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			PROLOGUE

			December 1950

			CLEMENT ATTLEE DIDN’T like appearing flustered. The British prime minister’s predecessor, Winston Churchill, was the one who indulged in dramatics: the speeches about blood, sweat and tears; finest hours; Iron Curtains. Attlee had evicted Churchill from 10 Downing Street at the end of World War II in no small part because the British people wanted less drama and more predictability. Yet the sudden news from America had even Attlee sweating. The House of Commons was debating the optimal course of British foreign policy when the BBC brought word that Harry Truman was brandishing the atom bomb against China. This itself horrified the British lawmakers. The American president was the only person in history who had ordered the use of the monstrous weapon, and a man who had atom-bombed Japan might, without additional scruple, do the same to China. But there was a crucial new element, these five years after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, that made the prospect still more appalling. The Russians had the bomb, too, and were China’s allies. A nuclear war in 1950 would not be one-sided.

			And there was something else, something that pushed the alarm level in Britain far past that of any previous Cold War crisis. By Truman’s own statement, the decision on use of the atom bomb rested with the American field commander in Korea, Douglas MacArthur. Attlee and many others in Britain could think of no one more frightening than MacArthur to have control of the bomb. MacArthur was brilliant, brave and imaginative—even his critics granted that. But the general had isolated himself so long in Asia, and surrounded himself with such sycophants, that he had lost all perspective. He suffered from an extreme version of the theater commander’s habit of thinking his own region the pivot of any conflict. During World War II MacArthur had behaved as though fascism would triumph or be defeated according to the outcome of battle in the Pacific; in the Cold War he contended that communism would win or lose depending on what happened in Asia. He had chafed at the communist victory in China’s civil war, now a year past. The outbreak of fighting in Korea five months ago had given him his chance to engage the communists, and the sudden entry of China into the conflict, just a week ago, had raised the stakes dramatically. MacArthur seemed to relish the opportunity to smash the communists, using whatever weapons were available. And now Truman was making the ultimate weapon available.

			The House of Commons burst into an uproar on hearing the word from Washington. Members of Attlee’s Labour party, already convinced that the Americans were reckless and MacArthur was a maniac, threatened a mutiny against their prime minister for his support of the American-led effort in Korea. To quell the uprising, Attlee announced that he would travel to America. He implied that he would talk sense and restraint into Truman. But he knew, and they knew, that this was more than he could guarantee. The mutiny hung fire, stemmed for the moment yet hardly vanquished.

			Britain’s alarm was broadly shared. None of the countries that had supported the United States in the defense of South Korea had bargained on the fighting there triggering World War III. The French distrusted MacArthur even more than the British did, and made no secret of the fact. The French National Assembly called for immediate negotiations to defuse the crisis in Korea. French premier René Pleven hastened to London to meet Attlee before the British prime minister left for Washington, and to lend his voice to those insisting that the Americans refrain from rash moves. Fear of the bomb united rightist and leftist parties in Italy, where protesters branded Truman a war criminal. West German officials, on the front line of the Cold War in Europe, refused to comment publicly but privately said America’s use of the bomb against China would almost certainly compel a Russian response, probably against them. India’s government, which earlier had conveyed a warning from Beijing that the Chinese would enter the Korean conflict if MacArthur insisted on sending U.S. troops to the Korean-Chinese border—a warning MacArthur had airily dismissed—now predicted that a resort to greater force would provoke a cataclysm. Pope Pius XII urged Catholics to pray that the world might be spared.

			Americans shuddered as well. “Is it World War III?” asked the New York Times. The paper didn’t say yes, but it couldn’t say no. New Yorkers flooded the civil-defense offices of the city and state with demands to know where they should seek refuge when the Russian bombs began falling. The state director of civil defense tried to calm things but only made them worse when he said his office was operating “on the basis that an atomic or other attack could take place at any time.” The response in other cities and states was much the same.

			Members of Congress displayed caution about criticizing the president for standing up to the communists; none wanted to get into the crosshairs of Joseph McCarthy, at the peak of his red-baiting power. But several took pains to assert that the pertinent legislation gave authority over the use of the bomb to the president alone, not to any general. Nonpoliticians were less leery. Clergy and educators implored Truman to refrain from the terrible step he seemed to be contemplating. Frederick Nolde, speaking for the World Council of Churches, declared, “We would veritably be playing into the hands of those who want to pin upon us the tangible responsibility for starting a world war.”

			—

			IF THE WORLD was alarmed, Harry Truman was livid. And he blamed Douglas MacArthur for getting him into this mess. In his five years as president, Truman had tolerated repeated slights and affronts from MacArthur: the general’s habit of making pronouncements on matters beyond his military responsibilities, his failure to return to America to brief the government on the U.S. occupation of Japan, his campaigning for president in 1948 without bothering to resign his command. Truman had suppressed his anger, lest a public row between the president and the general threaten the precarious stability of the Far East. When MacArthur had refused to travel more than half a day from his headquarters in Tokyo to discuss the war in Korea, Truman had undertaken the long journey to Wake Island. There he heard the general state with utter self-assurance that the Chinese would never dare to enter the Korean fighting. If they did, they would be obliterated.

			A month later the Chinese entered the war. And they proceeded to manhandle MacArthur’s army. Truman was stunned and outraged. How could MacArthur not have seen this coming? Had his arrogance simply blinded him?

			MacArthur’s horrendous misjudgment had put Truman in an impossible position. Since 1945 the president had been walking a knife-edge of decision between appeasement and war: between yielding to communist pressure and tipping the planet into a new world conflict. In 1946 a stern warning had sufficed to keep the Kremlin from grabbing Iran. In 1947 a stronger dose of American power, in the form of military aid to Greece and Turkey, had preserved the Balkans from a communist takeover. A massive airlift in 1948 had kept Berlin free. The North Atlantic Treaty of 1949 made clear to Moscow that an attack on any of America’s allies would be met with the full force of America’s arsenal. Billions of dollars of Marshall Plan money continued to pour into Europe to bolster democracy there.

			The North Korean attack on South Korea in June 1950 proved that the communists never rested. Truman had responded with measured force, enough to secure South Korea yet not so much as to bring the Soviets into the conflict. But then MacArthur’s recklessness had provoked the Chinese to enter the fight. The Soviets, linked to the Chinese by a military pact, and as opportunistic as ever, wouldn’t miss a chance to jump the United States where America’s alliances were most vulnerable, should the Asian war escalate further. And further escalation was exactly what MacArthur was demanding.

			The knife-edge that Truman had been walking suddenly terminated above an abyss. He couldn’t go forward without risking a nuclear World War III. He couldn’t retreat without undermining the morale of all who looked to America for leadership of the forces resisting communism. MacArthur had drastically narrowed the president’s options, and the general had the gall to complain that his hands were being tied.

			Reporters had heard of MacArthur’s complaints; they knew they had a story. They asked Truman for a response. What measures would he authorize the general to employ to fend off the Chinese?

