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			Advance Praise for Ascent to Power

			“With a complete mastery of the sources, David Roll takes us on the gripping journey from Harry Truman’s election as vice president in 1944 through to his death, rightly concentrating on the crucial years that ended in his stunning reelection as president in 1948. Roll has a fine sense of all the key figures around Truman, but it is his insights into the man himself that are so valuable. Well-researched, well-written, and intensely readable, this book confirms Truman as a giant of American—indeed global—history.”

			—Andrew Roberts, Baron Roberts of Belgravia, New York Times bestselling author of Churchill: Walking with Destiny

			“The sudden death of Franklin Roosevelt shook the world; the recognition that power would pass to Harry Truman shook it even more. But the untested Truman turned out to be just what America and the world needed as World War II segued into the Cold War. No one has told this vital story more thoroughly or with greater verve and insight than David Roll does in this fine book.”

			—H. W. Brands, Pulitzer Prize finalist and author of The General vs. the President

			“After winning World War II, America rebuilt the world—including its enemies. How that happened is one of the great stories of any age. Equally remarkable is how Harry Truman, a modest man of the people, took over from the great FDR to achieve this miracle. The author of brilliant biographies of Harry Hopkins and George C. Marshall, lawyer-turned-historian David Roll brings a clear and sharp eye for evidence and a deep human understanding to telling this tale. As the global order Truman built teeters at the brink, Ascent to Power could not be more relevant.”

			—Evan Thomas, New York Times bestselling author of Road to Surrender

			“Did any president inherit so many challenges, and such consequential ones, as Harry S. Truman? After just eighty-two days as vice president—without ever being taken into FDR’s confidence—the Missouri pol was left to deal with the end of a war and the launch of a new world order. David L. Roll’s riveting account of that momentous transition shows Truman rising to the occasion and more—forging a Western alliance, containing the Soviet Union, converting to a peacetime economy and supporting pent-up demands for civil rights. Writing with skill and drama, Roll tells us how this accidental president reshaped America and the world.”

			—Susan Page, Washington Bureau chief, USA Today, and author of The Rulebreaker

			“Truman wasn’t just a great president, he was a great human being—a model of integrity and resilience and duty that we can all learn from. Most people are changed by power, yet Truman somehow changed for the better. David Lee Roll’s incredible book shows this process and its timeless lessons.”

			—Ryan Holiday, #1 Wall Street Journal bestselling author of The Obstacle Is the Way and The Daily Stoic

			“A riveting account of Harry Truman’s unexpected emergence onto the world scene, written with authority, candor, verve, and a keen eye for piercing and illustrative detail. David Roll has produced a marvelous account of the highs and lows of the consequential Truman Administration—from which so little was at first expected—triumphs and missteps included unflinchingly. Happily, Truman’s salty dialogue permeates these pages, flavoring Roll’s expert analysis of the leadership this accidental but supremely confident, new president provided so boldly after the death of FDR. We can and should still argue about Truman’s legacy, but not about David Roll’s major contribution to the debate; this book sets a new standard.”

			— Harold Holzer, director of the Roosevelt House Public Policy Institute at Hunter College and author of Brought Forth on This Continent

			“The Cold War demanded fertile statesmanship, which David Roll re-creates with all the drama and credibility that distinguished his biographies of George Marshall and Harry Hopkins. This is history as literature, intensely relevant and a great read.”

			—Richard Norton Smith, director of presidential libraries and author of An Ordinary Man

			“In Ascent to Power, David Roll again proves himself a master of the immensely consequential years immediately after World War II, this time exploring one of the odder couples of American politics—the patrician Franklin Roosevelt and his everyman successor, the often underestimated Harry Truman. Ascent to Power reveals how Truman steered the world’s greatest global power through agonizing decisions about atomic weapons, deadly confrontations with recent ally U.S.S.R., and the beginning of a long overdue reckoning with its hateful legacy of racism.”

			—David O. Stewart, author of George Washington and Madison’s Gift

			“Franklin Roosevelt towers over the history of the mid-twentieth-century United States. But David Roll reminds us that it was FDR’s sudden successor—plain, unassuming Harry Truman—who, more than any other single individual, consolidated and even defined an emerging American consensus about the organization of the free world and the first big steps toward civil rights at home. Experienced in writing about this period, Roll has a feel for the people and their times. He does a wonderful, readable job of placing readers at Truman’s side as he and his colleagues felt their way through the upheavals and partisan crossfire of the great transition from war to peace.”

			— Philip Zelikow, Senior Fellow at Stanford University’s Hoover Institution, former counselor of the United States Department of State, and coauthor of To Build a Better World

			“This riveting story examines a pivot point in American history, the transition from the patrician reformer Franklin Delano Roosevelt to Harry Truman, an apparently more ordinary person. David Roll captures the dynamism and resilience of democratic governance and its ability to respond to the most profound crises. He shows that leadership matters, but that democracy can work with leaders of very different sorts. Ascent to Power is both an extraordinary work of history and a book full of insights for our time.”

			—Austin Sarat, William Nelson Cromwell Professor of Jurisprudence and Political Science at Amherst College and author of Lethal Injection and the False Promise of Humane Execution

			“An intriguing historical study of a major presidential transition period . . . With solid research, Roll brings to life a short time frame that laid the foundation for the decades to come.”

			—Kirkus Reviews
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			Death and Rebirth

			On the morning of July 9, 1944, a muggy Sunday in wartime Washington, the Hudson Valley patrician and the so-called “common man” from Missouri were getting ready for their respective road trips.[1]

			Outside the White House a four-man Secret Service detail was waiting for President Franklin Roosevelt to be wheeled out and assisted into the back seat of an armored Lincoln limousine.

			In his apartment at the corner of Connecticut Avenue and Chesapeake Street (the building today is called the Truman House), Senator Harry Truman was finishing a letter to his twenty-year-old daughter, Margaret. He was about to drive alone to St. Louis and then to his home in Independence in his dove-gray Chrysler coupe, one of the last civilian autos produced before the Pearl Harbor attack and the conversion to tanks and warplanes.

			The president would not be alone. His Secret Service driver would pick up Lucy Mercer at her sister’s house on Q Street. They would travel north through Maryland to Shangri-La (later Camp David), where they planned to spend the rest of the day and early evening at FDR’s rustic retreat on a trout stream in the Catoctin Mountains. Franklin and Lucy, as those with even a casual acquaintance with the president’s life know, had carried on a love affair, which was discovered in 1918 by Franklin’s wife, Eleanor. To avoid divorce and disinheritance, FDR had promised Eleanor and his mother, Sara, to never see Lucy again. Yet more than two decades later, Franklin was still in love with Lucy and she with him.

			As the senator and the president took to the road, among their many thoughts were the Democratic National Convention that was scheduled to convene in ten days and FDR’s health. In the letter to his daughter that he had just mailed, Truman wrote that “dozens” of people were “plotting . . . to make [me] VP against [my] will” and that he hoped he could “dodge” it at the convention. With a veiled reference to the president’s precarious health, an open secret in Washington, he wrote that “1600 Pennsylvania is a nice address but I’d rather not move in through the back door—or any other door at [age] sixty.”[2] Based on these comments, it is clear that Truman assumed, like most everyone else, that Roosevelt, after serving as president for almost twelve years, was going to stand for a fourth term, though it had not yet been officially announced.

