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Dedication

Joe Kett, Jim Sterling, Peter Kracht, Gordon McCormick, and Jonathan Jao—five gentlemen who changed my life. Thanks.




Epigraph

I’ll go through [those Germans] like crap through a goose.

—George Patton

Young man, that bullet was not meant for me.

—Douglas MacArthur

I save my emotions for Mrs. Marshall.

—George Marshall

Make that 75 percent cold-blooded.

—Dwight Eisenhower’s son John, when asked to balance his father’s open and sunny side and his calculating nature

“America f**k yeah!”

—The cheer of the plush puppet U.S. special operators in the film Team America, after clearing Paris of terrorists, and in the process knocking down the Eiffel Tower
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Introduction

There was once a real Team America, a military-industrial colossus engaged successively in what amounted to two World Series of Warfare (a third was suspended indefinitely due to the prospect of mutual annihilation).

Our country had many assets in these struggles, but among the most important was extraordinary military leadership, which got better and better until Team America forged a true murderers’ row—George Patton, Douglas MacArthur, George Marshall, and Dwight Eisenhower—a string of warrior superstars unprecedented in military history. Probably, if they were in a position to do so, Caesar and Napoléon would point to themselves and their stellar henchmen and vociferously disagree. But in terms of the sheer magnitude of what they attempted and accomplished at such a critical point in human history—the transition from total warfare to strategic permafrost—it’s pretty clear that the shadows cast by former lineups can’t match the achievements of Team America, particularly these four superstars and the savvy managers who engaged them around the world.

Plainly, all of this requires further explanation. The idea of consistently comparing the struggles of the twentieth century to a series of gigantic sporting events might strike some as absurd, even obscene.

But as with any such artifice, it depends on how you look at it. For example, the matter of scale: On the one hand, the armies we will be considering numbered in the millions, which is inherently confusing, especially combined with military terminology unfamiliar to most. On the other, sports teams numbering in double digits more accurately approximate the scale in which key decisions are actually made in time of war, as does the push and pull of willful superstar athletes held in check and directed by managers with a larger view.

Yet sports are not about killing, or at least haven’t been since the Romans. This book is all about excessive killing, how that came to pass, and what our four superstars did about it. So the analogy works only if you are willing to embrace another analogy, that of the big leagues in hell. Here in the infernal majors the score is kept mainly—though inaccurately, since everybody cheats—through body counts. Combat is often one-on-one, but ganging up is always encouraged. As we shall see, Alliance intersquad scrimmages produced some of Team America’s most impressive wins courtesy of George Marshall and Dwight Eisenhower. In literal terms at least, these were bloodless victories, but they were made in the context of the constantly gorier, corpse-littered environment of World War II. The game our four protagonists had devoted their lives to getting good at was getting worse and worse. Fortunately, as befit the hellish locale, the game itself was doomed, destined to be replaced by something even worse—much worse, actually—but paradoxically much better. If hell could have a silver lining, this was it.

The fact was that Western societies and ultimately the rest of the world had blundered into a logical trap so simple yet so self-reinforcing that it amounted to a feedback loop for warfare intensification, a demonic treadmill of destructiveness always accelerating and with no apparent way to get off.

It began during the early stages of the French Revolution, when it was discovered that ordinary citizens, hastily assembled, armed, and trained, could make up for their military shortcomings with sheer enthusiasm and, in doing so, overcome the dispirited professionals of the ancient regime. This began with volunteers, but soon it was learned that the proposition basically held for those compelled to serve, so long as revolutionary fervor held and, later, Napoléon was around to lead them. Prior to this, armies had been very expensive and time-consuming to build and maintain. Now very suddenly the way was open for legions in the millions.

The second jaw of the trap was formed and sprung during the American Civil War. In this case it came in three forms—the telegraph, trains to transport troops, and rifled small arms with triple the accurate range of their predecessors. All were important, though not necessarily decisive, but it was their larger lesson that mattered: technology must be relentlessly applied to the means of warfare. The results would prove appropriate and effective.

When put in the hands of armies of ordinary citizens, those new means of warfare led to a series of ever-intensified bloodbaths, wars of such magnitude that they shook otherwise successful societies to their very foundations. Total war, periodic societal spasms during which everything was devoted to destruction, was the outcome of this simple but lethal proposition. Around one hundred million died prematurely during the first half of the twentieth century, caught in this perfect trap. Then without warning the grand mechanism self-destructed by creating something much more terrible but, in the end, far safer. Yet, at the time, who knew?

BY ANY MEASURE, FOR CIVILIAN OR SOLDIER, THIS WAS TOUGH GROUND TO have crossed. Yet our four protagonists not only successfully traversed the first, truly uncharted part of the Cold War, they also directed the rest of us toward safety. They were far from perfect human beings, but they did basically represent the values of their countrymen in some very tough circumstances. All four exhibited remarkable adaptability, which was exactly what tumultuous times demanded, but they never lost their basic respect for human life in an environment devoted to slaughter. They played in a very rough league, yet they never truly disgraced themselves, or us—not even George Patton.

No superstar is remembered primarily for being a nice guy. It’s achievements that matter. Since this is Team America, we’ll group them together: the most audacious general along with the best staff officer in the American Expeditionary Forces that finished off the Germans in 1918; the chief organizer of the US Army in World War II and that war’s best field general, its victors in both the European and Pacific theaters; the organizer and first commander of NATO, the father of the Marshall Plan to rebuild Western Europe, along with the creator of modern Japan; two of the key architects of the US nuclear arsenal, and one of the most successful presidents in American history. Heavy on the military side, perhaps, but these achievements also get at the point that these men, all soldiers, cast a long shadow over the events of their times. It’s a shadow that lasted long after World War II, one so long that Ike left office profoundly worried about its military-industrial implications.

That chimera of total war’s imminence has passed; at the highest level of conflict, the environment has stabilized. And as this has transpired, it becomes possible to see our four protagonists and their ultimate significance in a clearer light. What stands out is how much they stood out. Among English speakers, World War II was largely an amphibious endeavor, yet the US Navy’s key leaders were and remain completely overshadowed by the Army’s four superstars. In large part, this was because they had the capacity to transcend their roles as purely military leaders and move into the realm of statecraft. Even Patton showed some diplomatic flare in North Africa, while Mac and Ike had no trouble more or less directing the fates of whole nations while very much in uniform. Also, it’s important to note that doing this, and getting away with it without arousing the wrath of superiors, are two different things.

For most of their careers all four had to operate within the context of a rigid and potentially unforgiving military organization, one which in some respects was devoted to honing down outstanding personalities. Patton, MacArthur, Marshall, and Eisenhower were all deeply conditioned by their education and experiences as military officers; without question, it was the essence of their personal identities. So it makes sense to study them and their evolution as part of one team. However ambitious each might have been, they thought of themselves as part of a team.

