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Preface

WARS ARE DIFFERENT NOW, BUT THE HUMAN FACTORS AND FORCES at the highest levels change little. The story of Franklin Roosevelt and his top military command sheds light on the perennial issues that confront America when we are challenged. How should we fight our foes? Where and when? At what price? Who decides the wisest course when the best minds disagree? Who should be our allies? And what do we fight for?

FDR answered the final question in his last testament. On Wednesday, April 11, 1945, the day before he died, Franklin Roosevelt was at work on a Jefferson Day speech: “Today we are part of the vast Allied force—a force composed of flesh and blood and steel and spirit—which is today destroying the makers of war, the breeders of hate in Europe, and in Asia.” But FDR always looked ahead; he was a man of the future, and the world to come was on his mind. “Today, science has brought all the different quarters of the globe so close together that it is impossible to isolate them one from another,” he wrote, accurately predicting the emergence of the global civilization that has become the reality of the twenty-first century.

The leaders he chose to fight for his ideals seem distant now, either Olympian—Eisenhower, MacArthur, Patton—or dimmed by time—Marshall, Arnold, King. Yet each of these men held the lives and destinies of young Americans and the course of democracy itself in their hands. Who they were and how they did what they did—how they fought and how they thought—repays our attention, for they were at work in the greatest war in the history of man.

And at the center—always at the center, in command, smiling yet steely—was Franklin Roosevelt. Now seen as a marble man, a demigod, he was in fact all too human, and to understand him as he was—a man, not a myth—arms us well to judge his successors as they struggle with issues of war and peace and power.

Had he lived another day, he would have told America: “Today we are faced with the preeminent fact that, if civilization is to survive, we must cultivate the science of human relationships—the ability of all peoples, of all kinds, to live together and work together, in the same world, at peace.”

That is the world that the commander in chief and his centurions fought for. Their story is told here.
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Introduction

ON MARCH 4, 1933, FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT STOOD ON THE East Portico of the Capitol behind a massive Great Seal of the United States. Four rows of dignitaries, many arriving in black silk top hats, took their places behind him. His son James had been positioned strategically should the paraplegic president, supported only by leg braces, begin to fall. FDR’s hand rested on the Roosevelt family’s 1686 Bible as Supreme Court chief justice Charles Evans Hughes swore in the thirty-second president of the United States. Along with the civilian powers and duties of the office that Roosevelt assumed that day, he became, under Article II, Section II of the Constitution, “the commander in chief of the Army and Navy of the United States.” Ironically, and admirably in a democracy, this oath usually places a military amateur over the most star-studded generals and admirals in uniform. Roosevelt reveled in the authority. Throughout his life, he had displayed an interest in military matters. As a boy he had indulged dreams of attending the Naval Academy at Annapolis, but his doting mother could not bear the thought of long separations from her only child. As a birthday present, FDR once presented his grandson Curtis Roosevelt with the Navy bible, Jane’s Fighting Ships. His love of the sea reached its fullest expression when, at age thirty-one, President Woodrow Wilson appointed him assistant secretary of the navy. When the United States entered the First World War in 1917, he pleaded with Wilson to be allowed to resign and get into uniform, but the president turned him down. Nevertheless, against the resistance of his superior, navy secretary Josephus Daniels, FDR managed to wangle a mission to the Western Front in the summer of 1918. While there he wore a vaguely military dress of his own design, khaki pants tucked into leather puttees, a gray knee-length coat, a French army helmet, and a gas mask looped around his neck. Though never under fire, he described in a letter home the aftermath of battle. After slogging through oozing mud and around water-logged shell holes, he wrote of “discarded overcoats, rain-stained love letters … and many little mounds, some wholly unmarked, some with a rifle stuck bayonet down in the earth with a tag of wood or wrapping paper hung over it and a pencil scrawl of an American name.”

Fifteen years later, as president, even as he wrestled with the economic tailspin of the Great Depression, FDR, alarmed by the rise of Nazism, fascism, and Japan’s imperial ambitions, fought to increase military spending, eventually winning congressional approval for a $4 billion creation of a true two-ocean Navy. In 1938, while the country slipped back into the economic doldrums, the president angled for congressional approval to build 20,000 war planes annually. When in 1940 his Army chief of staff, General George Marshall, lobbied for funds to double the size of an Army that ranked somewhere between those of Portugal and Bulgaria, FDR doubled the request.

On September 1, 1939, a transatlantic phone call from William Bullitt, the U.S. ambassador to France, woke the president from a deep sleep to alert him that Germany had invaded Poland. The second world war in a generation had begun. Soon Roosevelt began to unravel the Neutrality Laws that had tied his hands from aiding the Allies fighting against Hitler. When in late December 1940 an anxious Winston Churchill informed him that Britain, facing imminent invasion, was nearly flat broke and “we will no longer be able to pay cash for shipping and supplies,” FDR hatched, in the unknowable recesses of his imagination, a scheme for giving Britain fifty overage destroyers which he justified by obtaining in exchange several bases of minimal usefulness. This decidedly unneutral act was followed a year later by Lend-Lease, which allowed America to pour billions in arms and equipment into Britain and the Soviet Union, employing the flimsy rationale that the “loaned” material would be returned after the war. In July 1941 he imposed an oil embargo on fuel-short Japan, which, it can be argued, contributed to the Japanese decision to attack Pearl Harbor.

To keep the sea lanes open to Britain, FDR stretched the definition of the Western Hemisphere to limits that would have astonished President James Monroe and his doctrine. In a fireside chat in September 1941, Roosevelt revealed how far he was prepared to go, telling his radio listeners, “When you see a rattlesnake poised to strike, you do not wait until he has struck before you crush him.” The press quickly branded his words the “Shoot on Sight” policy. In effect, the president had launched an undeclared war against Germany on the high seas.

Thus by the time that Japan struck Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, and Germany declared war on the United States four days later, Franklin Roosevelt was already a commander in chief firmly in control of the nation’s war-making apparatus like no president since Abraham Lincoln during the Civil War. FDR wore the mantle as comfortably as the battered, upturned fedora that had become his trademark. In his address to a joint session of Congress the day after Pearl Harbor, seeking a declaration of war, he underscored his military powers, saying, “as commander in chief of the Army and Navy I have directed that all measures be taken for our defense.” At a cabinet dinner, he turned to his secretary of state, Cordell Hull, who was about to introduce him, and told Hull to present him not as president, but as commander in chief.

Roosevelt’s direction of America during the war must be judged by how well he performed the three roles he assumed. The first was as recruiter in chief, choosing the generals and admirals he deemed capable of winning a war. How apt were his selections of Marshall to run the Army, Admiral Ernest J. King to command the Navy, General Henry H. “Hap” Arnold to build an Air Force, Dwight D. Eisenhower to command the invasion of Western Europe, and other figures in key roles, Generals Douglas MacArthur, Omar Bradley, and Joseph Stilwell among the most prominent? He valued the sober, sensible workhorses, like Marshall and Eisenhower, but he was also drawn to the show horses with the dash and panache of a George S. Patton, or a Mark Clark, perhaps as a vicarious escape from his own immobility. He directed the war from an environment of controlled chaos, largely self-created. His secretary of war, Henry L. Stimson, only slightly exaggerating, noted, “He has no system. He goes haphazard and scatters responsibility among a lot of uncoordinated men and consequently things are never done.”