			Truman didn’t want to answer this question, not least because he hadn’t decided. Anyway, as a poker player he knew not to tip his hand. But as a Democratic president harassed by Republicans for softness on communism, he judged he had to say something. “We will take whatever steps are necessary,” he replied.

			“Will that include the atomic bomb?” a reporter asked.

			“That includes every weapon we have.”

			“Does that mean that there is active consideration of the use of the atomic bomb?”

			“There has always been active consideration of its use.”

			This was huge news. Never had the president spoken so openly about using the bomb. Another reporter wanted to be sure he had heard Truman correctly. “Did we understand you clearly that the use of the atomic bomb is under active consideration?”

			“Always has been,” Truman said curtly. “It is one of our weapons.”

			How would the decision on use be made?

			“The military commander in the field will have charge of the use of the weapons, as he always has.”

			This was even bigger news. MacArthur’s finger was on the nuclear trigger. The reporters scrambled to file their stories. The shock waves rolled around the world.

			As the extent of the alarm echoed back to Washington, Truman’s advisers urged him to let the White House issue a clarification. Truman agreed, but grudgingly, for he prided himself on plain speaking. The clarification stated that use of the atom bomb had been under consideration since the start of hostilities in Korea; whenever the United States went to war, all weapons were considered. As to who would make the basic, strategic decision to use the bomb, that would be the president. Tactical choices about where and when the bomb would be used would be left to the military commander in the field.

			The clarification didn’t alleviate the alarm, for it didn’t materially revise Truman’s own words. The president was considering the use of the bomb, and MacArthur would determine the time and place.

			Truman cursed his bad luck, and he cursed MacArthur. The last thing he wanted was to have to use atomic weapons. He claimed not to have lost sleep over the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but no one takes the deaths of a hundred thousand civilians lightly. He hoped not to have to make such a decision again. And this time the consequences would be far more terrible. World War II had ended with atomic bombings; World War III would begin with them. But he couldn’t back down. The Chinese were watching. The Russians were watching. Americans were watching. The world was watching.

			Now Attlee was coming. Truman hated being on the spot like this: having to explain that he wasn’t intending to start another world war, yet having to avoid seeming fearful or reluctant to oppose the communists.

			And it was MacArthur’s doing. Truman couldn’t decide whether the general was the damnedest fool in the army, which had its share of fools, or the canniest political operator he had ever tangled with. Truman had to admit that MacArthur had outmaneuvered him, placing him on the brink of a broader war against China, when that was the last place he wanted to be.

			—

			DOUGLAS MACARTHUR, SITTING calmly in his office on the top floor of the Dai Ichi Building in central Tokyo, wondered what all the fuss was about. MacArthur disdained politicians as a class, whether prime ministers or presidents. He believed politicians lacked the knowledge or nerve to make the decisions national safety required. He had dealt with presidents for decades and not found one who didn’t falter at the moment of truth or put partisan self-interest ahead of the country’s interest. This was why he had kept his distance from Washington. His deliberate exile was in its sixteenth year; he had resisted repeated requests from the White House to come home, and he would continue to resist them as long as he could. His work was more important than what consumed the office seekers. He had guided the Philippines to independence; he had defeated imperial Japan and was building a republican Japan. For the last five months he had been holding the line against communism in Korea.

			He was on the verge of doing much more. Since 1945 freedom had been in retreat; communism had captured Eastern Europe and then China. It had come close to engulfing all of Korea. But there he had made a stand and subsequently sent the communists reeling. His success was no thanks to Washington, where the president and his advisers had fretted and quavered until he—Douglas MacArthur—had taken the responsibility upon himself and plunged ahead.

			In short order he accomplished what no one else—no president, no general—had accomplished during the Cold War, rolling back the red tide and reclaiming territory previously lost to communism. And once more he defied the fretters, who didn’t want to upset the communists of China. He again assumed responsibility and ordered his troops to the Korean border with China.

			It was then that the Chinese entered the war, causing everyone in Washington—and London and several other world capitals, apparently—to run for cover. MacArthur took the new development in stride. He admitted that he hadn’t expected such large numbers of Chinese to appear in Korea. But what the politicians interpreted as a mauling he accounted the cost of springing the Chinese trap. He had foiled the communists’ plan to annihilate his army; he was retreating but stretching their supply lines and rendering them vulnerable to his airpower. He now had the communists just where he wanted them.

			All that was required was nerve in Washington. He didn’t expect it to appear unprompted. Harry Truman was no less the political animal than Franklin Roosevelt, whom MacArthur had had to educate during World War II. Truman might be educated, too. The general took encouragement from the president’s remarks about the atom bomb; maybe he did see what was at stake in Korea. Would he follow through? Could he stand up to Attlee and the others who would beseech him to step back? Time would tell.

			Was it World War III? Not yet. But if a lifetime at arms had taught Douglas MacArthur anything, it was that an inordinate fear of war was the surest guarantor of war. Hadn’t the democracies learned anything from Hitler? Appeasement of the fascists had caused World War II; appeasement of the communists would cause World War III. Only the brave deserved to live free.

			MacArthur classed himself among the brave. His country had agreed with his self-assessment, having awarded him all the medals and ribbons it issued. He had risen to the challenge of battle on numerous occasions in the past half century, and, at seventy, he was not too old to rise to the challenge again. He was ready, indeed eager. He had felt this same thrill of anticipation at the crucial moments of World War II, when history had rested on his shoulders. He had delivered then. And if the politicians would get out of his way, he would deliver once more.
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			1

			OF ALL THE amazing deeds of bravery of the war, I regard MacArthur’s personal landing at Atsugi as the greatest of the lot,” Winston Churchill wrote afterward. The former prime minister, a connoisseur of courage, was speaking of the American general’s daring flight to the heart of enemy territory at the close of the Pacific war in 1945. The Japanese emperor, following the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, had called on his subjects to cease fighting, yet more than twenty divisions of soldiers, who had been prepared to give their last drop of blood to keep the Americans from securing a foothold on Japan’s sacred soil, retained their weapons and their positions on the Kanto Plain. Kamikaze pilots, some having already received the rites for the dead, awaited only a word to carry out their suicide missions. Squads of young civilians, outraged at the emperor’s call for surrender, stormed about Tokyo and nearby Yokohama vowing to resist to the end.

			Douglas MacArthur, as the commander of U.S. Army forces in the Pacific, would receive the formal Japanese surrender on board the battleship Missouri in Tokyo Bay. Prudence suggested he arrive with the ship, its powerful escort and the protection the vessels and their guns provided. MacArthur refused. He insisted that he would enter Japan ahead of the navy, protected only by the moral force that came with righteous victory. His aides urged him to reconsider. Who knew what some bitter-ender might do? All it took was one bullet, one grenade, and the general would be a dead man. Worse, an assassination might rekindle the Japanese war spirit. If he must enter ahead of the navy, he should wait for more army troops. At the very least, he should be accompanied to Atsugi, the air base for Tokyo, by a substantial guard of well-armed soldiers.