			The staging and content of the public announcement that he would run once again had to have flickered through the president’s “heavily forested interior” as he rode with Lucy that Sunday through the Maryland countryside.[3] The previous Friday, in a meeting with Missourian Bob Hannegan, the new chair of the Democratic National Committee and one of Truman’s closest associates, FDR had decided that he would announce his candidacy at a press and radio conference two days after returning from the trip to Shangri-La, a little more than a week before the convention.

			During the long Sunday he spent with Lucy on the road and at the presidential retreat, Franklin had to have also thought about, and perhaps even discussed with Lucy, whether he was strong enough healthwise to take on another term. According to a jaw-dropping memo that was suppressed until 2007, FDR had been informed by his personal physician, just a day earlier, that due to “heart failure,” he would be “unable to complete” a full four-year term and that “he had a very serious responsibility concerning who is the Vice President.”[4] Thus, having decided on Friday to make public that he would run again and been told by his doctor on Saturday that he would die in office if he did, the president on Sunday must have been weighing his odds of living against his desire to remain wartime commander in chief. Whether he gave any thought that day as to who would be his vice president will never be known.

			Though there is no record of what Franklin and Lucy actually discussed during the time they were together at Shangri-La, it is reasonable to surmise, as some historians have, that it was Lucy who validated Roosevelt’s rash decision to launch his final campaign, even though she too feared that he might not survive a fourth term.[5]

			A few minutes after 11 a.m. on Tuesday, July 11, before a crowd of some two hundred reporters in the White House, President Roosevelt began reading aloud a letter from him to Bob Hannegan. The letter was his somewhat presumptuous official announcement to the Democratic National Committee that if nominated, he would “reluctantly, but as a good soldier . . . accept and serve in the office if I am so ordered by the Commander in Chief of us all—the sovereign people of the United States.”[6] While speaking, his hands shook so much that he could not light his cigarette. There was no hint of who his running mate might be.

			In St. Louis, at roughly the same time, Harry Truman, like so many ordinary Americans during wartime rationing, was worried about the condition of his automobile tires. He needed to get home to Independence to pick up summer suits to wear at the convention but all four tires were in terrible condition after the 840-mile drive on old two-lane U.S. 40 from Washington. However, as Harry wrote in a letter to his wife, Bess, he eventually located a “tire man” who, with some maneuvering, skirted the rationing restrictions to get him one new tire and “four Goodyear puncture proof tubes” that had recently been exempted from the ration regulations. The senator, who by that time had befriended the tire man, invited him to have lunch with him and several of his St. Louis political cronies at the Coronado, an art deco hotel built in the 1920s that is in operation today. In his letter to Bess, Truman wrote, “you’d have thought I was making [the tire man] a Knight of the Garter, it pleased him so much.”[7] This was vintage Harry Truman—a man of the people.

			
			

			—

			The lives of the world-famous president who was told he would not survive but ran anyway and the obscure senator who claimed he did not want to run as his vice president would soon intersect. This is a riveting slice of history in and of itself. However, it is the final months of Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency, the unsteady transition of power to Harry Truman, and the liberation of tens of millions of people who survived the carnage of World War II that form the core of this book. It is a story of death and rebirth.

			After eighty-two days as Roosevelt’s VP, Truman began his accidental presidency utterly unprepared. FDR made no effort to bring him up to speed on current foreign relations and domestic issues, nor did Truman insist on being informed by FDR or his staff. As vice president, Truman did not try to recruit experienced advisers or initiate a relationship with an outside foreign policy expert. As to Roosevelt’s plans for the future, all Truman inherited was the unrealistic hope that he could achieve lasting peace by perpetuating his predecessor’s apparent policy of cooperation and accommodation with the Soviet Union. If FDR actually had a vision for the postwar recovery of Europe and Japan, a stable China, and the conversion of the U.S. to a peacetime economy, he kept such thoughts to himself. Truman was left in the dark. It would take almost four years but he managed with the aid of George Marshall, Dean Acheson, George Kennan, and Arthur Vandenberg to fashion a more muscular and confrontational policy that contained the Soviets without escalation to a hot war, revived Western Europe, supported General Douglas MacArthur’s surprisingly liberal reforms in Japan, and midwifed the state of Israel, a home for Holocaust survivors.

			Framed by the presidential elections of 1944 and 1948, this study captures the illusions of a dying president and the mistakes and triumphs of his successor, an arc of world history that separated those who found freedom from those consigned to live under tyranny for decades to come. Unlike previous histories of the Roosevelt and Truman presidencies, this book focuses on the transition—the long shadow cast by the dead president, Truman’s struggle to emerge, and how decisions during the years of transition, 1944 through 1948, impacted the peoples who survived the sword.

			The decisions were bold, their impacts profound. The Marshall Plan, backed by Truman, helped restore the economies of Western Europe, notably West Germany—the engine of Europe—while the Truman Doctrine rescued Greece from Communism and Turkey from undue Soviet influence. The president’s endorsement of NATO provided security to millions of Americans and Europeans by checking the aggressive designs of the Soviet Union. Truman’s support of the Berlin Airlift prevented citizens from the western zones of that city from being driven out by starvation and lack of heat. His courageous decision to recognize Israel paved the way for hundreds of thousands of Jews from Europe and North Africa to flee to that new state, thus doubling its population in less than four years.

			On the other side of the globe, the president’s appointment of General MacArthur to command the occupation of Japan, combined with Truman’s orders to “reverse course” and restore Japan’s economy, set the stage for what became known as the “Japanese miracle,” acts of enormous significance in East Asia.

			Looking back, it is astonishing that instead of punishing its implacable enemies whose people were responsible for the deaths of so many thousands of Americans, the Truman administration, motivated by a mix of altruism, the need for trading partners, and national security, chose to restore the economies of both West Germany and Japan. By the early 1960s, those two countries had once again become industrial powerhouses, key allies of the United States in its quest for world peace.

			At home the transition from FDR to Truman, as we shall see, was not smooth. Americans, many of whom had known only Roosevelt as their president for much of their lives, distrusted and ridiculed the scrappy Missourian, an ex-farmer who spoke with a folksy mid-American twang. Rather than being seen as a reasonably competent two-term senator, Truman had a reputation as a failed haberdasher who had been associated with the notorious Pendergast political machine in Kansas City. Though Truman, as president, carried forward the banner of FDR’s New Deal, he faced postwar problems that even Roosevelt could not have solved: reconversion of the entire U.S. economy, runaway inflation, and crippling labor strikes. Truman’s job approval percentages dipped into the low 30s. Truman used to say, “Heroes know when to die,” suggesting that if FDR had lived, he would have experienced the same troubles that bedeviled the first few years of Truman’s presidency.[8] However, in one notable respect—civil rights—Truman reached beyond FDR’s New Deal, a move that might have been responsible for his surprising election victory in 1948. Though his civil rights proposals were blocked by Congress, he was the first president since Lincoln to seriously promote a substantive civil rights agenda, a forerunner of the civil rights legislation that was enacted in the 1960s.

