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			Preface

			January 20, 1961

			It was a cold, blustery day in Washington, DC, as John F. Kennedy, a two-term Democratic senator from Massachusetts, prepared to take the oath of office to become the thirty-fifth president of the United States. JFK sat in the second of four leather chairs arranged in a semicircle around the inaugural platform on the freshly painted East Portico of the White House. To his right sat outgoing president Dwight Eisenhower; on his left were vice president–elect Lyndon Johnson and then the outgoing vice president—and JFK’s vanquished 1960 opponent—Richard Nixon.

			There was a clear changing of the guard taking place. At forty-three, the tanned and youthful JFK was the youngest man ever elected to the presidency; he was replacing Eisenhower who, at seventy, was the oldest up to that time. The last president born in the nineteenth century was passing on the reins to the first born in the twentieth.

			Despite the festive mood and the happy faces, deep resentments burned just beneath the surface. Kennedy respected Eisenhower as a general but not as a person. He often dismissed him as “that old asshole.” Throughout the campaign, JFK attacked Eisenhower’s policies and the man himself, creating a portrait of a befuddled president who was over his head in the White House, incapable of leading the nation in a dangerous world. But Ike was immensely popular, and Kennedy needed his support, especially on foreign policy issues. For his part, Ike found JFK inexperienced and arrogant, dismissing him as “that young whippersnapper” or “Little Boy Blue.”

			Although Nixon had faithfully served Eisenhower for eight years as his vice president, Ike never forgave him for refusing to withdraw from the ticket after a campaign funding scandal rocked Ike’s 1952 presidential campaign. For his part, Nixon resented how Ike let him twist in the wind. If that were not enough, in 1956 Ike tried to persuade Nixon to step down as vice president and instead serve in his Cabinet. Their relationship turned downright cold during the 1960 campaign when, at a press conference, Ike claimed that he could not recall anything substantive that Nixon had contributed to his administration. Nixon reflected later that “there was little personal feeling between us. I gathered that I was considered a trusted lieutenant to the commander, but with the differences in our age and temperament, I was not a personal friend.”

			Kennedy and Johnson’s relationship was a marriage of convenience. The Kennedy camp was still seething over LBJ’s last-minute maneuvers to steal the nomination at the Democratic convention in Los Angeles. “I can’t stand to be pushed around by that forty-two-year-old kid,” LBJ complained. Unable to add to his delegate count, LBJ tried to force defections from Kennedy by spreading rumors about JFK’s health, claiming that he was unfit and unprepared to be president. He told a reporter that Kennedy was a “little scrawny fellow with rickets.” Johnson surrogates declared that Kennedy was suffering from Addison’s disease, a potentially fatal disorder of the adrenal glands. Although true, Kennedy denied the charge vehemently and went on to win the nomination on the first ballot.

			Despite Johnson’s clumsy effort to block his nomination, the pragmatic Kennedy shocked the convention when he turned around and asked LBJ to join the ticket. But logically, it made sense. Johnson was one of the party’s most prominent and skilled legislative leaders. The Massachusetts Catholic realized he needed a southern Protestant on the ticket. Johnson could help in several of the southern states, especially vote-rich Texas. Kennedy also worried about leaving a disgruntled and temperamental Johnson in the Senate, where he would have the power to block much of his agenda.

			Ironically, the two opponents in the 1960 presidential contest probably had the closest relationship. Kennedy and Nixon were each elected to Congress in 1946 and served together on the same Education and Labor Committee. In 1952, when Nixon was selected as Eisenhower’s running mate, Kennedy, who had also won a Senate seat, wrote him a two-page handwritten letter, calling him “an ideal selection” that would “bring to the ticket a great deal of strength.” At the time, the vice president maintained an office in the Senate, and the two men were directly across the hall from each other. Nixon was always invited to Kennedy’s office birthday parties. Just as Kennedy supported him in 1952, Nixon promised Kennedy that he would not campaign against the Massachusetts senator when he ran for reelection in 1958. The election had chilled their friendship, but they shared a begrudging mutual respect.

			Despite their personal rivalries and differences in style and politics, the four presidents on the inaugural platform that day, along with the three who followed—Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, and George H. W. Bush—were bound not just by the presidential office but also by their experiences in World War II. It would be the defining event of their lives. The war would shape their personalities and help mold their characters more than any other event in their lives. Kennedy spoke for his generation when he said, “The war made us. It was and is our single greatest moment. The memory of the war is a key to our characters. It serves as a break wall between the indolence of our youths and the earnestness of our manhoods. No school or parent could have shaped us the way that fight shaped us. No other experience could have brought forth in us the same fortitude and resilience. We were much shrewder and sadder when that long battle finally finished. The war made us get serious for the first time in our lives. We’ve been serious ever since, and we show no signs of stopping.”

			JFK had both an abstract and personal connection with the war. Kennedy was a “rising” senior at Harvard University when he traveled extensively through Europe in 1938, getting a firsthand look at the brutality of Adolf Hitler’s army and the futility of the British effort to appease his ambitions. In August 1939, at the end of a seven-month journey through Europe and the Middle East, the twenty-two-year-old Kennedy looked out his hotel window in Berlin and watched as Nazi storm troopers marched past.

			His experience allowed him to frame the question that he would grapple with for the rest of his life and that would shape his response to a number of crises during his presidency: How do democracies, with their need to respond to public opinion and a web of competing interests, mobilize to confront totalitarian regimes that can marshal the full power of the state for a cause? JFK’s reference point was British prime minister Neville Chamberlain’s 1938 trip to Munich to negotiate with Hitler, who was demanding to annex parts of neighboring Czechoslovakia. After he returned to London, Chamberlain had told cheering crowds that he had secured “peace for our time.” Instead, Hitler’s armies seized the remainder of Czechoslovakia in 1939 and invaded Poland as well later that year. A generation of Western leaders would learn the “lessons of Munich”: that aggression needed to be met with force, and compromise with the enemy was futile.

			On September 3, 1939, two days after Hitler invaded Poland, Kennedy sat in the visitors’ gallery of Britain’s House of Commons along with his mother, brother Joe, and sister Kathleen. Kennedy listened as a mournful Chamberlain announced that his policy of appeasement had failed. The speaker who made the biggest impression on Kennedy that day, however, was the incoming prime minister, Winston Churchill. Kennedy sat transfixed as Churchill inspired the nation with a call to arms. “Outside, the storms of war may blow and the lands may be lashed with the fury of its gales, but in our own hearts this Sunday morning there is peace.” Kennedy was witness to the beginning of World War II, an event that would transform him and the nation.

			

			

			With the exception of Ronald Reagan, who spent the war at home in California, each of the future presidents demonstrated enormous courage, volunteering for duty and insisting on being sent directly to the front lines. They were legitimate members of the celebrated “Greatest Generation” that defended freedom and democracy from the unprecedented threat posed by Nazi aggression in Europe and Japanese imperialism in the Pacific.