Secondly, FDR must be judged as strategist in chief. He was not a military meddler in a league with Churchill, who poked his nose into the smallest details and fired generals left and right. Roosevelt was largely content to have the professionals wage the tactical war. But, on the strategic level, he retained for himself the consequential decisions. If, however, he felt a military chief was foot-dragging or wrong, he did not hesitate to step in, as when he pressured a resistant Admiral King to adopt the convoy system to thwart the massive kills German U-boats were scoring against merchant shipping in the Atlantic. He indulged a practical bent, once describing as part of his war on U-boats in the Atlantic a scheme for installing helicopter pads on the decks of merchant ships. “The helicopters,” he explained, “could hover over the convoys, spot German submarines, drop a depth charge or two and then, if they had difficulty landing on a wobbly deck, could be plucked from the sea in great nets trailing behind the base ship.”

Even after the American people seethed with vengeance over the sneak attack on Pearl Harbor, FDR never wavered from his position that the war against Germany retained priority. He took this stance because he believed that the defeat of Germany would bring about the defeat of Japan, but the defeat of Japan would not bring about the defeat of Germany. During the conflict, Europe received 85 percent of the nation’s war output. What was left went to the Pacific.

In likely his most controversial decision, and against the will of his military chiefs, who unanimously supported an invasion across the English Channel to defeat Germany, he chose to engage America in the European war, initially not against the Germans on the continent but against the French in North Africa. Eisenhower would describe this decision as “the blackest day in history.” Churchill was obsessed with controlling the Mediterranean to preserve the lifeline of the British Empire, though he cleverly sold his support for a North African invasion as wise military policy and not simply as a nakedly imperialist objective. He and his military chiefs also buttressed their case by maintaining that at this point the Allies lacked sufficient sea transportation to build a powerful enough invasion force in England and that untested American troops were not yet ready to storm Fortress Europa. To FDR, eager to have American troops engaged somewhere in 1942, North Africa presented an attractive compromise. Then, after Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps had been driven out of North Africa, FDR made his next strategic decision, again influenced by Churchill. The prime minister persuaded him of the advantages of invading Sicily and then Italy proper. Marshall warned that if Sicily were attacked, the drain of resources would make it “difficult if not impossible” to make the cross-Channel campaign as originally planned, in 1943. Indeed, the Sicilian invasion force, 166,000 men landed within three days, roughly equaled the armies that would land at Normandy on D-Day, nearly a year later. Nevertheless, FDR remained lukewarm about Italy. He told his secretary of war, Henry Stimson, that he did not want to go further than Rome. But he did. The bloody slog up the Italian boot was still going on when the war ended. FDR’s decisions on North Africa, Sicily, and Italy, right or wrong, clearly established who was in charge of the U.S. war effort. As former chief historian of the Army Kent Roberts Greenfield has calculated, during World War II, FDR made over twenty major decisions that went “against the advice, or over the protests of his military advisers.”

In another major override of his professionals, Roosevelt supported Douglas MacArthur’s insistence that the general be allowed to reconquer the Philippines after he had lost the islands early in the war. Admiral King, strongly supported by Admiral Chester Nimitz, the man FDR had sent to command the Central Pacific, believed that by island hopping across the ocean, bypassing certain islands, most notably the Philippines, Japan could eventually be strangled, which would obviate the need for a bloodbath on Japanese beaches. FDR had to resolve the controversy in 1944, a presidential election year, and MacArthur claimed to tell Roosevelt privately, “If your decision be to bypass the Philippines and leave its millions of wards of the United States and thousands of American internees and prisoners of war to continue to languish in their agony and despair—I dare to say that the American people would be so aroused that they would register most complete resentment against you at the polls this fall.” FDR let MacArthur have his invasion.

The president’s most stunning strategic surprise was sprung at Casablanca in January 1943 when, as he glanced at handwritten notes on his lap, he announced, “The elimination of German, Japanese, and Italian war power means the unconditional surrender by Germany, Italy, and Japan.” Churchill would subsequently waffle on how he felt about unconditional surrender. Joseph Stalin at the Big Three conference at Tehran in 1943 argued that negotiated terms would hasten the day of German capitulation. Eisenhower said of unconditional surrender, “If you were given two choices—one to mount the scaffold and the other to charge twenty bayonets—you might as well charge twenty bayonets.” Roosevelt’s pronouncement, however, left Hitler’s propaganda minister, Joseph Goebbels, ecstatic. “How can any German,” he said, “whether he likes it or not, do anything but fight on with all his strength?” Nevertheless, FDR insisted on total unconditional capitulation to his dying day.

Another far-reaching decision occurred when FDR told his military aide, General Edwin “Pa” Watson, “This requires action.” Roosevelt had just been informed by Albert Einstein of the unimaginable power of the atom. With these words, Roosevelt set in motion the quest for an atomic bomb, producing a chain reaction that changed the course of history.

Finally, FDR must be judged as the home front leader charged with motivating, marshaling and inspiring a people at war, by sustaining the belief that their sacrifices were worth enduring, even dying for. The smoke had not yet cleared from the wreckage of Pearl Harbor when he set the tone, vowing, “No matter how long it may take us to overcome this premeditated invasion, the American people … will win through to absolute victory.”

This work deals with paths taken over sixty years ago. Revisiting the decisions calls to mind what one writer has said of “revisionism,” that it is the “itch of historians to say something new about something already known.” The contemporary reader knows how things turned out and it often seems they had to turn out that way. The challenge before the historian is to bring the reader back to the point when we did not know how things would turn out and when the forks in the road were still hidden. There is little point in writing history, or reading it for that matter, if no idea, no reinterpretation, no fresh conclusion is worth exploring. Most of the conclusions reached in this work are underpinned by primary sources. The president’s private and public papers at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library at Hyde Park are a treasure trove revealing the president’s wartime leadership. The files of FDR’s Map Room, which became the White House nerve center during the war, provide firsthand, eyewitness, day-by-day accounts as we watch the war unfold. We see the president sparring with Marshall, dispatching Harry Hopkins, measuring Eisenhower, clashing with Stalin and agreeing with, disputing, and being cajoled by Churchill. These original sources have been buttressed by the review of the papers of George Marshall, Dwight Eisenhower, Joseph Stilwell, and George Patton along with several others. My reading of the contemporary newspaper coverage of the war provided a you-are-there perspective.

No human endeavor matches the destructive scale of warfare. Over sixty nations were involved in World War II. The fronts on which the United States fought reached halfway around the globe, from the rim of Asia to the middle of Europe, spanning 12,590 miles. The “good war” cost an estimated 62 million to 78 million military and civilian deaths worldwide, ranging from 301,000 in a country as small as the Netherlands to over 23 million in the Soviet Union. The shattering of normal life, the dying, the homelessness, the hunger, the maiming, the sum total of misery inflicted on individuals and families, the destruction of property including cultural treasures, is incalculable. The historian Max Hastings has described World War II as the “most disastrous human experience in history.”

