nuclear bomb sitting on his shoulder, whispering in his dreams. The idea of setting in motion a nuclear war—the futility of it for the human race—was a heavy burden. And yet a president must be stalwart. Under Ike’s watch the nuclear arsenal had grown substantially, leaving no doubt of our ability to wield horror, but he viewed these weapons as a costly insurance policy on a catastrophe that must be prevented. The president himself was not the only player in this drama. While he might be the one with a finger on the button, the swelling military apparatus and the accompanying industrial power could overwhelm and force that finger down.

In the final moments of his presidency, Ike was not the sleepy elder, ready to go home to the farm. He was more sharply focused than ever, aware of the obligation to history that he still had a few weeks to cement. And as he looked on his young successor—bright, energetic, eager to do the right thing—he saw a looming shadow that Kennedy could not see. In this first meeting, Ike hadn’t fully expressed his deepest worries about the future—the grave concern that had kept him awake at night scribbling his thoughts on notepads. His agile mind, his length and depth of experience, and his talent for isolating and cooling the hot ember of every threat gave him a sense of urgency about what lay ahead. And he had one more arrow in his quiver.

As he ushered Kennedy out of the White House after three hours and forty minutes, warmly taking his arm, Kennedy asked if he might call on Eisenhower in the future if he needed his service. Of course, Ike said with a disarming grin, reminding Kennedy to consider his age and well-earned retirement.

In reality, Ike wasn’t thinking about retirement. He was thinking about the present. As he walked back to his office, his heart was pumping. He felt wound up. He had six weeks to make his final move, and he was determined to do it. In a dramatic speech, which he had mapped with the foresight and care of a military maneuver, Ike intended to pull all the fragments of the recent past and prospective future together in what he hoped would be a world-changing message. Rather than tottering meekly into the night, he was still very much ready to engage, believing that he could set a course for the fate of the civilized world and his beloved country. His plan would come to fruition over three critical days in January 1961.
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CHAPTER 1

THE MEASURE OF IKE

It is a striking fact that the nation’s most famous soldier was born to parents whose religion preached ardent conscientious objection to all mortal wars. But the truth of a life is never contained in its summarizing labels; the influences that shaped our thirty-fourth president were deeper, wider, and more idiosyncratic. As Ike himself acknowledged, he wasn’t an exceptional student or a particularly promising military candidate. He once told his wife, Mamie, “If I’m lucky, I’ll be a colonel.” His ambitions didn’t reach farther than that. Yet he went on to become Supreme Allied Commander, assemble the greatest fighting force in the history of mankind, defeat Adolf Hitler’s war machine, save Western civilization from fascism, and manage to get elected president twice by decisive majorities. He had never dreamed of being a general, much less president of the United States, but that’s where life took him.

As a boy he was taught to be honest, humble, and hardworking—in the telling his upbringing can take on the reflective glow of a Lincolnesque story. Many have rushed to make direct links between Ike’s heartland childhood, grounded in faith and work ethic, and the measure of the man he ultimately became. And that’s a piece of the story. The rest—Ike’s exceptional intuition, savant-like strategic intellect, and warm and open personality—were part nature and part nurture, a mysterious brew that set him apart from his brothers in significant ways.

With Ike it can be hard to differentiate the man from the myth. His achievements are monumental, his personality seemingly so transparently expressed in the blazing ear-to-ear smile, that the underlying truth goes unexamined. A White House aide once described how his friends would say, “Well, wasn’t it wonderful? I bet he slapped you on the back and he had that big grin.” Not so. “He didn’t slap people on the back. He didn’t congratulate people particularly,” the aide said. “What he did was to make people feel that what he was doing had some transcendent significance.” The grinning visage stamped on American minds glossed over Ike’s more substantive quality—the ability to inspire and elevate those who worked under his leadership.

Dwight David Eisenhower—who would become “little Ike” and then “Ike” in childhood—was born in Denison, Texas, on October 14, 1890, to David and Ida Stover Eisenhower. He was the third of seven brothers (the fifth dying of diphtheria as an infant). Oddly, all of the boys would carry the nickname “Ike,” derived from their last name, at one point or another, although Dwight was the only one for whom it became permanent.

