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A NOTE TO THE READER

THIS IS THE STORY of the American leaders who defined America’s role in the international politics of the twentieth century: Franklin Roosevelt, Truman, Eisenhower, Marshall, MacArthur, and their contemporaries. I see them as forming a coherent generation, shaped by shared experiences that brought them to see events from a common point of view. Historians often say that it is unscientific to think in terms of generations; but I think that in this case it helps to do so.

Born in the 1880s, FDR and his peers were old enough to fight in the First World War and to command in the Second. They changed their political enthusiasms and allegiances often as they rode the roller coaster that was at the same time the history of the twentieth century and their education.

They were offered a rare opportunity. Only a few times before in the history of the human race had a people been privileged to hold sway over much of the surrounding world. The handful of others mostly pursued traditional goals of gold and glory; but the Americans made use of the chance that came their way to try to change the political ways of the world. We will look into the upbringing that made them conceive that to be their mission, and we will ask what made them think that it was something that could be done.

This is not a full-scale history of the period. Nor is it a rounded generational history, describing in detail what FDR and his contemporaries wore and ate and drank and read and thought. It is focused uniquely—and in that sense narrowly—on their changing views about what America’s role in the world ought to be.

The book is written for the general reader. It is not, for the most part, based on primary sources. It is a work of storytelling and of interpretation. I have undertaken original research only in the few instances, such as the drafting history of Wilson’s Fourteen Points, where I could not make sense of the existing accounts.

I have studied a respectable amount of the secondary literature, but nowhere near all or even most of it: it is too vast. I have had to be selective. Whenever forced to make choices, I have gone to the most recent sources based on the latest scholarship.

In trying to keep to a narrative path through the luxuriant overgrowth of information about America’s twentieth century, I have followed and kept in sight several torchbearers to light up the way: characters who appear at times in the pages that follow, mostly to show where their generation was going. William Bullitt, in particular, has much more space devoted to him than his intrinsic historical importance would justify. He is here so often because when important things were happening, he so often was there.

Then, too, Bullitt was emblematic. His twists and turns were typical of liberal Americans in his generation, or at least of those who took a keen interest in world affairs. He was pro-Wilson and then anti-Wilson; he ran the gamut of opinions about communist Russia; and he was a stubborn isolationist and a passionate interventionist.

I wanted this to be a shorter book, but couldn’t manage it: there was too much ground to cover. Americans of FDR’s generation witnessed much of the world history of the twentieth century—wars, revolutions, market crashes, the collapse of empires—and took part in most of it. They had far more than their share of being where the action was.

Events were on an epic scale. So were men. Their life span in politics was unusually long because they began when they were so young. Douglas MacArthur already was an American general in the First World War. Franklin Roosevelt entered politics the same year that Woodrow Wilson did. William Bullitt was a key presidential foreign policy adviser only three years out of college.

Arriving early, they stayed late. Only death kept FDR from serving out his presidency through its sixteenth year; only the Constitution kept Eisenhower from being elected to a third term at the age of seventy—and perhaps a fourth one when he was seventy-four. Theirs was a long day in the sun.

A consistent theme in their politics, coming out of their July Fourth heritage, was their opposition to colonialism. Five centuries earlier, the countries of Europe had begun one of history’s greatest adventures: the conquest or settlement of all the rest of the world. A previous book, A Peace to End All Peace, ended with the final achievement of European imperialism: the occupation by Britain, France, and the Soviet Union of the Middle East, the last place left. That was its high point, and what is about to come is its low. What follows is the story of how FDR’s generation of Americans opposed all of Europe’s imperialisms—and played a role in destroying them all.

The history that follows is done for the interest and pleasure of it, but is not without contemporary relevance. For example, the Europe-first agenda upon which the members of Roosevelt’s generation finally agreed was in sharp contrast to that espoused by their successors, junior officers in the Second World War who held the presidency in a line that began with John F. Kennedy and ended with George Bush, and who placed their emphasis on the politics of the Third World and found themselves mired in them. It might well be asked today whether that was—or is—the wisest course to pursue.

Then, too, the ethnic feuds and nationalist rivalries in the Balkans and central and eastern Europe that formed so conspicuous a feature of the political landscape of the world before the First World War, by resurfacing in the 1990s have made some of the concerns of young FDR’s contemporaries into our headline news. It will be seen once again that the past is not dead when we turn in the next few pages to what Thomas Mann, in his foreword to The Magic Mountain, called “the old days, the days of the world before the Great War, in the beginning of which so much began that has scarcely yet left off beginning.”

New York City

August 27, 1994


PROLOGUE

WASHINGTON, D.C., FRIDAY, JANUARY 20, 1961. At 6:15 a.m. Dwight David Eisenhower awakened in the White House for the last time. He was to remain in office only until noon; thereafter nobody born in the nineteenth century would ever again be President of the United States.

Change was in the air that day. Its winds swirled through the streets of the capital. At dawn the freak snowfall finally stopped, and the sun rose in a sky that was to become deceptively cloudless; but the thermometer stood at a cutting twenty-two degrees and the bitterness of the winds matched the bleakness of the President’s mood.

He had dreaded the coming of this day. Earlier in the week, watching the reviewing stands being constructed outside for the inaugural, he had remarked to a visitor that “it’s like being in the death cell and watching them put up the scaffold.”

Even though his last term of office had been less than successful—there had been the U-2 incident and the rise of Castro and the humbling of America by Russia’s launching of Sputnik—Eisenhower was loath to let go. It was not that he disliked the Democrat who had won the 1960 election or especially liked the Republican who had lost it. But, as his personal secretary noted the day after the election, “The President kept saying this was a ‘repudiation’ of everything he had done for eight years.” If he himself had been allowed to fight the election—if the Constitution had not barred him from seeking a third term—he might well have won it.

Now, instead, there were the ceremonies of departure to be gone through. There was the White House staff to be seen to; like leftovers from yesterday that had been stored in the refrigerator, some thirty of its members emerged from underground that morning into the light of day. Trapped by the snowstorm, they had been obliged to spend the night in the White House bomb shelter, where they had thrown an impromptu party that ushered out an era. Later in the morning they lined up to say their good-byes to the President and his family.