Franklin Roosevelt stood at the vortex of this calamity. The ultimate question pursued in this work is whether the fulfillment of his roles, recruiter, strategist, and home front leader, hastened victory, with the concomitant saving of millions of lives, or whether they delayed the end with unnecessary death and destruction. Further, did the final victory achieve the lofty aims to which he pledged himself, to create a community of nations at peace, governed by democracy, freed from colonialism, oppression, despotism, and the baleful enterprise of war? We seek the answers in the story that follows.
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CHAPTER 1
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The Day We Almost Lost the Army

WHEN HE ENTERED A ROOM ONE SENSED, NO MATTER WHAT HE WORE, that here was a soldier. On July 9, 1941, General George Catlett Marshall, Army chief of staff, appeared before the Senate Committee on Military Affairs wearing a gray civilian suit, tall, shoulders squared but not conspicuously, chin receding slightly, thin lips compressed in a line of firm resolution, a figure exuding dignity and authority. Marshall was embarked on a mission that he regarded as vital as any in his forty years in uniform, to save the still anemic United States Army from emasculation. Unless the committee could be persuaded to report favorably on a bill to extend the draft, the nation’s first peacetime draftees would soon complete their required one year of service and head home. Because President Franklin Roosevelt desperately wanted the draft extended, he had sent the less politically divisive Marshall to Capitol Hill to serve as point man before the committee. Marshall began his testimony, “If the term of service of the National Guard and of the selectees is not extended,” he warned, “… under existing limitations of the law, almost two-thirds of our enlisted men and three-fourths of our officer personnel will have to be released after completing 12 months of service.” He mounted a strong finish, citing the disaster of an expired draft on a vital garrison, “the great naval base of Pearl Harbor.”

[image: ]

DEBATE OVER THE INITIAL DRAFT LAW the year before had been stormy. Upstate New York Republican congressman James Wadsworth introduced the legislation on June 20, 1940, two days before France gave up the fight against Nazi Germany. His championing of military service had a long pedigree. His great-grandfather, William Wadsworth, had been a brigadier general in the War of 1812. His grandfather, also James and a Civil War general, was killed in the Battle of the Wilderness. Wadsworth himself had served in the Spanish-American War. Wadsworth’s measure, HR 10132, bore the ringing title “A Bill to Protect the Integrity and Institutions of the United States Through a System of Selective Compulsory Military Training and Service.” The bill eventually called for a single year of Army service for men aged twenty-one through thirty-six. It sought to strengthen readiness, while keeping America out of the war raging in Europe by barring draftees from serving outside the United States, except in America’s overseas possessions.

In the America of 1940, public interest in a far-off conflict remained low. Moviegoers were flocking to the season’s hits, Walt Disney’s Fantasia, W. C. Fields and Mae West in My Little Chickadee, and Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant in The Philadelphia Story. Young Americans danced to the beat of Glenn Miller, Artie Shaw, and Benny Goodman and girls swooned to a new rage, Frank Sinatra, crooning “I’ll Never Smile Again.” Sports fans flocked to watch their heroes of the diamond, the gridiron, the tennis court, and the ring, Joe DiMaggio, Sammy Baugh, Don Budge, and Joe Louis. Initially, public opinion over the draft split down the middle according to a Gallup poll taken less than a month before the bill’s introduction. But as Europe’s dominoes began to fall before the Nazi onslaught—Denmark, Norway, Holland, Belgium, and, most shockingly, the swift collapse of France—American public opinion began to shift. By August, some six weeks after HR 10132’s introduction, the latest Gallup poll showed 71 percent of Americans favoring a peacetime draft.

Still, opponents were vigorous and organized. Senator Claude Pepper of Florida spoke in favor of the bill and found himself hanged in effigy outside the Capitol by the Congress of American Mothers. “Pauline Revere,” in colonial garb, rode a white horse up the Capitol steps and carried a sign that read, “Mobilize for Peace and Defeat Conscription.” The isolationist America First Committee boasted among its members former President Theodore Roosevelt’s outspoken daughter Alice Longworth, aviation hero Charles Lindbergh, and Hollywood star Lillian Gish. America Firsters argued that should beleaguered Britain fall, the wisest course for America was to find an accommodation with Germany rather than embroil the country in another European war.

Tempers frayed as the debate in Congress dragged on. Martin Sweeney, an isolationist Ohio Democrat, denounced the bill as a Roosevelt ruse to drag America into the conflict. Mr. Beverly Vincent, a representative from Kentucky, called Sweeney a traitor and “a son-of-a-bitch.” Sweeney took a swing at Vincent, who counterpunched with a hard right to Sweeney’s head. The House doorkeeper described the fracas as the best fistfight he had witnessed in his fifty years in his post.

On September 14, after being amended thirty-three times, the draft bill carried handily by 47 to 25 votes in the Senate and by 232 to 124 in the House. Two days later, the president signed the first peacetime draft.

Registrants for the draft far exceeded the Army’s needs and a national lottery was to be held to determine who would go first. The date for the lottery posed a dilemma for FDR. He was facing his precedent-shattering run for a third term and his Republican opponent, the rumpled, affable, astute Wall Street lawyer Wendell Willkie, had found his campaign issue: FDR, Willkie charged, was a warmonger. Roosevelt’s political advisors pleaded with him to wait until the election was over before staging the lottery. FDR, so often accused of political sleight-of-hand, said no. He scheduled the lottery for October 29, one week before the election.

At noon, the paraplegic president, held upright by his leg braces, stood before a ten-gallon fishbowl filled with 8,500 numbers stuffed into cellulose capsules. What followed suggested the rites of a mystical fraternal society. The fishbowl containing the capsules was the one used for the World War I draft lottery. An aide blindfolded Secretary of War Henry Stimson with a strip of yellow linen from a chair used at the signing of the Declaration of Independence. Another aide stirred the capsules with a ladle carved from one of the rafters in Independence Hall. The old-fashioned Stimson, his silver hair parted in the middle, mustache bristling, exuding respectability, reached into the bowl, drew out a capsule, and handed it to the president, who read the number aloud, “One-fifty-eight!” A woman’s cry broke from the audience. Mrs. Mildred Bell’s twenty-one-year-old son held that number.

On the day after the lottery, Roosevelt, fearing that Willkie’s “warmonger” label might stick, used a campaign speech at the Boston Garden to promise, “While I am talking to you fathers and mothers, I give you one more assurance. I have said this before, but I shall say it again and again and again; your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.” To Sam Rosenman, FDR’s close confidant, and the playwright-speechwriter Robert Sherwood, he had commented earlier, “If someone attacks us, it isn’t a foreign war, is it?” FDR’s son James confronted his father about the “dishonesty of his war stand.” FDR explained, “If I don’t say I hate war, then people are going to think I don’t hate war. If I say we’re going to get into this war, people will think I want us in it. If I don’t say I won’t send our sons to fight on foreign battlefields, then people will think I want to send them.… So you play the game the way it has been played over the years, and you play to win.” In the end, backing the draft proved no obstacle to the president’s reelection. On November 5, FDR defeated Willkie by five million votes in the popular count and by 449 electoral votes to his opponent’s 82.

The draft became a popular phenomenon. Comedian Bob Hope and movie siren Dorothy Lamour starred in a film called Caught in the Draft, a wacky comedy about the futility of trying to beat the system. A comic strip called Draftie appeared. Jokes about reveille, marching, mess halls, and leather-lunged sergeants became staples for radio comedians. Young men and their families quickly mastered the thirteen draft categories ranging from 1A, the fittest, to 4F, unfit for the military. Those classified 1A began receiving letters from the government that began, “Greeting: … you are hereby notified that you have now been selected for immediate military service.”