David and Ida had met while students at a religious school, Lane University in Lecompton, Kansas, run by the Church of the United Brethren in Christ. Being a college student set Ida apart in an era when few women sought higher education, but it had always been her dream. Although she dropped out of school to marry, her lifetime love of learning was passed on to her sons, and their home was full of books. Ida was bright, forceful, and high-spirited—“a pistol in a petticoat,” as her great-granddaughter Mary Jean would put it.

As newlyweds David and Ida received a gift of farmland from David’s parents, but David did not want to be a farmer. Mortgaging the land to his brother-in-law, he opened a retail store in Hope, Kansas, with the proceeds. Unfortunately, the business was plagued by misfortune as his farmer customers fell on hard times and could not pay down their credit. When David’s partner stole their last remaining funds, the venture collapsed. David never got over his disappointment, but by then he had two additional mouths to feed and he needed a job. He found one four hundred miles south in the railroad town of Denison. Ike and his brother Roy were born there before the family returned to Kansas, settling in Abilene, where David got a job as an engineer at the Belle Springs Creamery. They would never leave. Abilene became the source of Ike’s most folksy anecdotes. Later, it was chosen as the site of his presidential library, and the location of his burial plot.

The Eisenhower household was a striving mixture of religious fundamentalism and the all-American ethos of individualism and work ethic. Religious faith and practice was baked into the Eisenhower family life. Both the Eisenhowers and the Stovers first came to the United States from Germany in the 1740s, settling in Pennsylvania and Virginia, respectively. David’s family was affiliated with the River Brethren, an offshoot of the Mennonites, while Ida was raised Lutheran and later joined David’s religion. Eisenhowers were among the pioneering families to move to Kansas in 1878. Some within the group banded together to form the Belle Springs Creamery in Abilene, where Ike’s father worked as a mechanical engineer, putting in twelve-hour days, six days a week.

When Ike was five, his parents became involved in the Jehovah’s Witnesses. They joined the religion in the wake of their son Paul’s death, comforted by the belief that death was only a state of sleeping, and they would be reunited with him soon, as the end of the world was upon them. David and Ida weren’t flashy about their religion, but at home they were deeply devout, studying the Bible and abiding by the simple principles of the faith.

The Eisenhowers’ religion isn’t always clearly identified in historical writings, which sometimes identify them as River Brethren. When Ike’s life became public he mostly avoided talking about his parents’ faith, perhaps because it was unconventional, or maybe because it was opposed not only to war but also to politics and government. Followers did not believe in saluting the flag. Most people at the time viewed Jehovah’s Witnesses as a proselytizing religion. There is no indication Ike’s parents did any proselytizing, but they did practice a prayerful life, grounded in the Bible. Ida used the Bible as a primary source of instruction—she’d won a competition as a girl by memorizing 1,365 verses in six months. Ike’s greatest speeches included passages from the Bible, and he often spoke of the power of faith in the matters of man. Uncomfortable with institutional religion as an adult, his faith was not always front and center in discussions, yet it was ever present. During Eisenhower’s administration “under God” was added to the Pledge of Allegiance, and he signed the law making “In God We Trust” the national motto. He initiated the White House Prayer Breakfast and the National Day of Prayer—although he spent the first Day of Prayer fishing, golfing, and playing bridge. However, he was baptized only after being elected president, joining the National Presbyterian Church in Washington, D.C. It was supposed to be a secret baptism, but the minister had prepared handouts for the press describing the scene. Ike was so peeved he threatened to choose another church.

As important as religion, Ike’s small-town roots had a lasting influence on him and cemented his image as a child of the heartland. (His 1952 presidential campaign depicted him as “the man from Abilene,” in the same way that Truman was “the man from Independence” and later campaigns would promote Carter as “the man from Plains,” and Clinton as “the man from Hope.”)

Abilene in the late 1800s was known primarily as the end of the road—the final destination for cattle drives moving north from Texas on the celebrated Chisholm Trail. An honest-to-goodness rough-and-tumble western town of Wild West legend, Abilene was also known for its flamboyant characters, such as Wild Bill Hickok, who served for a time as the city’s marshal, and for the gunfights that erupted when heavily lubricated cowboys blew off steam after months on the trail. Living right across the street from the Eisenhowers was a man named Dudley, who boasted he had served as a deputy of Wild Bill, and he regaled Ike and his brothers with stories of Hickok’s dexterity with a gun. Although Abilene was no longer the wild cow town of that era, it was easy for young boys like Ike, born in 1890, to imagine it and be proud of the way such a famous gunman once tamed their town. When the popular television series Gunsmoke first aired in the 1950s—dramatizing the adventures of Marshal Dillon, Chester, and Miss Kitty, who fended off the coarse interlopers in Dodge City, Kansas, in the 1870s—it isn’t surprising that Ike watched right along with the rest of the country when he was home in Gettysburg, eating dinner on a TV tray as he enjoyed the depiction of a world that felt emotionally familiar.