			He waved aside the worries. He declared that he would travel to Atsugi alone, with only his airplane’s crew and his personal staff. His courage would be all the shield he required. He knew the Asian mind. “Years of overseas duty had schooled me well in the ways of the Orient,” he later wrote. The Japanese would understand his action and be more impressed by one man alone than by any number of ships or regiments.

			Courtney Whitney, one of the staff who accompanied MacArthur on the historic flight, recalled never having been more nervous. “We circled the field at little more than treetop height, and as I looked out at the field and the flat stretches of Kanto Plain, I could see numerous anti-aircraft emplacements,” Whitney wrote. “It was difficult not to let my mind dwell on Japan’s recent performances. The war had been started without a formal declaration; nearly everywhere Japanese soldiers had refused to give up until killed; the usual laws of war had not been complied with; deadly traps had frequently been set. Here was the greatest opportunity for a final and climactic act. The anti-aircraft guns could not possibly miss at this range. Had death, the insatiable monster of the battle, passed MacArthur by on a thousand fields only to murder him at the end? I held my breath. I think the whole world was holding its breath.”

			The plane landed without incident. Not a gunner or an airman tried to impede the general’s arrival. Only later did MacArthur learn that Japanese army commanders had sent special squads to remove the propellers from potential kamikaze planes, so worried were they about an attack.

			MacArthur displayed not the slightest hesitation, not the least tremor. His plane pulled to a halt, and he emerged in the open door. He wore the same unadorned khaki shirt as always, collar open. His crumpled uniform cap was on his head, sunglasses on the bridge of his nose. His corncob pipe was in his hand. He turned to General Robert Eichelberger. “Bob,” he said, “this is the payoff.”

			Japanese troops lined the road from the airfield, their backs to MacArthur’s car. Eichelberger was puzzled. Were they protesting MacArthur’s presence? Were they protecting him against attack? Eichelberger eventually realized this was a sign of utmost respect. “The turning away of faces was an obeisance which previously had been accorded only to the Emperor himself.”

			—

			THE MYSTIQUE OF MacArthur was never greater than at that moment. Not everyone was taken by it; the unsmitten argued that the danger that day was less than MacArthur’s acolytes, and even the experienced Churchill, judged. The U.S. Navy’s presence was obvious on the ground as well as in the harbor; a marine officer remarked, “Our first wave was made up entirely of admirals trying to get ashore before MacArthur.” Instead of having to contend with suicide squadrons, MacArthur faced hundreds of reporters and photographers. The army’s paratroop corps had landed not just munitions but musicians, and the small band of players greeted MacArthur with a military march. The Japanese supplied vehicles for the drive from the air base, but because nearly everything on wheels had been destroyed in the months of American bombing, the procession was led by a charcoal-burning fire engine that started with a loud explosion and featured a siren that couldn’t be shut off. Even Courtney Whitney, the most smitten of the MacArthur acolytes and one not disposed to spoil the mood of dauntless courage, likened the fire engine to the Toonerville Trolley.

			Yet the Japanese were entranced by MacArthur. “He is a man of light,” a Japanese diplomat, Toshikazu Kase, wrote. “Radiantly, the gathering rays of his magnanimous soul embrace the earth….In the dark hour of our despair and distress, a bright light is ushered in, in the very person of General MacArthur.” The Japanese had expected harsh treatment from their conquerors, not least because of the brutality their soldiers had meted out to the peoples they had conquered. But MacArthur made clear from the beginning that he was a different kind of conqueror. When he discovered how meager were the food supplies in Japan, he ordered American troops to stick to their rations and not feed themselves at the expense of the Japanese. This astonished the Japanese; what conquering army had ever not lived off the land? He ordered that the quarter million Japanese troops on the Kanto Plain be disarmed not by American troops but by their own officers. This astonished the Japanese even more; what conqueror had ever trusted an enemy to disarm itself? How could this American so well understand the Asian concept of face, and be so magnanimous, as to spare the soldiers the humiliation of having to turn over their weapons to an enemy? MacArthur countermanded an order by the U.S. Navy forbidding Japanese fishing vessels to venture across Tokyo Bay, lest some launch mines against the American ships there. The Japanese needed to eat, he explained matter-of-factly.

			In the words he uttered at the formal surrender ceremony, MacArthur spoke not of conquest or dominion but of peace and reconciliation. Tokyo Bay bristled with American power; the greatest battle fleet in the world was gathered there. Generals and admirals lined the deck of the Missouri. MacArthur was conspicuous for the absence of decorations on his uniform. “Look at Mac,” an American sailor whispered. “Ain’t he got no ribbons?” A fellow seaman responded, “If he wore them, they’d go clear over his shoulder.” The Japanese delegation came aboard, expecting to be held up to public disgrace. “A million eyes seemed to beat on us with the million shafts of a rattling storm of arrows barbed with fire,” Toshikazu Kase wrote. “I felt their keenness sink into my body with a sharp physical pain.” Representatives of Britain, the Soviet Union, China and several other Allied powers joined the group.

			MacArthur had received no instructions from Washington on what to say or do. “I was on my own, standing on the quarterdeck with only God and my own conscience to guide me,” he recalled. He found his way. “We are gathered here, representative of the major warring powers, to conclude a solemn agreement whereby peace may be restored,” he declared. “The issues, involving divergent ideals and ideologies, have been determined on the battlefields of the world and hence are not for our discussion or debate. Nor is it for us here to meet, representing as we do, a majority of the peoples of the earth, in a spirit of distrust, malice or hatred. But rather it is for us, both victors and vanquished, to rise to that higher dignity which alone befits the sacred purposes we are about to serve….It is my earnest hope, and indeed the hope of all mankind, that from this solemn occasion a better world shall emerge out of the blood and carnage of the past—a world founded upon faith and understanding, a world dedicated to the dignity of man and the fulfillment of his most cherished wish: for freedom, tolerance and justice.”

			MacArthur signed the surrender document on behalf of the United States. He invited the representatives of the other countries to do the same. After all had done so, he said, “Let us pray that peace be now restored to the world, and that God will preserve it always. These proceedings are now closed.”

			Toshikazu Kase could hardly believe what had happened. “For me, who expected the worst humiliation, this was a complete surprise,” the diplomat recalled. “I was thrilled beyond words, spellbound, thunderstruck.” MacArthur’s eloquence and vision were like nothing he had ever experienced or heard of. “Here is a victor announcing the verdict to the prostrate enemy. He can exact his pound of flesh if he so chooses. He can impose a humiliating penalty if he so desires. And yet he pleads for freedom, tolerance, and justice.” Kase felt a tremendous burden lift from his soul. “MacArthur’s words sailed on wings,” he said. “This narrow quarterdeck was transformed into an altar of peace.”