But why four? All were born within the span of a decade, so the time frame would not change significantly by narrowing the focus to a more intensive study of a single individual. Yet this book is intended to cover a lot of history across a broad front, and it needs an equivalently varied cast of characters to propel the story beyond what could become a didactic swamp. But even if you did try to zero in on just one, the others would keep turning up, demanding our attention.

Their lives and careers were in fact intertwined, like a giant braid in time. Except for Patton and Ike (a bromance that ended badly), none were truly friends. Yet they used each other brilliantly in a series of symbiotic relationships of increasingly greater consequence, the net effect of which was to give all a thorough schooling in the tricks of the trade. MacArthur was the first to emerge: the right parents, good luck, and his own bravery cast him far out in front of the group. But the other three, left way behind in rank and importance for decades, nonetheless took on education and at times responsibilities far beyond their actual professional grade, thereby preparing themselves and each other to become what they all were destined to be: generals.

Being a general is important to consider at the outset, because to most of us they are a breed apart. In fact, they have to be. For ultimately a general must be prepared to face the prospect of convincing men to march to their deaths on his word alone. Rules can be invoked, institutional levers can be applied, but it still remains a rare individual who can make this proposition stick not just on a consistent basis but always.

Something beyond gravitas is demanded—the appearance of supreme authority, a facade that ordinary people would never dream of disobeying. Generals are by necessity insular, exaggerated figures, deliberately magnified images for soldiers and henchmen, particularly during the quintessential moments of combat, but also pretty much always, enforcing the drudgery and inconvenience of military life with a smothering projection of personal authority.

To do so, generals must necessarily live behind an artificial version of themselves, what the military historian John Keegan has aptly termed the mask of command. It is far from the only tool of a great military leader (strategic wisdom, tactical skill, and bravery help a lot), but it is perhaps his best trick—an illusionary presence meant to inspire crazy self-sacrifice. Some are able to construct it around a single act of heroism or some personal tick or even a nickname; for others it takes an entire career of careful calculation. In either case, the odds are the final product won’t be that impressive. After all, the mask must empower the most difficult of all magic tricks, the levitation of entire armies into the cauldron of combat.

But this did not prove a problem for our four principals; the masks they fabricated and inhabited are among the most beguiling in the history of organized mayhem. They literally moved millions toward life-threatening experiences. It would definitely stretch credulity to say that what separated our four from their peers was that they wore better, scarier masks, but there is a grain of truth there. Those who dismiss the masks’ import should consider why both George Patton and Douglas MacArthur habitually spent hours looking at themselves in the mirror, or why Dwight Eisenhower changed uniforms with the regularity of a fashion model, or why even the low-key George Marshall took the part of a Virginian even though he was from Pennsylvania. It was all part of the getup.

Still, nothing comes without a cost, and living behind a mask can easily lead to serious personality distortions. Specifically, one’s head can swell sufficiently to fill the mask until the two become indistinguishable, the chief symptom being megalomaniacal self-assurance. This was the personal trajectory of both George Patton and Douglas MacArthur, and would ultimately lead to their respective downfalls. But along the way, as the swelling proceeded, it fueled absolute certitude and allowed them to project it infectiously across their legions even in the worst of circumstances—just what generals are supposed to do.

George Marshall and Dwight Eisenhower can better be seen as having concealed themselves behind their masks. Because they seldom confused their inner selves with their images, their vision outward was clearer and less subject to self-induced distortions. This fit also gave each man better control of his mask, since he took it for what it was. Yet observing others reacting to something you are not can also lead to cynicism and isolation.

For most of his life and career, Ike deliberately—almost compulsively—surrounded himself with people. But those closest to him, Mamie and his son John, were left with the strong suspicion that there was another Ike buried deep inside, and that’s the way he wanted it. Ike placed great store in his ability to bluff, which by definition demands that others not know what you are thinking. And for this there was no better disguise than the smiling, trustworthy visage Dwight Eisenhower presented to the world.

George Marshall was even more mysterious. His mask, fashioned to be at once ferocious and imperturbable, almost totally hid the human spirit beneath. It’s truly hard to get beyond what George Marshall wanted you to think he was. Partly, this was because he was not exactly emotive to begin with, but he also seems to have mastered anything potentially tumultuous that might have been left—except, of course, the fierce desire to be obeyed. It’s telling that of Team America’s four superstars, only Marshall refused to write a memoir, when even a hack job by a ghostwriter would have brought him millions. Far more valuable, it’s hard not to conclude, was his privacy.

Still, masks can be revealing. Though exaggerations of the characters below, they basically represent them in a recognizable form. They have to. It’s the masks that are obeyed, that energize the troops and inspire suicidal urgency; it’s the masks that formulate the strategies and fight over their application; it’s primarily the masks that we remember. They are essential to understanding the people within.

MEANWHILE, OUR QUARTET’S SUCCESS AND SIGNIFICANCE ENSURED THAT their individual lives have been picked over by a succession of competent historians, ferreting out a variety of revelations our four heroes doubtless wanted forgotten, but enabling us to compose a group portrait based on enough information to be credible in both scope and detail. We also know enough to understand that their lives were archetypical and very much of the time and place they came from. How could it be otherwise?

But they came from an America of another era, the formative years of our four having unfolded during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. Whatever its internal societal and economic contradictions, America presented a face to the world based on democracy and opportunity, of mechanical ingenuity and industrial dynamism, a place bubbling with energy and ambition. This was a potent elixir to be raised on, and the strapping careers of our four certainly reflected its nutritious qualities, though some got more than others and the flavors varied.

George Patton, George Marshall, and Douglas MacArthur all sprung from what we would call “privileged circumstances”—Patton was rich; Mac’s father was a high-ranking general; Marshall’s father was an executive in the steel industry, until he lost his money. Still, these three were basically raised in an atmosphere of prosperity and considerable social standing.

Not Ike. By today’s standards, Ike’s family was not just poor, it was desperately so. But it was never squalid, far from it. The Eisenhowers were disciplined, well organized, and industrious in their poverty. Meanwhile, they were far from poor intellectually, Ike’s mother and father being college educated, a rarity even among the upper classes of the time.

For Ike, schooling was a bridge to the other three, since the road ahead would be intellectually challenging, but also a barrier, since his parents’ education was deeply pacifistic. Eisenhower went to West Point thinking of it as free college, and after four years hadn’t really changed his mind. True enough, he would shortly embrace his military career with the same mighty and enduring grasp as the others; yet the seeds of doubt, planted in childhood, allowed Ike to see earlier and more clearly than the rest that what they were doing was truly crazy.