The Eisenhowers’ personal possessions already had been packed and shipped. The night before, Lieutenant Colonel John S. D. Eisenhower, the President’s son and aide, had emptied the last eight safes of all remaining documents. At 7:15 a.m. the President went to his office in the West Wing to dictate and sign a few papers. Suddenly there was nothing left to do. To John Eisenhower, it seemed that “the atmosphere in the West Wing of the White House was eerie. With no papers to sign or examine, we simply idled away the time.” The President spent most of the morning leaning on an empty safe and reminiscing.

At 11:04 a.m. the long, black, bubble-top presidential limousine that had been dispatched to call for the President-elect and his party arrived at the White House—early, at Eisenhower’s suggestion, so that his successors would have time to come in for a cup of hot coffee to brace themselves against the cold. While the Eisenhowers entertained the John F. Kennedys and their companions, painters moved in to start work redoing the Oval Office and the staff offices for their new occupants.

At about 11:30 a.m., Eisenhower and Kennedy emerged together from the White House and went out to their waiting car in the silk top hats Kennedy had prescribed for the inaugural—though Kennedy, not used to wearing a hat, quickly took his off. Eisenhower, still President, occupied the seat of honor at the right of the limousine.

Three thousand men using 700 plows and trucks had worked through the night to clear the principal Washington streets of their 7.7 inches of snow; so the presidential limousine moved smoothly along the mile-and-a-half route from the White House to the Capitol, where the inaugural platform had been erected.

At precisely twelve noon the presidency passed automatically, by the terms of the Constitution, from Eisenhower to Kennedy. But it was not until 12:20 that Kennedy appeared on the inaugural platform, and not until 12:51 that he rose to take the oath of office with a gesture that was to forever fix the image of that moment in the world’s memory: he threw off his coat. Standing coatless and hatless on the windswept platform, he appeared even younger than usual—in contrast to Eisenhower, bundled up in coat and muffler and looking especially old.

Not merely the photo but the same picture in words was there the following morning on page one of The New York Times: “At 43 years of age, the youngest man ever elected to the Presidency, Mr. Kennedy took over the power vested for eight years in Dwight D. Eisenhower, who, at 70, was the oldest White House occupant.” The youngest took over from the oldest; it was to be the refrain for decades to come whenever memories returned to that moment.

But in his inaugural address, delivered as American flags whipped in that day’s now-storied stiff winds, the new President underscored the more important truth: he proclaimed that “the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans—born in this century.…” Power had been taken away from those old enough to serve in the First World War; had passed over those (such as Adlai Stevenson, Estes Kefauver, and Stuart Symington) too young to fight in the first war but too old to fight in the second; and had passed directly into the hands of those who had been young officers in the Second World War, men like John F. Kennedy himself and those who were to become his successors, Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon.

With its promise of youthful renewal, the new President’s brief address brought the inauguration to a successful climax; but parades, ceremonies, and revelries were still to come. And for the Kennedys, the day in the public eye had only just begun.

For the Eisenhowers, however, it had ended; and as soon as the inaugural ceremony was concluded, they sneaked off the platform by a side exit and slipped away to a private luncheon with friends and members of the outgoing cabinet at the 1925 F Street Club. There, out of the limelight, they relaxed as cocktails and champagne flowed; and after lunch, they drove away to their retirement farm in Pennsylvania.

NEVER BEFORE IN AMERICAN HISTORY had an incoming administration dismissed a generation as such from the corridors of power. For a century Democrats had been replacing Republicans, and Republicans, Democrats; for two centuries liberals had been replacing conservatives, and conservatives, liberals; and the young had been replacing the old since the beginning of time. But in January 1961, for the first time, one generation deliberately excluded another, arguing that the life experience of Eisenhower’s contemporaries was such as to inculcate beliefs that were outmoded.

President Kennedy’s articulate speechwriter and intellectual alter ego, Theodore C. Sorensen, later wrote of the inaugural that “grouped behind Kennedy as he removed his overcoat to speak were the young men of his new administration … men who were, with few exceptions, unschooled in the old pre–World War I dogmas and pre-depression doctrines.…” In other words, they had been educated during or after the 1930s—not before.

In making appointments to the most important positions, the new President did not ask of candidates who otherwise were qualified whether those under consideration had voted for him or not, so long as, like himself, they belonged to the combat generation of the Second World War. Of course, there were exceptions—Robert Lovett (who declined) was offered high office—but they were rare. As national security assistant—his chief White House adviser on foreign policy—the new President chose McGeorge Bundy, a Republican, but a man almost exactly his own age, a junior officer in the army in the Second World War who had landed on a Normandy beach the day after D day. To help him formulate world strategy, the President chose another Republican, Robert McNamara, who had emerged from the Second World War an air force lieutenant colonel. McNamara was only a year older than Kennedy.

Searching for a secretary of state who would execute rather than formulate policy, Kennedy was willing to consider somebody a bit older, but not very much so. At one point at the end, the leading candidate was David Bruce, a Democrat who was one of the country’s most experienced and distinguished diplomats; but he was rejected by Kennedy and his team because (in the words of one adviser) “he was sixty-two years old” and, like so many of the older men, “his orientation was European.” Another Kennedy adviser commented that Bruce “seemed to be very much of the old school, with Europe the touchstone of his thinking.”

Kennedy and his advisers were right to see that they were different from the men of Eisenhower’s and Truman’s and Roosevelt’s generation—and not in tastes and style alone. It was not just that the outgoing President relaxed by reading cowboy novels of the Old West while the incoming President read Ian Fleming’s James Bond fantasies: tales of fast living, sports cars, recreational sex, and space-age weapons. There were differences of substance as well.

The generation of Eisenhower, Truman, and Roosevelt, born in a century when all the world outside our hemisphere was dominated by Europe, brought with it a sense of Europe’s central importance in world affairs. It had lived throughout the great war of the twentieth century from its very beginnings in 1914 until the cease-fire in 1945—a war that directly or indirectly took between 50 and 150 million lives—and had accepted an unsatisfying temporary partition of Europe at the end of it for the indefinite future rather than go to war with the Soviet Union to impose a final peace settlement.