Baseball team owners split over the issue of deferments for their players. Warren Giles of the Cincinnati Reds professed that as far as the draft was concerned, his stars would “go just as fast as the batboy.” Harry Grabiner of the Chicago White Sox argued that baseball and its stars were vital to maintaining America’s morale. In the end, standouts like the Cleveland Indians’ Bob Feller, the New York Yankees’ Phil Rizzuto, and the Detroit Tigers’ Most Valuable Player, Hank Greenberg, were all classified 1A. So was the world heavyweight champion, Joe Louis.

Ten days after the lottery, 100,000 young Americans were out of civvies and into khaki and olive drab.
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ALMOST A YEAR PASSED. The twelve-month draftees were beginning to approach their discharge date when Congressman Wadsworth introduced another HR 10132 to extend their service. Once again, opponents mobilized, and the issue was debated throughout the summer of 1941 in Senate and House hearings. A full-page ad appeared in The New York Times signed by 240 educators who proclaimed, “In our view, peacetime conscription and American democracy are incompatible … never before in American history has it been necessary.”

Jim Wadsworth gathered a group of skeptical fellow House Republicans to a private dining room in Washington’s Army-Navy Club to hear Marshall make his case. One balky congressman told Marshall, “You put the case very well, but I will be damned if I am going to go along with Mr. Roosevelt.” The usually unflappable Marshall exploded: “You are going to let plain hatred of the personality dictate to you to do something that you realize is very harmful to the interest of the country!” Marshall countered their doubts until two o’clock in the morning. Time magazine reported, “The President has sent in General George C. Marshall, Army Chief of Staff, to carry the ball. Good soldier Marshall pounded down the field through center, off tackle, around the ends.… By now, General Marshall had smashed all the way to the one-yard line.”

Not quite yet. The Senate Military Affairs Committee held hearings on July 17. The lead-off witness that day was Norman Thomas, the preeminent Socialist in the land, bland and bow-tied, looking every bit the Presbyterian minister he had once been. The Socialist Party’s four-time candidate for president branded Marshall an FDR dupe. “To an extent that he may not realize, the prestige of General Marshall’s name, his plans for the organization of his opinions, are being used in a great game of politics,” Thomas charged, “the logical end of which is a war which 70 or possibly 80 percent of the American people do not want.” He heaped scorn on FDR’s recent claim that even Iceland was in the Western Hemisphere and thus needed to be defended by the United States. What was next, Thomas asked, “perhaps some lonely posts in Siberia … occupation of the Sahara Desert?”

Warned that passage of the bill was imperiled, FDR gave up a weekend at his beloved Hyde Park home and stayed in Washington to plot the next move. On July 21, he summoned reporters and before rolling cameras and radio microphones warned that if Congress failed to act, “beginning this autumn … the Army of the United States will begin … to melt away.” He recalled the nation’s perilous birth. “The risks and weaknesses caused by dissolving a trained Army in times of national peril were pointed out by George Washington over and over again in his messages to the Continental Congress.”

Hearings continued throughout a steaming summer. On July 28, Mrs. Rosa Farber, an opponent speaking for the Mothers of America before the House Committee on Military Affairs, asked, had the members forgotten the song popular when the draft had first been enacted, “Good-bye Dear, I’ll Be Back in a Year”? “You talk about breaking faith with draftees,” Georgia Democratic congressman Eugene Cox struck back. The congressman, described as “resembling a paunchy, aging matinee idol,” asked, “But what about breaking faith with the Nation? When our country calls, who will refuse to answer? … Let us say to the world that we are Americans and that we mean business.”

As the possibility grew that men awaiting their discharge might be kept in uniform, scrawled letters began to appear on barrack walls, latrines, and mess halls in Army posts across the country: OHIO. Passersby assumed that men from the Buckeye State were serving there. Actually, the letters stood for “Over the Hill in October.” Impatient draftees reasoned that Uncle Sam had entered into a contract with them and by October they would have met their end of the bargain. They now threatened to go home, regardless of what Congress did.

As the final August 12 vote on the extension bill neared, according to the latest Gallup poll, 51 percent of Americans believed the draftees’ tour should be extended while 45 percent thought they should be released. On the eve of the House vote, Turner Catledge, the New York Times political analyst, warned, “the Administration has not yet sufficiently impressed Congress and the country with the gravity of the emergency so far as it affects the self interest of the United States.”

Shortly before final debate in the House, Democrat John McCormack, the majority leader, called the president’s press secretary, Stephen Early, with disturbing news. McCormack warned that he could not guarantee delivery of his Democratic members for passage of the extension bill. Forty-five Democrats planned to oppose it. Thirty-five more were undecided. He had “lost control of his people,” McCormack admitted.

FDR, convinced that he had personally pressed his case as far as he dared and with a secret mission occupying his thoughts, quietly slipped out of the capital aboard the presidential yacht, Potomac, for what he claimed would be ten days of fishing. The New York Times reported, “For probably the first time in American history, the whereabouts of the President of the United States has been unknown for three days to the American people and to most, if not all, ranking government officials.” The Times noted, “With Winston Churchill also vanished from the public eye, speculation reached a new high mark.”

On August 12, House members prepared to vote on HR 10132. The speaker, Sam Rayburn, clad in his customary funereal dark suit, mounted the rostrum. To Rayburn, a fifty-nine-year-old bachelor, the House was his home, the first and last love of his life. He had come to this chamber twenty-eight years before, the end point of an extraordinary climb from Texas cotton fields tilled by him and ten siblings, through his election to the Texas legislature, to now, essentially becoming the second most powerful man in the country. At 10 A.M., Rayburn, anticipating a grueling day, called the House to order two hours earlier than usual. Fortunately, the ordinarily sweltering capital was cool with rain threatening. Reporters filled every seat in the press gallery. Depending on how one viewed the issue, the lawmakers were voting to save the Army, or to rebuff that warmonger in the White House.

The House resolved itself into the committee of the whole with Andrew Jackson May, a Kentucky Democrat and the chairman of Military Affairs, known as “Millions for Defense May,” presiding. The parliamentary maneuver freed Speaker Rayburn to work the House floor and cloakroom for passage, wielding his massive power and collecting on favors due.

Pennsylvania congressman Charles Isiah Faddis, who had risen to lieutenant colonel in the First World War, took the floor and spoke of a letter that a fellow representative, Clare Hoffman, had sent to members the day before, “warning me,” Faddis said, “to be careful of my political scalp.” He went on, “To think that any man who is a member of this body would take into consideration and weigh against the security of his nation whether or not he was going to be returned to the House of Representatives. My God! What have we come to? To what depths have we sunk?” Usher L. Burdick, a North Dakota Republican, bejowled, white-haired, and avuncular, scoffed at the suggestion that America faced imminent danger. “Germany has not yet been able to swim the English Channel,” Burdick noted of the long awaited Nazi invasion of Britain after France fell. “It is nothing but a pipe dream to think that Germany could land troops in the United States.” Another extension opponent, Congressman James W. Mott, an Oregon Republican, called conscription “the method which has long been employed by Hitler, by Mussolini, by Stalin and by the totalitarians who control the Japanese government.” Congressman Robert E. Thomason, a Texas Democrat, shot back, rattling off a litany of Nazi conquests: Czechoslovakia and Poland in 1939; Norway, Denmark, Holland, Belgium, France, and the occupations of Romania, Hungary, and Bulgaria in 1940; Greece and Yugoslavia in 1941. Germany “now dominates and has in enslavement over 200 million people.” We are not getting nearer to war, Thomason declared, “war is getting nearer to us.”