Still, to the end Ike remained a soldier, and of all his experiences Team America was the most formative. That certainly was true of George Marshall, the first general to become secretary of state and then secretary of defense. Ditto Mac, whose main problem after the shooting finally stopped was that he could never be anything other than a soldier.

Patton was so much the soldier that the US Army could barely keep him in its uniform and ready to fight. He was, in his own mind, the universal warrior, just the latest version of a long line of reincarnated combatants reaching back to the legions of Rome. Crazy George. He was destined to cast no shadow over subsequent events, since by that time he was dead; but while he lasted he was Team America’s chief paladin, the cleanup man in the batting order, the best US field general of the twentieth century, maybe ever.

These were four gigantic personalities, all engaged in an epic race, but in the end when it mattered all managed to accommodate each other’s eccentricities and operate effectively together.

Given their line of work, they were all basically cut from a similar mold, one shaped to succeed in a military environment. All were big, around six feet tall in an era when the average American male was below five seven. Three of the four were exceptional athletes—Patton went to the Olympics; Mac played varsity baseball at West Point; while Ike did the equivalent on the gridiron, in the process wrecking his knee and subsequently getting so good at coaching that he came to feel it was wrecking his career. Even George Marshall, who played no sport with any ardor as a young man, took up riding and then tennis in his own utilitarian way as a means of cooling down and staying fit.

Partly as a result of all this activity, but also thanks to Mother Nature, they were, all four, good-looking, and in Mac’s and Ike’s cases truly handsome. This not only helped them fashion engaging professional masks, it also had the same mesmerizing effect on the opposite sex.

All four were destined to have lifelong marriages to attractive, capable women, ones who were also willing to subordinate themselves to the careers of their husbands. Not much of a role model today, but in their own ways Beatrice Patton, Jean MacArthur, Katherine Marshall, and Mamie Eisenhower were strong and resourceful women. They had to be—they lived hard lives, sucked along in the wakes of their hyper husbands.

None of these women seems to have deeply affected the course their mates chose to plot—and also, you don’t get the feeling there was a lot of steam propulsion involved. Really only Patton tried to play the warrior in heat; with the others you get the feeling that the enormous workloads they assumed as part of Team America tended to drain them of sexual energy. They were certainly all heterosexual, but in a period of not a lot of birth control and consequently big families, theirs weren’t—Marshall had no children in two marriages (his first wife, Lily, died); Ike had only one son survive to adulthood, as did Mac; Patton did have three children but managed to be both a negligent and tyrannical parent. He also had multiple affairs. And though the extramarital record of the others is not spotless, their intent seems different. Mac presided over several embarrassing relationships before he found Jean but then remained completely faithful. Ike had one notable but sexually tepid affair during World War II, but when one ended, so did the other, and he returned to Mamie for life.

In the main our four looked to their marriages as sanctuaries, islands of emotional calm and encouragement, where they could finally relax and recharge—but always just as a respite from the savage ambition that would drive them across the globe to accomplish great things, deeds that changed history. As a personality trait, this lust for distinction more than anything united them. But its impact, as each of their careers wove in, around, and through those of the others, was the opposite.

Except for Marshall and Eisenhower, all of them shared a genial contempt for the others. In part, this was based on a surprising fact: neither George Marshall nor Dwight Eisenhower, two of the greatest soldiers in our history, ever saw actual combat. That was not something to be missed by “Blood and Guts” George Patton and Douglas MacArthur, whose contempt for bullets only grew with seemingly endless exposure. “Best clerk I ever had,” Mac said of Ike, whose retort was equally acid: “I studied dramatics under him for five years in Washington and four years in the Philippines.” Mac held a similar view of Marshall, nurturing combat officer–staff officer grudges that stretched back to World War I. While his relations with Marshall and Ike were closer, Patton’s views on their fighting records, at least in private, were similar to Mac’s. Meanwhile, both Marshall and Ike, both superior in rank, seem to have taken an almost sadistic pleasure in jerking Patton around, leaving him hanging after his various misdeeds, and leaving him to wonder if his chances to make war were over.

Actually, this was balderdash. Each of them was plainly a brave man. George Marshall looked for combat during World War I, he just never found it, and he was too good at staff work. Meanwhile, Ike desperately wanted to fight in that war, but he never made it to Europe, instead fighting the equivalently lethal Spanish flu stateside at his training camp in Gettysburg. He certainly took plenty of risks during the next great conflict, most of them in airplanes, ones lacking radar and the cabin pressurization to fly above the weather, not to mention the Luftwaffe. So did Marshall. All of them engaged in lots of death defying, so it’s pointless to draw distinctions.

Meanwhile, the things they actually did that mattered—plot strategy, give orders, inspire others—were not in themselves violent acts; they were dependent instead on mental agility, mask-inspired gravitas, and an almost intuitive understanding of how armies of millions actually functioned and fought. This, not the ability to wield the proverbial sword, was what set them apart.

In an age of relentlessly improved swords, though, it’s interesting to note that none of our four was intimately and consistently associated with the development of the weapons they were destined to use with such success. George Patton was involved with tanks early but then returned to the horse cavalry for nearly two decades, his sole arms innovation being an improved sword. Ike joined Patton’s experiments with tanks but was chased away by the conservative Army bureaucracy, and then was turned toward strategy and command by a key senior officer who recognized his talent. Douglas MacArthur, when he was chief of staff of the Army in the thirties, did foster the development of three key weapons (the M1 Garand rifle, the 105 mm howitzer, and the B-17 bomber), but he was much more concerned with keeping the Army and especially its officer corps from shrinking still further under Depression-strangled budgets. George Marshall’s career was consumed by strategy, operations, and tactics; when he was in a position to direct weapon developments, he delegated instead—even the atomic bomb. This was characteristic behavior: even in an age of war increasingly dominated by weapons, great commanders didn’t devise arms, they used them.

And our four did that brilliantly, each grasping almost instinctively the revolutionary implications of the military tools put in their hands, weapons without precedent. So, while the Navy’s leaders continued to view technology through a lens obscured by their obsolescent battleships, Marshall, Eisenhower, Patton, and MacArthur all eagerly embraced mechanization and airpower to create a new kind of army and a new way of fighting. In essence, they all understood that mobility was the key to victory, and they provided it any way they could. They threw at the enemy a profusion of everything that moved, in the air and on the ground. Provided you didn’t run out of fuel, it was a formula that almost guaranteed success.

