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Dedication

To our sons, Paul and Daniel, and their generation.

Please allow history to inform your decisions in the future.
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A Personal Message from Bret Baier

I am very happy to bring you this book about President Dwight D. Eisenhower and his lasting importance to the life of the United States. As you read the inside story of his wisdom and heroism and learn about the significance of his final three days in office, I hope you see that it is not just an abstract tale of the past. History is a living thing, and we can find insight and inspiration from the leaders of previous eras.

Studying Eisenhower’s life was a very rewarding experience for me. I was not alive during his presidency, but my interest in him developed over the years, especially after I visited the famous golf course in Augusta, Georgia, where Ike had a mini White House. It was filled with fascinating memorabilia, and I began to get very interested in this president I knew so little about.

I’m the Fox News chief political anchor and host of Special Report with Bret Baier. As a journalist, I’m naturally curious, and once I get interested in a topic I can’t let it go. So I traveled to Abilene, Kansas, to visit the Eisenhower Presidential Library, Museum and Boyhood Home. It is a beautiful and even majestic setting, surrounded by fields of grain and alive with Eisenhower’s historic contributions—from his commanding role in the Allied victory over Hitler to his decisive management of Cold War threats during the Soviet rise. The library and museum are built on the site of Ike’s childhood home, which sits fully intact on its original lot—a typical modest turn-of-the-century house where you could pile in six or seven boys, with beds squeezed into every corner, while still leaving space for a piano.

The archivists at the library told me that if I wanted to learn more about Eisenhower, there were millions of pages of documents and hundreds of thousands of feet of original film—some of it still unread and unseen. There was even a locked vault containing thousands of pages of material still classified after all these years. Now my reporter’s curiosity was really piqued. Although the library hosts some 200,000 visitors a year, coming from across America and around the world, most Americans will never physically visit the heartland site. I wanted to bring it to them.

Being at the presidential library has a strange effect. You start to feel as if you’re standing in that time gone by. I work in television, which is a visual medium, so I could easily picture the scenes—the barefoot boy; the general, head in hands, preparing to make the critical decision about D-Day; the grinning candidate America liked (the slogan of his first presidential campaign was “I Like Ike”); the living room president, who spoke regularly on the small screen, glasses slipping down his nose; the confident commander in chief, standing toe to toe with Khrushchev. In particular, I could imagine the purposeful elder, preparing for his final mission in January 1961—those crucial days that are the centerpiece of this book.

As I dug through the files, combed through the oral histories, listened to the tapes, and read the books about Eisenhower’s presidency, one reality stood out for me: here was a man on a mission to save America, who largely succeeded in that endeavor. His was not the dramatic leadership of an era with bombs bursting in midair, but the wise course of a military strategist who rescued the world from that inevitability. He was a leader, in the truest sense of the word, and from my perch in the twenty-first century I was drawn to the question of what made him great.

The historian Jon Meacham made an observation that hit the mark. Referring to FDR and Churchill in Ken Burns’s documentary series The Roosevelts, he said, “One of the mysteries of history is why is it that certain moments produce exactly the right human beings?” I came to see that Eisenhower, our thirty-fourth president, was such a man. He was the buried treasure of the past century—his influence underappreciated in the clamor of great individuals jockeying for recognition. And it’s all there to be found at the Eisenhower Library. I hope you get a chance to visit it one day, along with other presidential libraries, which tell our nation’s story in a vivid way.

I invite you to read this book and feel the pull of history. Imagine being there. Think about how you—and we as a country—can use the lessons of Ike’s leadership in the present. Most of all, enjoy the read, and let history come alive for you.

Bret Baier

December 2019





Introduction: The Final Mission

DWIGHT “IKE” EISENHOWER, THE thirty-fourth president of the United States, was exactly the right man for his moment in history. Despite his role as an American hero, his influence and importance remain largely unappreciated. We easily speak of men like Franklin Roosevelt, who led us through a great world war, or Ronald Reagan, who faced off with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev to help wind down the Cold War. But many of us overlook the man whose epic presidency saved the world from nuclear disaster and challenged Americans to consider how to use the nation’s power for the greater good. These themes were the centerpiece of Ike’s farewell address, delivered on January 17, 1961, three days before John F. Kennedy became president.