Eisenhower, the last of his generation to win the presidency, was expected by some to change this “containment” policy of merely holding the line and waiting through the decades or centuries for the Soviet empire to collapse from within. But he did not do so, and was criticized for not doing so. James Reston, of The New York Times, writing at the end of the Eisenhower years, admitted that “nothing vital to the free world has been lost,” but summed up the failures of the outgoing administration by complaining that “nothing has been settled.”

This was not good enough for the young men who flocked to the banner of President Kennedy. They pictured the Third World, not Europe, as the theater of combat; and many of them were eager to engage the communists in the field to defeat them militarily. Elite counterinsurgency forces—paratroops and rangers—were their chosen agents, supported by electronic gadgetry and helicopter-gunships. Cuba and Indochina, trouble spots inherited from the outgoing administration, were the battlefields they selected.

These were genuine departures from the outlook and world strategy of the Roosevelt-Truman-Eisenhower generation, and the young men of the Kennedy administration were right to see them as such. Indeed, by defining themselves and their approach to world politics so clearly, Kennedy and his associates helped to throw into relief the essential unity of the earlier generation. Roosevelt, Truman, Eisenhower, MacArthur, Marshall, Acheson, Dulles, Taft, and Vandenberg were different from one another, and some of them were adversaries, but they had a political life-experience in common; and it was a bond between them. Many generations of Americans had questioned what role the United States should play in world affairs, but theirs was the generation forced to give the answer.

Kennedy’s young men took it for granted that the United States was a superpower with global interests and responsibilities, but Eisenhower’s generation had not started from any such assumption; they had been obliged to question and search for themselves, often changing their minds, sometimes learning by trial and error as they groped for a definition of the world role their country should play, pursuing the exceptional mission that they believed history had ordained for the United States, while pursued by doubts that they had got it right.

Growing to manhood, they had been challenged by Theodore Roosevelt to make their country a great power. With President Wilson, they had agonized over whether they should allow America to be drawn into Europe’s global wars. For them, this was personal experience: they had lived it, not learned it from books. Eisenhower’s secretary of state, Christian Herter, had served on the staff of the U.S. embassy in Germany during Woodrow Wilson’s first administration; had seen the unfolding European war from that vantage point; had watched as Germany and America drifted into conflict; and was one of the last Americans to leave German-held territory in the spring of 1917, when the United States entered the First World War.

Herter and Eisenhower, like Harry Truman, who was in Washington the day Eisenhower left office, and Dean Acheson, who still was in Washington every day, and Douglas MacArthur, who was fading away in the seclusion of New York’s Waldorf Towers, were among the survivors of the long march through America’s twentieth century. As Eisenhower retired to his Pennsylvania farm, the youngest and last of his generation to have held the highest office, he brought to a close the story of a remarkable quest: his generation’s search for an answer to the questions of what the United States ought to be and ought to do.

The story began in an earlier, less experienced America, fresh from the conquest of the western frontier and seeking new worlds, if not to conquer, then at least to explore. And for most of Eisenhower’s and Truman’s and MacArthur’s contemporaries, the highlight of their story was not the time of public acclaim and great achievement at the climax of their professional lives, but those earlier days especially in and around the First World War, when they were just beginning their education in life and all seemed possible; so that what marked them even more than what they did was what they might have done but did not.

It was in that earlier war, and in the peace that followed it, that they had invested their youthful hopes and dreams. It was that experience that formed the core of their lifelong schooling in politics. Those who encountered them only in the middle decades of the century, when they had become masters of half the world, missed knowing how they had become who they were. To understand them fully, one had to have known them when they were young.
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GROWING UP
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THE MIDDLE OF THE JOURNEY

AT THE BEGINNING OF SEPTEMBER 1901, as young people all over America prepared to start a new school year, an educational and entertaining world’s fair opened its gates in the city of Buffalo, a port of entry to the United States in northwestern New York State. Located on grounds about a mile long and a half-mile wide, the fair occupied roughly 350 acres and its total cost came to more than $10 million. Tens of thousands thronged to see it, and 116,000 paid admission on a single day. It was called the Pan-American Exposition, and its theme was the achievements of the Western Hemisphere during the nineteenth century.

A guidebook to Buffalo and the world’s fair, written by a team that included Mark Twain, explained that in order to focus on its theme, the Exposition limited its pavilions to countries located in the Western Hemisphere or in the outlying dependencies of the United States in the Pacific: the Sandwich Islands (later known as Hawaii), Samoa, Guam, and the Philippines, taken by America from Spain in the war of 1898. Mark Twain and his fellow authors emphasized how the fair’s architecture was in keeping with the cultures of the Pacific and of the Latin south: “The buildings are low, with red-tiled roofs; are brilliant with color; are rich with ornament, with domes and towers and turrets, with balconies and loggias, and, above all, with pergolas, or arbors, covered with thickly-growing vines.”

To the public swarming through its gates, attending the Buffalo fair, with its wonderful water and electrical displays, offered an opportunity to contemplate the thrilling achievements that might be expected of the new century. For, as recently reelected President William McKinley remarked to his secretary earlier that summer, “Expositions are the timekeepers of progress.” The President had accepted an invitation to speak at the Buffalo fair on September 5, and a theme of his address was to be the new, expanded role the United States should expect to play in world affairs.

The exposition summed up and celebrated the achievements of the nineteenth century; it therefore was an appropriate venue—and 1901 the appropriate year—in which to consider the challenges of the dawning twentieth. It focused on the Western Hemisphere only years after the war of 1898 had raised the question of whether the United States should involve itself in the politics of the world outside the hemisphere. So the Pan-American Exposition was the right place and 1901 was the right time to deliver a speech of the sort that McKinley had in mind; but the President perhaps was not the very best person to deliver it. The very best would have been the newly elected Vice President and former governor of New York State, Theodore Roosevelt, the disturbing public figure most responsible for raising the issue of expanding America’s power overseas.