			The future presidents learned lessons from the war and then tried to implement them when they occupied the Oval Office. Lyndon Johnson could have been speaking for all the future presidents who fought in the war when he said, “From the experience of World War II, I learned that war comes about by two things—by a lust for power on the part of a few evil leaders and by a weakness on the part of the people whose love for peace too often displays a lack of courage that serves as an open invitation to all the aggressors of the world.”

			For this generation, the Munich analogy served as a conceptual prison that left them blind to the forces of nationalism sweeping through Asia and Latin America, and supremely confident in America’s mission to transform the world in its own image. The Munich analogy shaped both how presidents viewed international crises and the way they justified their actions to the public. There was no better example of this blindness than Vietnam, where more than fifty-eight thousand Americans lost their lives in an unnecessary war. The problem is that analogies allow presidents to ignore complicated circumstances and impose a cookie-cutter approach to different parts of the world. It also stymied debate by confusing diplomacy with appeasement. Because Hitler was the one figure that an entire generation associated with evil, presidents have been quick to draw parallels between the Nazi dictator and a host of postwar enemies. In nearly every case, however, the comparison was false. Fortunately, Hitler was a singularly evil leader. “Invocations of the Munich analogy to justify the use of force,” observed historian Jeffrey Record, “are almost invariably misleading because security threats to the United States genuinely Hitlerian in scope have not been replicated since 1945.”

			The same arrogance that shaped the presidents’ views of America’s role in the world infected their perceptions of American society. The battle against Fascism during the 1930s and Communism after the war convinced them of the superiority of American values and the fundamental soundness of American institutions. They eschewed ideology, refusing to consider there were problems that might require rethinking basic assumptions or questioning established institutions. “Today,” JFK declared in a 1962 commencement address at Yale University, “the central domestic problems of our time are more subtle and less simple. They do not relate to basic clashes of philosophy and ideology, but to ways and means of recasting common goals—to research for sophisticated solutions to complex and obstinate issues.”

			Many members of this generation of leaders believed that prosperity made ideology moot; that economic growth served as a panacea that would solve all social problems. Each of the future presidents witnessed how wartime spending had lifted the nation from the depths of the Great Depression and set the stage for the prosperity that followed. Even liberals, who before the war experimented with various philosophies of redistributing wealth, now embraced the gospel of economic growth, convinced that all groups in society would benefit from a constantly growing economic pie. For inspiration they turned to John Maynard Keynes, the British economist whose 1936 book The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money challenged the conventional economic wisdom that fluctuations in supply created downturns in the business cycle and instead proposed that a lack of demand produced the Great Depression. With minor tinkering of fiscal and monetary policies governments could, he argued, end the boom-and-bust cycles that had plagued nations in the past. If demand was low, the government should stimulate growth by running deficits, either by increasing spending, cutting taxes, or both.

			This was the message that many liberals wanted to hear: A proactive federal government could practically guarantee a continuing stream of economic growth that would benefit all Americans. There was no need for major change, liberals now believed; American institutions were fundamentally sound, in need of only minor tinkering. “Keynes, not Marx, is the prophet of the new radicalism,” gloated the historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. in his influential 1949 book The Vital Center: The Politics of Freedom. JFK summed up this thinking when he declared, “A rising tide lifts all boats.”

			Not all the future presidents, however, shared the supreme confidence that the nation had the tools to guarantee a constantly expanding economic pie. Those men who entered the war as fiscal conservatives—Eisenhower, Nixon, Ford, and George H. W. Bush—continued after the war to worry that excessive government spending, whether on domestic programs or defense, could potentially cripple the economy. Never embracing the liberal faith in Keynesian economics, they viewed the economy as fragile and prosperity as tenuous. (In 1971 Nixon professed his fidelity to Keynesianism, but his conversion was the result of political desperation, not economic conviction.) Nixon and Ford, struggling to adapt to the enormous changes taking place in the international economy, and the nagging problem of stagflation, broke with the Kennedy and Johnson administrations by stressing the limits of American economic power. Ronald Reagan was an outlier. Like Kennedy and Johnson, he believed in the unlimited potential of the American economy, but his embrace of supply-side economics abandoned traditional Republican faith in fiscal responsibility and turned Keynes on his head by rewarding the producers of wealth instead of the consumers.

			The great irony of World War II is that it produced a generation of presidents who believed in slow, incremental change, while it aroused the expectations of a generation of reformers—women, workers, and especially African Americans—who demanded significant structural changes to address their grievances. “The war changed our whole idea of how we wanted to live when we came back,” explained a veteran. Americans who fought in the war felt they deserved “a good job, a respectable life.” African Americans, who looked for continued improvement in their economic conditions and opportunities once the war ended, forced every president to confront the gap between American ideals and social realities.

			

			

			The oath of office was scheduled to be delivered at noon, but the proceedings ran late because Senate pages needed to fetch additional chairs for VIPs who’d crashed the event without tickets. Kennedy tried to break the awkward silence by asking Ike about something they shared: service during World War II. The conversation had started during the ride to the Capitol in the bubbletop limousine that morning when the young navy lieutenant asked the supreme commander of Allied forces in Europe if he had read a new best-selling book about D-Day, The Longest Day, written by Cornelius Ryan. Eisenhower said he had heard about the book but had not read it, but Kennedy picked up the topic on the inaugural stand. According to Robert Kennedy, his brother “was fascinated that Eisenhower had never read the book.”

			Cardinal Richard Cushing, the archbishop of Boston and a Kennedy friend, was supposed to deliver a brief invocation but instead droned on for an excruciating eight minutes. As the cardinal approached the podium, he saw smoke coming from the floor of the lectern. Fearing that it might be a bomb timed to detonate while Kennedy was speaking, the cardinal offered up his body in sacrifice until an electrician identified that crossed wires were the source of the smoke. Only then did he stop speaking. Watching the scene in front of him, Eisenhower leaned over and whispered to JFK, “You must have a hot speech.”

			Kennedy was visibly annoyed. Flipping through the pages of his bound speech, he asked, “Is everything set?”

			It was—finally, the event was back on track. Opera star Marian Anderson sang “The Star-Spangled Banner,” a Greek Orthodox archbishop read a short speech, and LBJ took the oath of office. After the eighty-six-year-old Robert Frost struggled through a reading of his poem “The Gift Outright,” it was JFK’s turn. He stood, removed his overcoat, set down his silk hat, and proceeded to take the oath from Chief Justice Earl Warren. Deeply tanned, youthful, and energetic, he stood out against the backdrop of white-haired politicians. He raised his left hand and placed the right on the Bible and took the oath of office.

			“We observe today not a victory of party but a celebration of freedom,” he declared, his crisp Boston accent cutting through the frigid air.

			The shadow of Munich hung over Kennedy’s inaugural address. Unlike leaders in the 1930s, he argued that his generation welcomed the challenges that lay ahead. “Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans,” he thundered. “In the long history of the world, only a few generations have been granted the role of defending freedom in its hour of maximum danger. I do not shrink from this responsibility—I welcome it.” Negotiation was necessary, he told those bundled before him and the sixty million Americans watching on television, but unlike Chamberlain, he stressed that it must be from a position of strength. “Let us never negotiate out of fear,” he declared. “But let us never fear to negotiate.” The message was clear: In contrast to leaders in the 1930s, his generation was up to the task of defending freedom. “Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to ensure the survival and success of liberty.”