Outside, the sky darkened as the debate wore on and the rain tapered off. The session was now approaching its tenth hour with no break for lunch or dinner. Bleary-eyed members ducked out to the speaker’s lobby, the one place where, amid the clatter of the Associated Press and United Press news tickers, they could have a smoke. Rayburn’s adroit parliamentary footwork managed to beat back amendment after amendment intended to weaken or sink the bill, including motions to cut the extension to six months, give soldiers free travel home, and to release men whose families depended on them for support. Though all were defeated, Rayburn’s head count revealed that he still lacked the votes to pass the bill.

Sol Bloom, a diminutive, feisty representative from Manhattan and the chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, briefly left the chamber. The theatrical Bloom had in his twenties already amassed a fortune bringing midway attractions to the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair before he turned to politics. He entered the cloakroom and lit a cigar to calm his nerves. There he found a colleague who said that he was going to change his vote from “yea” to “nay.” According to Bloom, he blocked the man, threatening, “you’ll have to knock me through the doorway if you want to return to the floor. I’m going to stand right here.”

Rayburn replaced Chairman May and resumed the speaker’s role. “The question is on the passage of the bill,” he called out. Initially it appeared that the bill had passed with 204 yeas to 201 nays, with 27 not voting. But New York congressman Andrew L. Somers announced, “I change my vote and vote nay,” which left the proponents with only a one-vote edge. Dewey Short, a Republican opponent of the measure from Missouri, impressive, dignified, a former minister and a member of the isolationist Committee to Keep America Out of War, seized a tactical stratagem to reverse the outcome. Short called for a “recapitulation,” which would require the clerk, Hans Jorgenson, to go through the entire House membership to repeat their original vote. Rayburn allowed the recapitulation, recognizing that Short had blundered. Had he called for a “reconsideration,” instead of a “recapitulation,” members would have been able to change their vote. An electric hush gripped the chamber during the forty-five minutes it took Jorgenson to call the roll. In the end, the 203 to 202 vote held. Rayburn gave a whack of his gavel that resounded throughout the chamber and announced, “The vote stands and the bill is passed.” The clock above the speaker’s rostrum showed 8:39 P.M. A cacophony of applause, boos, cheers, jeers, clapping, and hissing erupted from the gallery. The Senate had already passed a similar bill by the more comfortable margin of 45 to 30 among those who voted. Immediately after the House vote, the members approved a resolution conforming the two bills. The next day The New York Times editorialized that the extension meant draftees will “give their time in order that an unprepared American Army may not be butchered in a war brought on by its own weakness.”

Six days later, on August 18, FDR, back in Washington and flush with success after a secret meeting at Argentia, Newfoundland, with Prime Minister Churchill, signed the draft extension into law.

Less than four months later, America was at war.
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GEORGE MARSHALL, SO ESTEEMED BY CONGRESS, had come into Franklin Roosevelt’s official circle on the very day that, for the second time in two decades, Europe had erupted into war. On September 1, 1939, FDR was asleep in his bedroom when his valet, Irvin McDuffie, woke him saying the White House switchboard had the president’s ambassador to France, William Bullitt, on the line. Bill Bullitt was the president’s kind of guy, ebullient, bursting with ideas, charming and rich, popular in Paris as the party-loving “champagne ambassador.” In 1933, Bullitt had been Roosevelt’s choice as the first American ambassador to Moscow since the 1917 revolution. This morning Bullitt’s tone was grim. He had just talked to America’s envoy in Poland, he said, who informed him that Germany had sent its army across the Polish border and that over 1,000 aircraft were raining destruction on Warsaw. “Then it’s happened,” Roosevelt replied resignedly. The president had his valet prop him up in bed and instructed the switchboard to call the secretaries of state, war, and navy and his military chiefs. Soon, office lights began to blaze throughout the sleepy capital. To Roosevelt, the moment had an eerily familiar ring. During the four years of the First World War, while serving as President Wilson’s assistant secretary of the navy, he had become accustomed to the phone jangling at his bedside in the small hours with reports of ship sinkings and sabotage attempts.

Marshall was at his official residence, number one General’s Row at Fort Myer, in northern Virginia, when the call came from the War Department that Europe was once again at war. The Marshalls had just moved in and the bare-walled government housing was still a turmoil of unpacked boxes. They had been living temporarily in a handsome home on Wyoming Avenue loaned to them by a wealthy World War I comrade of Marshall’s, Colonel George Patton. With the call to Fort Myer, the even tenor of peacetime Army life had been shattered in a blink for Marshall, Patton, and every American in uniform.

At eleven the following morning, Marshall was summoned to the Oval Study on the second floor of the White House where FDR preferred to work more often than in the formal Oval Office in the West Wing. Along with the president were Secretary of War Henry H. Woodring; his assistant, Louis A. Johnson; the acting secretary of the navy, Charles Edison; and the chief of naval operations, Admiral Harold R. Stark. Somber of mien this day, the usually genial president studied his visitors from behind a massive desk holding bottles of medicine, a clock in the shape of a ship’s wheel, a bronze bust of the president’s wife, Eleanor, four cloth donkeys, and a can holding the two packs of Camel cigarettes that the president smoked daily, among other bric-a-brac. Nautical prints decorated the walls and model sailing ships lay becalmed along the tops of cabinets. By now, Marshall had been running the Army informally at Roosevelt’s direction for nearly six months. Earlier this day, wearing an unlikely white Palm Beach suit, he had been officially sworn in by Woodring as chief of staff, the head of the U.S. Army. He thereupon was promoted to temporary four-star general with a salary of $9,770 a year plus an annual expense allowance of $2,200, still lagging woefully behind the personal fortune of his friend George Patton.

The man whom Roosevelt had raised to the pinnacle of the American military was then fifty-nine, two years older than FDR. George Catlett Marshall was the third child of George and Laura Marshall, born on New Year’s Eve in 1880, six years after brother Stuart and five years after sister Marie. Nothing in his boyhood augured the life he would one day lead. By the time George was born, his father had moved the family from Kentucky to Uniontown, Pennsylvania, a community prospering through its blue-collar industries—iron, steel, radiators, coke, and bricks. The elder Marshall initially succeeded in the coal and wood business, and George’s boyhood passed comfortably in a big house on West Main Street while he attended a private school. The elder Marshall was sensitive to social position and rarely missed an opportunity to remind people that the family was related, however remotely, to John Marshall, the distinguished nineteenth-century chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. Young George grew to slightly above average height, rather spindly, with sandy hair parted in the middle in the style of the day. He was, to his father’s distress, a poor student with one exception. “If it was history, that was all right,” he later recalled, “I could star in history.” The boy occasionally showed an entrepreneurial spark, at one point breeding a prize tomato for sale to local grocers and raising fighting cocks.