And our four were granted or otherwise carved out extraordinary latitude to apply that formula. Because America remained separated by oceans from all the major battles in both world wars, commanders were by necessity given more freedom of action than would be the case today, an era of instant and inescapable communications. Meanwhile, the militarization of American society for total war further enhanced their power and esteem—and, being who they were, they took full advantage. Their masks became ubiquitous, and so did their influence. But it never dominated.

Except for Eisenhower’s eight years as president, these men spent the entirety of their careers taking orders. True, they became masters at bending them, but that went only so far. Functionally, even when they reached the top, they remained the instruments of their democratically elected masters. But it was also here that things got the most interesting personally.

Team America took the field under a string of dynamic managers—Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, and finally Ike. This book is about generals, not presidents. But, just as it would be hard to write a convincing religious text without considering God, our story would ring hollow without dealing with the political equivalent.

By temperament the four generals’ ultimate superiors ranged from doctrinaire (Wilson), to enigmatic (FDR), to forthright (Truman), but all were politicians by training and inclination. Therefore, their perspective was different from that of our four—broader, since it had to be. Ultimately, it was their responsibility to lead Team America in a league that included a string of stalwarts: Lloyd George, Clemenceau, and the kaiser first; then Winston Churchill, Joseph Stalin, Hideki Tōjō, and Adolf Hitler; and finishing off with Nikita Khrushchev—all of them masters of the great game, or so it seemed at the time.

There would be setbacks, but ultimately Team America’s managers guided us safely through one of the most dangerous stretches of human history, and did so in large part because they managed the interface between politics and the military deftly and, when needed, decisively. Technology separated Wilson from his army, probably a good thing; but airplanes made it possible for his successors to be, episodically at least, up close and personal. It was during these periodic, almost rhythmic interactions that the politicians took the measure of the generals and, being masters of the personal encounter, probed and pushed them in ways few others could.

This was a subtle and symbiotic process. Both Truman and FDR had some familiarity with things military, but in reality they were all but utterly dependent on the skills and knowledge of their military professionals—especially when the fighting started. The generals were the ones who could conjure up the strategies and generate the infinitely detailed plans that would send Uncle Sam’s legions crashing against their adversaries. It only made sense to cultivate them, particularly the true stars, in part by giving them stars, but also, being politicians, by casting a charismatic spell over them. It worked practically not at all with Marshall, only occasionally with MacArthur and Eisenhower, and frequently with Patton, but only because, as his own worst enemy, he was so often in trouble.

JUST AS A COACH MIGHT NEVER EXACTLY TAME THE NARCISSISTIC ARROGANCE of a superstar athlete, he can nonetheless strive to maximize his performance. Besides the braided interaction of our four protagonists, managerial efforts in this direction provide a major thematic element of our tale. Scheming by masters of the art, reciprocated by resourceful minions, is a consistent push and pull that will drive our story through the decades. But all in a good cause . . . relatively at least, since they played in what amounted to an infernal league.

That said, being on Team America during the first half of the twentieth century was the place to be. Nationalistically, we were at the top of our game. There were certainly contradictions, but it was still plausible to entertain the national myth that we were a breed apart—not only geographically separated from the world’s battles, but also perched on a higher plane politically. Until the end of World War II, freestanding democracies were rare and under siege, except on the vast and fertile ground of the United States, where the first modern model thrived fantastically. From our own less innocent perch, it’s hard to grasp how confidently smug we once could afford to be.

But at the time, it certainly helped to feel you were on the right side. And not just because the opposition ranged from authoritarians to the truly evil. The experience of war had grown dramatically more horrible and lethal, killing nearly 700,000 Americans between 1917 and 1952. Under these circumstances, motivation really mattered.

So did bullets. And here we tilted the playing field still further in our direction. It was not just a matter of being far enough away not to get bombed; it was the American industrial base and the way it was run that made the United States such an excellent place to build lots of weapons. For one thing, it was huge, and not just in scale—it was spread across an entire continent, whereas European equivalents matched a fragmented map and were by definition smaller and easier to target. But success was not guaranteed.

Mostly because the United States entered the Great War in its fourth year, the country’s hugely ambitious first attempt at total military-industrial mobilization proved too late to make a difference. Fortunately for Team America, the British and French had been churning out all manner of arms and had plenty for us to use. Meanwhile, at home the conversion had been picking up speed, and in the process lessons were learned about beating plowshares into swords on a gargantuan basis.

The next time it was tried these lessons were not only applied, but applied sooner to an industrial economy that was even better suited to absorb them. Given the sheer scale of the manufacturing base, it made sense that management had been studied earlier and with more rigor in America, resulting in multiple advances in productivity based on things like time-motion studies, precise cost accounting and inventory techniques, and supplier networks that were both reliable and flexible. True enough, the country had suffered through a decade of depression, but the latter also ensured that only the strong survived, and doing so while producing more steel, aluminum, oil, and cars than the world’s other great powers combined.

All of this was epitomized by the US automobile industry. It had no choice: the combination of a rapidly changing technology and fickle public tastes had left the auto manufacturers capable of bending metal in new directions in what amounted to a moment’s notice. Meanwhile all that bending—and also casting and forging—took place at a range of thicknesses nearly perfect for most land arms of the time and also for airplanes if you stretched things (quite literally, considering Ford’s mile-long B-24 bomber production line at Willow Run). So, in 1940, if you wanted to arm and mechanize an army fast, you had only to look to Detroit, which is exactly what Team America’s savvy manager Franklin Roosevelt did.

This time results came quickly—a veritable cornucopia of lethal devices—and despite MacArthur’s carping about the Pacific theater being shortchanged, our four protagonists never again suffered from a lack of firepower. Then there were the scientists, who promised something that would make all of this look puny.

But we are getting far ahead of ourselves. First, we must get to know our four much better, since it is through their braided and fated lives that our story of total war’s demise will be told. Individually, they likely hold no secrets that a chain of biographers haven’t already uncovered, but collectively they offer a tableau broad enough to capture history switching gears.

For the sum of these four lives remains decidedly greater than their individual existences: it was the multiplier effect of their braided interaction that drove them all to greatness and why corporately they are the subject of our story. Thus, early in their careers, the rich and relatively influential George Patton raised Ike from obscurity and introduced him to the right people, just as Ike later saved Patton’s career from his own misdeeds and kept him fighting during World War II. Douglas MacArthur also cultivated the young Eisenhower, taught him the ins and outs of service politics, and how to operate at the highest levels in Washington. George Marshall then took over, put the finishing touches on Ike’s operational skills, and then formed a partnership critical to winning the war in Europe. Even the epic, generation-long quarrel between Marshall and MacArthur had positive results, since it brought out the best in the former, who under constant provocation still managed to use MacArthur to best military advantage without regard for personal feelings. All told, the process of interaction was one of intensification, leaving all four better at what each did best. So, whenever possible, we’ll look at them together, and also with the strong suspicion that, had they ever heard it, they would have joined the lusty cheer of the puppet special operators as they felled the Eiffel Tower . . . well, in spirit at least.