			—

			MACARTHUR CONTINUED TO astonish. He took up residence, with his wife, Jean, and their seven-year-old son, Arthur, in the American embassy. For his office he chose one of the few structures in Tokyo that had survived the American firebombing, an insurance building overlooking the grounds of the imperial palace. The building soon acquired the name Dai Ichi, or “Number One.” He departed the embassy at 10:30 each morning in a black Cadillac brought in from the Philippines, where it had belonged to a sugar baron grateful for MacArthur’s role in liberating those islands. The car was distinctive enough, but the American flags floating above the fenders and the license plate bearing the number 1 on a field of five silver stars made unmistakable that this car was the American general’s. A sergeant drove MacArthur slowly through the streets of the capital. Sometimes MacArthur read newspapers or reports; at other times he sat staring forward, contemplating or even meditating. “His white hands were smooth as wax, only blemished by the brown spots of age,” wrote Faubion Bowers, a major who often rode guard in the front seat. “His fingers were exquisitely manicured, as if lacquered with polish. He held them in his lap, peacefully. His profile, which I knew better than his full face, was granitic. He was always immaculately clean-shaven, and I never saw a nick on him. He had large bones, an oversize jaw that jutted a little. From face to walk, from gesture to speech, he shone with good breeding….He was really very beautiful, like fine ore, a splendid rock, a boulder.”

			Bowers worried that MacArthur’s predictable routine and the slow pace of the car made him vulnerable to attack from a sniper or bomb thrower. Indeed, intelligence reports uncovered a plot against the general’s life. MacArthur ignored the information and maintained his routine. Bowers asked if the driver might at least pick up the pace and move through the city more swiftly. MacArthur told him the pace was fine the way it was. Bowers was still uncomfortable. “Sir, may I ask another question about security?” he inquired.

			MacArthur nodded.

			“What does the general feel about carrying firearms?”

			MacArthur appeared puzzled. “Me?”

			Bowers shook his head. “No, I.”

			MacArthur put down the paper he was reading and pondered the matter, as though the carrying of arms by his security guard was a novelty he had never considered. Finally, taking up his paper again, he said, “Suit yourself. Just don’t make a fuss.”

			MacArthur’s blitheness about his own safety was sincere; he really did not worry about assassination, being too immersed in other matters. But it was also for effect. He appreciated the Japanese fascination with him and his habits, and he knew that each example of fearlessness enhanced his stature the more.

			Though his office overlooked the imperial grounds—and the Imperial Plaza, where, Japanese propaganda had boasted during the war, MacArthur would be paraded in chains before being hanged—he made no effort to see the emperor. After years of demanding the unconditional surrender of Japan, the U.S. government, at the last moment, had allowed the emperor to keep his throne. The world awaited the interview between MacArthur and Hirohito. Many observers supposed the general would march to the gate of the imperial palace and compel entrance; members of his staff suggested he order the emperor to the Dai Ichi. He did neither. “I shall wait,” he told his staff. “And in time the emperor will voluntarily come to see me.” He knew the Oriental mind, he said again, and would turn it to his benefit. “The patience of the East rather than the haste of the West will best serve our purpose.”

			Events once more proved him right. At the Dai Ichi arrived a request from the emperor’s staff for a meeting, at the general’s convenience. MacArthur accepted the request and directed that the emperor be treated with every respect. The meeting was held in the American embassy. At the appointed time, a motorcade of black German Daimlers crossed the moat surrounding the imperial palace and drove to the embassy. The emperor, his closest minister and a translator rode in one car; numerous other officials occupied the rest. One of MacArthur’s assistants greeted the emperor and explained that while the translator could accompany the emperor, everyone else had to wait outside. Panic engulfed the entourage; never had the emperor been so exposed, and to foreigners no less. But the embassy guards had their orders and barred the way.

			The emperor himself was patently nervous. He entered the reception hall, where MacArthur met him. “I offered him an American cigarette, which he took with thanks,” MacArthur recounted afterward. “I noticed how his hands shook as I lighted it for him. I tried to make it as easy for him as I could, but I knew how deep and dreadful must be his agony of humiliation.” MacArthur’s dress and demeanor signaled the new order in Tokyo. The emperor, the supplicant, came dressed in a formal Western morning coat; MacArthur received him in the casual attire he always wore. The general was nearly a foot taller than the emperor, and the official photograph of the meeting, soon transmitted to the world, showed the emperor stiffly at attention, arms straight at his sides, while MacArthur slouched a little, with arms akimbo and hands on his hips.

			MacArthur initially feared, from the emperor’s nervousness, that he had come to beg for his life. Many in America and the other Allied countries were calling for him to be tried as a war criminal. MacArthur had decided not to do so, estimating that he would be more useful alive than dead. But he hadn’t informed the emperor, and he thought things might get awkward if the emperor began denying responsibility for Japan’s actions.

			The emperor did just the opposite. “I come to you, General MacArthur, to offer myself to the judgment of the powers you represent, as the one to bear sole responsibility for every political and military decision made and action taken by my people in the conduct of war,” he said.

			MacArthur hadn’t yet formed an opinion of the emperor’s character, but suddenly he knew the sort of man he was dealing with. “A tremendous impression swept me,” he recalled. “This courageous assumption of a responsibility implicit with death, a responsibility clearly belied by facts of which I was fully aware, moved me to the very marrow of my bones. He was an Emperor by inherent birth, but in that instant I knew I faced the First Gentleman of Japan in his own right.”

			—

			YET IT WAS MacArthur who now ruled where the emperor had only reigned. The general embarked on a project unprecedented in history: the rapid transformation of an ancient civilization and feudal order into a modern liberal democracy. He made a checklist of objectives: “Destroy the military power. Punish war criminals. Build the structure of representative government. Modernize the constitution. Hold free elections. Enfranchise the women. Release the political prisoners. Liberate the farmers. Establish a free labor movement. Encourage a free economy. Abolish police oppression. Develop a free and responsible press. Liberalize education. Decentralize the political power. Separate church from state.”

			Certain changes came readily. The Japanese war machine had largely been destroyed by the war and its leaders discredited; the Japanese people were relieved to be rid of its remaining influence. Releasing political prisoners required little more than opening the doors to their cells.

			Other reforms struck deeply into the structure of Japanese society. Freeing the farmers required breaking the hold of feudalism in the countryside and delivering land to those who worked it. MacArthur was never one to underestimate his own accomplishments, but in the area of land reform he believed he outdid himself. “I don’t think that since the Gracchi effort of land reform in the days of the Roman Empire there has been anything quite so successful of that nature,” he remarked.

			Enfranchising women was no less revolutionary. MacArthur never dissolved the Japanese government, which continued to function under his supervision. But when the legislature, or diet, refused to rewrite the Japanese constitution in a manner that matched his vision of Japan’s future, he assumed the job himself. On a yellow legal pad he sketched a new charter for the defeated country. Aides filled in the details. The resulting document enfranchised women, guaranteed civil liberties, secured the right of collective bargaining to workers, and demoted the emperor from divinity to mortal status. Most novel, among these head-spinning innovations, was a no-war clause, by which Japan renounced war as a sovereign right.