			The speech represented a generational call to arms, modeled after Winston Churchill’s efforts to inspire the British to confront the evil of their time. The most memorable sentence in the speech represented JFK’s answer to how democracies can compete with totalitarian states, whether they be Germany or the Soviet Union: “Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.” A president could not use state power to compel sacrifice, but he could use the power of persuasion to forge a hyper-nationalism that could unite the nation behind a common cause.

			Wanting to tap into the widely shared lessons learned during World War II, which had ended only sixteen years earlier, Kennedy focused almost exclusively on foreign policy in his inaugural speech. As he spoke, African Americans in the South were being denied basic political and civil rights, and the national poverty rate hovered around 20 percent, but the new president mustered only a brief mention of domestic issues: “If a free society cannot help the many who are poor, it cannot save the few who are rich.” Convinced that economic growth would eventually mute class divisions and provide African Americans with the economic power to challenge the status quo, Kennedy removed most references to domestic challenges from speechwriter Ted Sorensen’s earlier drafts of the speech.

			Commentators universally praised the speech. The New York Times called the inaugural “eloquent, superb,” while columnist James Reston declared it “a revolutionary document.” JFK’s speech gave powerful and eloquent expression to the “Munich trap” that would confound all the World War II veterans who occupied the White House. Like JFK, they depicted the world divided between the free and the unfree; a zero-sum game where any gain for the Soviets represented a blow to America’s national interest. However, the Munich trap led successive American presidents to commit men and resources to prop up a corrupt government in South Vietnam even as they privately acknowledged that the United States could not win a war in the jungles of Southeast Asia. Each of the presidents who expanded America’s involvement in the war—Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson—and those who refused to end it—Nixon and Ford—understood the limits of the Munich analogy. But still they expanded America’s commitment, not because they believed the US could win but because they feared having to explain to the American public why it lost.

			

			

			For these men, and millions of others, service in the armed forces constituted a common rite of passage. People who had lived all their lives in small, provincial communities suddenly found themselves in new and unfamiliar places, meeting new and unfamiliar people. The war exposed those like Nixon—who grew up in rural Whittier, California—to people of different backgrounds; for those who were born into wealth and privilege, as were Kennedy and Bush, it became the great equalizer, where their social status, family names, and vast wealth did not matter.

			Despite differences in temperament and background, their service in the war forged a common bond. Not only did their time in the White House provide them with unique perspectives, but also they shared the common experience of wartime service. Not surprisingly, they often overlooked partisan differences and personal animosity to rely on one another for advice and encouragement. Both JFK and Johnson sought Eisenhower’s advice on foreign policy issues. And the opposite could happen as well: Richard Nixon, who lived long enough to see two Republicans elected to the office he once held, ended up turning against both Reagan and Bush because he believed they were too soft on the Soviets.

			For all these men, the crucible of world war solidified their ties to the nation they would someday lead. Now, as the generation that fought in World War II dwindles, it is worthwhile to reflect on this thorny relationship between combat, leadership, and national identity. The war’s legacy, and the lessons these seven presidents learned (or perhaps forgot), continue to shape the landscape upon which future presidents stand.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			The War

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			

			“Day of Infamy”

			December 8, 1941

			Washington, DC

			Lyndon Baines Johnson, a thirty-three-year-old congressman from the Hill Country around Austin, Texas, sat in the House chamber on December 8, 1941, waiting for President Franklin D. Roosevelt to deliver one of the most important speeches of his life. The day before, Japanese planes had attacked the American naval base in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. When the attack ended, 2,400 Americans lay dead. More than 900 were entombed in the USS Arizona when it exploded and sank. Japanese pilots disabled or sank eighteen ships—all eight battleships, three light cruisers, three destroyers, four auxiliary craft—and 188 aircraft. The Japanese lost 29 planes and 96 men.

			This was not the way Roosevelt had wanted America to enter the war. Since April 1940, Hitler’s army had overrun Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, and Belgium. In response, FDR started preparing the nation to aid the Allies even as he promised to keep the nation out of the war. Following the fall of France in June 1940, Roosevelt abandoned any pretense of neutrality by committing the United States to a policy of “all aid to the Allies short of war.” When Britain lost eleven destroyers in less than two weeks, Churchill asked Roosevelt for help. The president came up with a clever way around the neutrality laws passed in the 1930s that prevented him from directly selling arms to Britain. He responded with a destroyers-for-bases deal, offering the British fifty World War I destroyers in exchange for ninety-nine-year leases on bases in the Caribbean and Newfoundland. Congress also approved Roosevelt’s request for additional funds to rearm the nation, and it authorized the first peacetime conscription in American history. In January 1941 FDR proposed a lend-lease program, which allowed the United States to provide Britain with valuable war materiel.

			While most Americans focused on the deteriorating situation in Europe, Japan was fulfilling its territorial ambitions in Asia. Since the 1890s, Japanese leaders had coveted the Manchurian region in northern China, which contained abundant natural resources that the import-dependent Japanese needed desperately. In 1931 Japan seized Manchuria, established a puppet government, and confiscated the land. Six years later, the Japanese army murdered hundreds of thousands of people in the Chinese capital of Nanjing, leaving the city in ruins in what has been called the Nanjing Massacre.

			The United States criticized Japanese aggression in East Asia but lacked the power to challenge Japan’s predominance in the region. Throughout the decade, Roosevelt engaged in a delicate balancing act: He tried to use economic leverage, especially Japan’s dependence on foreign oil, to tame Japanese aggression, while avoiding an open conflict that would distract resources from the European theater. “I simply have not got enough navy to go around—and every little episode in the Pacific means fewer ships in the Atlantic,” Roosevelt complained.

			Despite his worry, the interventionist logic of American policy moved the United States and Japan closer to confrontation. In July 1939 Roosevelt terminated the 1911 Treaty of Commerce and Navigation with Japan. This move effectively threatened the Japanese with an economic embargo, in hopes that they would be shocked into tempering their aggression in the region. However, intimidation did not deter Japan. In September 1940, Japanese forces secured bases in French Indochina, which included Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. America immediately imposed a partial embargo on high-quality scrap iron and steel. Japan responded three days later by announcing the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy, which pledged its signatories to come to one another’s aid in the event of an attack “by a power not already engaged in war.”

			Then, when Japanese forces overran the rest of Indochina in July 1941, the administration reacted by freezing Japanese assets in the United States and by ending all shipments of oil. Japan now faced a difficult choice: Either it could submit to American demands or conquer new territory to secure oil for its war machine. But since peace with the United States now seemed impossible, Japan prepared for war.

			The attack on Pearl Harbor was only the beginning of a plan to cripple the United States fleet so that Japan could dominate the Pacific region. Three hours later, Japan launched attacks against US naval bases in the Gulf of Davao in the Philippines and the island of Guam. They followed on December 8 with still more attacks on Thailand, which surrendered within just five hours. At three o’clock the same day, Japan assaulted Singapore before sending planes to bomb Khota Bharu in British Malaya. Coming one after another, these coordinated strikes left the United States scrambling to decide on the best course of action.