AS THE CENTURY TURNED, the restlessly energetic Roosevelt challenged Americans to play a major role on the world stage. His views were changeable and not always consistent, but at times he seemed to want the United States to acquire an empire and become a great power like Britain or Germany. To play that role meant risking war, but he was prepared to pay that price.

He knew that his was a minority view. Americans were both isolationist and pacifist. They were opposed to fighting wars—at any rate, against European powers. They claimed to be against imperialism. In inspiring the 1898 war against Spain, which was followed by the annexation of the Philippines, the sensationalist press mogul William Randolph Hearst and his rival Joseph Pulitzer showed that American public opinion could be turned around on these issues for a time. But not for long. The fever of imperialism had died down after the Spanish war almost as quickly as it had come.

It was, in a sense, too soon for America to choose a new role in world affairs. The country was not ready for it. Like teenagers, Americans still were too much absorbed in the question of who they were going to be to address the question of what they were going to do. The United States was fully occupied in trying to deal with its own growth, and with the qualitative as well as quantitative changes that growth was bringing with it.

In the final decades of the last century, when George Marshall (1880), Douglas MacArthur (1880), Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882), Harry S Truman (1884), Dwight D. Eisenhower (1890), and others who would lead the United States in the Second World War were born, and in the first dozen or so years of the twentieth century, when they became adults, America was in the middle of a journey. The United States was not what it had been when it began life in the eighteenth century as an independent republic: a rural, mostly agricultural society of a few million largely British-born colonists along the Atlantic seaboard. Nor was it still the pioneering, frontier society of hunters, farmers, and cattlemen toward which the Louisiana Purchase (1803) had pointed in the early nineteenth century. But it had gone only part of the way toward becoming something else.

The Civil War (1861–65) had visibly transformed the country, as had the completion of the first transcontinental railroad in 1869, opening up the West for settlement; but the movement away from the antebellum world, instead of exhausting itself in these efforts, seemed to pick up speed. Henry Adams, a chronicler of American history and also a witness to it, was inspired to believe that the wave of change was a manifestation of a universal law of acceleration: that history was speeding up.

Of course, Americans had always been on the move, multiplying their territory and population in every generation since the birth of the Republic; and as the nineteenth century moved toward, and then into, the twentieth, they went on doing so. But these movements and multiplications had become involved with other changes that were something else again, and that were altering the country’s fundamental character.

America was caught up in powerful movements that were transforming her. There was the continuing push westward, propelling Americans ever farther from their European origins. There were the industrial, technological, and urban revolutions, moving Americans ever further from their origins in less literal but more important ways, by changing the nature of their work and of where and how they lived. The landscape of the continent was undergoing metamorphosis: the frontier was closed officially in 1890, forests and wilderness were fast disappearing, industrial cities were springing up, and farmers were moving into towns and becoming factory workers.

At the turn of the century it was possible to glimpse the outlines of the urban mass industrial society that might emerge when these movements were completed; but Americans were only en route toward that kind of society, not already there. So when the twentieth century dawned, which, it was widely predicted, would become the American century, the United States was adolescent rather than adult: it was not yet fully formed. It even looked incomplete: its country roads and city thoroughfares were unpaved, and western towns like Tulsa, in the Oklahoma Territory, consisted of only one street, as though the builders had started by throwing up a saloon and a few general stores, had gone off, and would be back to work later.

The old continued to function alongside the new: a look typical of an era of transition. The country, especially in the West, was dotted with one-story frame houses, while in the cities of the new age—New York and Chicago—builders were throwing up skyscrapers. In the streets of American cities, horse-drawn carriages still plied their trade alongside trolley cars and elevated railways; and gaslights still glowed at night, on the verge of being replaced by electricity.

The making of America was still in process, as was the making of Americans. The Statue of Liberty, with its Emma Lazarus sonnet (“Give me your tired, your poor / Your huddled masses, yearning to breathe free …”), was only about fifteen years old at the turn of the century, and never had the United States provided refuge for more foreigners. In 1900 almost 40 percent of the country’s white population was born in Europe or of a European parent; and another 8 million immigrants—more than 10 percent of the population of the United States—landed on American shores in the first ten years of the twentieth century alone.

Franklin Roosevelt’s ancestors arrived in America in 1650, and were therefore among the original settlers of the country; but in terms of numbers of immigrants, the real settlement of the United States took place not in the seventeenth century but largely in Franklin Roosevelt’s own lifetime.

Unlike the original settlers, many of these more recent immigrants were not from Great Britain. English was not their native language, and to forge an American nationality from the tens of millions of Europeans who flooded into the country was a challenge that the country had not yet finished meeting.

Henry James, the master of the American novel, who returned to the United States in 1904 for the first time in more than twenty years, visited Ellis Island and watched the immigrants being processed (“marshalled, herded, divided, subdivided, sorted, sifted, searched, fumigated”). He pictured this “visible act of ingurgitation” by American society as a sort of milling machine in which Europeans were fed in at one end and would emerge, a generation later, as Americans.

Meanwhile they lived in the slums of the big cities, where swarms of them huddled for the moment in tenements whose metal fire-escape stairs, deplored by Henry James for their lack of architecture, made the streets look like a “spaciously organized cage for the nimbler class of animals in some great zoological garden.” But for them it was no cage; Europe was the cage, and they had been let out of it.

TO ACHIEVE NATIONHOOD—and the United States was moving close to that, but was not yet there—America had not only to convert the European immigrants into Americans, but also to persuade Americans that they were not, in the first instance, westerners, southerners, middle westerners, or easterners. Regionalism had nearly destroyed the United States in the nineteenth century, and had to be overcome.

The Union victory in the Civil War was only a step in the direction of bringing the country together. The revolutionary changes in American life after the Civil War were further steps in the same direction. None was of more importance than that announced in the first guidebook to the United States, published in 1893 by the German firm of Baedeker: “The United States now contain about 170,000 M. of railway, or nearly as much as all the rest of the world put together.”

This immense and pervasive network held the country in its tight embrace, binding it together. The new transportation system linked all parts of the United States, and the new communications media—the telegraph and the infant telephone—did, too. So did national publications such as McCall’s magazine, profiting from the new phenomenon of mass literacy.