Chapter 1

Dawn

Before we can start weaving the lives of our four protagonists together, we should wait until meaningful interaction actually begins, a process precipitated by America’s entry into World War I in 1917. Until then, we’ll focus on spinning the early days of the individual strands, making occasional cross-stitches when experiences converge—for example, attending a military academy—but otherwise keeping them separate on the sound ground that they were all basically strangers. And since historians are suckers for chronological order, we’ll begin with the first born.

ALWAYS EAGER TO GET THE JUMP ON THE OPPOSITION, DOUGLAS MACARTHUR entered this world prematurely at Arsenal Barracks in Little Rock. His mother, the redoubtable Pinky, had wanted to return home to Norfolk to give birth to what proved to be the last of three sons, but he got the drop on her, leading to the local headline: “Douglas Macarthur was born on January 26, [1880] while his parents were away.”

The birthplace was certainly appropriate. If ever an American was preordained to be a soldier, little Doug already had a good shot at the title. Pinky’s ancestors had marched with George Washington and Andrew Jackson, and her brothers had attended the Virginia Military Institute and fought with Robert E. Lee. But compared with the exploits of Doug’s dad, Arthur MacArthur, they were amateur warriors.

Arthur’s military career began during the Civil War when, as a teenager, he displayed virtually nonstop heroism (except when he was wounded, which was often), culminating in leading his regiment up Missionary Ridge against a storm of fire and clearing it of Confederates, all the while shouting “On Wisconsin,” words immortalized, on the gridiron at least. At war’s end, he was a full colonel, the youngest in the entire Union Army.

But that was a rank earned in combat, and in the peacetime Army he sank to captain, where he remained for twenty-three years. It was hardly time lost, though, as the elder MacArthur studiously, almost compulsively prepared himself for greater responsibility and in the process provided a remarkable template for his son.

We pick up little Doug’s life at age three, at Fort Selden, New Mexico, a base of around fifty soldiers, about as far as you could get from anywhere else in America. It was his father’s first independent command, and a period when the son built up a set of happy memories. “My first recollection,” he liked to say, “is that of a bugle call.”

That’s not likely. The previous years had brought the death of Pinky’s beloved mother (and a substantial inheritance of around $1 million in 2022 dollars); a father increasingly preoccupied with his study of all things Asian; and, above all, the end of Doug’s middle brother and constant playmate, Malcolm, swept away by the measles. These were all things not to be forgotten by any of those involved.

But ever the romantic, young Mac morphed his youth into a tale of the Wild West. “It was here I learned to ride and shoot even before I could read or write,” he wrote, conveniently forgetting the indoor part under a grieving and increasingly didactic mother. While Doug’s remaining brother, Arthur, drifted temporarily into his father’s orbit, Pinky’s attention focused on him and would remain locked there until her boy was a general. So what if she occasionally dolled him up in skirts and left his hair in long curls until age eight? Achilles’s mom also disguised her boy as a girl, and in both cases it made absolutely no difference.

Doug’s idyll in the desert ended after three short years in 1886, when the scene shifted from the frontier to the confines of Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, by tradition the Army’s professional schoolhouse. It also heralded the beginning of his formal education, entering second grade with mediocre results. Unlike his older brother, who thrived under regimentation, Doug seemed disoriented, missing apparently the freedom of the frontier. Pinky and Arthur wondered aloud why he couldn’t be more like his elder sibling. But there was no need to worry. Things would change.

Arthur MacArthur’s interminably stalled career suddenly snapped to life in 1889, when his commanding officer recommended him for promotion to major and a job in Washington, calling him “beyond doubt the most distinguished Captain in the Army.” Better still was the proximity of Arthur’s own father and Doug’s grandfather, a politically well-connected superior court judge in the District of Columbia. As garrulous and engaging as his son was taciturn and remote, it was the judge who filled his grandson’s head with the details of Arthur’s heroics, and also gave him a glimpse of the psychological environment of the nation’s capital—“that whirlpool of glitter and pomp, of politics and diplomacy, of statesmanship and intrigue,” Doug remembered.

But that didn’t help much with the schoolwork. Mac completed his elementary education at Force Public School on Massachusetts Avenue with nothing more than average grades, still, it seems, in the shadow of his older brother. But that vanished abruptly in 1892 when the first son received an appointment to Annapolis, and was essentially gone from the family. Now only Doug was the center of attention, and this being exactly what he always wanted, he rose to the occasion.

It coincided with another fortuitous transfer for the family, this time to sprawling Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio. They all liked the place. As always Arthur dove into his duties, and in the process won the complete confidence of his commanding general. Meanwhile, the surroundings allowed Pinky to give full vent to her southern-belle proclivities, making similarly inclined friends and lolling away lazy afternoons wandering San Antonio’s shops and restaurants.

Yet it was their son who found the place transformative—or, more specifically, the ground occupied by what came to be known as the West Texas Military Academy, where his parents had enrolled him in hopes of lighting some sort of academic fire. The move resulted in a veritable conflagration of achievement. Although he was initially resented as a day student, something about the learning environment set his mind ablaze. “Abstruse mathematics began to appear as a challenge, dull Latin and Greek seemed a gateway to the moving words of the leaders of the past.” Meanwhile, his jealous classmates gaped as MacArthur “was doing Conic Sections when the rest of us were struggling with Elementary Algebra.”

But he didn’t truly win them over until his third year, and he did that largely through sport. He was no natural athlete, but good enough, so that, when combined with his newly discovered work ethic and determination to win, he produced a reasonable facsimile of one—credible enough to become almost inexorably the school’s tennis champion, shortstop, and quarterback.

By his senior year he was on full burn. He led both the football and baseball teams to undefeated seasons, organized the school’s prizewinning drill unit, and was one of only four cadets to finish the year without a demerit in comportment. Already showing signs of verbal spellbinding, young Mac also was awarded the Lockwood Silver Medal in elocution for his stirring rendition of “The Fight of the General Armstrong.” More impressive still, he grabbed the Academy Gold Medal, making him class valedictorian for 1897. A clean sweep, except for one significant category: he doesn’t seem to have made any friends.