			

			

			The lanky, six-foot-four-inch Johnson jumped to his feet as the polio-stricken FDR struggled down the center aisle of the ornate House chamber, clinging to the arm of his son James. He sat down once House Speaker Sam Rayburn, a fellow Texan, introduced the president.

			Roosevelt scanned the hall before flipping open a black leather notebook containing his speech. “Yesterday,” he said in a strong, resonant voice, “December 7th, 1941—a date which will live in infamy—the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.” He accused the Japanese government of dishonesty for launching attacks even as it pretended to negotiate for peace, before reaching a dramatic conclusion: “I ask that the Congress declare that since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December 7, a state of war has existed between the United States and the Japanese Empire.” With that, LBJ rose once again and gave Roosevelt a standing ovation, along with all but one of the other assembled members. Only Republican congresswoman Jeannette Rankin of Montana, a pacifist, remained seated.

			If Japan’s goal was to cripple the United States, the attack actually had the opposite effect, stirring a patriotic fervor and calls for revenge. Across the nation, young men flooded into recruiting stations.

			Among those rushing to defend the nation were the very men who would later assume the presidency. Some—like Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, and Reagan—were already in uniform. The attack on Pearl Harbor pushed others—Nixon, Ford, and Bush—to join the military. JFK, Nixon, Ford, and Bush all lobbied to get to the front lines. Each could have stayed behind, either in civilian life or with a cushy desk job in the States. Instead, they were part of a generation that used their power and connections to get closer to the battle, not run away from it. Politics also played a role. A few, especially Nixon and Ford, were already thinking of running for elective office and were aware that the road to political power ran through the battlefields of World War II. But the main motivation was simple: patriotism. The nation had been attacked, and they wanted to play a central role in its defense. They felt a moral obligation to protect the nation.

			LBJ’s motives, however, were a little more complicated.

			

			

			Three days later, on December 11, after Germany and Italy declared war on the United States, Roosevelt sent a declaration asking Congress to declare war against the two other Axis powers. “The forces endeavoring to enslave the entire world now are moving toward this hemisphere,” he warned. The House quickly and unanimously approved war resolutions against Germany and Italy by votes of 393 to 0 and 399 to 0, respectively.

			After the vote, Johnson rose to his feet and asked the chair to recognize him: “Mr. Speaker! I ask unanimous consent for an indefinite leave of absence.” Speaker Rayburn asked the chamber if there were any objections. The members of Congress remained silent. Rayburn slammed down his gavel. “Is there objection to the request of the gentleman from Texas?…So be it.”

			Lyndon Baines Johnson was born in 1908 in Stonewall, Texas, a depressed rural area of the Texas Hill Country. The eldest of five children born to Sam and Rebekah Johnson, he grew up poor, without either electricity or indoor plumbing. “When I was young,” Johnson said, “poverty was so common that we didn’t know it had a name.” After a few years drifting about aimlessly and getting into scraps, Johnson refocused and completed his education at Southwest Texas State Teachers College in nearby San Marcos. He then taught school for a few years while carrying out unpaid political work in his free time. That side gig fueled his true passion. In 1931 he relocated to Washington after securing a job as a clerk for a Texas congressman.

			By 1937, at the age of twenty-eight, Johnson had decided to run for Congress himself. His strategy for winning the election was to tie his fortunes to President Roosevelt. “His campaign,” wrote biographer Robert Dallek, “became a celebration of FDR and an appeal to the idea that Lyndon Johnson was the single candidate in the race who would give the president unqualified support.” Campaign posters declared confidently, “A vote for Johnson is a vote for Roosevelt’s program.”

			Despite Johnson’s strategy, the two men only met for the first time shortly after LBJ’s victory. Roosevelt happened to be in the Gulf of Mexico on a fishing trip and sent word that he wanted to see Johnson, who was there to greet the president when his boat docked in Galveston. Roosevelt invited LBJ to accompany him on a campaign trip through Dallas in his specially designed railroad car. They established an instant rapport. FDR telephoned aide Tommy Corcoran after his return and reported, “I’ve just met the most remarkable young man. Help him with anything you can.”

			Since coming to Congress in 1937, Johnson had earned a reputation for his fierce political ambition, his genuine desire to help the less fortunate, and his unwavering belief that government had a responsibility to provide opportunity to all Americans. He ran unopposed in 1938 and 1940, winning reelection to the House both times.

			In addition to supporting the New Deal, LBJ enthusiastically backed FDR’s defense measures. So, in the spring of 1940, when it appeared likely that the United States would enter the war in Europe, Johnson applied for a commission in the US Naval Reserve and was given an appointment as a lieutenant commander. His support for the commander in chief remained unconditional. “America and the world today are blessed that destiny has given us a great and mature man to lead us,” he told a joint session of the Texas legislature in April 1941. “President Roosevelt is a leader whose judgment has been found good and fair. We can trust and follow him. He embodies the spirit of love for fellow man in which democracy was born and with which it will carry forward to the future when peace comes, and the trial is past.”

			When a Senate seat opened in the summer of 1941, LBJ threw his hat in the ring. But despite strong support from the White House, he lost the race. Throughout the campaign, Johnson had pledged to go to the front lines if the United States found itself at war. “If the day ever comes when my vote must be cast to send your boy to the trenches, that day Lyndon Johnson will leave his Senate seat and go with him!” He repeated the pledge at every campaign stop, and it drew the same enthusiastic response from patriotic Texans. At times he made it sound more dramatic, saying that he would never be stuck at a desk job in Washington when war came. Instead, he “would be in the front line, in the trenches, in the mud and blood with your boys, helping to do that fighting.” That vow became his campaign theme, printed on flyers and postcards. Though he never made it to the Senate, the pledge stuck.

			Over the next few months, the thirty-three-year-old LBJ would engage in a delicate dance of deception, declaring publicly that he was going to the front lines while privately lobbying to stay closer to home. “He wanted something big in Washington, really big,” Corcoran reflected. “He had everyone working on it for him.”

			When he finally got a chance to participate more directly in the war, LBJ did not give up his congressional seat. Instead, he unofficially left his office in the able hands of his smart, shrewd, and politically savvy wife, Claudia Alta Taylor. She had earned the nickname “Lady Bird” as a child when her nurse noted that she was “purty as a lady bird.” Born into a prominent and wealthy family, she managed to pay her way through college and planned to become a reporter until she met LBJ, then a congressional aide. “He was excessively thin, but very, very good-looking, with lots of black, wavy hair, and the most outspoken, straightforward, determined manner I had ever encountered.”

			Initially, Undersecretary of the Navy James V. Forrestal assigned Johnson to inspect shipyards in Texas and California, but he ended up disliking the job. In early March 1942 he wrote FDR’s private secretary, Grace Tully, from San Francisco: “Things are very dull here with me. How I yearned for activity and an assignment where I can be reasonably productive. I hope sometime you run across something that you think I can do well 24 hrs. per day.”