All his life Marshall would be marked by a stony reserve. The root may lie in the boy’s acute sensitivity to what he regarded as humiliating experiences. “People made fun of me a great deal,” he remembered of his youth. In the most painful incident, his father had assigned George the regular chore of hosing down the street in front of the house, usually littered with horse manure. As he performed the dreaded task, boys passing by taunted him with upturned posteriors and rude noises. The girls giggled. On another occasion, he and a pal fashioned a raft from scrap lumber and floated their “ferry” on a local stream, charging pennies for the ride. One day, a group of girls came aboard and refused to pay. “I was humiliated,” Marshall remembered, “and what made it worse, my chum, Andy, began laughing at me,” while the girls stuck out their tongues. Reserve, to a degree, armors one from revealing inner vulnerability and that may have been how Marshall’s guardedness began.

The Marshalls’ comfortable life came to a halt when the father lost heavily in a land speculation. His checks bounced, he was sued by creditors, and Mrs. Marshall let the servants go. To save money the family began taking its meals in a cheap hotel. After dinner, Mrs. Marshall would ask the cook for scraps, to feed the dogs, she said, but actually to put meat in a stew. Young George was yanked from the private academy and put into a public school. Eventually, the family fortune was sufficiently recouped to enable him to enroll again in a private school. He forever recalled this brush with poverty as “painful and humiliating … a black spot on my boyhood.” He said later, with unintended condescension, “every boy in a democracy should attend, at least for a period of time, a public school.”

Marshall’s older brother, Stuart, had been sent off to Virginia Military Institute in Lexington, and after completing high school George applied to VMI as well. He was admitted on the strength of Stuart’s record and the family’s old Virginia name. Though run along military lines with uniforms, barracks, drill, and hazing, VMI was not principally a preparatory school for aspiring Army officers. At the time young Marshall matriculated, no more than ten VMI graduates were on duty in the Regular Army. What the school did offer was a solid education in the sciences and engineering.

VMI was steeped in the Confederate past and most of Marshall’s fellow students were southerners. He was sixteen at the time, still tall, gangly, and shy. His classmates “pretty much kept the pressure on me because of my northern accent,” he recalled with lingering resentment. First-year students, “rats,” were subjected to semi-sadistic hazing. In Marshall’s second week, an upperclassman ordered him to squat over an upright bayonet. Weak from a recent bout of typhoid, he sunk onto the blade, suffering a wound that required hospitalization. When released, he said nothing to anyone about the incident. Out of respect for his silence, the upperclassmen called off hazing in the school for the rest of that year. His aura of quiet authority quickly catapulted him to leadership of his class, where he ranked first in military aptitude. In the only sport he played, intercollegiate football, he made All-Southern tackle, a canny performer better able to outhink his opponents than overpower them. By his senior year, he had attained the highest cadet rank, senior first captain. The form of his character had by now become fixed and never really changed: the formality, the habit of command, and above all the impenetrable reserve.

Marshall had entered VMI with no particular military vocation. On August 12, 1898, with America’s victory in the Spanish-American War, a resurgence of patriotism gripped the nation as at no time since the Civil War. Back briefly for a visit to Uniontown, the young cadet watched returning veterans parade through the streets, hailed as conquering heroes and eyed admiringly by the women. Local boosters painted Main Street red, white, and blue. Flags and banners fluttered from verandas and storefronts. Marshall later admitted that these heady days provoked his “first great emotional reaction” and had a “determining effect on my choice of profession.” The decision made, he began angling for a commission in the Regular Army. In the spring of 1901, as graduation neared, Marshall’s father began an aggressive campaign to help his son, buttonholing anyone with whom he had the slightest political connection. The elder Marshall’s lobbying was matched by an unexpected burst of brazenness on the part of his often silent son. George journeyed to Washington and without an appointment went to the White House to see President William McKinley. After watching serial groups of people ushered into the president’s quarters, an idea struck him. “As a man and his daughter went in … I attached myself to the tail end of the procession and gained the President’s office.… After the people had met the President, they also went out, leaving me standing. Mr. McKinley, in a very nice manner, asked what I wanted and I stated my case.” Marshall did not recall any specific result from his gambit with McKinley, but on January 4, 1902, he was commissioned a second lieutenant in the U.S. Army.

Earlier, in his final year at VMI, George Marshall had fallen in love. She was four years older and lived just outside the gate of the school. Marshall had become enchanted by the piano playing he heard emanating from the home of Elizabeth “Lily” Carter Coles. Months after an arduous courtship and after receiving his commission he married the titian-haired, fair-skinned, brown-eyed Lily, by all accounts a beauty.

Marshall began to follow the slow slog of an officer in the peacetime Army: a tour in the Philippines, then service in the Oklahoma Territory. The snail-like pace depressed him. It took him eighteen years to make major, only three grades above his original rank. He wrote to the VMI superintendent, his former math instructor, that the path upward was clogged by “large numbers of men of nearly the same age all in the single grade.” But he stayed on. His career finally took flight when the country went to war against Germany on April 6, 1917. Marshall was posted to France as chief of operations (G-3) for the First Division. On his arrival at the port of Saint-Nazaire he had been met by a French officer. As the two drove off Marshall decided to dust off his college French. Commenting on the sunny weather, he said to his escort, “Je suis très beau aujourd’hui.” As the Frenchman eyed him oddly, Marshall realized what he had said: I am very beautiful today. “I never spoke French again except when forced to,” Marshall recalled.

On October 3, 1917, Marshall’s division braced for an inspection by the commander of the American Expeditionary Forces, General John J. “Black Jack” Pershing. The general, a stickler for discipline and military decorum, began pacing before the troops, cataloguing the First Division’s failings. To everyone’s disbelief, Marshall interrupted. “There is something to be said here,” he began, “and I think I should say it because I’ve been here the longest.” He then began respectfully but firmly to rebut what he thought were Pershing’s unfair criticisms. Nothing records Pershing’s reaction, but on subsequent visits to the division he always sought out Marshall and asked his opinion of the division’s preparedness. Subsequently, he brought Marshall to Chaumont, AEF headquarters, and appointed him to his operation’s staff.

On the last day of the war, November 11, 1918, certain American generals, in a last-minute bid for glory, ordered their troops out of the trenches to face German Maxim machine guns hours, even minutes before the cease-fire set for 11 A.M. At least 320 American doughboys lost their lives that morning fighting an enemy that had already conceded defeat. Marshall was nearly killed by a bomb blast in the last half hour.

Marshall remained at Pershing’s side for the next five years serving as aide-de-camp. And then the slow round of peacetime postings resumed: Tientsin, China; an instructorship at the Army War College; command of an infantry division. On September 15, 1927, Lily, his beloved wife of twenty-five years, was hospitalized with a weak heart and thyroid condition. She underwent an operation while Marshall was delivering a lecture at the base. A guard summoned him to the telephone and later remembered how Marshall, “spoke for a moment over the phone then put his head on his arms on the desk in deep grief.” He lifted his head only to say, “I just had word my wife … has just died.” Two months later, appointed assistant commandant of the Infantry School at Fort Benning, Georgia, Marshall fought off heartache and loneliness through compulsive work and a joyless schedule of social activities for his staff. He organized riding competitions, hunts, pageants, amateur theatricals, anything to keep his mind and body engaged. Still, his distress was evident. He lost weight and for a time developed a nervous tic that trembled in the corner of his mouth.