Yet the differences in political life in the United States still fell largely along sectional lines, and in that sense the United States fell short of achieving nationhood; here, too, turn-of-the-century America was a country in transition. The South, the East, the Middle West (beginning at the Allegheny Mountains, and therefore including western Pennsylvania), and the lands west of the Mississippi were in some ways almost as different from one another as four countries.

The South lay in ruin from the Civil War, its agriculture in decay and its mansions crumbling into dust. Henry James, visiting in 1905, remarked on the enormity of it: “The collapse of the old order, the humiliation of defeat, the bereavement and bankruptcy involved, represented, with its obscure miseries and tragedies, the social revolution the most unrecorded and undepicted, in proportion to its magnitude, that ever was.…” Asking how, in a great and complex society, “can everything so have gone?” and “Had the only focus of life then been Slavery?” he found himself driven toward the conclusion that it had been: that the antebellum South, with the single-mindedness of the mad, had indeed bet everything on that one losing card.

Bitterly, the South at the turn of the century continued to look backward, taking ever stronger measures, legal and illegal, against its black population. In presidential elections it regularly voted for the Democrats, who normally lost. It offered no national leadership because its vision and its aspirations were irrelevant to those of the rest of the country. It had a basis for common action only with the West; both regions were rural and poor, and their white populations largely were of native Anglo-Saxon Protestant stock.

In terms of square miles, most of the United States lay west of the Mississippi River. But the West was sparsely populated, so it did not play a role proportioned to its size in electing congressmen or presidents. Besides, in 1900 Arizona, New Mexico, and Oklahoma had not yet been admitted to statehood, and accordingly sent no congressmen or senators to Washington. Then, too, the West was poor. It had its financial centers, but essentially it was peopled by ranchers, farmers, prospectors, miners, traders, and shopkeepers: borrowers, not lenders.

William Jennings Bryan, the populist, Bible-quoting orator from the prairies, brought the West and the South together in his three losing campaigns as Democratic candidate for the presidency (1896, 1900, and 1908). He appealed both to the economic interests the two regions had in common by championing small-town and farm debtors against the eastern banks, and to the social, ethnic, and religious background they shared as rural, white native Anglo-Saxon Protestants; so that he drew support, though for different reasons, at the start of his career from liberals and at the end of it, in the 1920s, from the Ku Klux Klan. Although celebrated as a public speaker, he appealed to the voters most strongly on ethnic, religious, and sectional issues that were unarticulated. Thus his advocacy of Prohibition, then one of the important issues in American politics, united rural, native-born Anglo-Saxon Protestants against such new immigrants as the wine-drinking Italian Catholics who swarmed into the slums of the big industrial cities.

While Bryan’s choice of issues was divisive, his campaigning had the unifying effect of transforming the whole country into one forum: he ushered in modern politics by going out to all parts of the United States to meet the people. His 1896 campaign was the first time that a presidential candidate had traveled extensively and orated to the crowds from trains. He traveled 18,000 miles, spoke an average of 60,000 to 100,000 words every day, and addressed more than 5 million people.

THE EAST AND THE MIDDLE WEST, the one-sixth of the country that held nearly half its population, the heartland of the Union in the Civil War and the center of American wealth, minerals, manufacturing, and finance, were linked by politics but divided by geography and economics—and also by outlook, for east of the Allegheny mountain range, Americans looked across the ocean to Europe, while Americans west of the mountains did not.

America’s largest industry, wholesale slaughtering and meat packing, was centered in the middle western metropolis of Chicago. The mineral wealth of the country and the steel and other industries upon which it was based were also to be found in the Middle West. At the turn of the century, Pennsylvania, the leading state in minerals (principally iron and coal), by itself accounted for about a third of all American minerals production; while Ohio, the original site of John D. Rockefeller’s headquarters and the center of his empire, produced about 40 percent of America’s oil.

Finance, however, was centered along the Atlantic coast, in Boston, Philadelphia, and New York City. Throughout the nineteenth century, the growth of the United States had been financed by British and continental European investors, who placed their moneys with and through the banks of the cities of the East, establishing a money power that the other sections of the country, even the wealthy Middle West, resented.

But the East and the Middle West had in common new social and political issues that growing urbanization and industrialization brought with them, and that the South, in particular, had therefore not yet encountered: such matters as the rights of labor unions, the regulation of working conditions, the prevention of industrial violence, the growth of slums, and the widening differences in wealth: on average a farm laborer in the 1900s earned $247 a year while the banker John Pierpont Morgan earned $5 million a year—and was regarded by someone really wealthy, Andrew Carnegie, as “not a rich man.”

The flood of immigrants into the industrial cities created a political challenge the South and West had not yet experienced: for example, once popular election of senators was instituted, Roosevelt’s political partner, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, a Protestant, a man of wealth, descended from Englishmen who had settled in America centuries before, had to appeal to Boston voters who were Irish, Catholic, poor, and newly arrived.

Republicans retained control of the two regions—and, except for the two Grover Cleveland victories, won every presidential election from 1860 to 1908—in an alliance that expressed itself as a balanced Middle West/East ticket. Typically the presidential nominee was from Ohio and the vice-presidential nominee was from New York. Thus, Ohio-born President Ulysses S. Grant and Vice President Schuyler Colfax (New York); President Rutherford B. Hayes (Ohio) and Vice President William A. Wheeler (New York); President James A. Garfield (Ohio) and Vice President Chester A. Arthur (New York); President Benjamin Harrison (Ohio) and Vice President Levi P. Morton (New York); and President William McKinley (Ohio) and Vice President Theodore Roosevelt (New York).

Of course, it was not an even balance: in American politics the presidency is everything, the vice presidency nothing—unless the President dies in office. Garfield’s death brought the New Yorker Arthur the presidency in 1881; and in 1900, when the Republican party gave its vice-presidential nomination to New York’s governor, Theodore Roosevelt, a personality so colorful that he was widely regarded as a lunatic, Ohio political boss Mark Hanna reputedly asked fellow Republicans: “Don’t any of you realize that there’s only one life between this madman and the White House?”