The contrast between Eisenhower and Kennedy was striking. Ike was born in the nineteenth century and was sixty-two years old when he entered the White House. Kennedy, on the other hand, was just forty-four years old, making him the youngest person ever elected president. By 1960, the American people had grown weary of the world they knew, and they were captivated by the idea of a different path. Ike represented the sleepy 1950s; Kennedy held the promise of the future. The tan, movie-star-handsome president, with his gorgeous wife, Jackie, and two adorable children came to symbolize the American family we wanted to be. The Kennedys embodied the way America wanted to see itself—young, worldly, smart, and educated.

The truth was more complex. For starters, the 1950s weren’t so sleepy after all. Eisenhower took office at one of the most dangerous times in American history. The world was struggling to reorder itself after World War II. The Soviet Union and China were expanding their communist influence, and the Korean conflict remained unsettled. The choices Eisenhower made in those crucial years may have saved the world from nuclear war.

On the other hand, Kennedy’s New Frontier would prove to be rocky territory—something Ike predicted. His warning, delivered in personal meetings with Kennedy and in his farewell address to the nation, was his final mission, an effort to draw a road map for the future and protect the investment he had made in peace. Three Days in January goes behind the scenes to detail those final days, in the process taking a measure of the man who made such a difference to the life of the nation.

In his meetings with Kennedy and his farewell address to the nation, President Eisenhower was concerned about the future. He asked the question—still an essential question today—How should America use its military might in the world?

Eisenhower was a military man who never shied away from the necessary use of force, but he knew the cost of war. Ike was clear-eyed about the devastating potential of nuclear weapons. Never before or since has any president been as confident in his understanding of the role of the military in a nation’s identity. Eisenhower believed it was critical that the United States use its exceptional position in the world not to wage war but to create a lasting peace.
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The Setting
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The First Visit

DECEMBER 6, 1960

9:00 A.M.

THE WHITE HOUSE

PRESIDENT-ELECT JOHN F. KENNEDY arrived at the White House alone. He stepped out of his car to the flash of press cameras and a chorus of “The Stars and Stripes Forever” by the U.S. Marine Band. Members of the army, navy, air force, and marines lined the driveway to salute him. President Dwight Eisenhower had ordered the grand reception, hoping to welcome and impress the new president-elect.

Eisenhower hadn’t enjoyed that kind of welcome when he took over the presidency from Harry S. Truman in 1953. Truman and Eisenhower had once been close, and in many ways were alike, having grown up only 150 miles from each other. However, harsh rhetoric from the campaign had destroyed any civility between them. “The general doesn’t know any more about politics than a pig knows about Sunday,” Truman said, even though at one time he had urged Eisenhower to run for president. He was disappointed that Ike, who had previously kept his party affiliation private, had decided to run as a Republican, and then had criticized Truman during the campaign.

The single meeting between the two men after the election was brief and chilly, lasting only twenty minutes and offering little substance. Clearly, Truman didn’t trust Ike, and the feeling was mutual. When thinking about appearing with Truman during the inauguration, Eisenhower said, “I wonder if I can stand sitting next to him.” As a matter of tradition, the president and president-elect would meet at the White House for a preinauguration cup of coffee. On Ike’s inauguration day, the Eisenhowers refused to join the Trumans before the ceremony. Instead, they chose to wait in the car that would take the president and president-elect to the ceremony.

Now that Eisenhower was preparing to leave the White House, he was determined to do things differently. He wanted to orchestrate a smooth transition. The respect Ike showed Kennedy was a hopeful bet on the future. Eisenhower wanted to see Kennedy succeed. He understood that his legacy was made not just by the actions of his administration while he was in office, but also by the way history unfolded after the torch was passed.

Although Kennedy had served in the U.S. Senate during Eisenhower’s eight years in office, the two men didn’t know each other well. Most of Eisenhower’s impressions of Kennedy had been formed during the 1960 campaign, when Kennedy ran against Vice President Richard Nixon. Eisenhower was depressed by Nixon’s loss, considering it the biggest defeat of his own political life.

Ike felt guilty that he had not campaigned harder for Nixon. He had tried to respect his vice president’s wishes, and Nixon wanted to keep Ike out of the election, preferring to run as his own man. He didn’t want to be seen as “Ike’s boy.” In hindsight, it is clear that Nixon underestimated the challenge Kennedy presented.

While overconfidence surely played a role in Nixon’s decision to sideline the president, Ike also had a nagging feeling that Nixon didn’t fully trust him. Their relationship had been tarnished by an incident that occurred at the end of his first term. As Ike was planning his campaign for reelection, he called Nixon into the Oval Office. The president said he wasn’t sure that the vice presidency was the best platform from which to start a presidential campaign. He offered Nixon a chance to switch to a cabinet post.