“I was raised in a little town of which most of you have never heard,” Ike said in a speech in 1953. “But in the West it is a famous place. It is called Abilene, Kansas. We had as our marshal for a long time a man named Wild Bill Hickok. If you don’t know anything about him, read your Westerns more. Now that town had a code, and I was raised as a boy to prize that code. It was: meet anyone face to face with whom you disagree. You could not sneak up on him from behind, or do any damage to him, without suffering the penalty of an outraged citizenry. If you met him face to face and took the same risks he did, you could get away with almost anything, as long as the bullet was in the front.” That Ike followed this model of behavior is evidenced throughout his life. It’s one reason he despised politics. He hated underhandedness and fakery, and his leadership style, whether in war or in peace, was based on a rare frankness, an effort to impart “what you see is what you get.”

Ike relished the rural life, and between the ages of eight and sixteen he often accompanied another family friend, Bob Davis, on hunting and fishing trips. Weekends on the river also involved lessons in poker, played with “a greasy pack of nicked cards” that had seen better days. In Davis, Ike learned to value other forms of intelligence than just book smarts, seeing that it was possible to be both functionally illiterate (Davis couldn’t read or write) and still be razor sharp, competent, and a damn good poker player. River sojourns with Davis were rugged, nurturing confidence and self-sufficiency. (The trips also left Ike with a lifelong love of fresh-caught fish cooked over a campfire. In later years Ike was famous in the family for his facility at the barbecue pit—his specialty being the thick western beef steaks that he loved.)

Ike’s first encounter with politics came when he was six years old. In 1896, William McKinley, the Republican presidential candidate, visited Abilene. There was much excitement among the children when the town officials decided to throw McKinley a torchlight parade. Unfortunately, not enough adults gathered to carry the torches. The Eisenhower boys, Arthur, Edgar, and little Ike, standing at the origin point, were handed torches, and Ike serendipitously ended up leading the parade. The torches were homemade affairs—just a stick with a can of flammable liquid and a wick at the top—and when lit they gave off a smoky flame. Ike was delighted to march in the parade and relieved to get through it without singeing his hair. He later wrote about the incident, noting that it was one of his “few brushes with political life” until he ran for president in 1952.

The character of Ike’s family, and the division of parental responsibility, was very clear: “Father was the breadwinner, Supreme Court and Lord High Executioner,” he recalled. “The application of stick to skin was a routine affair. Mother was tutor and manager of our household. She was by far the greatest personal influence in our lives.” That gentle influence created a foundation from which he built a life of substance. But inner discipline was developed over time and hard to come by.

Ike always admitted he was something of a scamp as a kid—and he had a temper. A favorite story involved an incident on Halloween when he was ten. Arthur and Edgar were allowed to go trick-or-treating, but his parents decided Ike was too young to go. Ike thought it was terribly unfair, especially since Edgar was only a year and nine months older. He was furious, and argued fiercely for permission to go. When his pleas failed and his brothers happily headed off into the night without him, he lost his temper. Rushing into the yard, he smashed his fists repeatedly into the trunk of an apple tree until they bled, stopping only when his father dragged him back into the house, giving him a few extra whacks with a hickory stick in the process. He was sent to bed, where he lay sobbing, full of humiliation, disappointment, and frustration.

After about an hour, Ike’s mother entered his room quietly and sat beside his bed. She knew how easily little boys could be crushed by feelings of helplessness, and how the outlet of rage could seem the only way for them to assert themselves in a world where they had no control. As she ministered to his bleeding hands, she spoke softly to Ike about this very fact, telling him how mastering his temper was the task of growing up. Referring to a biblical passage, she said, “He that conquereth his own soul is greater than he who taketh a city.”