[image: ]

MCKINLEY, A MAJOR IN THE UNION ARMY, was the last Civil War veteran to serve as President. His Vice President, young Roosevelt, had taken no part in it, for he had been a mere two years old when the war between the states began; with his accession to high national office, the country moved another big step away from the Civil War and from the sectionalism that had given rise to it.

The Civil War had been about the preservation of the Union. If the United States had split into rival countries, like those of Europe, they could have been expected to behave like European states: they would have fallen, in the words of Henry Adams, a historian of the early American Republic, into the “local jealousies, wars, and corruption which had made a slaughterhouse of Europe.”

But the very purpose served by the United States was to be not like Europe. The immigration that had peopled America over the course of three centuries and that had risen to flood-tide levels by 1900 was a mass escape from Europe, while the American experiment in republican government based on a continentwide federal union was an escape from Europe’s politics. The United States was the alternative to Europe: it was in order to fulfill that role that the United States had come into being.

IN THE 1880s, when Franklin Roosevelt and Douglas MacArthur and George Marshall were born, American history was not yet widely taught to schoolchildren. American history textbooks were not to be found in most classrooms, and the few that were available were of little value. A historian of these matters tells us that the early nineteenth-century textbooks supplied little information about “government … politics, or even … the shape of the country” and that their authors, for want of information, “tended to make things up.” It was only in the 1890s, when Dwight Eisenhower and other younger members of the generation entered elementary school, that systematic American history texts came into general use in the classroom.

The United States that approached the turn of the century was a country on the edge, about to become conscious of its past only as it verged on moving away from it.
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EUROPE AND US

TO AMERICANS, wrote Henry James, “elsewhere” means Europe. In political terms, this was close to the literal truth at the time; for about a third of the human race lived in Europe and, outside the American sphere, all the rest of the earth was then dominated by Europeans. But Americans meant more than that. They meant that Europe represented what they had fled or had rebelled against. For they were starting afresh. As Henry Adams wrote, “The American stood in the world as a new order of man.”

Characteristic of Europe’s monarchical system, as seen from this side of the Atlantic, were intrigues at court, secret treaties, and the sort of balance-of-power politics that made warfare endemic. Americans condemned these characteristics, and the system that gave them rise.

Having settled a vast new continent that seemed boundless, Americans saw that opportunities were boundless—if human beings did not set up boundaries. With no internal frontiers or bars to trade, they prospered, and saw in this a lesson for the rest of the world. They argued that they themselves should be free to trade without hindrance anywhere in the world.

Contrasting the accumulation of wealth arising from their productivity with the wastefulness caused by Europe’s wars and politics, Americans pictured economic activity as the alternative—the winning alternative—to war and politics; from which they later concluded that economic sanctions alone could bring an enemy to its knees.

As Henry Adams wrote of his countrymen, “Believing that in the long run interest, not violence, would rule the world … they were tempted to look upon war and preparations for war as the worst of blunders; for they were sure that every dollar capitalized in industry was a means of overthrowing their enemies more effective than a thousand dollars spent on frigates and standing armies. The success of the American system was, from this point of view, a matter of economy. If they could relieve themselves from debts, taxes, armies, and government interference with industry, they must succeed in outstripping Europe.…”

Americans did not recognize how British they were. They were like children who think themselves completely unlike their parents, though any outsider can see the family resemblance at a glance. There was, in the American view, an ocean of difference between the former colonies and their mother country; but to continental Europeans, what was striking was that Americans and Britons, in many senses, spoke the same language.

It is true that the colonies of the New World rebelled against England and fought for and won the right to go their own way. But even in revolting against British rule, American leaders were inspired by political principles and theories embodied in a British literature that stretched from the Magna Carta to the writings of John Locke; and having achieved their independence, they wrote a constitution for themselves heavily influenced by Montesquieu’s theory of how Britain was governed. And they chose to continue being governed by British common law.

In seeking independence, their only enemy had been Great Britain. Thereafter, all they sought was freedom to trade around the globe; and wherever they found themselves shut out, it seemed to be the British who closed the door. They were so much alike that they always competed. Americans almost invariably discovered that their rival in manufacturing, in shipping, and in trading was Britain.

Yet it was the British upon whom Americans, especially New Englanders such as the Adams set, modeled themselves. Adams’s pupil Henry Cabot Lodge went further: he admired England so much that he envied her and wished to take her place in the world. He believed British “stock” to be the world’s superior race, but the American branch of it to be superior to the native variety. He was the same coin of which Anglophile and Anglophobe were the two sides.

So America continued to define herself in world affairs in terms of her political birth: her Declaration of Independence in 1776. More than a century later her foreign policy still was that of the Fourth of July. She had one basic political principle: that governments in Europe should not rule territories across the water. She had one basic economic principle: that all waters and lands around the globe should be open to her merchants. And in both her political and economic principles, she was brought back to having as her prime enemy Great Britain.

In the days when Henry Adams’s grandfather John Quincy Adams had been secretary of state, the most astute American leaders saw that, nonetheless, Britain actually protected the United States. Her navies, which controlled the Atlantic and the Pacific, kept the other European powers, who were England’s rivals, away from the shores of the Americas. John Quincy Adams, observing that it was not from love of the United States, but because her own interests required her to protect the Americas, that Britain performed this service, decided that America owed her nothing in return—not even an alliance to help England carry her policy into effect. This nineteenth-century New England policy of pursuing a rivalry with England while consciously relying on her protection was an intellectual inheritance, handed down to Henry Adams, Adams’s pupil Cabot Lodge, and Lodge’s young colleague Theodore Roosevelt. Most other Americans gave no thought to the question of how it happened that the United States was so secure against attack; those who did put it down to their country’s moral superiority.

Should America venture forth to fight for democracy abroad? or for other colonies seeking to throw off the yoke of their mother countries? Despite the generous inclinations of some in the Revolutionary generation, the answer of many in their time and thereafter was negative. In the words of John Quincy Adams, America “is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is the champion and vindicator only of her own.”