Then his life changed. In 1929, Marshall had gone to a dinner in Columbus, Georgia. There he eyed a tall, regal woman, a former actress named Katherine Boyce Tupper Brown, a widow with three children, Molly, seventeen, Clifton, fifteen, and Allen, thirteen. He offered to drive Mrs. Brown home and took her along a circuitous one-hour route whose purpose was all too evident to the widow. In time, they drew closer, but before allowing the relationship to ripen into marriage, Katherine wanted her children’s approval and invited Marshall to visit the family at a summer resort. Soon after the invitation’s arrival, Marshall received a note in a schoolboy’s hand that said, “Don’t be nervous, it is O.K. with me. A friend in need is a friend indeed.” The note was signed by Allen Brown. George and Katherine were married on October 15, 1930. General Pershing served as best man. Marshall’s relations with his stepchildren were warm, and he developed a particular affection for Allen.

During the Great War, Marshall had witnessed mistakes by raw, unseasoned officers that were paid for in men’s lives. Believing that similar failings would occur in the next war, he wanted, he said, “a technique and methods so simple and so brief that the citizen officer of good common sense can readily grasp the idea.” Thus, while posted at Benning, Marshall authored an infantry tactic in which half a platoon would carry out a steady fire to keep the enemies’ heads down while the other half swept around to outflank the hunkering foe. Fire and Flank was to become part of the American infantryman’s catechism.

After a slow but steadily rising career, something inexplicable happened threatening to derail Marshall. In 1933 he was assigned as senior instructor with the Illinois National Guard. For a Regular Army officer so drab a posting represented a military graveyard. Here was a man who seventeen years before had been described by his then commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel John Hagood, as “a military genius.” Answering the annual efficiency report question as to whether he would want Marshall to serve under him in battle, Hagood responded, “I would prefer to serve under his command.” Former vice president Charles G. Dawes, who had also served with General Pershing in the Great War, went to him pleading that the then Army chief of staff, Douglas MacArthur, change Marshall’s assignment. “He can’t do that,” Dawes argued. “Hell no! Not George Marshall. He’s too big a man for the job. In fact he’s the best goddam officer in the U.S. Army.” Pershing went to MacArthur pleading Marshall’s case. Marshall himself requested a more suitable assignment. MacArthur’s curt reply was, “Request refused.” During service in this military Siberia, Katherine Marshall recalled, “George had a gray, drawn look, which I had never seen before, and have seldom seen since.”

Marshall’s prospects began to revive when Franklin Roosevelt became president. He did not vote for FDR. He never voted for anybody. But he seized on a Roosevelt initiative. In one of FDR’s earliest New Deal efforts to combat unemployment, the president created the Civilian Conservation Corps. The CCC would take restless young men off city streets, feed them decent food, engage them in wholesome exercise, and put structure into their lives. They would control flooding, combat forest fires, and spruce up parks, beaches, and historic sites. Only the Army possessed the expertise to organize the eventual 2.5 million young men who entered the CCC. Involvement in a civilian effort to clear brush was not a coveted assignment for a career officer, but Marshall sensed the chance to do something useful in a country mired in depression. He plunged into the work, setting records in creating new camps. He later described this chapter of his life as “the most instructive service I have ever had … the best antidote for mental stagnation an Army officer in my position can have.”

In 1935, Secretary of War George Dern received a message in Roosevelt’s unmistakable handwriting. “General Pershing asks very strongly that Colonel George C. Marshall (Infantry) be promoted to general,” Roosevelt had written. “Can we put him on the list of next promotions?” Again, Douglas MacArthur, still Army chief of staff, blocked Marshall’s way. Marshall, he said, should wait until he could first be appointed to command infantry. Finally, in August 1936, with MacArthur out as chief of staff, Marshall received his first star. Thirty-four years after entering the Army, he had become a brigadier general.

More than two years later, on November 14, 1938, Marshall had his first opportunity to deal personally with the president. He was invited to the White House with the secretary of the treasury, the solicitor general, the assistant secretary of war, and an Air Corps representative (before the service was renamed the Air Forces). Germany’s growing airpower had begun to trouble FDR. He told his visitors that he wanted Congress to appropriate an unimaginable sum to build the nation’s peacetime Air Force to 24,000 planes a year, though he said with a sly smile that he would settle for 12,000. He believed the buildup necessary to protect the hemisphere “from the North Pole to the South Pole.” The nation, he said, faced the greatest threat of foreign intervention since pronouncement of the Monroe Doctrine in 1823. Pleased with what he regarded as an unassailable case, FDR turned to Marshall and said, “Don’t you think so, George?” Marshall shrank from the president’s casual use of first names for people he scarcely knew, finding the practice condescending. He himself usually referred to even his close associates by their last names. Marshall answered, “I am sorry, Mr. President, but I don’t agree with that at all.” The president had glossed over what expansion of airpower on that scale would require in training pilots, building airfields, and producing ammunition, he said. He also believed that FDR had overstated the danger to the Western Hemisphere. After the meeting, as he walked down the White House steps, a fellow officer quipped that Marshall could expect his next posting to be Alaska, maybe even Guam.

Later, the president confessed that his bid for a huge aircraft expansion had little to do with hemispheric defense. What he really wanted was to produce enough planes to supply France and Britain, enabling them to deter the threat of Hitler’s ever more powerful Luftwaffe. It would take time for a straight shooter like Marshall to follow the labyrinthine twists of Franklin Roosevelt’s mind. Yet FDR, who was constantly told “yes,” was drawn to a man who dared tell him “no.” Marshall’s bluntness did not torpedo his career that day.

On Sunday, April 23, 1939, the general was at his home in Leesburg, Virginia, engaged in his favorite weekend relaxation, cutting brush, pruning trees, planting vegetables, and maintaining a compost heap in which he took inordinate pride. He was called away to take a call summoning him to the White House. He was ushered into FDR’s upstairs study and, to his surprise, found that they were alone. Not even Marshall’s civilian superior, the secretary of war, was present. After a forty-minute monologue, FDR finally got to the point, his intention to make Marshall the Army chief, jumping over four other generals senior to him. Marshall did not immediately leap at what should have represented the apex of a professional soldier’s career. Instead, he told Roosevelt that, if he took the job, he intended to speak his mind in a way that might not always be welcome. “Is that all right?” he asked. The president waved aside any concern and said, yes, of course it was all right. Marshall pressed on, “You said yes pleasantly, but it may be unpleasant.” Again, Roosevelt dismissed Marshall’s reservations. FDR had made the signal appointment of his wartime leadership. And he rarely addressed Marshall by his first name. Told of her husband’s selection, Mrs. Marshall immediately wrote to the president. “For years I feared that his brilliant mind and unusual opinions were hopelessly caught in more or less of a treadmill,” she said. “That you should recognize his ability and place in him your confidence gives me all I have dreamed of and hoped for.”

With the passage of the years Marshall’s once sandy hair had now turned gray; his posture was still erect, his blue-eyed gaze penetrating. He could not be described as handsome. The long line of the upper lip was too thin, too grimly set. The nose was snubbed, and the chin receded slightly. His features combined plainness with something nevertheless arresting, rather like an American Gothic as depicted by Grant Wood. He spoke with quiet confidence, using few but emphatic hand gestures. The overall impression was of massive authority, carried unaffectedly as though he had been born to lead.