			The diet accepted the “MacArthur constitution,” as it was commonly called. The general was pleased. “It is undoubtedly the most liberal constitution in history, having borrowed the best from the constitutions of many countries,” he declared with pride of authorship.

			In the first election under the new constitution, in April 1946, tens of millions of Japanese who had never voted went to the polls. Some thirteen million women cast their ballots alongside their husbands, fathers and sons. Dozens of women put themselves forward as candidates for the diet; thirty-eight were elected.

			MacArthur was delighted with the turnout, but many Japanese traditionalists, and even some comparative liberals, were troubled by particular results. One legislator, educated at Harvard Law School, called MacArthur shortly after the winners were tallied. “I regret to say that something terrible has happened,” the man said. “A prostitute, Your Excellency, has been elected to the House of Representatives.”

			MacArthur considered the matter. “How many votes did she receive?” he queried.

			The lawmaker answered, “256,000.”

			MacArthur suppressed a smile. “Then I should say there must have been more than her dubious occupation involved,” he said.

			—

			THE WHIRLWIND OF reform continued. MacArthur encouraged the formation of labor unions by Japanese workers, although he drew the line when leftists attempted to organize a general strike. “The persons involved in the threatened general strike are but a small minority of the Japanese people,” he said in warning. “Yet this minority might well plunge the great masses into a disaster not unlike that produced in the immediate past by the minority which led Japan into the destruction of war.” The masses heeded MacArthur’s words, and the general strike never took place.

			He refashioned the Japanese educational system and reorganized public health. When famine threatened the devastated country, he commandeered three million tons of food from U.S. Army stores. Congress conducted an inquiry, which MacArthur brushed aside. “Give me bread or give me bullets,” he told the inquisitors. He curtailed the power of the zaibatsu, the industrial oligopolies that had underpinned the Japanese military before the war.

			He jolted Japanese sensibilities by insisting on religious freedom and dismayed certain Westerners by his explanation. “Although I was brought up as a Christian and adhere entirely to its teachings, I have always had a sincere admiration for many of the basic principles underlying the Oriental faiths,” he said. “Christianity does not differ from them as much as one would think.”

			He oversaw the trial of Japanese war criminals. The emperor was conspicuously exempted from prosecution, but other leading figures, including former prime minister Hideki Tojo, were convicted and sentenced to death. Western reporters asked to witness the executions, but MacArthur refused. Pressure was placed on his superiors, including the secretary of the army, who tried to change the general’s mind. MacArthur again refused, deeming himself above such meddling. The executions went forward unobserved.

			—

			HE BECAME A Japanese institution. A hastily written biography published in Japanese sold hundreds of thousands of copies—in a country where disposable income was meager. Japanese women wrote to him imploring that he sire their children. Anecdotes of MacArthur circulated instantly. One day he was entering the elevator in the Dai Ichi. A Japanese man already inside the car, seeing the great general, bowed and started to step out. MacArthur insisted that he remain and they rode together. He afterward received a letter from the man. “I am the humble Japanese carpenter who last week you not only permitted but insisted ride with you in the same elevator,” the man said. “I have reflected on this act of courtesy for a whole week, and I realize that no Japanese general would have done as you did.” Japanese newspapers learned of the story and gave it full coverage. A play was written and performed about the incident, which became, as well, the subject for a painting that was reproduced and displayed in households around the country.

			The general’s abstemious lifestyle became part of the MacArthur legend. He ate the same thing every day: fruit, cereal, eggs and toast for breakfast, taken with coffee; soup, salad and coffee for each of lunch and dinner. The Japanese knew he worked every day, Christmas included, and that he never took vacations. He allowed himself movies in the evenings; he watched them in his rocking chair while smoking a cigar. Newsreels showing the annual Army-Navy football game would bring him to the edge of his rocker cheering for the Black Knights of West Point.

			His energy seemed boundless. A reporter asked MacArthur’s doctor if the general was a good patient. “I don’t know,” the doctor replied. “He’s never sick.” Another reporter, familiar with MacArthur for decades, wrote, “I first met him in 1917 when he was a young major. He oozed energy, ability and ambition from every pore. Meeting him here in Tokyo 31 years later, it amazed me to see how few changes had been wrought by time. Still arrow straight and with the same flash of eye and aquilinity of features….Few members of his staff, even though many years his junior, can match his physical endurance.”

			Within a few years of his arrival, many Japanese couldn’t imagine their country without him. He had spared them disgrace and retribution; he was guiding them to genuine self-government; he had brought them into the light of modernity. When they considered what they had suffered under his predecessors, they hoped he would never leave.

		

	
		
			2

			HARRY TRUMAN SHARED their hope. Truman was delighted with MacArthur’s achievements in Japan, which freed the president to focus on parts of the world that were more troublesome and, to Truman’s way of thinking, more important. The Cold War had grown out of the failure of the victors of World War II in Europe to agree on the future of Germany, which remained under the occupation of the armies that had defeated Hitler’s Reich in 1945. The United States, Britain, France and the Soviet Union each held zones of Germany, and each controlled a sector of Berlin, an island within the Soviet zone. The Americans, British and French found themselves increasingly at odds with the Soviets, with the two sides gradually remaking their zones in their own images: the former democratic and more or less capitalist, the latter authoritarian and strictly socialist. Growing cooperation among the three Western powers evoked Soviet fears of a revived Germany, and Moscow registered various complaints. Failing to receive satisfaction, the Russians in June 1948 imposed a blockade of Berlin, barring access to the city from the Western zones by rail, highway, river and canal.

			The Berlin blockade was the most serious crisis of the Cold War to date, and the sternest test of Harry Truman’s leadership. Truman had responded to previous challenges with words and money. In 1947, when an anticommunist regime in Greece struggled to beat back a communist insurgency, Truman proclaimed a policy of American support for such regimes. The Truman Doctrine, as the policy was called, was accompanied by $400 million in aid to Greece and neighboring Turkey, and its success there caused it to be extrapolated, at least implicitly, to other countries and regions. Later that same year Truman’s secretary of state, George Marshall, announced a plan for reconstruction aid for Europe. The economies of the continent had never recovered from the war; the physical destruction wreaked by bombs, artillery shells, tank treads and fire had been matched by institutional destruction inflicted on governments, banks, markets and laws; and both calamities had been aggravated by emotional destruction to souls and psyches caused by the worst cataclysm to befall any civilization in history. The Marshall Plan would rebuild Europe physically, and at the same time it would reconstruct institutions and help restore morale. This last was crucial, in that a restoration of morale was considered essential to keeping voters in France, Italy and other struggling countries from following the siren song of communism into the Russian embrace.

			Yet, vital as they were, the words and money of the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan weren’t blood and steel. And when Soviet troops closed access to Berlin, threatening to strangle and starve the free half of the city into submission, Harry Truman had to decide whether he was willing to match military force with military force.