But even at this stage, it’s likely he would have dismissed that as beside the point. He was focused on one objective, the official gateway to leadership in the US Army: West Point. Entrance required a presidential or congressional appointment, and that proved to be the first real challenge in Douglas MacArthur’s young life. This is particularly surprising, since his father’s career was about to accelerate as if it had been shot from a cannon. Promoted to lieutenant colonel the year before Doug graduated, Arthur would shoot to lieutenant general within four more years, and in the process put down a major insurgency in the Philippines. He also crossed swords with its civilian administrator, the future president William Howard Taft, and was sent packing back to the mainland. This was characteristic. Both father and son generally proved adroit at service politics, but when confronting the civilian version they were consistently tone-deaf and almost comically uncomfortable.

That was key to the West Point problem. Judge MacArthur, with just weeks to live, did what he could, gathering a stack of recommendations for his grandson, as did Arthur. But they didn’t impress the outgoing Grover Cleveland enough to send one of his four presidential appointments in a MacArthur direction, and, even more depressing, the next year his replacement, William McKinley, remained similarly oblivious to Doug’s virtues. Further complicating his way ahead was a preliminary academy physical, which detected a slight curvature of the spine, causing him to flunk. Finally, Arthur had to leave San Antonio, having been named adjutant general of the Department of Dakota. If Doug was going to get into West Point, Pinky would have to pick up the slack. It may have been coincidence, but with Arthur gone, she managed brilliantly.

The plan was elaborate, yet feasible. Wisconsin congressman Theobald Otjen was a friend of the late judge. Once Pinky established residence in his district, Doug would become eligible to take a competitive exam for an appointment. She did so by moving into Milwaukee’s posh Plankinton House in October 1897, from where she ran an operation worthy of a professional strategist.

Except that it was all focused on an army of one. The first objective was to straighten Doug out, literally, by placing him in the hands of Dr. Franz Pfister, a renowned local spinal specialist, who later recalled that they “worked together for a year. He was one of the quickest fellows to obey orders I ever treated.” He had to be, as Pinky left him time for little else. If her son had a slightly suspect body, it must have been obvious that he had a first-rate mind. But she was leaving nothing to chance. In addition to her own substantial reading list, she had Doug attend classes at West Side High School and receive special tutoring from its principal: “Every day I trudged there and back the two miles from the hotel to the school. I never worked harder in my life.”

Arthur visited some weekends and the MacArthurs occasionally socialized with the family of Senator John Mitchell, who had also served in the Twenty-Fourth Wisconsin—sojourns that left Doug with a crush on one daughter and brief acquaintance with son Billy. The latter was never a friendship, but it would have some significance for the future of airpower. Still, for Doug the only future that mattered loomed in May, when the exam would at last be given.

The great day dawned inauspiciously. After a sleepless night, he promptly threw up breakfast, notable only because it would reoccur, but only at what he considered his most desperate moments. This time Pinky provided a pep talk: “Doug you will win if you don’t lose your nerve. You must believe in yourself, my son, or no one else will believe in you. Be self-confident, self-reliant, and even if you don’t make it, you will know you have done your best. Now, go to it.”

That he did, crushing twelve other applicants, the best of whom did not come within twenty points of his 99.3 score. Dogged Doug, hard work and determination will triumph—that was the point of the story as he later told it. But in reality it was an exercise in overkill. When he finally did join the long gray line in June 1899, he would find himself both overprepared and overconnected. Not a good thing if you were a plebe.

THE SECOND OF OUR FOUR PROTAGONISTS, GEORGE CATLETT MARSHALL JR., also arrived in 1880, but characteristically sneaked in on the year’s last day, December 31, far removed from the world of war and his future in it. His birthplace, Uniontown, Pennsylvania, was instead on its way to becoming the coke capital of America, which in the nineteenth century had industrial, not pharmaceutical, implications—specifically, the burning of bituminous coal to produce high-carbon ash for the blast furnaces of nearby Pittsburg. George’s father, George Catlett Marshall Sr., was one of the key local “coke barons,” which meant a prosperous if grimy existence in a place that was gradually becoming encrusted with its own byproducts. But if there was a perpetual cloud over Uniontown, part of it was of George’s own making, at least from a historical perspective. His most scrupulous biographer, Forrest C. Pogue, who managed to produce four thick volumes on his later life, notes that accounts by contemporaries are nearly totally missing, and “almost all that can be reported of the boy is what the man at the age of seventy recalled and chose to reveal.” This was not much.

In addition to Dad, George had a kindly mother, Laura, who showered him with attention since he was the youngest of her three offspring, and already somewhat isolated. Marie, four years older, treated her younger brother basically as a pest, an annoyance to be ignored when possible. Relations with his brother Stuart, six years his senior, were worse—so bad they would eventually lead to permanent estrangement. Meanwhile, as with MacArthur, the age gap in effect left little George to be raised as an only child. Still, sibling estrangement aside, the picture that Marshall painted was that of an upper-middle-class family “so normal,” in Pogue’s words, “that it could be remembered by Marie as well as by George in terms of something like folklore.”

Childhood according to Marshall proceeded in a more or less Tom Sawyer fashion. Most of the pleasant memories he chose to relate were bucolic: playing in a stream with his friend Andy, or growing vegetables. Later there were hunting and fishing trips with his father into the countryside, including at least one visit to George Washington’s ill-fated Fort Necessity.

But the great majority of his time must have been spent in Uniontown, and here the recollections grow scarce and negative. Even a child could see the place was being gobbled up by coal and greed. The mines had torn up the surroundings, flooded the place with newcomers, and generated true inequality—a growing plutocratic element (Uniontown would soon lead the nation in millionaires per capita) and reciprocal labor troubles, ones destined to explode in 1894 with the deadly bituminous coal miners’ strike. All of this was hard to miss and must have been depressing, but George chose to relate his problems only in more personal terms.

First came school. Like MacArthur’s, young George’s elementary years were largely a wash, spent at a private academy and leaving him with only the most basic reading and computational skills. This became apparent when his father enrolled him in public school, and the admissions officer discovered he couldn’t answer even simple factual questions. Inevitably, this led to ridicule by his fellow students, who “made fun of me a great deal.” He grew to hate being laughed at. And as this happened, he grew more shy and remote, while his sense of humor retreated deep inside to a very dry and sardonic place. Recitation proved particularly excruciating, but in general Marshall remained a mediocre student throughout his education, blooming intellectually only decades into his professional career.

Then there were complications at home. In 1890, when George was nearly ten, the senior Marshall and his partners sold their coke operation to Pittsburg steel interests, his father’s share amounting to around $4.5 million in today’s money. Despite the strong objections of Mrs. Marshall, he almost immediately invested, then lost, much of it in a Virginia land speculation. After that blow, the son remembered, “we had to economize very bitterly,” which, he also notes, meant no more servants. Very likely, this reflected his mother’s perspective, given that she was now saddled with the housework after a lifetime of domestic help, but it seems to have left George perpetually tightfisted and inclined toward the security a steady income can bring.