Nixon was shocked—and suspicious. Was Eisenhower trying to dump him from the ticket?

The president tried to reassure Nixon that he had confidence in him, but it was too late. The damage to their relationship had already been done. Nixon decided to stick with the vice presidency, but Ike felt that Nixon never fully got over his suspicions. When 1960 rolled around, Nixon kept Eisenhower on the sidelines, even though the president was popular and may have helped bring in votes. When Ike warned Nixon not to do a televised debate with Kennedy, Nixon wouldn’t listen. The debate proved to be a disaster. In fact, it was so devastating for Nixon that JFK’s mother, Rose Kennedy, said she felt sorry for Nixon’s mother and wondered if she should call her to offer condolences.

When Eisenhower campaigned for Nixon in the last week of the campaign, he was disheartened to see signs that read “We Like Ike But We Back Jack.”

Once Kennedy won the election, Ike wasn’t interested in holding on to personal resentments. He understood that the language of a campaign could be insulting. If Ike was offended by the characterization of Kennedy as a fresh example of the “New Frontier” and of himself as an out-of-date relic of the past, he didn’t say anything about it.

Eisenhower was more concerned with whether Kennedy’s campaign rhetoric represented his true beliefs. In particular, Ike worried about Kennedy’s reckless charge that the Soviet Union was producing more nuclear missiles than the United States. “We are facing a gap on which we are gambling with our survival,” said Kennedy. Eisenhower worried that Kennedy might believe his own propaganda. In truth, if there was a missile gap, it was in favor of the United States.

The president felt Kennedy had won the election by portraying the Eisenhower administration as weak in the face of the Soviet threat. As he prepared to meet with Kennedy, Ike felt a sense of urgency to communicate the exact nature of the threat they faced. Now that they were meeting face-to-face, Ike was intent on taking the true measure of the man. What kind of president would he be, and what could Ike say that would help guide him on the right course?

IKE SCHOOLS KENNEDY

Kennedy bounded up the portico steps and firmly shook Ike’s hand. “Mr. President, it’s good to be here,” Kennedy said. They went to the Oval Office for a private conversation. From the moment they sat across from each other, both men were at ease.

Kennedy seemed sincere and respectful once the full seriousness of the moment struck him. He wanted to hear what Ike had to say. Ike was pleased to find the younger man’s attitude to be that of a “serious, earnest seeker for information.”

Kennedy was very interested in the White House—the administrative organization, the cabinet, and the national security establishment. However, as Ike detailed his national security process, he noticed that Kennedy seemed dismissive. Kennedy seemed to regard the decision-making process as more informal. Ike tried to impress on him how much he needed to use a well-organized security team. The president urged Kennedy to leave the system in place for a time, at least until he was intimately familiar with the problems facing the country.

The two men discussed the most pressing foreign policy issues of the day, including the fighting in Vietnam and Southeast Asia, where 600 American advisors were stationed. The president also faced a looming problem in Berlin, which had been divided between democratic West Berlin and Soviet-controlled communist East Berlin. Ike had avoided a showdown with the Soviets over the city, but tensions ran high. On the matter of Cuba, Kennedy had already been briefed on a plan under way to train Cuban exiles for a mission designed to lead to the overthrow of Fidel Castro’s regime. Kennedy favored the plan, although Ike cautioned him that it was very much in the early stages.

Eisenhower addressed the issue of missiles head-on, describing the administration’s efforts to work through NATO—the North Atlantic Treaty Organization—to form an alliance that would strengthen both the United States and its allies.

Kennedy asked if Eisenhower thought he should plan a personal visit with Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev early in his term. Ike recommended he wait until his presidency was more firmly established. Eisenhower warned that Khrushchev was sly; he had an agenda. More to the point, the Soviet leader was answerable to the Politburo, the policymaking committee of the Communist Party, so his policies and actions were shaped by hard-liners who wanted to outsmart the Americans. It would be a tough meeting.

After their private discussion, Eisenhower and Kennedy went to the Cabinet Room, where the secretaries of state, defense, and treasury were prepared for a briefing. Also present were Kennedy’s advisor Clark Clifford and Eisenhower’s chief of staff Wilton Persons. Ike emphasized the importance of the cabinet, which he used as a high-level study group. He knew it was crucial to get the most and best out of people, so Ike employed a style of leadership that was not top-down. Ike’s military experience taught him to build up the members of the team so that they could shine. He understood that leadership was about more than dominating a room.