He was to a remarkable degree a man who had molded his own character. As a boy he had dodged activities in which he could not excel. In his maturity, he forced himself to master the very tasks for which he had little natural ability. He recognized that his obsession with work risked a danger to his physical and mental well-being and he forced himself to take time off, treasuring the moments when he could escape to Leesburg. His natural temperament was highly flammable, but years of self-discipline had enabled him, most of the time, to mask the passions that swirled beneath the controlled exterior. Inclined like most people to want to be agreeable, he steeled himself to saying “no,” even to his closest Army associates, warning them to measure up or move out. Officers who failed him experienced his scalding anger, or worse, cold contempt. He was impervious to the guile of sycophants. Pressure on him to advance a particular officer’s fortune was likely to backfire. Dwight Eisenhower, while still a middle grade officer, recalled, “I was in his office one day when someone called him on the telephone, apparently to urge the promotion of some friend in the Army. His answer was, ‘If the man is a friend of yours, the best service you can do him is to avoid mentioning his name to me.’ ” Eisenhower further noted that Marshall resented any efforts to “pass the buck” to the chief. Officers who could handle details were a dime a dozen, Marshall remarked, “but they left to him the necessity of making every decision.” Eisenhower noted, “Another type General Marshall disliked was the truculent personality—the man who confused firmness and strength with bad manners and deliberate discourtesy.” The ultimate sin in Marshall’s eyes, Eisenhower remembered, was for “those with too great a love of the limelight.”

The general lived plainly, his routines invariable. He rose every morning at 6:30 and rode horseback for an hour. He was, however, not part of the horsey set. Riding was strictly for exercise. He remained in superb physical condition except for a pulse rate that occasionally became erratic, the arrhythmia induced by a malfunctioning thyroid gland and relieved by exercise. By eight he had breakfasted and was at his office at the War Department in the Munitions Building on the corner of 20th Street and Constitution Avenue in Northwest Washington. The building had originally been thrown up as temporary office space in 1918 to handle the wartime explosion of government. His desk was bare except for a blotter and a wooden in-basket and another out-basket. On one wall hung an oil portrait of General Pershing, on the opposite wall a painting of a World War I battle scene. His daily needs were met by his orderly, Master Sergeant James Powder, nearly six feet five and broad as a bull. The name had been anglicized from its Polish origins and his roots ran back to an ancestor who had fought with Napoleon in Russia. Powder kept the general supplied with handfuls of dime-store reading glasses that Marshall constantly lost. When the general’s muscles knotted under stress, Powder massaged them. Marshall worked late, then brought home more work in a bulging briefcase before going to bed long after dark. Powder saw to it that when Marshall did retire he would find a candy bar and a selection of paperbacks at his bedside.

While Roosevelt had recognized Marshall’s qualities, the two men still did not mesh easily. The chief of staff was determined to end the problem that had almost driven him to the brink of resignation years before: too many mediocre officers in their sixties standing in the way of abler colonels in their fifties. “The situation had resulted in the accumulation of large numbers of these senior officers who I felt were not suitable for combat command,” Marshall concluded. He was determined to clean out the deadwood if he were to modernize the army. But approaching sixty, he believed himself in a poor position to fault other officers for being too old. He decided that he must resign and allow the president to appoint a younger chief of staff. “I would forfeit my career in the effort to make it possible,” he decided. Marshall went to the White House to deliver his decision. FDR’s confidant, Harry Hopkins, was also present. The president appeared to be listening to Marshall, but said nothing. He then launched into an hour-long monologue utterly unrelated to the subject at hand. Afterward, Marshall asked Hopkins if FDR had understood his intention. Hopkins responded, “The President just laughs at you.” Marshall kept his job and went on to force out nearly three quarters of division and corps commanders whom he judged over the hill.

The Army chief found the president’s habit of deflecting unwanted issues by monopolizing the conversation with irrelevancies maddening. Roosevelt had once explained this behavior at a reception for senators and congressmen. His secretaries, he said, would set up a ten-minute slot for a visitor, but “I get enthusiastic, and the result is that at the end of ten or fifteen minutes my visitor hasn’t had a chance to get in a word edgewise.… If you do come in, say to me, quite frankly, ‘Now listen, before you talk, Mr. President, let me have my say.’ ” Marshall observed that this advice was rarely hazarded and never heeded by FDR. While a nonstop talker, the president blocked attempts to record what he said. “I brought in [General John] Deane once to keep some notes,” Marshall remembered. “He brought a big notebook and the President blew up. Next time Deane brought in a book so little he couldn’t use it.” Marshall concluded that the only way to break through the president’s verbal barrage was by interrupting. On one occasion, Roosevelt began railing against a magazine critical of him, saying that he wanted it banned from Army bases. “I felt that he was going too far, and I told him so,” Marshall recalled. But FDR insisted. “It finally got to the point where I told him that if he did this thing, I would resign and tell the nation why I resigned.” The president let his demand wither.

Marshall was long in overcoming his conclusion that FDR, with his breezy manner, slapdash administration, and verbosity, was little more than a glib politician. On the other hand, Roosevelt had to endure Marshall’s somber visage upon delivering a presidential wisecrack that had the rest of the room roaring with laughter. In time, if affection never grew between them, mutual respect did. Underneath the geniality and flippancy, Marshall discovered that FDR, faced with hard decisions, was tough-minded and courageous. For FDR’s part, not only did he value Marshall’s sober judgments but he knew that the universal respect the man commanded could win acceptance for his own policies from resistant political opponents. Roosevelt antagonists in Congress once spent four hours trying to trap Marshall into saying that FDR was a warmonger. He bore the pressure with forbearance and courtesy, but never yielded. Driving back to his office, he closed his eyes and said to an aide, “If I can only keep all personal feelings out of my system, I may be able to get through with this job.” FDR told House speaker Sam Rayburn at a private lunch, “I am not always able to approve [Marshall’s] recommendations.… But when I disapprove his recommendations, I don’t have to look over my shoulder to see … whether he is going to the Capitol, to lobby against me.” Rayburn explained why Marshall was so effective with Congress: “because when he takes the witness stand we forget we are Republicans or Democrats. We just remember that we are in the presence of a man who is telling the truth.”

FDR could be maddening with his fluctuations, course reversals, and bewildering thought processes. But in Marshall he had found a sturdy oak able to bear the weight of his shifting predilections, a compass that always gave him a true bearing, whether he chose to heed it or not. In George Marshall, the president had made his single wisest choice for the military eventualities, as yet unknown, that loomed over the horizon.

[image: ]

THE ARMY THAT GEORGE MARSHALL took over in 1939 was, for a country the size of the United States, pitifully weak. A nation with a population of 131 million had 174,000 men in uniform, ranking somewhere between Portugal and Bulgaria. Troops trained with broomsticks for rifles, stovepipes for mortars, trucks for tanks, firecrackers for gunfire, and eggs for hand grenades. So strapped was the Army that a field grade officer had to fill out a requisition for streetcar fare from the War Department to the Capitol. Marshall’s task was to transform this small, stagnant, ill-equipped force into a first-rate fighting army. He was to do so in a country in which, even seven weeks after Germany had struck Poland, a poll showed that 95 percent of Americans wanted nothing to do with Europe’s conflict.
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