Americans could show themselves to be “true friends of mankind,” advised President Washington, not by taking part in world politics but “by making their country not only the asylum for the oppressed of every nation, but a desirable residence for the virtuous and industrious of every country.” The United States, in other words, should not participate in European politics, should not try to challenge or change Europe, but should instead provide an alternative to Europe.

So well did the United States succeed that by the 1880s and 1890s and 1900s, millions and millions more Europeans were streaming across the Atlantic each year to become Americans. But as the United States increased in size, population, and wealth at the turn of the century, Americans like young Theodore Roosevelt and his friends longed to have their country play a great role in world affairs. They questioned the deeply held feeling in America, especially west of the Alleghenies, that becoming entangled in Europe’s politics, or the world politics that Europe controlled, was dangerous.

THE AMERICAN FEAR of being corrupted by involvement in Europe’s affairs was most memorably expressed not in a speech or in a state paper, but in a novelette; and though it came from the pen of Henry James, the master of the American novel, it was a slight work, by no means one of his substantial creations.

Daisy Miller was inspired by a story James had heard of a young American girl traveling in Italy with her mother in the winter of 1876–77, who in all innocence had picked up acquaintance with a good-looking young Italian man without understanding either the need for a proper introduction or the rules that required her to associate only with persons of suitable background. The point of the anecdote was its ending: when the girl later was introduced into Roman society, she was, predictably, snubbed—and was surprised.

In James’s telling, of course, the tale took on new dimensions. The Daisy Miller he created was intended to typify Americans in virtues as well as faults. Superficial, uninformed, and always on the move, Daisy was oblivious of the impression she created on the Europeans she met in her travels. In turn the Europeans, to whom her naturalness and openness were incomprehensible, misinterpreted her character and actions. In Rome, not realizing how such behavior would be viewed by Italian society, she visited the Colosseum after dark, unchaperoned and alone with a male companion. She contracted a fever in the night air—a malaria from off the marshes—and died of it.

That it was unhealthy for Americans to breathe the corrupt air of Europe was at least one reading of the story; and perhaps the oddest thing about it was that it was written by Henry James, whose subtle tales of the mutual misunderstandings of Americans and Europeans were informed by a sense that these misunderstandings were within the family. The peer of Flaubert and Turgenev, James, who lived in England and was at home in France and Italy, symbolized an essential unity of European and American culture of which turn-of-the-century America was becoming ever more aware.

James, the great American author, resided in the English countryside. In 1907 his friend Edith Wharton, the novelist of old New York, established herself and her salon in Paris in the aristocratic Faubourg Saint-Germain. Boston-bred Bernard Berenson, the art critic, lived in the hills above Florence. Henry Adams spent months of each year traveling in Europe.

In the steamship era travel had become easy; and eastern America was being drawn into ever closer intimacy with western Europe. Even in other parts of the United States, feelings about Europe were starting to turn around—a movement more easily discerned in retrospect than at the time. About Great Britain in particular, a turnabout in sentiment was under way. There was relief in both countries when they did not go to war against one another in the Venezuela crisis of 1895, and with the relief came a consciousness—at least on the part of some—of the madness it would have been for kindred peoples to fight. Americans were put in an especially good mood by Britain’s decision to make the principal concession: she bowed to the American demand that the whole of the Venezuela matter be submitted to arbitration.

Britain’s willingness to give in to American demands was due in part to her recognition that, challenged by the rising power of the newly united German empire, she might one day want or need the support of the United States. Though Washington in the nineties was still a sleepy, provincial town not much larger than Lima or Bogotá, the United States was becoming a power, and was being recognized as such: in 1892 the major European countries raised their legations in Washington to the status of embassies.

When America went to war against Spain in 1898, Great Britain gave further proofs of friendship by holding the line for the United States in Europe, restraining great power adversaries of the Americans from throwing their weight on the Spanish side. Without explicitly asking for anything in return, Great Britain acted the part of an ally.

On a personal level, as the growing number of society marriages between Britons and Americans attested, relations between the two countries were becoming closer. Transatlantic romance was in the air, as was transatlantic friendship. Cecil Spring-Rice, the British diplomat who became his country’s ambassador to the United States, was best man at Theodore Roosevelt’s wedding in London; and while the political importance of personal relationships can be overstated (Henry Cabot Lodge, Roosevelt’s political ally, though immensely fond of Spring-Rice, “hated his country”), it seems not unlikely that “Springy’s” informed and lucid analyses of European politics may have exerted some influence on the thinking of his American friends. In Washington, Spring-Rice occupied a privileged position unique for a foreigner, as one of the happy few admitted to the circle of Henry Adams (there were only six for breakfast and four for dinner at 1603 H Street, the Adams residence): a circle that seemed to be central to American policy making at the beginning of the twentieth century, for it included the majority party’s foreign policy theorist in the Senate, the secretary of state, and Theodore Roosevelt.

ON SEPTEMBER 5, 1901, President McKinley, in his scheduled speech touching on America’s new role in the world, told an audience of perhaps 50,000 at the Buffalo fair that the days of isolationism were over. America’s wealth, he said, so great as to be “almost appalling,” should inspire the country to bring wealth to countries less fortunate. New communications and transportation technologies had made the world one: “The same important news is read, though in different languages, in all Christendom”; and the speed of modern ocean liners was so great that distance had been abolished. The Atlantic no longer separated North America from Europe. “God and man have linked the nations together,” he said, and “No nation can longer be indifferent to any other.” The conclusion, according to the President, was inescapable: “Isolation is no longer possible or desirable.”

ON FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 6, the day after delivering his address, the President returned to the Exposition to enjoy himself. At four o’clock that afternoon, in the Temple of Music, he attended a scheduled reception: he shook hands with the crowds of visitors as they filed in to meet him, a chore to some politicians but not to McKinley, who took pleasure in it.

A little before 4:10, a man approached the President and shot him twice with a pistol. The man held no grudge against McKinley, but was an anarchist who believed all government to be wrong. He stood where he was, making no move to escape. McKinley said: “Don’t let them hurt him.”

After a week in which hopes rose and fell, McKinley died in the early hours of Saturday, September 14.