			While Johnson was traveling the West Coast, Japan continued its onslaught against Western interests in the Pacific, overwhelming Wake Island, Guam, Borneo, Singapore, and the Philippines. American forces were humiliated time and again. In Guam, Japanese soldiers forced Americans to strip down to their underwear and watch the Japanese flag replace the Stars and Stripes. In Manila, the invading force destroyed nearly half of the Pacific Air Force. In the Philippines’ Bataan Peninsula, more than seventy-five thousand American and Filipino solders were forced to surrender and then march sixty-five miles in oppressive heat without food or water. Australia, New Zealand, and India were now vulnerable to invasion, and Japan approached what Roosevelt called “a dominating position from which it would prove most difficult to eject her.”

			As the war ground on, some Texas newspapers started questioning what Johnson was up to and how he was spending his time. The Houston Post opined that “if Mr. Johnson should be merely getting himself a safe, warm naval berth…the voters would be certain to react accordingly.” Johnson responded by saying that the job in California was temporary and that he could be sent to a combat zone at any time. “I am under orders from the Secretary of the Navy, and the Commander-in-Chief,” he wrote in response to a constituent’s question about his service. “I don’t give the orders, but I do take them. Today I am here, tomorrow I don’t know where I will be, but it will be where they think I can do the most.”

			The clock was ticking. Johnson had been warned that FDR was soon going to issue an order requiring all members of Congress in the service to either resign their seats or return home. He also had to file to run either for reelection to the House or for the Senate by May 31, and he knew there would be considerable attention focused on his military career. In desperation, he headed back to DC in April for another meeting with Roosevelt.

			While pledging to join the battle, he was also lobbying the White House for a high-level position in Washington. White House aide Jonathan Daniels noted in his diary that Johnson “wants for the sake of political future to get into danger zone though realizes talents best suited for handling speakers and public relations.” Another aide echoed Daniels’s observation: “Lyndon Johnson is anxious to get out some place where the bombs are dropping.” He had even suggested being made an admiral.

			On April 13 Johnson told the president’s appointment secretary that he would stay in Washington for as long as it took to get a meeting with FDR. Johnson finally got to see FDR on Sunday, April 26. Roosevelt was sympathetic to LBJ’s plight, and he certainly did not want to cause political problems for one of his most loyal supporters. He proposed sending LBJ to Australia as part of an inspection tour of the Pacific. Roosevelt was still angry that General Douglas MacArthur had left the Philippines unprepared for the Japanese attack on December 8 despite having advance notice of it. He did not trust MacArthur, convinced that he often let his ego cloud his judgment. With the war effort going poorly in the Pacific, FDR could use someone objective to travel there and report back to him. “We were directed to get below the top brass,” LBJ remembered, “below General MacArthur’s command headquarters in Australia, to the men in combat and see for ourselves what they were facing. President Roosevelt wanted his eyes and ears in the field. I was the navy officer picked to go.”

			The mission made little sense. Johnson had no military expertise to judge MacArthur’s strategy in the Pacific. He was in the navy but would be inspecting the army and army air forces. FDR may have wanted to get a pair of trusted eyes on events in the Pacific, but he was also throwing Johnson a political bone.

			So, on May 7, 1942, five months after Pearl Harbor, Johnson boarded a massive PB2Y Coronado flying boat for the long trip to the Pacific. He was finally on his way to the war zone.

			

			

			John F. Kennedy was enjoying a rough-and-tumble touch football game near the Washington Monument when he learned of the Japanese attack. That moment galvanized him like no other before or since.

			Kennedy could have avoided serving altogether. He had been plagued by health problems his whole life, everything from debilitating gastrointestinal ailments to crippling back pain. In the unlikely event that he passed the physical, his rich and well-connected father, former US ambassador to the United Kingdom Joseph P. Kennedy, could have found him a comfortable desk job in Washington. But Jack was determined to serve, and instead of using his family connections to avoid service, he used them to get close to the danger zone.

			What motivated him?

			Most of all, JFK was driven by a genuine sense of patriotism and personal courage. Having traveled throughout Europe and witnessing firsthand the menace posed by Hitler’s armies, Kennedy was convinced that Western values of freedom and democracy were at stake. He had studied and written about that threat for years; now he felt it was necessary for him to play a tangible role in winning the war. In an August 1941 interview with the navy, JFK stated, “As an American citizen, it is my duty to my country to volunteer my services for whatever branch of the service I am equipped. I am interested in coming into the Intelligence Service because I think I can exert my best efforts in it.” The evaluation described him as “an exceptionally brilliant student” with “unusual qualities and a definite future in whatever he undertakes.”

			Sibling rivalry also played a role. In June 1941, following Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union, Jack’s older brother Joe, who had been parroting his father’s isolationist views and had predicted a German victory, dropped out of his last year at Harvard Law School and volunteered for the Naval Aviation Cadet Program of the US Naval Reserve. A stunned Joe Sr. offered to use his connections to get his younger son a comfortable desk job in Washington, but Jack refused. He knew that the rigorous training would aggravate his many health problems, especially his bad back, but he intended to join any branch of the service that would accept him.

			Getting there was not easy. He had volunteered for both the army and navy officers’ schools but was denied in both cases because of his poor health. So, Jack did what the Kennedys did when they needed help: He turned to his father. In October 1941, two months before Pearl Harbor, Joe Sr. contacted Captain Alan Kirk, who had been a naval attaché during Kennedy’s ambassadorship and was now head of the Office of Naval Intelligence. “I am having Jack see a medical friend of yours in Boston tomorrow for physical examination and then hope he’ll become associated with you in Naval Intelligence,” he wrote. A few weeks later, the board of examiners miraculously declared Jack “physically qualified for appointment.” Biographer Robert Dallek noted, “Reading the report of his exam, one would think he never had a serious physical problem in his life.”

			Later that month, Kennedy began working as an ensign in the Office of Naval Intelligence in Washington. Since he did not have security clearance, his job consisted of summarizing reports from overseas stations and including them in bulletins. He found the work tedious and uninspiring—certainly less glamorous than that of his brother Joe, who was earning his wings. After Pearl Harbor, the work became more challenging, forcing him to work long hours, but Kennedy dreamed of being out at sea and on the front lines of the battle.

			Kennedy’s brief stint in the military almost came to an end when he fell in love with a stunning blond, blue-eyed Dane, Inga Arvad, a daily columnist for the Washington Times-Herald. Of Jack, Inga wrote fondly, “He had the charm that makes birds come out of their trees.” Jack nicknamed her “Inga Binga,” and he spent much of his free time with her, much to the consternation of the FBI, which suspected her of being a German spy because she’d managed to get access to Hitler when other Western journalists could not. “One likes him immediately,” she wrote of Hitler in 1935. In fact, Hitler had attended Inga’s wedding to her now ex-husband. With the direct approval of President Roosevelt, the FBI tapped her phones, intercepted her mail, and kept her under constant surveillance.