			—

			“DEAR MARGIE,” THE president wrote as the Berlin crisis was building. Margaret Truman was the sole child of Harry and Bess Truman, and to Margaret the president often confided opinions and sentiments he shared with no one else. The letters he sent her were usually short and topical; this one was long and biographical. “I’m going to give you a record for yourself regarding these times,” he explained. “You know of course what a terrible campaign the one of 1940 was. No one thought I could win, including the President.” But he had won, holding his Senate seat and shortly afterward sponsoring legislation that established the Committee to Investigate the National Defense Program. The Truman Committee, as it was labeled, uncovered corruption in war spending and earned its chairman a national reputation. “Then came 1944 and that terrible Chicago Convention,” Truman wrote to Margaret, referring to the national convention that nominated Franklin Roosevelt for a fourth term. The only drama involved who would be Roosevelt’s vice president. “I went there to nominate Byrnes. He’d told me that Roosevelt wanted him for Vice-President, and I thought he did.” But Roosevelt kept silent, and various bigwigs were skeptical about James Byrnes, currently director of war mobilization. Several said they wanted to retain Henry Wallace, the incumbent vice president, but if Wallace was unacceptable to the party—as he quickly proved to be, with Southern conservatives muttering seditiously against his unrelenting liberalism—then they backed Truman. “I said to all and sundry that I was not a candidate, would not be and that I was perfectly happy in the Senate,” Truman told Margaret.

			But Roosevelt decided on Truman. “On Tuesday evening Bob Hannegan came to see me at the Stephens Hotel and told me that Roosevelt wanted me to be the V.P. candidate. I said ‘no’ point blank, and went on working for Byrnes.” For a time it seemed that Truman’s wishes would be honored. But after forty-eight hours things changed. “Roosevelt was nominated on Thursday and then the real pressure began hammering me to say yes. Finally Hannegan asked me to come over to the Blackstone and listen to a conversation he was to have with Roosevelt in San Diego.” Truman obliged. “Roosevelt’s first question of Hannegan was ‘well have you got that fellow from Missouri lined up?’ Bob said no he’s very contrary. Then the President said, ‘Well, you tell him if he wants to take the responsibility of breaking up the Party in the middle of the war to go ahead and do it.’ Well, that put a new face on things.”

			Truman acceded, and Roosevelt was reelected. “As you know, I was Vice-President from Jan. 20 to April 12, 1945,” Truman continued. “I was at Cabinet meetings and saw Roosevelt once or twice in those months. But he never did talk to me confidentially about the war, or about foreign affairs or what he had in mind for the peace after the war.” Truman remembered in detail the day everything changed. “The catastrophe we all dreaded came on April 12 at 4:35 P.M. At 7:09 I was the President.” Roosevelt’s sudden death left Truman with a great deal of catching up to do. “I had to start reading memorandums, briefs, and volumes of correspondence on the world situation. Too bad I hadn’t been on the Foreign Affairs Committee or that F.D.R. hadn’t informed me on the situation. I had to find out about the Atlantic Charter, which by the way does not exist on paper, the Casablanca meeting, the Montreal meeting, Tehran meeting, Yalta, Hull’s trip to Moscow, Bretton Woods, and numerous other things too numerous to mention.”

			Truman also had to learn about the atom bomb project, of which he had known nothing. He received conflicting forecasts. “Adm. Leahy told me that he was an explosives expert and Roosevelt had just thrown $2,600,000,000 away for nothing. He was wrong. But his guess was as good as any.” Truman learned that the bomb worked when it was successfully tested in New Mexico in July 1945. He was at Potsdam trying to get the Soviets to enter the war against Japan. “All of us wanted Russia in the Japanese War. Had we known what the atomic bomb would do, we’d have never wanted the Bear in the picture.”

			In the aftermath of Potsdam, Truman discovered what the Soviets were really like. “We entered into agreements for the government of Germany—not one of which Russia has kept,” he wrote to Margaret. “We made agreements on China, Korea and other places, none of which Russia has kept. So that now we are faced with exactly the same situation with which Britain and France were faced in 1938/39 with Hitler. A totalitarian state is no different whether you call it Nazi, Fascist, Communist or Franco’s Spain.”

			The tension over Germany, centering on Berlin, was greater than ever, Truman told his daughter. “Things look black.” The moment of crisis was coming. “A decision will have to be made. I am going to make it.” He assured Margaret he would do so with a clear conscience. “I just wanted you to know your dad as President asked for no territory, no reparations, no slave laborers—only peace in the world. We may have to fight for it. The oligarchy in Russia is no different from the Czars, Louis XIV, Napoleon, Charles I and Cromwell. It is a Frankenstein dictatorship worse than any of the others, Hitler included.”

			“Be a nice girl and don’t worry about your dad’s worries,” he told Margaret in concluding. “But you’ll hear all sorts of lies about the things I’ve told you. These are the facts. I went to Potsdam with the kindliest feeling toward Russia. In a year and a half they cured me of it.”

			—

			SOME OF THE lies Truman warned his daughter about would come from the communists, but the more insidious ones—as he interpreted affairs in the summer of 1948—originated with Republicans and Democrats. Even while war loomed in Germany, Truman faced the fight of his political life in America. He hadn’t wanted to be vice president, but Roosevelt had prevailed on him; he really hadn’t wanted to be president, but Roosevelt died on him. “Boys, if you ever pray, pray for me now,” he told reporters the day after Roosevelt’s death. “I don’t know whether you fellows ever had a load of hay fall on you, but when they told me yesterday what had happened, I felt like the moon, the stars and all the planets had fallen on me.” One of the reporters replied, “Good luck, Mr. President.” Truman groaned, “I wish you didn’t have to call me that.”

			For a long time after inheriting the presidency, he wasn’t sure he wanted to keep the job. He thought others were more qualified. Dwight Eisenhower was his first choice. Truman met Eisenhower during the Potsdam conference and was tremendously impressed. “General,” he told Eisenhower, “there is nothing you may want that I won’t try to help you get. That definitely and specifically includes the presidency in 1948.” Eisenhower was startled. “Mr. President,” he said, “I don’t know who will be your opponent for the presidency, but it will not be I.”

			Truman continued to deem Eisenhower the man for the job, despite the general’s giving little indication where he stood on most matters of public policy or even which party he favored. In early 1947 Truman approached Eisenhower again; again Eisenhower disavowed interest in politics.

			Only after that did Truman decide to run. There was much he disliked about the presidency; in his diary he called the White House the “Great White Jail,” and he bristled at the “lies” he regularly attributed to his opponents and the critical press. His first two years were a trying time for anyone to be president, in domestic affairs no less than foreign. The war had created strains in the economy but prevented their release; after the war’s end the strains threatened to rupture the fabric of American life. Workers sought wage increases to catch up with price increases and staged hundreds of strikes to get them. Consumers, who had been hoping that the conversion from war production to peace production would end the wartime rationing and replenish car showrooms, appliance stores and even grocery shelves, grew angry when the strikes effectively extended the rationing. A coal strike raised the specter of a shivering winter, and a strike on the railroads portended continent-wide paralysis. Truman jawboned the union leaders, to little effect; he threatened to draft railroad workers so he could order them back to work. He brought a lawsuit against the coal miners.