			

			—

			Since the focus of this book will be on the years of transition, it is important to have a basic understanding of the vastly different paths that FDR and Truman traveled before meeting for the first time in the White House on St. Valentine’s Day 1935.

			Their life journeys began in nineteenth-century America but from birthplaces that seemed worlds apart. In 1882, Roosevelt was born as an only child into inherited wealth and privilege in a mansion called “Springwood,” which was situated on a bluff above the Hudson River. The wealth was originally derived from sugar refining off the backs of slave labor in the Caribbean and smuggling opium into China. Two years after Franklin’s birth, Truman was born about thirteen hundred miles from Springwood in an unnamed white frame house measuring twenty feet by twenty-eight feet in the village of Lamar, Missouri. All four of Truman’s grandparents were Southern sympathizers who had owned slaves. His mother, who never forgot being evicted as a young girl from her parents’ farm in 1863 by the Union Army, refused to sleep in the Lincoln Bedroom when her son was president. In 1890, Truman’s father, whose business fortunes as a livestock trader rose and often fell, moved his wife, young Harry, and his two other children to the “Queen City of the Trails,” Independence, Missouri, gateway to the West. The reason? Excellent public schools.

			When Harry graduated from Independence High School and began working in a Kansas City bank because he and his parents could not afford college, Franklin was at Harvard, having graduated from the exclusive Groton School. After Harvard, he spent a few years at Columbia Law School before clerking at a white-shoe law firm on Wall Street. During that time he married Anna Eleanor Roosevelt (known as Eleanor), his distant cousin. In 1910 FDR entered politics and was elected to the New York State Senate, where he gained a reputation as a reformer for fighting to block a Tammany Hall machine candidate. During his second term, he was appointed assistant secretary of the navy by President Woodrow Wilson. He moved with his family to a comfortable house at 1733 N Street in Washington, DC.

			In 1906, Truman had to quit his job as a bank teller in order to help his father run the six-hundred-acre family farm near Grandview, Missouri. For the next decade he worked long, hard days on the farm, planting corn, wheat, and alfalfa and stacking hay. When the U.S. entered World War I in 1917, Harry, at age thirty-three, reenlisted in the Missouri National Guard, which was soon sworn into federal service. He shipped out to France in early 1918. As captain of Battery D of the 129th Field Artillery, Truman earned the approval and respect of his rowdy group of Irish and German Catholic soldiers and led them in combat until the armistice, an experience that was a turning point in his life. After the war he married Elizabeth “Bess” Wallace, whom he had courted for years, and opened a men’s clothing store (a haberdashery) in Kansas City with his army pal and partner, Eddie Jacobson. For a couple of years the store was able to survive on credit but due to a nationwide depression during which prices broke into a free fall, the store had to close in 1922. Jacobson, who had no assets, was forced into bankruptcy in 1925. Whether it was ethics or the lure of moving into politics, Truman decided to bear his debt burden, negotiate with the creditors, and slowly pay off what was owed.

			Franklin’s political ambitions and his thirteen-year marriage to Eleanor barely survived the discovery by his wife in 1918 of a stash of love letters from Lucy Mercer, Eleanor’s young, wellborn social secretary whose mother, divorced from her second husband, had squandered her inherited fortune. Though no longer as intimate as they had been when first married, Eleanor and Franklin remained affectionate and developed one of the most successful husband-wife political partnerships in American history.[9] In 1920, the Democrats nominated FDR, a rising star in the party, as their vice presidential candidate to run with James Cox. The ticket lost to Warren Harding and Calvin Coolidge in a landslide but Roosevelt, at age thirty-eight, had burst onto the national scene. The next summer, he experienced symptoms of polio while vacationing at his family place on Campobello Island. At first he ran a temperature; then his legs became numb and sensitive to the touch. Within a few days, he became paralyzed from the waist down, his legs useless. He did not fully comprehend it at the time, but his political future was in grave doubt.

			That fall, Thomas Joseph Pendergast (often called “TJ”), the boss of the Kansas City political machine, and his brother Mike, who was Truman’s close friend, assured Harry that he would have their full support if he would agree to run for eastern judge of Jackson County, a position that in Missouri was not a legal judgeship but an administrative job, akin to a county commissioner. Because the men’s store was failing, Truman jumped at the opportunity. He ran in 1922 and won. Two years later, he lost his reelection bid because a rival political boss in Kansas City, who was feuding with the Pendergasts, switched parties and supported Truman’s Republican opponent.

			Meanwhile, FDR was fitted with leg braces so he could at least stand, and he focused on swimming three times a day, hoping that he would walk again if he continued exercising his legs. With the encouragement of Eleanor and his political guru, Louis Howe, Roosevelt made his first political appearance during the summer of 1924 at the Democratic National Convention when he was selected to deliver the speech to nominate Al Smith for president. With no noticeable reaction to his disability from the audience, FDR’s speech was widely publicized and praised. In 1926 Roosevelt purchased a resort in Warm Springs, Georgia, known for its healing mineral waters, and he turned it into a rehabilitation facility for polio patients, including himself.

			The same year, with the Pendergasts having become the “boss of bosses in Kansas City politics” by outmaneuvering their rival, Truman ran for and won the position of presiding judge for all of Jackson County, which he held until 1934—two four-year terms. During those years he turned a blind eye to the money lining the pockets of the Pendergast family that came from government agencies led by people they had placed there. Truman himself questioned whether he “did the right thing” by putting “a lot of no account sons of bitches” on his payroll or paying inflated prices for supplies in order to “satisfy the political powers,” while at the same time saving the county millions of dollars. He answered his own question: “I believe I did do right.”[10] To those who knew and worked with him, Truman had a reputation for honesty, integrity, and efficiency. His legacy as presiding judge was the construction of a new road and bridge system, “a distinct achievement,” wrote the Kansas City Times, “that would be creditable to any county in the United States.”[11]

			As 1928 approached, Roosevelt was being mentioned as a potential Democratic candidate for the presidency but he was shrewd enough to know that he could not possibly succeed without having first held an important elective office—namely, the governorship of New York. Gambling that he could win even though the booming economy and stock market favored Republicans, FDR entered the gubernatorial race. With only four weeks to campaign, he strapped on his braces, gave speeches throughout the state, and put to rest concerns about his health and stamina. He won the two-year term as governor rather handily even though Al Smith, again the Democratic candidate for president, lost by a landslide to Herbert Hoover. With the nation sinking into a depression in 1930, Roosevelt easily won a second two years as governor by blaming lack of leadership in Washington and the failure of Republicans to curb speculation on Wall Street in 1928–29. In 1931, Governor Roosevelt established a program, run by Harry Hopkins, to provide direct relief to poor New York families (chits for food, shelter, and health care) and jobs for the unemployed, a harbinger of the New Deal. This program, together with a speech promising to support “the forgotten man at the bottom of the economic pyramid,” catapulted Roosevelt into the front ranks as a Democratic nominee for the presidency.[12] At the Democratic convention Roosevelt secured the nomination on the fourth ballot. Following a whistle-stop campaign in which he laid out his philosophy of government and put the lie to the whispering campaign that a partially paralyzed man did not have the strength to be president, Roosevelt defeated Hoover, carrying forty-two of the forty-eight states. With fifteen million Americans out of work, Roosevelt took office in the midst of the greatest crisis the nation had faced since the Civil War.