			In January 1942 the FBI leaked the story of Jack’s affair with Inga to gossip columnist Walter Winchell, who published the story in the New York Daily Mirror. Within twenty-four hours, Kennedy received new orders to take a desk job at the Charleston Navy Yard in South Carolina. It could have been worse. Captain Howard Kingman, the assistant director of the Office of Naval Intelligence, wanted Kennedy discharged from the navy entirely. Jack told a reporter later, “They shagged my ass down to South Carolina because I was going around with a Scandinavian blonde, and they thought she was a spy!”

			Kennedy found the Charleston job just as boring as the one in Washington. He was responsible for instructing defense plant workers on how to protect both themselves and their plants against enemy bombing. “Jack finds his present post rather irksome,” Rose Kennedy wrote in a round-robin letter to the family in February, “as he does not seem to have enough to do and I think will be glad to transfer.” His friend Lem Billings recalled later that Kennedy “was very frustrated and unhappy.”

			Adding to his plight, Jack’s back problems flared up again that spring. On March 24 he requested a ten-day leave from the navy so that he could travel again to Boston’s Lahey Clinic for treatment. On April 9 he requested six months of inactive duty so that he could have surgery to relieve the pain. He would spend part of the next few months in and out of hospitals in Charleston and Boston, his goal of serving in a combat zone appearing increasingly remote.

			

			

			On December 7, Richard Nixon and his wife, Pat, decided to attend a movie matinee in Hollywood, California. On the way, they stopped at Pat’s sister’s house. When they arrived, Dick’s brother-in-law said he’d heard a radio report that the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor. Richard was not alarmed. “I was sure that it was just one more of the frequent scare stories we all had been hearing,” he reflected. He and Pat continued on their way. But before the movie finished, the theater manager stopped the film and announced that all servicemen needed to report immediately to their stations. As people streamed out of the theater, Nixon spied a newsboy holding a newspaper with the screaming headline “Japs Bomb Pearl Harbor.” As he walked over, the newsboy shouted, “We are at war, mister!”

			Over the past few years, Nixon had watched events unfolding in Europe and hoped that the United States would not be drawn into the conflict. He was among the millions of Americans who cheered when British prime minister Neville Chamberlain declared that he had achieved “peace for our time.” Raised a Quaker and committed to pacifism, he abhorred war. “I was as close to being a pacifist as anybody could be,” Nixon remembered. “I thought at this time that Chamberlain was the greatest man alive, and when I read Churchill’s all-out criticism of Chamberlain, I thought Churchill was a madman.”

			A few weeks earlier, the twenty-eight-year-old Nixon had accepted a job at the Office of Price Administration in Washington, DC. President Roosevelt had established the OPA to create and enforce a system of rationing purchases of various consumer goods, including tires, cars, gasoline, and sugar. Nixon, who in 1940 had considered running for the California State Assembly but ended up campaigning for the Republican presidential candidate Wendell Willkie, saw the position as a way of getting to know Washington. It “seemed a good opportunity to go to Washington and observe the working of the government firsthand,” he wrote in his memoirs.

			It was also a ticket out of Whittier, where he seemed destined to spend his life working in his father’s general store and gas station. “He came from humble folk and was born in the turn-of-the-century California equivalent of a log cabin,” observed biographer Stephen Ambrose. The Nixon family struggled to make ends meet, and Richard’s parents were not particularly nurturing. His father was loud and boisterous, his mother quiet and cold. “Two more temperamentally different people can hardly be imagined,” Nixon remembered. “In her whole life, I never heard her say to me, or anyone else, ‘I love you.’ ”

			Nixon learned that the best way to win the affection of his parents was to excel at school. And that he did. He graduated near the top of his high school class and won the “Harvard Prize” as the “best all-around student.” The award came with a full scholarship to Harvard University, but Nixon was forced to turn it down because he could not afford the living expenses.

			Instead, he enrolled in local Whittier College in September 1930. Once again he excelled in his studies, getting elected president of the student body, winning debate competitions, and appearing in plays even while still living at home and helping to run the family’s store. He graduated second in his class and earned a scholarship to Duke Law School, which he accepted.

			A pattern emerged. Nixon was disciplined, hardworking, and bright. Inept in private conversations, he transformed into a skilled actor and debater onstage in front of large groups. His dark features and slumped shoulders gave people the impression that he was brooding, aloof, and moody, thus earning him the nickname “Gloomy Gus.” “He never had any close friends in college,” remarked one schoolmate. “He was a loner.” His debate coach remembered that “there was something mean in him, mean in the way he put his questions, argued his points.”

			Although he once again graduated near the top of his law school class, Nixon was unable to get a job at the big New York firms. The FBI also turned him down. So, he went back to Whittier at the age of twenty-four and joined a small law firm. It gnawed at him that classmates with lower grades landed prestigious jobs on Wall Street, while he was forced to return to his hometown. He described feeling “bitterly defeated” by the rejections, which only motivated him to strive to become more than just a small-town lawyer.

			In February 1938 he met Patricia Ryan, a recent graduate of the University of Southern California. Although both her parents had died when she was young, Pat managed to put herself through USC. Attractive and outgoing, she taught business education classes at Whittier Union High School and joined the Whittier Little Theater group, where she met Nixon while reading audition lines.

			Richard was smitten. “I found I could not take my eyes away from her,” he recalled. “For me, it was a case of love at first sight.” It was not the same way for Pat, however, who did everything possible to discourage him from pursuing her. Although she initially made clear that she was not looking for a relationship—even trying to set him up with her roommate—he courted her relentlessly, writing notes, poems, and songs. The more often she told him that she was not ready to settle down, the harder he pursued her. On Friday nights, he drove her to Los Angeles so she could go on dates, then picked her up on Sunday nights and drove her back home. When he learned that she loved to ice-skate, he took up the sport, even though one friend described him as “the worst ice-skater in the world.”

			Eventually Pat relented and agreed to marry him. One week before their wedding day on June 21, 1940, news came that France had fallen to the German army. The country officially surrendered the day after they wed. That pivotal event was an omen for how much the war would shape their marriage, not only during its early years but also throughout Nixon’s presidency.

			In early January 1942 Dick and Pat loaded up their brown 1935 Chevy for the trip across country to Washington, now the capital of a nation at war. “Our greatest hopes,” Pat observed before leaving for Washington, “were to get some job with the government, where we could contribute to the winning of the war.”

			They arrived in Washington on the afternoon of January 9, Nixon’s twenty-ninth birthday. He went straight to the OPA’s temporary offices and was sworn in as a government official. In his résumé, he described his job there dryly: “Supervise digest and publication of summaries of all rationing interpretations. Handle administrative duties and set up procedures to be followed by new rationing units and by the regional offices. Act as consultant to members of the various rationing units on procedures, interpretations, and policies.” It was tedious work, but this marked Nixon’s first real exposure to the inner workings of Washington.