			His actions produced mixed results in the marketplace of business and labor and cost him dearly in the political square. Republicans and conservative Southern Democrats had nursed grievances against the New Deal for more than a decade; unable to rescind its obnoxious measures while Roosevelt lived, they saw in Truman a much weaker defender of the emerging welfare state. Truman’s anti-union measures alienated many of those who should have been his stoutest supporters. The country as a whole showed weariness and exasperation with Democrats in Washington.

			The dissatisfaction dragged Truman’s approval ratings to depths plumbed only by Herbert Hoover amid the Great Depression, and it propelled the Republicans to victories in the 1946 elections, when they seized control of both houses of Congress for the first time since the 1920s. The Republicans assaulted what remained of the labor front of the Democrats by passing the Taft-Hartley bill, a measure that restricted the organizing rights of unions. Truman vetoed the bill, but Congress overrode the veto, making the president’s weakness even more obvious. The Republicans, looking toward the 1948 presidential election, saw nothing but promise in Truman’s woes.

			Truman added to the ranks of his enemies, especially in the South, by endorsing civil rights reform. He considered it high time the South entered the twentieth century. “The main difficulty with the South is that they are living eighty years behind the times and the sooner they come out of it the better it will be for the country and themselves,” he wrote to an old Missouri friend who had urged him to soft-pedal the race question. “I’m not asking for social equality, because no such thing exists, but I am asking for equality of opportunity for all human beings and, as long as I stay here, I am going to continue that fight.” He noted recent violence. “When the mob gangs can take four people out and shoot them in the back, and everybody in the country is acquainted with who did the shooting and nothing is done about it, that country is in a pretty bad fix from a law enforcement standpoint. When a Mayor and a City Marshal can take a negro Sergeant off a bus in South Carolina, beat him up and put out one of his eyes, and nothing is done about it by State Authorities, something is radically wrong with the system.” He remarked how racist violence perversely adapted to changing circumstances. “On the Louisiana and Arkansas Railway when coal burning locomotives were used, the negro firemen were the thing because it was a back-breaking job and a dirty one. As soon as they turned to oil as a fuel it became customary for people to take shots at the negro firemen and a number were murdered because it was thought that this was now a white-collar job and should go to a white man.” Crimes like this couldn’t be tolerated. “I can’t approve of such goings on and I shall never approve it, as long as I am here,” he told his friend. “I am going to try to remedy it and if that ends up in my failure to be reelected, the failure will be in a good cause.”

			Congress was in no mood to give Truman what he wanted on civil rights or anything else at this point, and so the president acted on his own. He issued executive orders prohibiting racial discrimination in federal hiring and directing the armed services to desegregate. The latter order posed the sterner test, pitting presidential authority against military tradition. Tradition won—for the time being. The desegregation order had no immediate positive effect on its intended beneficiaries, as the military brass, socially conservative and frequently Southern, found reasons to drag their boots. And the order had an immediate negative effect on Truman, by antagonizing Southern Democrats even more.

			Yet the more resistance Truman encountered, the more determined he became to fight for his job. It was an uphill battle even to win the Democratic nomination. A left wing of Democratic liberals, refusing to acknowledge that 1947 wasn’t 1937, berated Truman for not extending the New Deal. This group boosted Henry Wallace and loudly proclaimed that Wallace would be president already if FDR, in a moment of weakness, hadn’t bumped him from the 1944 ticket. They threatened to bolt the party. Southern Democrats threatened to do the same, albeit for conservative, anti-civil-rights reasons. Many career Democrats, recognizing that the country was suffering from Democratic fatigue, believed that only a fresh face at the top of the ticket offered any hope for success in 1948.

			The weight of the combined opposition might have discouraged another man, but not Truman, who simply fought harder than ever. He roundly criticized the potential defectors as “double-crossers all” and predicted, “They’ll get nowhere—a double-dealer never does.” He shamelessly manipulated the levers of presidential power to ensure the seating of friendly delegates at the Democratic convention, so that by the time the delegates gathered, his nomination was secure.

			Yet nearly everyone thought it an empty honor. The Republican victories in the 1946 congressional elections appeared to presage a GOP capture of the White House; Democratic delegates were a dispirited group as they convened in Philadelphia. “You could cut the gloom with a corn knife,” recalled Alben Barkley, who came away with the nomination for vice president. “The very air smelled of defeat.” A local cabdriver remarked, “We got the wrong rigs for this convention. They shoulda given us hearses.”

			Truman ignored the gloom. And when he gave his acceptance speech, he injected new life into the convention and the party. The roll call had taken hours; midnight was long past by the time Truman mounted the rostrum. The delegates were exhausted, but his appearance, in a dapper white linen suit, and his defiance of what everyone else considered overwhelming odds awoke some of the party’s fighting spirit. “Senator Barkley and I will win this election and make these Republicans like it—don’t you forget that!” he declared. Speaking without notes, in the staccato, hand-chopping style that was his trademark, he explained, “The reason is that the people know that the Democratic Party is the people’s party, and the Republican Party is the party of special interest, and it always has been and always will be.” Truman lambasted the Republicans in Congress for bemoaning conditions in the country but taking no steps to change them. “The Republican platform cries about cruelly high prices. I have been trying to get them to do something about high prices ever since they met the first time.” He castigated Republican tax changes, passed over his veto, as a program that “helps the rich and sticks a knife into the back of the poor.” The Republican platform called for increasing Social Security benefits. “Think of that!” Truman lampooned. “Increasing Social Security benefits! Yet when they had the opportunity, they took 750,000 off the Social Security rolls! I wonder if they think they can fool the people of the United States with such poppycock as that!”

			Truman jolted the convention and the country by announcing that he would summon the Eightieth Congress into special session. He had previously labeled the Eightieth Congress the worst in history; he was going to give the Republican majority a chance to prove him wrong. “What that worst 80th Congress does in this special session will be the test. The American people will not decide by listening to mere words, or by reading a mere platform. They will decide on the record.”

			—

			THE POLITICAL DRAMA in America unfolded against the intensifying crisis in Europe. Truman interpreted the Soviet pressure on Berlin as a trial of democracy’s willingness to defend Germany; if the Kremlin could force the Americans and their allies out of Berlin, it might drive them from Germany altogether. The challenge triggered the Midwestern stubbornness on which Truman prided himself. “We’ll stay in Berlin—come what may,” he wrote in his diary just days after his acceptance speech.

			His advisers weren’t all sure this could be done or even that it was a good idea to try. George Marshall was supportive, but James Forrestal, the secretary of defense, hesitated. “Marshall states the facts and the conditions with which we are faced,” Truman wrote after a meeting with the two. “Jim wants to hedge—he always does. He’s constantly sending me alibi memos which I return with directions and the facts….I don’t pass the buck, nor do I alibi out of any decision I make.”