			In October 1933, Truman’s career path for the first time started to bend toward that of the new president. Strongly encouraged by Bennett Clark, Missouri’s senior senator, and the Pendergast machine, Judge Truman accepted a second job, director of the U.S. Employment Service in Missouri, which was part of a New Deal work-relief program under the auspices of the Civil Works Administration (CWA). The post was available because Senator Clark and TJ had demanded that the originally appointed director be fired because he was a Republican. They, of course, wanted to take credit for job creation in their state. Truman’s new position entailed the placement of unemployed workers into jobs on infrastructure and public works projects in Missouri financed by the CWA. For the first time Truman found himself traveling on government business to Washington, DC, to attend conferences and to confer with Harry Hopkins, administrator of the CWA, whom FDR had hired during his first hundred days as president.

			With Washington on his mind, Truman had to decide what to do after his second term as presiding judge expired in 1934. There were no term limits attached to his judgeship but the tradition was to move on after two terms. His first thought was to run for Congress but TJ had selected someone else. On May 8, Truman’s fiftieth birthday, fate intervened. He received a call from Jim Pendergast, TJ’s nephew, who told him that TJ wanted him to run for a seat in the U.S. Senate that at the time was occupied by a Republican who had decided to run again in the general election. TJ’s idea that he should run for the Senate floored and flabbergasted Truman. It left him close to speechless. When he composed himself he told Jim Pendergast that there were several reasons why he couldn’t run, including the fact that he had no money to conduct a statewide campaign and that Bess, his wife, did not want to leave Independence. However, when the Pendergasts and the state Democratic Party promised that he would receive their full support, he agreed to give it a shot. The leading Democratic contender in the primary was six-term congressman Jacob “Tuck” Milligan, a World War I hero, but TJ could not support him because if Milligan won, he and his allies would threaten TJ’s control of statewide Missouri politics.

			The primary was nasty, with Milligan warning that the Pendergasts would rig the election and that if Truman were to be elected to the Senate, he would take his orders from TJ. Truman prevailed, with almost half of his vote total coming from Jackson County. Compared to the primary, the general election was a “pushover,” mainly because of Roosevelt’s New Deal relief policies, which helped Missourians and the rest of the country survive the Great Depression.

			Senator-elect Truman, along with Bess and their daughter, Margaret, arrived in Washington on the last day of 1934. It was an exciting time to be in the nation’s capital, especially for members of Congress. The “Second Hundred Days” of Roosevelt’s presidency was about to begin with Social Security and a flurry of other legislative proposals for the Senate and House to transform into law during the next three months. It was the high tide of the New Deal.

			The paths traveled by Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman finally intersected on February 14, 1935, a month and a half after Truman had been officially sworn in. At 11:15 a.m., the junior senator from Missouri was escorted into the Oval Office, where he and Roosevelt laid eyes on each other for the first time. “It was quite an event for a country boy to go calling on the President of the United States,” he recalled.[13] There is no evidence of what was said during the seven-minute meeting. It is likely, however, that FDR did most of the talking.

			

			—

			Throughout Truman’s first term, the president showed little respect for the junior senator from Missouri even though he almost always voted in favor of FDR’s legislative agenda. Truman let him know how he felt. When he found out that a White House staffer had asked TJ to order him to change his vote on a Senate leadership matter, Truman was incensed. “I’m tired of . . . having the President treat me as an office boy,” he told a reporter. “They better learn downtown right now that no Tom Pendergast or anybody else tells Senator Truman how to vote.”[14] Truman got really angry when he was tracked down by a state trooper while driving to Independence and told he must return to Washington to break a tie vote in the Senate. To FDR’s press secretary, Steve Early, he complained, “This is the third time I’ve come back to bail you guys out on a vote. You tell that to the President!”[15]

			Near the end of Truman’s first six years in the Senate, Missouri governor Lloyd Stark, a wealthy apple grower who was in Washington having a chummy meeting with Roosevelt, dropped by to see Truman. “Everybody keeps telling me that I ought to run for the Senate,” he told Truman, “but don’t worry, Harry, I wouldn’t dream of running against you.”[16] To Truman’s ears, “everybody” meant FDR and his political advisers. The moment Stark left, Truman said to an aide, “That S.O.B. is going to run against me.” He was right. Pursuant to an agreement with Stark, FDR offered Truman an appointment to the Interstate Commerce Commission that paid more than a senator’s salary. It was an obvious ploy to get Truman not to run in the primary against Stark. Truman’s response: “Tell the president to go to hell.”[17] The race was on. Since Truman could no longer count on support from the crumbling Pendergast machine (TJ was incarcerated at Leavenworth for tax evasion), and Stark controlled both the purse strings of and the local organizers on the Missouri Democratic committee, Truman was on his own. For that reason it was the toughest campaign of his career. With the big-city dailies and almost every other newspaper in Missouri having endorsed Stark, the odds were stacked against Truman. Nevertheless, he defeated Stark in the primary by eight thousand votes out of 650,000 cast. The margin of victory came from wards in St. Louis “delivered” by young Bob Hannegan and the Black vote (due to Truman’s “Brotherhood of Man” speech). As expected, Truman won the general election, beating the Republican, Manvel Davis, by forty thousand votes.

			A few days after Senator Truman was sworn in for the second time, he conducted a thirty-thousand-mile, monthlong inspection tour of the nation’s defense plants, which at the time were gearing up for the possibility of war. As soon as he returned, he arranged an appointment with the president in the Oval Office. At noon on February 3, 1941, Truman informed FDR that he intended to propose the establishment of a Senate committee to investigate the awarding of government defense contracts, with the objective of ferreting out and publicizing profiteering, mismanagement, and inefficiencies. Roosevelt was welcoming and cordial but Truman departed without being sure whether the president supported or opposed his idea. For the next three years, as the United States waged a two-front war, Truman led the “Truman Committee,” officially designated the Senate Committee to Investigate the National Defense Program. He and his twelve investigators saved the government billions.