Actually, the family doesn’t seem to have been ruined, just taken down a notch, maybe two. The elder George Marshall appears far from defeated, using his extra time to expand his roles in Freemasonry and local politics, while still seeming to have money enough to occasionally buy his wife expensive gifts, albeit ones she invariably claimed they could not afford. Nevertheless, the years continued to roll past 130 West Main Street, the Marshall’s capacious but ugly residence, much as they had before—socioeconomically, at least.

You get the same feeling about George, drifting along through his youth. He did make one true friend, Andy Thompson, but in adulthood they would reconnect only after he became a general; he described the experience as that of two middle-aged strangers who inexplicably shared common memories. He also refers vaguely to a sort of club of youngsters, names a dozen or so acquaintances, even brings up a heartthrob who made him want to spell better, but nothing more substantial in the way of social interaction. You get the impression of George mostly on the outside looking in, a kind of vaporous, slightly melancholy presence. “Flicker” was what one girl called him, a nickname soon forgotten, like so much of George in Uniontown.

At home, old tensions remained and new ones arose. As George moved into adolescence, hints of rebellion began to appear. Family tradition and possibly his economic takedown had left the senior Marshall more than a bit of a genetic snob. “My father was so keen in family interests that I was rather sensitive about it,” George recalled. “I thought his continual harping on the name of John Marshall was kind of poor business. It was about time for somebody else to swim for the family.” If this wasn’t insulting enough, young George later proposed a feminine though seaworthy alternative to the former Supreme Court chief justice and secretary of state, a Marshall woman who had married the pirate Blackbeard, whom he proclaimed his only interesting relative.

Meanwhile, his older brother, Stuart, who left for the Virginia Military Institute when George was twelve, had graduated with a degree in chemistry, and was now back, gainfully employed and with a dim view of his brother’s prospects, as his secondary education was nearing its unimpressive end. The father, though, was far from losing hope. Given his son’s academic record and apparent love of the outdoors—and perhaps any place that wasn’t Uniontown—he had concluded his youngest son had a future as an army officer. But that, along with the associated free college education, required an appointment to West Point, and the senior Marshall was a lifelong Democrat swimming in a sea of Republicans. Quite predictably he failed. But there was an obvious alternative. VMI was cheap, had already provided his eldest son with a profession, and, if it couldn’t give West Point’s guarantee of a commission upon graduation, it was at least a step in that direction.

Young George’s enthusiasm for a military future in general and this one in particular went unrecorded until he overheard Stuart discussing the possibility of his kid brother attending his alma mater, and the inevitable disgrace this would bring upon the family name. Nearly sixty years later he was still fuming, claiming his brother’s prognostication “made more impression on me than all the instructors, parental pressures or anything else, and I decided right then I was going to ‘wipe his face’ as we say or ‘wipe his eye’ [get the better of him] and I ended up at the VMI.” If nothing else, this slap across the genetic heritage cut through George’s adolescent haze and revealed, in a way nothing else had, that he was already no one to cross. This was no small thing. It fueled, he claimed, his desire to excel for the rest of his career. At any rate, VMI’s superintendent was impressed enough to accept him on sight; of course, there were few better names to have among Virginians than Marshall. He was certainly welcome there.

IF FATE MEANT TO PRODUCE AN AMERICAN ACHILLES, WITH ALL HIS ARISTOCRATIC arrogance, bloodlust, and communication with the spirit world, then she couldn’t have done better than sending George S. Patton his parents’ way on November 11, 1885. They were as wacky as he would ever need to be.

Actually, there were three of them. When Ruth Wilson, the mother, married George Patton II, the father, Annie, the sister, was not only crushed, but took the concept of unrequited love to the point of moving in with them on a permanent basis. Economically, at least, this was not a problem, since the Pattons were among the richest families in Southern California. They were also uniquely religious, being in essence Reincarnation Episcopalians, proudly looking back on and, in desperate circumstances, convening with a long line of battling Pattons, beginning with Confederate war dead and stretching back to the dim reaches of history.

It was in this unique nurturing environment that our nascent warrior landed, subsequently known to the family as “the boy”—delineating him as the center of attention and from his sister, who was always Nita. Meanwhile, Annie became Nannie to the family, and dove deep into indulgent child care. Later, Patton would “remember thinking that I must be the happiest boy in the world. I was probably right.”

He lived in a boy’s paradise. While the family did spend considerable time in Los Angeles, where George’s father pursued business and political interests, home base was Lake Vineyard, the ancestral home of Ruth and Annie (now Nannie) Wilson, a gigantic ranch that encompassed much of what is presently Pasadena. It was here, practically from infancy, that the budding Patton learned to ride a horse (actually, many horses from the family stables), shoot a gun (the place was a veritable arsenal), and swing a blade (Papa favored swordplay).

All of this had a purpose, of course. The elder Patton had attended VMI, had imbibed the heady ancestral brew of Confederate palaver and reincarnated heroics, then ended up as a man of affairs, a great disappointment in his eyes. The next generation would be different—it was a matter of Patton family honor.

Nor did it take too much convincing. From the beginning both children liked playing soldier, Nita labeling herself “major,” while Georgie took “private” because it sounded superior. Papa would salute them every morning, inquiring into the status of both major and private. Soon enough the private caught on, and promoted himself, at least under his breath, to “Georgie S. Patton, Jr., Lieutenant General”—a title he never forgot, especially as he whiled away the hours in Papa’s lap being read tale after tale of endless martial valor.

Years passed, and while he was no longer in Papa’s lap, he was still being read to—that is, when he could sit still that long, or stop talking. Ex post facto medical diagnosis by historians is almost always a shaky proposition, but in this case it does seem clear that Georgie’s symptoms were classic signs of a broad condition known today by the ominous acronym ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder).

His parents couldn’t know that, but their wealth and singular agenda made it possible to bring him up in an environment that was least damaging to his self-esteem. Almost no matter what he did or didn’t do, they showered “the boy” with love and approval, in the process setting in place a formidable bulwark of self-esteem. Critically, they kept him out of primary school, which would have been a shark tank for a child with Georgie’s reading, writing, and sitting-still problems, relying instead on a string of tutors and “coaches” (we would call them therapists) to gradually work with his learning disabilities to the point where he was at least marginally literate.