			By all accounts, Nixon was competent, conscientious, and energetic. He took pride in the work. “What really made it mean something,” he said, “was that we felt that we were part of a bigger cause.” By June, he was the acting chief of the entire Rationing Coordination Unit. “Bright, anxious to assume responsibility and with a great capacity for work,” was how one supervisor described him. The supervisor admitted to being “greatly impressed by [Nixon’s] clear, careful, and analytical mind, as well as by his ever cheerful and pleasant personality.”

			There remained a part of Richard, however, that never fit in. Part of the reason was sheer culture shock. Washington was a bustling town, full of the type of East Coast elites who had rejected him when he applied for jobs at New York’s most prestigious law firms. Furthermore, assigned to the section dealing with rubber rationing, Nixon was once again struck by the fact that many other people with fewer qualifications were ranked higher and earned more pay. That experience only reinforced his deep sense of grievance, reminding him that he grew up on the wrong side of the tracks. He resented the liberal Jews whom Roosevelt appointed to run the agency—a resentment that would fester over time. One of his supervisors said that Nixon seemed “uncomfortable among the liberals, the Eastern law school graduates, the Jews he rubbed shoulders with on the job.”

			Nixon would work at the Office of Price Administration for only eight months, but the experience shaped many of his later views toward government and bureaucracy. In the years immediately after the war, Nixon complained about the inefficiencies of large bureaucracies while highlighting the necessity of their work. Bureaucracies were “inherently inefficient because they offer no financial incentive to operate efficiently,” he told audiences in 1946. But he also praised the people who worked there and underscored the need for government regulations. “The agency did a necessary job during the war,” he said. He criticized those who called for dramatically reducing the size of government. “In our complicated modern economy,” he scribbled in handwritten notes, “government must of necessity operate” through agencies. He also praised the “thousands of public servants, capable people” who worked in government.

			In later years, however, Nixon took a harsher tone when describing his OPA experience. Nixon went back and reimagined his time there to fit his growing anger toward the Washington establishment and those in government whom he blamed for destroying his presidency. “I cannot say that my eight months at OPA were particularly happy ones,” he reflected in his memoirs, “but at least they were instructive.” He critiqued the OPA for “the terrible paperwork…the mediocrity of so many civil servants…[the] people angling for something and anxious not to miss the bandwagon…some of the remnants of the old, violent New Deal crowd.” Nixon liked telling the story of the questionable advice that his boss gave him when he complained: “[B]uild a little staff. Request two or three people to assist you, and then we can raise you to a P-5.” Nixon stated, “But I don’t need a staff,” to which his boss replied, “Then you won’t get a promotion.”

			Though he could have avoided combat by staying at the agency, which was considered essential to the war effort, Nixon wanted to get closer to the battlefield. “Many men in OPA were able to get draft deferments and spent the war in their offices,” he stated. “Despite my Quaker background and beliefs, I never considered doing this.” Like JFK, he was driven by a sense of patriotism and idealism; a feeling that he should contribute to the war effort. And, like LBJ, Nixon recognized that in order to be politically viable, he would need to prove that he did more than sit behind a desk enforcing regulations that he did not always believe in. Thomas Emerson, who had hired Nixon, reflected that “Nixon must have picked up the DC message very quickly: that any man who wanted to go into politics must have a war record.” It was, in Emerson’s words, “accepted dogma in Washington.”

			By the summer of 1942, Nixon was trying to find a way to get into uniform and closer to combat. Since the draft expanded to include men his age without children, Nixon figured it would be better to go in as an officer. “When I heard that young lawyers were being recruited as officers for the Navy, I talked to Pat about it and applied for a commission,” he remembered. Pat supported his decision. “I would have felt mighty uncomfortable if Dick hadn’t done his part,” she recalled.

			His interview went well. “This applicant makes a very favorable impression and is considered good officer material,” wrote the navy officer who interviewed him. “It is believed his exceptional scholastic record and subsequent experiences in the field of law, together with his executive experience with the Office of Price Administration, will qualify him for Air Intelligence or administrative duties.”

			With that shining endorsement, in August 1942 Richard Nixon was sent to the Naval Officer Indoctrination School at Quonset Point, Rhode Island.

			

			

			Seventeen-year-old George H. W. Bush was wrapping up the first semester of his senior year at Phillips Andover Academy, an exclusive prep school in Massachusetts. As he walked across campus that Sunday afternoon, he heard someone shout that Japan had bombed Pearl Harbor. “My God,” he recalled thinking, “this changes everything.” For months, he had been listening to CBS radio broadcasts with Edward R. Murrow and William L. Shirer, which left him convinced that it was only a matter of time before the United States would be fighting Hitler’s armies in Europe. But the Japanese attack caught him off guard. Sometime later that afternoon, as he learned more about the attack, Bush decided that he had to join the war effort. “After Pearl Harbor, it was a different world altogether,” he recalled. “It was a red, white, and blue thing. Your country’s attacked, you’d better get in there and try to help.”

			Signing up to fight was a family tradition. He knew that his father had enlisted and fought on the front lines during World War I. Roosevelt’s speech the next day only magnified his desire to fight. “The war became his central reality,” noted biographer Jon Meacham. As air drills began sounding across campus, the student newspaper chimed in, describing the war as “a desperate life and death struggle” and enthusiastically endorsing Roosevelt’s decision for war. “If the government fails, we will fail, and likewise if we fail in our duty at the present time, we jeopardize the steadfastness of the government’s cause.”

			Bush was another future president who could have avoided service. He was raised in a wealthy New England family. His father, Prescott Bush, a successful investment banker, represented Connecticut in the US Senate from 1952 until 1963. Even family friend Henry L. Stimson, the secretary of war, advised young George to go to Yale, earn a degree, and then decide whether he wanted to join the war effort—assuming that the war was still going on after four years.

			Bush had an added incentive to stay stateside. A few weeks after Pearl Harbor, he met Barbara Pierce, a charming seventeen-year-old from Rye, New York, who was attending boarding school in Charleston, South Carolina. That night, Barbara told her mother about the most “heavenly boy” she had met at the Greenwich Country Club’s Christmas dance. Bush, too, told his mother about “the niftiest girl at the dance.” The two went on an official date the following evening and, over the next few months, exchanged letters and arranged to meet again during spring break. George then invited Barbara to his senior prom.

			As their relationship blossomed, Bush successfully wrapped up his final year of high school, where he served as captain of the baseball and soccer teams and won election as senior class president. His father continued to push him to go to Yale. But George’s mind was already made up. On the day he turned eighteen, he headed to Boston and was sworn into the navy as a seaman second class, using his family connections to secure a spot in the navy’s pilot-training program. “I was a scared, nervous kid,” Bush recalled. “[But] I knew what I wanted to do. It was an easy call—no second-guessing, no doubts.”

			In August 1942 his father saw him off from New York City. That was when Bush observed his father cry for the first time. “So off I went, scared little guy,” he reflected. “Got on the train, didn’t know anybody.”