			As it turned out, Roosevelt found no good reason to object or intervene in the actions of the Truman Committee because Truman was careful to avoid interfering with FDR’s conduct of the war. On the second anniversary of the committee, Truman appeared on the cover of Time magazine. While noting his past association with the “odors of the Pendergast mob,” the article in Time paid him the ultimate compliment: “He is scrupulously honest.”[18] A year later, when asked about the Truman Committee, Roosevelt responded, “Oh, yes, that was this committee, this investigating committee, that I, ah, er, created back in 1941, was it not?”[19]

			Truman’s creation and leadership of one of the most successful government agencies of WWII was in part responsible for his choice as Roosevelt’s running mate in the summer of 1944. When the president died at Warm Springs nine months later on April 12, 1945, the transfer of power began. As the following pages reveal, the lack of advance planning by Roosevelt handicapped Truman but it was arguably the most productive and consequential transition of presidential power in the history of the republic.[20]

			

			—

			The story of the transition begins with President Roosevelt’s trip in late 1943 by battleship and plane to Tehran, the capital of Iran. He and his entourage thought they were traveling in the strictest of secrecy. In Berlin, however, an SS general was already aware of their destination, the dates they would be there, and the names of the two leaders who were to meet with the American president.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			
				[image: ]
			

			Over the Rainbow

			On Armistice Day, November 11, 1943, a year and a half before the abrupt transition of power from the president to the senator, the two of them happened to be traveling on the same day but in opposite directions. Senator Harry Truman again was alone, this time on a westbound train to Chicago, scheduled to deliver a paid speech that evening to the Chicago branch of the American Association of Advertising Agencies. Franklin Roosevelt, in the eleventh year of his presidency, was being driven secretly, under cover of darkness and cold rain, southeast to the marine base at Quantico, Virginia, where he and his entourage of aides and military chiefs would begin a 17,400-mile trip by sea and air to and from Tehran.[1]

			Roosevelt, “in good health” and with an “enormous zest for living,” could hardly wait to begin the voyage by battleship and C-54 that would take him more than halfway around the world—beyond the rain.[2] For months he had been pressing Premier Joseph Stalin, via top secret cables, to meet with him and Prime Minister Winston Churchill—a meeting of “vital importance,” he wrote. “The whole world will be watching us for this meeting of the three of us,” Roosevelt declared.[3] Stalin finally agreed but only on condition that the meeting take place in Tehran.

			A part of the world, the very worst part, would in fact be watching. On the day FDR departed Washington, he cabled Churchill: “I have just heard that U.J. [meaning “Uncle Joe” Stalin] will come to Teheran . . . now there is no question that you and I can meet him there between [November] twenty-seventh and the thirtieth.”[4] Within a few days, a photo of this top secret cable was on a German courier plane from Ankara to Berlin. A valet, code-named “Cicero,” who was working for the British ambassador to Turkey, had stolen the cable from his master’s safe and sold it to a Nazi undercover intelligence agent for several thousand pounds sterling (skillfully counterfeited).[5]

			In Berlin, the arrival of the purloined cable breathed new life into an audacious Nazi plot to assassinate Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin at Tehran. The plot, a “priority for Hitler,” was already in the planning stages because of solid intelligence that the Big Three would be meeting somewhere in the fall of 1943.[6] Thirty-three-year-old Walter Schellenberg, the SS general in the Reich Intelligence Service (SD) with responsibility for planning the assassination, could scarcely believe his good fortune, because he had previously installed a network of agents in Tehran. They were put there to sabotage the Trans-Iranian Railroad, which was carrying forty thousand tons of Lend-Lease war supplies to the Soviet Union every month. These agents would provide safe houses in the city for assassination teams that would be parachuted into areas surrounding Tehran.[*]

			

			—

			Roosevelt knew nothing about the leaked cable, much less the plot. For him, the summit in Tehran was critically important not only to nail down once and for all a date in the spring of 1944 for the Allied invasion of France but also to persuade Stalin to sign on to the president’s vision of the United Nations—a postwar world-peacekeeping organization with enforcement powers. It was the achievement of the latter objective that was FDR’s most fervent hope. Having paid homage the morning before leaving DC at the World War I Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, FDR was keenly aware that President Wilson had failed miserably to secure the Senate’s advice and consent to the League of Nations and in doing so had suffered a complete breakdown in his health. As Pulitzer Prize winner Robert Sherwood wrote, “The tragedy of Wilson was always within the rim of [FDR’s] consciousness. Roosevelt could never forget Wilson’s mistakes.”[7]

			The first leg of what Roosevelt called in his diary “another Odyssey” began a few minutes after midnight on Saturday, November 13, when the spanking new steel-gray battleship USS Iowa, the navy’s largest and fastest, weighed anchor, emerged from Chesapeake Bay into the Atlantic, and then steamed east toward Gibraltar at a cruising speed of 25 knots.[8] By then the president was asleep in the captain’s cabin, which had been refitted to accommodate his disability with a small railed bathtub and two portable elevators, one that would lift him in his wheelchair up to the bridge and the other down to the main deck. Vice Admiral John McCrea, former head of FDR’s Map Room in the White House and captain of the Iowa, vacated his quarters and moved up to his small cabin in the conning tower. In addition to the president; his physician, Vice Admiral Ross McIntire; aides Harry Hopkins and Edwin “Pa” Watson; as well as the joint chiefs and their staffs, the monstrous ship was home to a crew of 2,700 sailors and marines.

			On McCrea’s shoulders rested an awesome responsibility. Aboard his battleship was invaluable human cargo—the American commander in chief and his entire military team, who were in the midst of an existential global war. Though they were protected by 157 guns, a screen of six destroyers, fighter planes that could be summoned from a nearby aircraft carrier, and three scout planes, not to mention that the Iowa had a top speed of 32 knots, the ship was vulnerable. It was no secret that the Germans had developed guided missile technology capable of directing radio-controlled glide bombs and torpedoes, and that they had begun using them to sink enemy naval vessels. Plus, the new German “snorkels,” which allowed U-boats to remain submerged for much longer periods, had led to a resurgence of the U-boat menace in the Atlantic. Given the risk and the stakes, airtight security and absolute secrecy were McCrea’s watchwords.

			On the second day at sea, during an afternoon gunnery exercise, the Iowa and the American high command narrowly escaped disaster, possibly death, but not at the hands of a German U-boat or a guided missile. As the president, seated in his armless wheelchair on the port side of the promenade deck, was enjoying the sights and sounds of antiaircraft guns firing at target balloons, Captain McCrea shouted into the conning tower, “Right full rudder.” An officer on the bridge announced, “Torpedo on the starboard beam,” and a sailor roared, “This ain’t no drill.” The gigantic battleship, almost three football fields in length, surged to flank speed and began to vibrate as it heeled over to starboard, heading straight toward “the broaching ‘fish’ ” so it would present the narrowest possible target. The president called out to his valet, Arthur Prettyman, to wheel him “over to the starboard rail.” John Driscoll, a young navy officer who was watching the president from the bridge above, recalled that FDR, grasping a lifeline on the starboard side, “was facing the rear of the ship . . . his head was held high, intent, curious and fearless.”[9] Seconds later, the torpedo plowed into the Iowa’s churning wake a half mile astern and exploded with such force hammering the hull that many aboard thought the ship had been struck a mortal blow.