Just short of his twelfth birthday his parents finally placed him in a private academy, where he joined around twenty-five other students from Southern California’s elite. At this point Georgie was barely, if at all, shark bait. His academic difficulties certainly persisted, but he still thrived during his six years there, and through sheer grit gained a decent high school education. He was always bright and energetic, and he was growing into a big, handsome, athletic young man—plainly no one to be picked on. Yet significantly, there is no mention of even one close friend gathered during these years. Still, he was surrounded by his own class; he knew their ways and always would. So his initial clumsiness and later eccentricities would be tolerated in part because he knew how to get away with them along the upper crust.

And whatever Georgie’s camaraderie deprivation, there was always his encapsulating family, and suddenly something much more attractive. Among their many properties, the Pattons had a place on Catalina Island, where they customarily summered for several weeks. It was there, in mid-1902, that the family came to know their distant (literally) Massachusetts relatives, the Ayer clan, and Georgie, age seventeen, first met their daughter Beatrice.

If this wasn’t quite love at first sight, it was certainly a fated encounter. She was plainly more worldly, having studied in Europe and become fluent in French and on the grand piano, but she was also utterly fearless in the same gonzo way that came to epitomize George S. Patton. She rode horses and sailed boats with the same disdain for danger; she attacked life with his brand of volcanic energy. Like Georgie she could afford to: her father, Frederick Ayer, was an octogenarian patent medicine king and polymath capitalist who had accumulated a fortune far larger than the Pattons’. And she was almost as comely as she was wealthy, with rich auburn hair and large, piercing blue eyes—a “Pocket Venus,” her daughter would call her, perhaps with a not-unintended double entendre. It’s not hard to imagine that sparks flew immediately between George and Beatrice. It took years before the inevitable took hold. But plunk in the middle of adolescence, the nascent Patton, most concupiscent of our four protagonists, had already met his mate, and in doing so took a major step toward becoming who he would become . . . much to her detriment, incidentally.

Also, it was likely not the step he was most concerned with taking at the time. West Point stood like a citadel blocking his martial future, its rigorous entrance exam seemingly a bridge too far. Well aware of his son’s academic deficiencies, Papa resorted to the oblique approach in the form of his alma mater, VMI, a less demanding institution with a number of relatives embedded on the faculty and staff: entrance was assured. At this point the strategy turned ingenious. George would stay in Lexington just a single year, after which he could apply to transfer to West Point and, as a regularly enrolled student in a recognized college, enter without passing the academy’s dreaded exam. He would have to return to California and take a competitive test for an appointment, but this was presumably easier and would take place on ground carefully prepared by Papa.

If you were a war god or goddess, it was a scheme made in heaven. Yet on the way to Lexington Georgie was having unexpected second thoughts, wondering if he might in the end prove a coward. Papa was ready with genetic reassurance: “While ages of gentility might make a man of my breeding reluctant to engage in a fist fight, the same breeding made him perfectly willing to face death from weapons with a smile.” That seemed sufficient at the time, but it was a question George S. Patton would ask himself over and over, no matter how many times he proved himself a hero.

ALWAYS THE OUTLIER AND DESTINED TO BE TEAM AMERICA’S GREATEST STAR, Dwight David Eisenhower was born on October 14, 1890, nearly a decade after MacArthur and Marshall, and almost exactly five years later than Patton. For most of his career he would be their junior, stuck in second gear; then very suddenly he wasn’t, leaping over each until he had worked his way into the preferred slot in the batting order for a slugger and, finally, into the manager’s Oval Office. In this story, the last shall be first.

Life for Ike began in Denison, Texas, which tried to claim him as one of its own. But that never stuck, since the future president came to know that his birth took place at an absolute low point in his family’s life. Home base for the Eisenhowers was Abilene, Kansas; Denison was a place of exile for Ike’s dad, who was playing the prodigal son.

David and Ida Eisenhower were an unusual couple to begin with, and they were certainly not the kind of people who might have been expected to raise a military man. The family, prosperous River Brethren Mennonites from Pennsylvania, had come to Abilene two generations earlier and flourished, working big plots of rich sod into substantial homesteads. Jacob, David’s father, had done particularly well, but his son wanted nothing to do with farming, teaching himself Greek and taking a mind to study engineering at nearby Lane University. The father seems to have understood agronomy was a hopeless cause, and the college was operated by River Brethren, so in due course the son headed toward Lecompton to pursue an education. Instead, he found Ida.

She was a much more independent soul, particularly when she met him. Ida Stover was born in the middle of the Civil War in the battle-ravaged Shenandoah Valley, and spent her youth effectively orphaned, bouncing from relative to relative, until one set told her to memorize the Bible if she wanted intellectual stimulation rather than attend high school. She promptly ran away, somehow managed to complete her secondary education, then taught for two years, saving enough to move to Kansas and enroll at Lane.

Here, though opposites in many ways—she was sunny and plucky; he was solemn and stubborn—they fell together like lost souls found at last. Contextually, it’s important to realize this took place in an intensely religious environment, and that Mennonites in general, and River Brethren in particular, were profoundly committed to pacifism—particularly Ida, who had grown up in war’s aftermath. When they were married in the fall of 1885, the idea that a future offspring would become a famous general would have been not just an abomination, but the last thing on their minds.

Neither Ida nor David finished their studies at Lane. Likely this had to do with Jacob’s custom of giving each of his children $2,000 (almost $53,000 in 2022) along with 160 acres of land upon marriage. David still disdained farming and instead convinced his father to mortgage the acreage and let him use the proceeds to open a general store in partnership with one Milton Good in the nearby village of Hope.

Roughly two years passed before there proved to be no hope in Hope, and according to Eisenhower family legend even less good in Good, who abruptly left the partnership with all the available cash. More probably, the two were simply incompatible, and when Good, who was an experienced salesman, broke the partnership, David proved incapable of running the store.

Its collapse left him very apparently mortified. Parking Ida, already pregnant with a third son, in Hope with one of his brothers, David bolted to Dennison, Texas, a place whose only excuse for existence was the railroad. Here he found a job as an “engine wiper,” just about the lowest slot a trained engineer could occupy. No surprise, the pay was also miserable, but enough for him to rent the next thing up from a shack and bring Ida down to a very sooty and spare existence, where she promptly gave birth. It was at this point that Ike caught up with the family. So, eventually, did Jacob, who, when he finally visited Dennison, was sufficiently shocked by the young family’s circumstances to promptly arrange a homecoming to Abilene. He found a place for David in the River Brethren creamery as an “engineer” (i.e., mechanic), and here he remained at low pay, six days a week, for decades in the land of milk, if not necessarily honey.

If this sounds pretty Old Testament, it wasn’t necessarily all gloom.

Throughout their travails David and Ida appear to have remained a true couple, locked into their relationship and, in the process, fulfilling the “be fruitful and multiply” part of the covenant with a string of six sons (Arthur, Edgar
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