Ike believed the times demanded thoughtful leadership, a steady hand on the tiller. The only way to win World War III was to prevent it. He knew that military arms were not a guarantee of peace and security. Under Ike’s watch, the nuclear arsenal had grown substantially, but he viewed these weapons as a costly insurance policy for a catastrophe that must be prevented.

As Eisenhower ushered Kennedy out of the White House after three hours and forty minutes, warmly taking his arm, Kennedy asked if he might call on Eisenhower in the future if he needed advice. Of course, Ike said, with an easy grin, reminding Kennedy to consider his age and his well-earned retirement.

In reality, Ike wasn’t thinking about retirement. As he walked back to his office, his heart was pumping. He had six weeks to make his final move. Ike intended to close out his presidency with a world-changing message. Rather than going meekly into the night, Eisenhower believed that he could set a course for the fate of the civilized world and his beloved country. His plan would come to fruition over three critical days in January 1961.
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Becoming Ike

IT IS A STRIKING fact that Dwight Eisenhower—the nation’s most famous soldier—was born to parents whose religion opposed all wars. While his parents were very important to him, there were a number of other forces that shaped the behavior and outlook of the thirty-fourth president.

As a young man, Eisenhower didn’t consider himself an exceptional student or a particularly promising military candidate. He once told his wife, Mamie, “If I’m lucky, I’ll be a colonel.” Yet he went on to become a five-star general and the supreme allied commander—the head of the Allied forces during World War II—and he assembled the greatest fighting force in the history of mankind. Under his leadership, the Allied forces defeated Adolf Hitler’s war machine and saved Western civilization from fascism. Ike never dreamed of being a general, much less president of the United States, but that’s where life took him.

When he was a boy, Ike was taught to be honest, humble, and hardworking. He grew up in a community grounded in faith and hard work. His exceptional intuition, strategic intellect, and warm personality were part nature and part nurture. He had the ability to inspire and elevate those who worked under his leadership.

Dwight David Eisenhower—who became “little Ike” and then “Ike” in childhood—was born in Denison, Texas, on October 14, 1890. He was the third of seven brothers, one of whom died as an infant. His parents, David and Ida Stover Eisenhower, met while students at Lane University in Lecompton, Kansas, a religious school run by the Church of the United Brethren in Christ. Ida dropped out of school to marry, but her lifelong love of learning was passed on to her sons.

As newlyweds, David and Ida received a gift of farmland from David’s parents, but David didn’t want to be a farmer. Instead, he mortgaged the land to his brother-in-law and opened a retail store in Hope, Kansas. The business failed, and David took a job with the railroad in Denison. Ike and his brother Roy were born there before the family returned to Kansas, settling in Abilene, where Ike’s father worked as a mechanical engineer at the Belle Springs Creamery. Ike thought of Abilene as home. It is the site of his presidential library and burial plot.

When Ike was five, his parents joined the Jehovah’s Witnesses following the death of their son Paul. The religion taught that death was only a state of sleeping and promised that they would be reunited with their son soon. The Eisenhowers’ religion isn’t always clearly identified in historical writings. Ike avoided talking about his parents’ faith, perhaps because it was unconventional or because it opposed not only war but also politics and government.

Ike was uncomfortable with organized religion as an adult, but his underlying faith was ever present. During Eisenhower’s administration “under God” was added to the Pledge of Allegiance, and he signed the law making “In God We Trust” the national motto. He initiated the National Prayer Breakfast and the National Day of Prayer. He was baptized only after being elected president, joining the National Presbyterian Church in Washington, DC.

Eisenhower’s small-town roots also had an influence on him. Abilene in the late 1800s was known primarily as the end of the road, the final destination for cattle drives moving north from Texas on the Chisholm Trail. Ike spoke about his hometown in a speech in 1953: “I was raised in a little town of which most of you have never heard, but in the West it is a famous place. It is called Abilene, Kansas . . . Now that town had a code, and I was raised as a boy to prize that code. It was: meet anyone face-to-face with whom you disagree.” Ike followed this code of conduct all his life. It was one reason he despised politics. He hated underhandedness and fakery; his leadership style was based on frankness and an effort to be authentic and live up to the motto “what you see is what you get.”

The Eisenhower homestead on Fourth Street, purchased in 1898 when Ike was eight for $3,500, was literally on the wrong side of the tracks, with the train tracks running both in front of and behind the house. The hissing sound of the steam engine and the clanging of the bell were the audible backdrop to Ike’s childhood. The house was humble, but included a large orchard
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