			A mile away, the escort destroyer USS William D. Porter, ever after known as the Willy Dee, broke radio silence to conditionally confess, “the torpedo may be ours.”[10] Roosevelt later dictated a note explaining that the crew of the star-crossed destroyer had been “holding a torpedo drill, using the Iowa as a spotting target.” A live torpedo had been accidentally fired “and the aim was luckily bad.”[11] Either guns from the Iowa or the force of its wake caused the torpedo to explode. At dinner that evening, Hopkins tried to make light of it, joking that the torpedo “must have come from some damn Republican.”[12]

			During a meeting in his cabin on November 15, FDR’s military chiefs presented a unanimous recommendation that he should reject once and for all Churchill’s “Balkans–Eastern Mediterranean” strategy for defeating Germany, which the prime minister had been promoting for months, and in so doing implicitly confirm his support for Operation Overlord, the massive cross-Channel invasion of France that was planned to take place in the spring of 1944. As if the president were answering their prayers, and he most certainly was, the minutes recorded FDR as simply saying, “Amen.” The chiefs were relieved. They had reason to believe that this time their commander in chief would not accede, as he had in the past, to Churchill’s seductive eloquence.

			Addressing the next item on the meeting agenda, Roosevelt announced that it was his “idea” that General George Marshall should command not only Overlord but all “British, French, Italian and U.S. troops involved” in defeating Germany.[13] This was the first time the president had gone on record as favoring the appointment of Marshall to be supreme commander in Europe.

			In his many hours out on the sun-splashed deck as the Iowa raced from Bermuda to the Azores, Roosevelt’s thoughts drifted beyond the war and often fixated on Joseph Stalin: whether and if so how he could establish a personal relationship with him, a relationship both friendly and cooperative. FDR was obsessively interested in learning about Stalin’s background and personality, having read extensively about him and questioned those who knew him well. The president was under no illusions. He knew that Stalin was a ruthless tyrant, responsible for the indiscriminate murder of tens of thousands of innocent victims in Ukraine and elsewhere. Nevertheless, since only two superpowers—the U.S. and the Soviet Union—would remain after the war, there would be no international peacekeeping organization without buy-in by the Soviet premier and the membership of his empire. In FDR’s mind, Joseph Stalin, the absolute dictator of the Soviet Union, was the key to his plan for postwar peace.

			Supremely confident that Stalin was “getable,” as Roosevelt and Hopkins used to say, the president remarked one afternoon to Doc McIntire, who had accompanied him on the Iowa, “If I can convince [Stalin] that our offer of cooperation is on the square, and that we want to be comrades rather than enemies, I’m betting that he’ll come in.” Roosevelt reasoned that because Stalin and the vast Soviet Union would be faced with daunting challenges after the war, it would be in the best interests of the Russians to remain friendly with the United States. “I bank on his realism,” he told McIntire. “He must be tired of sitting on bayonets,” meaning the calls for the restoration of his war-torn country, the demands of his people for humanitarian relief, and the grumblings of his satellite nations, which would soon yearn for freedom.[14] He was convinced that Stalin needed the U.S. as much as FDR needed him.

			William Bullitt, former ambassador to the Soviet Union, was skeptical. He had warned Roosevelt in three private letters against “the vice of wishful thinking.”[15] The president responded with disdain, saying he was “going to play my hunch,” gambling that if he asked Stalin “for nothing in return, noblesse oblige,” he “will work with me for a world of democracy and peace.”[16] George Kennan, who emerged after the war as the leading expert on Soviet intentions, believed FDR was naive. He wrote that Bullitt’s letters “deserve a place among the major historical documents of the time.”[17]

			As the Iowa neared the narrow Strait of Gibraltar, where the huge battleship would become exposed to lurking U-boats and bomber-launched Hs-293 glide torpedoes, Admiral Kent Hewitt, the naval commander in the area, was ordered to call upon his destroyers, subs, and aircraft to clear the strait and keep it clear. With all of its lights blacked out, the Iowa began sliding through the strait under cover of darkness. Suddenly, its superstructure was silhouetted by beams of powerful searchlights situated on the nearby Spanish shore. Hewitt’s task force, however, had done its job. The Iowa emerged unscathed at dawn into the broad, sunlit Mediterranean Sea. After the eight-day voyage, Captain McCrea anchored the Iowa in the harbor of the great Mers-el-Kébir naval base, six miles west of the Algerian city of Oran.

			The American commander in chief had weighed anchor in a war zone, the southern edge of the Mediterranean theater. For the next few days, he and his entourage would fly with fighter escorts in his comfortably fitted Douglas C-54 transport along the North African littoral to Tunis and then Cairo, where they would confer with Chiang Kai-shek and Churchill for four more days before departing for the flight over the Middle East to Tehran and the long-sought meeting with Stalin.

			
			

			—

			On the eve of departure from Cairo, November 26, 1943, reports from the world’s battlefields were mixed. In Italy, the battle closest to Roosevelt, savage fighting by the Anglo-American troops in San Pietro was taking place at what was called “the Winter Line.” Plagued by mounting casualties, outbreaks of trench foot, and supply shortages, General Mark Clark gathered the senior commanders of his Fifth Army and ordered them to pause and “hold to [their] present positions” for two weeks.[18] The defending forces of German field marshal “Smiling Al” Kesserling enjoyed a natural advantage in the mountainous terrain. General Lucian Truscott, one of the war’s most successful combat generals, drawled, “There’s still a lot of fight left in the old son of a bitch.”[19]

			Eight thousand miles to the east, dispatches from the Pacific in November were encouraging but progress was terribly slow. General Douglas MacArthur and Admiral William “Bull” Halsey had worked out a plan to isolate, starve, and bypass Rabaul, a strategically located Japanese bastion at the eastern end of the island of New Britain, the most heavily defended position by Japan in the South Pacific. By the time Roosevelt had departed Cairo for Tehran, the noose was beginning to be draped around Rabaul’s neck. But it would take weeks for MacArthur to encircle Rabaul, cut its supply lines, and deprive the hundred thousand Japanese infantrymen on the base of an opportunity to fight and die for their emperor.

			By far the most optimistic reports in late November 1943 came from the Eastern Front, some two thousand to thirty-five hundred miles northeast of Cairo. Having paid a terrible price in military and civilian casualties—an estimated twenty million dead—the Red Army had regained more than half of the territory lost to the Germans since 1941. While Leningrad was still under siege, the cities of Smolensk, Kyiv, and Kharkiv, among many others, had been recaptured. After crippling defeats at Stalingrad and the Kursk salient, an epic battle in which two million men fought for fifty days, the once vaunted Wehrmacht was no longer capable of sustained offensive action. In the south, the German 17th Army had been forced to withdraw across the Kerch Strait into the Crimean Peninsula. Though its land-based connection and its communications were severed by the Soviets, the Germans were able to hang on to Crimea for the next several months. Nevertheless, Hitler’s dream—a nightmare for the Allies—of capturing the oil fields in the Caucasus and linking up with the Japanese in the Middle East would never come to fruition.

			Over Berlin, beginning in mid-November, hundreds of Royal Air Force bombers, night after night, indiscriminately carpeted the city with high explosives, killing thousands of citizens and destroying the national opera house, art gallery, theater, and zoo. RAF marshal Arthur Travers Harris, known as “Bomber” or “Butcher” Harris, announced that the bombing would continue “until the heart of Nazi Germany ceases to beat.”[20] Hitler’s propaganda chief, Joseph Goebbels, tried to persuade the führer to negotiate a separate peace with the Soviets or possibly even the British before the Western Allies invaded France. He reasoned that it was the one strategy that might save the Reich from utter destruction and defeat. However, Goebbels’s entreaties were flatly rejected by Hitler. The führer believed that as long as Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin were alive, negotiations would be futile.