Half a century later, Ike recalled her advice, noting that it marked a change in his life. “Hating was a futile sort of thing, she said, because hating anyone or anything meant that there was little to be gained. The person who had incurred my displeasure probably didn’t care, possibly didn’t even know, and the only person injured was myself. . . . I have always looked back on that conversation as one of the most valuable moments of my life.” And indeed, in his life and career, although Ike could display a blistering temper on rare occasions, he became far better known for his calm strength under pressure. He developed a simple method for handling rage, an “anger drawer” in his desk into which he dropped slips of paper with the names of people he was angry at. Once in the drawer, the grievance was banished from thought.

THE EISENHOWER HOMESTEAD ON Fourth Street, purchased in 1898 when Ike was eight for $3,500, was literally on the “wrong” side of the tracks, with the train tracks running both in front of and behind the house. The hissing sound of the steam engine and the clanging of the bell were the audible backdrop to Ike’s childhood. The house was humble, but included a large orchard, a robust vegetable garden, and an alfalfa field. There were chickens, a cow, and a horse. When the chores were divvied up among the six boys, their least favorite was working inside the house, with so much going on outdoors. And the best chore of all—which all of the brothers vied for—was being allowed to go to the store and bring the groceries home. What attracted the boys was a “dill pickle jar that you could dive into, sometimes arm deep almost, and try to get one,” making the trip worthwhile.

“In retrospect,” Ike once said, “I realize that we might have been classified as being poor, but we didn’t know it.” He added this willful ignorance was part of the glory of America. “All that we knew was that our parents—of great courage—could say to us, ‘Opportunity is all about you. Reach out and take it.’”

Sometimes the duties involved watching the baby if there was one in the house, which there often was. When Ike had the chore of watching baby Milton in his carriage, he’d lie on his back reading a book, while rocking the carriage with his foot until the baby fell asleep.

Ike was easily distracted from daily life by reading. Inspired by his mother, he was a voracious consumer of histories—to the point where he neglected his homework and chores. The worst punishment his mother could inflict was to take away his books, which she did when she saw Ike was not studying his lessons or completing his chores. She placed them in a cabinet under lock and key. Ike dutifully hunkered down, but one day he found the key and was filled with a sense of victory. Whenever his mother went shopping or was out working in the vegetable garden, he’d open the cabinet and liberate his precious books.

His heroes were Hannibal, Caesar, Pericles, and Socrates—the ancient stories spoke to him even more deeply than the more recent western heroes. He also idolized George Washington; his study of Washington’s speeches would be instrumental when he wrote his own.

He loved reading about the Civil War—not long in the past—but he never saw his reading as anything more than pure enjoyment. He was unconscious of building a foundation or of gaining any lessons for the future. Had anyone suggested he would one day visit the battlefield at Gettysburg, much less build a home on its edges, he would have responded skeptically. Lofty aspirations were far from his mind, and as a boy his restless nature was reined in, he later said, by a sense that “life was a flat plateau of assigned tasks, unchanging in monotony and injustice.” This surprisingly grim view was born out of the Eisenhowers’ hardscrabble existence on the central Great Plains.

Hard work, study, faith, and discipline were taken for granted: you did your chores, prepared your lessons for school, and took responsibility. But lest anyone would assume in a high-minded way those strict bedrock values were the sturdy foundation of his success, Ike would tell you that the singular factor that formed his nature was the love in the Eisenhower household—between his parents and their children. And second to love was the willingness of David and Ida to let their children self-actualize—be themselves, achieve a level of independence in thought and deed, and pursue their own dreams. As he wrote in At Ease, “ambition without arrogance was quietly instilled in us by both parents. Part of that ambition was self-dependence. . . . Whenever any of us expressed a wish for something that seemed far beyond our reach, my mother often said, ‘Sink or swim,’ or ‘Survive or perish.’”

Ike described himself as being “gangly and awkward” in his young years, although that description discounts his athleticism. He was passionate about sports—baseball and football in particular. But an accident when he was a freshman in high school threatened his athletic career. One day, while running with friends, Ike slipped and fell, scraping his knee. He didn’t think much of it at first, except for the disappointment of ruining a new pair of trousers. But by the second day, he was feeling ill, and he lay on the sofa, feverish and delirious with infection. His parents called a doctor, who tried to treat the wound and infection to no avail. Slipping in and out of consciousness, Ike, half-conscious, heard the doctor use the word amputation. Suddenly he was wide awake. When his brother Edgar came home, Ike called him over. “I’d rather be dead than crippled and not be able to play ball,” Ike told him urgently. Remarkably, Ike’s parents supported his refusal to have an amputation, even as his condition grew more dire. Other methods were tried—including painting carbolic acid around his body. Eventually he recovered, but Ike remained out of school for the rest of the year.