Unpredictable Theodore Roosevelt, at forty-two the youngest chief executive in the nation’s history, became the twenty-sixth President of the United States.
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THE ENERGIES OF TR

THEODORE ROOSEVELT, a restless bundle of energy, came to power at the start of a new century that was expected to be an electric age. Typically, the handbook to the Buffalo exposition proclaimed that “the electrical features are said to exceed in variety, in novelty, and in quantity, those of all other expositions.” One of the best-remembered theories of Henry Adams, fascinated by the dynamos he inspected at the Chicago and Paris world fairs, was that the dynamo was making history obsolete: that experience gained when humans had only the strength of animals, winds, and waves to augment their own had become largely irrelevant. The rising availability of mechanical power was the new thing: in 1898 the world generated 10,000 times more of it than in 1820, and more was being generated all the time. The genies were out of the bottle, and with their help all was possible: humans could descend to the floors of the oceans, explore the far side of the moon, fly among the stars. In intuiting that the twentieth century would be an era of energy, Henry Adams saw truly. Young people who visited the Buffalo exposition one day would read in their newspapers that Americans, by releasing atomic energy, had brought down fire from the sun.

The relative invention rate had reached the highest point in history by the turn of the century; Thomas Edison had invented professional inventing; and nowhere did inventions—the elevator, the bicycle, the typewriter, the camera, the auto—enter into everyday use more rapidly than in the United States. It seemed right that kinetic Theodore Roosevelt, who was always in motion, should become President in an era of change in which, for the first time, humans could travel speedily.

To countrymen and foreigners alike, Theodore Roosevelt—TR, as he came to be called—was characteristically American to the point of caricature. The improbable stories of his life were as well known as the tales they most resembled: the boys’ adventure stories that were so popular in that bygone era of dime novels. The weakling who turned the tables on his tormentors by learning to box. The sickly lad who went west and became a man among men. The eastern dude with the Harvard drawl who learned to be a cow-puncher in the Badlands of the Dakota Territory, lived clean, did not swear or drink or smoke, but won the admiration of even the toughest gunslingers. The deputy sheriff who tracked down horse thieves with a Winchester rifle in his arms and a copy of Anna Karenina in his saddlebags. The weak-eyed historian who, in the field, transformed himself into the mighty hunter of birds and beasts. The aristocratic New York City police commissioner, attired in silk cummerbund, who smashed crime and corruption with a gloved but iron fist, and who, while others slept, roamed the streets by night to see that the laws were enforced. The young civil commissioner who, in the words of the then President of the United States, Benjamin Harrison, “wanted to put an end to all the evil in the world between sunrise and sunset.” Having urged the United States into the 1898 war against Spain and sent the American fleet to take the Philippines, TR resigned his desk job as assistant secretary of the navy to fight in the field, emerging as the hero of the war by leading his Rough Riders in the charge up San Juan Hill.

TR had two marriages and six children, spoke or read seven foreign languages, and wrote fourteen books in his spare time. As President, he was the first American to win the Nobel Peace Prize; he made Panama a country; and he left his mark on the face of the planet by building the Panama Canal. TR’s energies have astounded posterity almost as much as they dazzled his contemporaries; and it is not surprising that, to many in the generation of his young kinsman Franklin D. Roosevelt, TR seemed to be the greatest man in the world.

THE UNITED STATES, which had plunged into financial disaster in the early 1890s, was beginning a prolonged upswing in the McKinley/TR administrations. In 1900 the country produced a third of the world’s steel, pig iron, silver, gold, and coal, and more than half the world’s cotton, corn, copper, and oil. From then to 1910 the gross national product (GNP) grew 50 percent, the manufacturing component of GNP 100 percent, and steel production nearly 200 percent. Telephones rose 600 percent; the number of motor vehicles registered jumped from 8,000 to 458,000—and to 8 million a decade later.

But in this explosion of production and distribution, forces had been let loose with which TR felt obliged to do battle. The enormous new wealth was concentrating power on a scale hitherto unimaginable, and concentrating it in the hands of private interests that dwarfed the government. Between 1897 and 1903, some 40 percent of the country’s industrial output was merged into giant corporate trusts. The banker J. P. Morgan exercised control over so many companies that Morgan-reorganized railroad corporations alone had half as much annual revenue as the government of the United States did. In the panics of 1893 and 1907, Morgan was able to save the country from financial collapse.

What shocked some was that private interests were so powerful. What shocked TR was that the government, which alone represents the public interest, was so weak. Where others wanted to break up, and therefore weaken, private concentrations of wealth through antitrust laws, TR was more inclined to push for a bigger government that would regulate, not destroy, industrial combines, and that would be strong enough on the positive side to achieve national goals and pursue national greatness.

He told Congress that his program was “the enlargement of the scope of the functions of the National Government required by our development as a nation.” It was a call for a break with the country’s small-government past, and as such it was of a piece with the un-American program that the supposedly most typical of Americans urged upon the United States in foreign affairs.

TO BEGIN WITH the most heretical of his views, TR, unlike his countrymen, and even more unlike his countrywomen, was in favor of warfare: he thought it health-giving. He despised the peace-lovingness of the moneyed classes of his day, and feared that Americans might grow soft with easy living. He believed in the survival of the fittest, considered the manliest to be the fittest, and felt that manliness, which was the result of a strenuous life, was best earned and proved on the field of battle.

This ran so contrary to the sentiment as well as the traditions of the country that TR was obliged to emphasize that the military and especially naval preparedness programs he advocated would, by deterring potential enemies, help to keep the peace. But it was not easy to convince Americans of this, for they were inclined to believe just the reverse. They had always thought that large standing armies were the creatures of monarchical Europe, that they are ruinous to a civil society, and that arms races bring war while disarmament brings peace.

Of course, these traditional American opinions were not entirely consistent with American actions. Territorial expansion often had involved the United States in fighting, whether against Indians or others, and Americans had always aimed at expansion—within the Western Hemisphere. To that extent TR’s countrymen, though they did not recognize it, were as bellicose as he was. TR was in the mainstream American
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