			How to stay in Berlin became the crucial question. General Lucius Clay, the U.S. commander for Germany, advocated calling what he considered the Kremlin’s bluff. An armed convoy should be sent along the autobahn toward Berlin. If the Russians wanted to stop it, they would have to fire. He didn’t think they would, because he didn’t think they wanted a war.

			Truman judged that if the Russians wanted a war, they would find a way to start one. But he didn’t wish to play into their hands. And he feared that excessive force might produce a war by accident. As he wrote later, “We had to face the possibility that Russia might deliberately choose to make Berlin the pretext for war, but a more immediate danger was the risk that a trigger-happy Russian pilot or hotheaded Communist tank commander might create an incident that could ignite the powder keg.”

			The president rejected the armed convoy in favor of an airlift. The communists had not closed the air lanes to Berlin, and until they did, it was just possible that West Berlin might be fed from the air. This would be a stopgap; never in history had a city of any size been supplied from the air for any length of time. The Russians had, in effect, laid siege to the city. They knew something about sieges, having endured the epic siege of Leningrad during the war. That encirclement had claimed a million Russian lives and produced gruesome scenes of hunger, disease, exposure and madness that would haunt the survivors forever. Joseph Stalin, who had been complicit in the suffering by refusing to surrender Leningrad, had good reason to doubt that any democratic government could show such resolve.

			For their part, the West Berliners knew about Soviet treatment of those who fell into their orbit, especially if they resisted. As the European war had approached its climax, with the armies of Russia, America and Britain closing in on Berlin, the Germans in the capital prayed that the Americans or the British would get there first. Russian brutality was infamous. Russian soldiers shot Germans on a whim; they raped women and girls; often hungry themselves, they starved the Germans from necessity and spite. As bad as the war’s aftermath was in the rest of Germany, it was worst in the Soviet zone around Berlin. While the Americans were beginning to restore the economy in the western zones of the former enemy, the Russians were bleeding the eastern zone dry. Tools, machines and whole factories were dismantled and shipped to Russia. Jobs vanished, with no sign of return. Berliners, trapped inside the Soviet zone, scurried like rats amid the urban ruins and scraped the fields outside the city seeking rotten turnips and moldy potatoes.

			Stalin clearly hoped to break the West Berliners’ will to resist. As tenuous as their existence was before the blockade set in, they would quickly realize it would only get worse. He offered food to those who would cross over into East Berlin. Some did. Others entered the shadowy world of the black market, trading whatever they had of value for one more meal.

			But the great majority determined to stick it out. Parents went without food in order to feed their children. Nearly everyone went without nonessentials, which soon disappeared from store shelves. To ration the coal supply, the West Berlin authorities rolled electrical blackouts across the city, forcing mothers to awake in the middle of the night to cook their potatoes, which they tried to keep warm until their families arose.

			Truman appreciated what the Berliners were risking, and he did everything he could to make the airlift work. It didn’t start promisingly. A quick accounting estimated that the relief planes would have to deliver forty-five hundred tons of food and other essentials a day, but the first day’s effort was a meager eighty tons. Reporter Marguerite Higgins of the New York Herald Tribune asked General Clay if the airlift could long succeed. “Absolutely impossible,” he responded.

			But Truman’s determination helped make the impossible happen. With practice, ingenuity and courage, the pilots, crews, controllers and many others involved in the airlift dramatically increased its capacity. By the end of the summer the rescue mission was holding its own, and the West was holding its ground in Berlin.

			The airlift was one of the grand spectacles of the time. Day after day, night after night, the roar of the cargo planes never ceased. The planes flew in good weather and bad; on landing they hardly turned off their engines for unloading before flying back to the western zones of Germany for another cargo. The children of Berlin, who had learned during the war to hide on hearing the sound of airplane motors, caught on that these were good planes. They crowded the space behind the fence at Tempelhof Airport hoping for something to eat. One American pilot, Gail Halvorsen, handed out candy to the kids; the response was so heartbreakingly positive that he started dropping candy from his plane. The cargoes wafted down on improvised parachutes, and Halvorsen became famous in Berlin as the Candy Bomber. American children donated sweets to keep the Candy Bomber supplied; eventually, tons of candy, chewing gum and other tasties rained down from the sky over Berlin.

			Truman was pleased yet hardly reassured. He understood that the airlift proceeded on Soviet sufferance. The heavily laden cargo planes were easy targets for gunners or fighter planes. At each step of the Berlin crisis, the Russians had ratcheted things tighter. Truman wasn’t sure how they could ratchet them any tighter now without triggering a war. And the air link to Berlin was a fragile skein. A single incident could set in motion a chain of escalation.

			In mid-September the president met with his military advisers, who briefed him on the progress of the airlift. “I have a terrible feeling afterward that we are very close to war,” he wrote in his diary.

			—

			POLITICS AT HOME made Truman’s situation worse. The Republicans rallied behind New York governor Thomas Dewey, who had made a respectable showing against Roosevelt in 1944 and appeared poised to capitalize on Truman’s multiple weaknesses. Meanwhile the Democrats did anything but rally behind Truman. Henry Wallace led the liberals out the left door of the party to regroup under the Progressive banner, while Strom Thurmond and many Southerners exited to the right, to run as States’ Rights Democrats, or Dixiecrats. Numerous polls gave a big lead to Dewey, who proceeded cautiously, to preserve his advantage, and began making lists of those he would appoint to cabinet offices.

			With nothing to lose, Truman campaigned furiously. He mounted a grueling whistle-stop train tour, hammering the “do-nothing” Republican Congress, which obliged in the special session by living down to his epithet. He reiterated that the Democrats stood for the honest, ordinary people while the Republicans did the bidding of the wealthy. “It will be the greatest campaign any President ever made,” Truman wrote to his sister midway through the tour. “Win, lose, or draw, people will know where I stand and a record will be made for future action by the Democratic Party.” Speaking of the 140 stops so far, he said, “We had tremendous crowds everywhere. From 6:30 in the morning until midnight the turnout was phenomenal. The news jerks didn’t know what to make of it—so they just lied about it!”

			Voters warmed to Truman’s plainspoken style. “Give ’em hell, Harry!” they shouted lustily. “I don’t have to give ’em hell,” Truman rejoined. “It’s a lot worse for me to tell the truth on ’em, because they can’t stand the truth.”

			Polls showed the race tightening, but Truman appeared to run out of time. As late as election day the cause seemed lost. The anti-Truman Chicago Tribune, extrapolating from Dewey’s strong showing in the East, gloatingly went to press that evening with the front-page banner “Dewey Defeats Truman.”

			Yet Truman had the laugh the next day. Overnight tallies revealed that the West had gone heavily Democratic, returning the president to office by a comfortable margin.

			Clark Clifford, then in the early stage of a career as political

			—
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