Undoubtedly this experience was often on his mind later as he comforted the men under his command who suffered grievous wounds and amputations. Not surprisingly, the story of Ike’s near-death experience was sometimes enhanced in future writings to include a picture of his devout parents on their knees praying by his bedside night and day. He scoffed at the characterization. “This is ridiculous,” he wrote. “My parents were devout Christians and there is no doubt that they prayed for my recovery, but they did it in their morning and evening prayers. They did not believe in ‘faith healing.’”

As a result of his missed schooling, Ike graduated from high school behind his peers. Then it was a question of what to do with the rest of his life. Ike’s road to West Point and the military career that later defined him was more happenstance than aspirational. After high school, with no money for college, Ike was working at the creamery, unsure of what he would do. The answer came thanks to his close friend Ed “Swede” Hazlett, who had attended a private military high school. He planted the idea in Ike that an appointment to a military academy would mean a free education and—just as important—a chance to play sports. To be sure, Ike was a lover of military history, but he had yet to apply it to his own life. His concerns at the time were far more practical. He feared he would never be able to afford college on his own.

On August 20, 1910, Ike sent a letter to Kansas U.S. senator Joseph Bristow. “Dear Sir,” he wrote in a boyish scrawl, “I would very much like to enter either the school at Annapolis, or the one at West Point. In order to do this, I must have an appointment to one of these places, and so I am writing to you in order to secure the same. . . . If you find it possible to appoint me to one of these schools, your kindness will certainly be appreciated by me.”

Attached to his earnest letter was a batch of testimonial letters from influential men in Abilene, who praised Ike’s father and family and vouched for his character.

Ike was rejected by the U.S. Naval Academy, in Annapolis, Maryland, because of his age—remember, he was a year older than his peers from being held back in school—but he scored in second place on the qualification exam for West Point. After a short time in limbo, he moved into the first-place slot after the other candidate failed the height requirement. A second entrance examination sealed his acceptance, and he was instructed to report to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point on June 14, 1911.

As strict conscientious objectors, Ike’s parents hated war and might have been troubled by his choice of West Point. But they never betrayed their feelings. They believed firmly that one’s destiny was one’s own affair, and Ike, like their other children, had a right to choose as he saw fit. They never said a word against it. Their consciences might have been eased by the fact there was no war on the immediate horizon.

Milton, who was twelve at the time, remembered the day his older brother left for West Point: “Dad was at work when Ike left. I went out on the west porch with mother as Ike started uptown, carrying his suitcase, to take the train. Mother stood there like a stone statue, and I stood right by her until Ike was out of sight. Then she came in and went to her room and bawled like a baby. I was the only person home. Oh, of course I cried too.”

On June 14, Ike arrived at West Point, located fifty miles north of New York City. Its stunning vistas above the Hudson River had inspired young men since Thomas Jefferson was president. As Ike raised his hand to be sworn in as a cadet, he was jarred by the realization that from that moment on—at least for the foreseeable future—he would be in service to the United States of America above self and family. Entering West Point was like embarking on a journey to a place that, while strange, contained familiar signposts—these being discipline, moral character, physical and mental toughness, and obedience to a higher purpose. But these attributes were not entirely clear to Ike. At the time what most inspired his passion was the chance to play sports in one of the nation’s best settings.

In his early weeks at West Point, Ike spent his recreation periods on the baseball field, mindful as he practiced that the baseball coach had his eye out for promising candidates. Ike really wanted to make the baseball team—he’d been a pretty fair center fielder in high school and in a Kansas league after graduation. The coach told Ike he was impressed with his fielding but didn’t think much of his hitting style. “Practice hitting my way for a year, and you’ll be on my squad next spring,” he said. But Ike was too impatient for that. Denied an immediate place on the baseball squad, he tried out for football and was delighted to make the team as a linebacker. He played with passion. Of his football days at West Point, he wrote, “It would be difficult to overemphasize the importance I attached to participation in sports. I so loved the fierce bodily contact
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