			

			

			Fifty-one-year-old Brigadier General Dwight D. Eisenhower, known affectionately as Ike, was serving as the chief of staff of the Third Army at Fort Sam Houston, near San Antonio, Texas, on December 7, 1941. He was exhausted, having recently staged a successful military exercise during war games in the swampy Louisiana backwoods that involved about a half million men spread across 3,400 square miles. His careful planning led to a smashing victory for his Third Army in the mock battle and promotion to brigadier general. “Powerful figures in Washington took note,” observed biographer William Hitchcock.

			After working at the office that morning, he decided to go home and take an afternoon nap. “[I don’t want to be] bothered by anyone wanting to play bridge,” he instructed his wife, Mamie. As he recalled later, “My dreams were of a two weeks’ leave I was going to take, during which my wife and I were going to West Point to spend Christmas with our plebe son, John.”

			No sooner had his head hit the pillow than his wife awakened him. There was an urgent call from Washington. Japan had attacked Pearl Harbor. “I reacted with an instinctive focus on short-term possibilities—and a fleeting hope that this report simply could not be true,” he reflected. At the time, Ike had no “four-year panoramic view of a vast national program that would carry our fighting forces across two oceans from disaster to victory.”

			Immediately, his vacation plans evaporated, and Eisenhower found himself once again working long days, responding to a flurry of War Department orders to transfer antiaircraft units and soldiers to the West Coast in anticipation of a Japanese land assault. At the same time, American troops also needed to guard industrial plants and ensure the safety of ports along the Gulf of Mexico.

			However, on the morning of December 12, the day after Congress declared war on Germany and Italy, Ike received an urgent phone call from Walter Bedell Smith, secretary of the general staff. “The chief says for you to hop on a plane and get up here right away. Tell your boss that formal orders will come through later.”

			“The chief,” Ike knew, referred to Army Chief of Staff General George Marshall, a cold, aloof man with a keen eye for military talent. Although ten years older than Ike, the two men looked and carried themselves in a similar manner. They were both six feet tall with athletic builds, figures of propriety in their neatly tailored uniforms. Both were also chain smokers. (Eisenhower inhaled four packs of Camels a day.) Eisenhower described Marshall as “remote and austere”—an accurate assessment given Marshall’s insistence that everyone, including the president, call him “General Marshall.”

			Although they had met only three brief times, Marshall knew Ike by his sterling reputation. Major General Charles Thompson, who commanded the Third Infantry Division, summed it up best when he said that Ike was widely known for being “affable, energetic, dynamic, zealous, original, loyal, capable, dependable, and outstanding.”

			Marshall had sought out Eisenhower to help develop battle plans, but Ike was disappointed about being on the sidelines. He wanted to be leading troops, but it looked like he would be spending the entirety of the war at a desk in Washington. “Heavy-hearted,” he wrote in his memoirs, “I telephoned my wife to pack a bag, and within the hour I was headed to the War Department.” When bad weather grounded his plane in Dallas, he boarded a train to DC’s Union Station, arriving early on Sunday morning, December 14—exactly one week after the attack.

			At this point, Eisenhower was a career soldier who had never led men into combat. Born in Denison, Texas, on October 4, 1890, Eisenhower grew up in Abilene, Kansas, where he did well enough in school to earn admission to West Point. In 1915 he graduated from the military academy in the middle of his class, sixty-first out of 164.

			Later that year, while stationed at Fort Sam Houston, Eisenhower met and fell immediately in love with nineteen-year-old Mary Geneva Doud, whom everyone called Mamie. They came from very different backgrounds. She grew up in a wealthy family surrounded by servants; he had always lived a spartan life. But they were both outgoing and enjoyed the company of friends. She described him as “just about the handsomest male I had ever met.” He proposed on Valentine’s Day 1916, and they married five months later, on July 1, 1916—the same day that Ike was promoted to first lieutenant. She embraced her role as an army wife. “Ike was my career,” she said later.

			Afterward, Eisenhower bounced around from one disappointing position to another, but along the way, he impressed his superiors, including General George S. Patton, with his understanding of military tactics and superior organizational skills. Perhaps his greatest asset was his calm personality and his ability to placate the delicate egos of powerful men. Ironically, the army found him so valuable that it kept him stateside during World War I so that he could train future infantry troops for combat—even though Ike wanted nothing more than to join the field of action. His soldiers respected him for being fair and consistent, though he was also a strict and demanding disciplinarian, even when it came to playing cards. If he caught a man cheating, he would offer him two options: resignation or court-martial.

			Finally, on his twenty-eighth birthday—October 14, 1918—Ike got the gift he most desired: The army gave him orders to assume command of an armored unit in France starting on November 18. “My orders to France have come,” he told Mamie in disbelief. But on November 11, 1918, the armistice ending WWI was signed. Disappointed once again, Ike vowed to a colleague that he would stop at nothing to get another opportunity: “By God, from now on I am cutting myself a swath and will make up for this.”

			It would take quite some time for Ike to make good on that vow. In 1925 he graduated first in his class of 245 officers from the Command and General Staff College at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. Several important positions soon followed: Panama, Washington, DC, and a challenging four-year tour in the Philippines under the egotistical but brilliant General Douglas MacArthur. The latter experience enabled him to observe the situation in the Pacific firsthand, while continuing to distinguish himself in front of his superiors. After war in Europe broke out in September 1939, Eisenhower eventually ended up as the chief of staff of the Third Army. He spent the next two years mostly in the United States preparing soldiers for war—which is why he was back at Fort Sam Houston when the attack on Pearl Harbor erupted.

			

			—

			As soon as he arrived in Washington, Eisenhower went to see Marshall right away. The chief did not mince his words, offering a grim assessment of the situation. The Pacific Fleet had been crippled and was not prepared to confront Japan. The navy’s aircraft carriers had been out to sea during the attack, thankfully, but there were not enough supporting ships. There was genuine fear that Japan would invade Hawaii or even the mainland, so they wanted to use the carriers for defense.

			Finishing his report, Marshall asked Ike pointedly, “What should be our general line of action?”

			“Eisenhower was startled,” wrote biographer Stephen Ambrose. He had just stepped off the train, was not up-to-date on war plans, and had no staff. He hesitated for a second before responding, “Give me a few hours.” Three hours later, Ike returned to see Marshall, this time with a three-page, triple-spaced memorandum in his pocket. Marshall liked to be briefed without notes, so Ike summarized his strategy. He knew that the Philippines could not be saved, but he was also aware that the prestige of the US Army was at stake, and they could not simply abandon MacArthur. “General,” Ike wrote, “it will be a long time before major reinforcements can go to the Philippines, longer than the garrison can hold out,” but he insisted that the United States “do everything for them that is humanly possible. The people of China, of the Philippines, of the Dutch East Indies will be watching us. They may excuse failure, but they will not excuse abandonment.” Ike’s main conclusion was that the United States “must take great risks and spend any amount of money required…. We dare not fail.” Marshall nodded. “I agree with you. Do your best to save them.”

			Marshall then gave Eisenhower a lesson in leadership that he would carry with him during his command and, later, into the presidency. “Eisenhower,” he said, “this department is filled with able men who analyze their problems well but feel compelled to always bring them to me for final solution. I must have assistants who will solve their own problems and tell me later what they have done
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