			

			—

			In Joseph Stalin’s judgment, the capacity of his armies and the will of his people were approaching a breaking point. To achieve complete victory, a second front in Europe was essential. That conviction, together with the fact that the Germans were no longer able to launch offensive operations, caused him to finally decide that he could trust his generals to run the war for a few days and travel to Tehran to meet with Roosevelt and Churchill. His main goal in Tehran would be to nail down once and for all a firm commitment from Roosevelt and Churchill to open a second front in Europe in May 1944.

			With fighter escorts overhead, Stalin’s camouflaged train, plagued by breaks in the rails and communications failures, rolled slowly south from Moscow past the rubble surrounding Stalingrad to Kilyazi station in Azerbaijan, fifty miles from Baku on the Caspian Sea. From there, Stalin and his party were driven to an airport where American C-47s, courtesy of Lend-Lease, would fly them to Tehran. There was no way to get there other than to fly.

			Stalin hated to travel. He had not been out of the Soviet Union since 1913. Moreover, he was terrified by the prospect of flying. This would be his first time. As he approached the plane assigned to him, which was to be piloted by a general, he abruptly turned and began walking toward another C-47, which he knew would be flown by a lower-ranking colonel. “Don’t take it badly,” he called out to the general. “Generals don’t often pilot aircraft, we’d better go with the Colonel.”[21] Actions like this were typical of Stalin. He was obsessed with his personal safety. He trusted no one.

			The plane Stalin chose on the spur of the moment had been assigned to Lavrenti Beria, the sinister head of the Soviet NKVD (secret police, forerunner of the KGB and FSB) who was in charge of Stalin’s personal security during the conference. Those flying in the other C-47s included Vyacheslav Molotov, Stalin’s stone-faced commissar of foreign affairs; Marshal Kliment Voroshilov, a blond, blue-eyed ex-cavalryman whom Stalin described as “a good fellow but not a military man”; and a general who was responsible for keeping Stalin up-to-date on battlefield developments.[22] Unlike Roosevelt, who would arrive in Tehran with a bevy of high-powered military and diplomatic advisers, Stalin had no one but Molotov. He was the only one in Stalin’s entourage with the experience and stature to advise him on policy and strategy, the only one he relied upon. Other than Vladimir Pavlov, Stalin’s interpreter, Molotov, whose adopted name meant “hammer” in Russian, would be the individual who would sit next to Stalin at all of the Big Three plenary sessions in Tehran.

			Stalin’s 335-mile, two-hour flight to Tehran, surrounded by fighter aircraft, was uneventful, except when his C-47 suddenly dipped into air pockets. On those occasions, Stalin clutched his armrests, knuckles whitening, with “an expression of utter terror on his face.”[23] The Soviet delegation landed at Gale Morghi aerodrome near Tehran at around noon on Saturday, November 26. American P-39s with red stars could be seen in the distance arrayed wing to wing on the tarmac. Among the ten cars waiting to take them to the Soviet embassy were a Packard, a Lincoln, and a Cadillac, each armored.

			Within a few hours, Stalin, his bodyguard of twelve huge Georgians, and the rest of his party had settled in at the embassy. Built by a wealthy Persian years before, the estate consisted of villas, several cottages, a park, and gardens, all surrounded by a high wall. The walled-in British legation was next to the Soviet compound, separated only by a narrow road, while the American legation was some four miles distant through the dusty, teeming streets of Tehran.

			

			—

			Shortly after Stalin arrived, two teams of Nazi-led commandos took off from Simferopol in the Crimea in separate Ju-290 transports, headed for Iran. The South Team, clad in Russian uniforms, consisted of fifteen former Russian soldiers who had defected to Germany, led by Hans Ulrich von Ortel, an SS major who had helped massacre thousands of Jews in the Rovno ghetto in western Ukraine. By midnight the team had parachuted onto a dry lake outside the city of Qom.[24]

			In Tehran, local NKVD intelligence agents and Soviet soldiers stationed in and around the city were on high alert to be on the lookout for Nazi infiltrators. They did not know that the Big Three were about to meet, but they had been warned by the Moscow Central Intelligence Directorate that “something big” was being planned and that it would take place in their city.[25] By midmorning on November 27, Ortel, his team, and their gear were inside a “safe” rug warehouse near the western border of the bazaar in Tehran, believing they had arrived undetected. Ortel was at his radio transmitter, reporting to Berlin, when a group of heavily armed Soviet soldiers and NKVD agents burst through the door. Ortel had time to transmit the code word for “abort mission” before bullets knifed through him and the transmitter. He and some of his team were shot dead; the rest surrendered. The scene was witnessed by nineteen-year-old Gevork Vartanian, an NKVD volunteer who would repeat what he saw at a press conference in Moscow in 2003. It was his night patrol that discovered Ortel’s caravan wending its way through Tehran’s streets as dawn broke. And it was Vartanian who reported his suspicions to the NKVD station on Syroos Street and accompanied the assault force into the warehouse.[26]

			Meanwhile, the second assassination team was still at large. Due to pilot error they had parachuted miles from the drop zone near Qom. This team, led by Major Rudolf von Holten-Pflug, an ambitious aristocrat who was experienced in espionage and assassination techniques, had been assigned to command the infiltration and murder of the Big Three. In addition to Holten-Pflug, the group consisted of four highly skilled SS commandos and an Iranian by the name of Gorechi who had emigrated to Germany. Because their radio had been damaged following a hard landing, it was almost daylight by the time they reached the place where they were to rendezvous with Ortel’s South Team. Hans-Pflug gave Gorechi the address of the so-called safe warehouse in Tehran and instructed him to make his way into Tehran and borrow a truck from Ortel. With an assist from gossipy Iranians at a café near the warehouse, Gorechi learned of the violent attack and the demise of Ortel’s South Team.

			When Gorechi returned on the afternoon of November 27 and informed his leader of the South Team’s fate, Holten-Pflug could have scrapped the mission but he calculated that there was still at least a chance of success. After all, no one knew where he was and the survivors of Ortel’s South Team, now subject to certain torture and execution, had never been told the plan for getting access to the Big Three nor the time and place for killing them all at the same time. Holten-Pflug was the only one in Iran who had this vital information.[27]

			

			—

			By 4 p.m. on the same day, Roosevelt and his party were just settling in at the American legation in Tehran after the thirteen-hundred-mile flight from Cairo. Mike Reilly, the head of FDR’s Secret Service detail, was called downstairs to meet with General Dmitry Arkadiev, an NKVD intelligence officer. Arkadiev had unsettling news for the man whose sole responsibility was to protect the president with his life. The general informed Reilly that his men had located, captured, and killed a number of heavily armed Nazi parachutists (Ortel’s South Team) and that the survivors had confessed after interrogation—a euphemism for torture—that six more had probably been dropped outside Tehran. To calm Reilly’s evident concerns, Arkadiev confidently predicted that with the element of surprise having been eliminated, the mission to assassinate the Big Three had surely been aborted. There was no way, he argued, that six commandos, however skilled, could penetrate the ring of tight security, augmented by thousands of Soviet troops, that would surround the Big Three throughout the conference. Instead, the six would most likely be caught by border patrols within the next few days as they fled north to escape Iran.

			Mike Reilly was still skeptical, unable to rule out the possibility that the six-man team possessed both an ingenious plan and the fanaticism to lay down their lives for the fatherland—a slim chance to change the course of history.

			Late that Saturday evening, November 27, the Soviet embassy telephoned Averell Harriman and Sir Archibald Clark Kerr, the U.S. and British ambassadors to the Soviet Union, who were at the American legation. They were told that foreign minister Molotov needed to see them immediately. It was after midnight when they arrived. Though he declined to provide specifics, Molotov informed them that Soviet intelligence had just learned that Nazi operatives were in or near Tehran and that assassination attempts were possible. To prevent Roosevelt and his party from exposure while being driven across town for the conference, Molotov urged that they move into the Soviet compound, which adjoined the British legation. Harriman and Kerr spent the next forty-five minutes or so inspecting the proposed quarters for the president, which were in a two-story house attached to the main building where the plenary sessions of the Big Three would take place.

			Harriman was not sure that Molotov was on the level. However, first thing in the morning, the day the Big Three conference was set to begin, Harriman huddled with Hopkins, Reilly, and other aides to debate the truth of Molotov’s assertions, his motives, and whether a move by the president to the Soviet embassy might alienate Churchill. Reilly, the dominant voice, and all but one of the others believed that Molotov’s warning of danger should be given the benefit of the doubt. After all, if the Americans found out that the Russians were lying before the conference had even begun, Stalin’s credibility would be destroyed and the conference could founder. The Americans could threaten to deny Stalin the one thing he so desperately needed—a commitment for a second front in 1944. The stakes were too high for lying to make sense. At that point, as Harriman wrote in his memoir, “Hopkins disappeared to see the President, who readily agreed and was delighted with the prospect” of moving into the Soviet compound.[28]

			Roosevelt and Reilly were savvy enough to be aware that if the president moved into the Soviet compound, he would be subject to electronic surveillance (i.e., “bugging”). But that possibility, if not a certainty, was outweighed by the priceless prospect of FDR having one-on-one access to Stalin throughout the days and evenings of the conference, during which the president planned to build a close personal relationship with him. As Hopkins explained that day to Lord Moran (Sir Charles Wilson, Churchill’s personal physician), FDR had “spent his life managing men [and] he has come to Teheran determined . . . to come to terms with Stalin, and he is not going to allow anything to interfere with that purpose.”[29] Hopkins was not explicit, but the first among those the president would not allow to “interfere” was Winston Churchill. Early in the war Roosevelt had bluntly warned the prime minister: “I know you will not mind my being brutally frank when I tell you that I think I can personally handle Stalin better than either you or your Foreign Office or my State Department. Stalin hates the guts of all of your people. He thinks he likes me better, and I hope he will continue to do so.”[30]

			Protected by jeeps filled with American soldiers both leading the way and guarding the rear, the president’s armored limousine departed the American legation for the trip across the city to the Soviet embassy. Mike Reilly’s Secret Service agents, brandishing tommy guns, stood on the running boards of the limousine as the motorcade began to move slowly through the main streets of Tehran, lined with cheering Iranians. As soon as the caravan left, Roosevelt was lifted into the back seat of an inconspicuous army sedan. His driver, accompanied by a lone jeep, hit the accelerator and sped through side streets to the Soviet embassy. Since the six assassins were still on the loose, Reilly was taking no chances. The man inside the president’s limousine waving at the crowd was Secret Service agent Bob Holmes. “The Boss, as always, was vastly amused by the dummy cavalcade trip,” recalled Reilly.[31]

			
			

			—

			“It was a beautiful Iranian Sunday afternoon, gold and blue, mild and sunny,” wrote Charles “Chip” Bohlen, the thirty-nine-year-old Russian-speaking State Department officer who would serve as interpreter for the Americans.[32] At a little after 3:00 p.m. on November 28, not long after Roosevelt had arrived, Marshal of the Soviet Union Joseph Stalin, clad in a mustard-colored tunic and red-striped trousers, with the Order of Lenin on his chest, strode “clumsily, like a small bear,” across the Soviet compound to Roosevelt’s villa. He was led into a tiny sitting room decorated with “Tsarist gilt and Communist red stars.”[33] A photo of Stalin smoking a pipe hung on the wall. Seated on a couch, FDR was waiting for him.

			To the dismay of Churchill, the meeting of the American president and the leader of the Soviet Union was about to take place and he was not there. All morning Churchill had pressed FDR to get together so they could discuss beforehand the war strategy he hoped to present to Stalin at the first plenary session of the Big Three. Roosevelt refused. He made it clear that “he wanted to see Stalin first and to see him alone except for the two interpreters, Bohlen and V.N. Pavlov.” Thus, the so-called Big Three conference at Tehran would actually begin with a meeting of the Big Two, a portent of the future. Harriman was warned by General Hastings “Pug” Ismay, Churchill’s military chief of staff, that “storm signals were flying in the British legation.”[34]

			The historic first meeting between Roosevelt and Stalin lasted forty minutes, though half was taken up by the translators. Yet the brief exchange of views deftly orchestrated by Roosevelt revealed his strategy for “coming to terms” with Stalin and his vision for the postwar world. Its importance cannot be overstated.

			It began with a hearty “I am glad to see you” and the offer of an American cigarette.[35] The president casually asked Stalin how things were going “on the Soviet battlefront,” knowing that this was a touchy subject because Stalin had been demanding a second front in the west for more than a year. FDR let him respond, “Not too good.” But before Stalin could criticize him for the delay, FDR said that drawing away “30 or 40 German divisions from the Eastern Front” was one of the main subjects to be discussed at the forthcoming conference.[36] It was an oblique way of signaling Stalin that the Americans were committed to launching a second front in Western Europe by the summer of 1944. Stalin thanked him, saying that “it would be of great value.”[37]

			To further ingratiate himself, Roosevelt abruptly pivoted to the postwar period, offering up the prospect that a portion of the “American-British merchant fleet” could be made available to the Soviet Union (although there is no evidence that he discussed this beforehand with the British). Stalin responded

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/images/DuttonDLogoCR.jpg
[

DUTTON







OEBPS/images/9780593186459_cover.jpg
AN

How
Truman
Emerged
from
Roosevelt's
Shadow
and Remade
the World

Author of George Marshall: Defender of the R‘épub'li.c

DAVID L. ROLL






OEBPS/images/page_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/penguin-logo-for-copyright.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593186459_title_page.jpg
ASCENT
10 POWER

How Truman Emerged from Roosevelt’s
Shadow and Remade the World

DAVID L. ROLL

[

DUTTON





