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  FOREWORD


  This was surely a time of giants, of men who shaped the most momentous period of the twentieth century, the years of the first truly global war, from 1931 to 1945. Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin, these men who massed armies, who inspired entire peoples to profound sacrifice, had but one peer, one man admitted to their councils on equal terms: General George Catlett Marshall, chief of staff of the United States Army.


  Marshall—“that civilized warrior,” in Peter Wyden’s apt phrase—stood amongst the titans for good reason. It was he who forged the overall strategy that was to win the war, then by force of character persuaded president and prime minister to adopt that conception. Churchill once wondered if “perhaps he [Marshall] was the greatest Roman of them all,” high praise from that accomplished historian. At another time the close-guarded Marshal Stalin saw in the aloof American characteristics that compelled Stalin to insist, “I would trust General Marshall with my life.”


  As chief of staff, Marshall was to create and train a massive army, the largest his country has ever fielded, promoting younger officers, his men, to progressively higher command and vast responsibility. It was Marshall who incidentally set Dwight David Eisenhower on the path to the presidency.


  Denied field command, the one prize he most wanted, Marshall was nonetheless admired by those who fought the battles. One of the most celebrated of American generals during the war, Matthew Ridgway, wrote, “The combat soldier never had a better and more understanding friend than George C. Marshall. With the burdens of a global war upon his shoulders, he never forgot the man with the rifle, the man whose task it was to kill and be killed.”


  On leaving Washington for the last time, that craggy veteran of seven administrations, Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, said to Marshall, “I have seen a great many soldiers in my lifetime and you, sir, are the finest soldier I have ever known.”


  Yet there would be even more years of duty. The war over, and at an age when most men slip gratefully into retirement, Marshall took up a new career as a diplomat, serving a new president with the same dedication that had marked his years as a soldier. Marshall did much to shape the postwar world, seeking to moderate a Cold War even as he implemented policies and programs still in effect four decades later. Oddly, yet fitting too, it is as a diplomat, and not as a soldier, that he seems fated to be remembered best. Marshall, I believe, would have appreciated that—though he was singularly uninterested in personal honors throughout his life. No battlefield victory so exemplified the American spirit as did the generosity of the postwar Marshall Plan.


  Those who worked with him at the Department of State in the postwar years were as impressed as the men who had earlier soldiered with him in the Philippines, in China, in France and the United States. His reorganization of State and his leadership “was still viewed in the department a generation later as a lost golden age of innovation and creativity,” two diplomatic historians noted. “I have never gone in for hero worship,” wrote senior diplomat Charles Bohlen, “but of all the men I have been associated with, including Presidents, George Catlett Marshall is at the top of the list of those I admired....We knew we were working for a great man.”


  Taking George Marshall’s measure inspired even sober men to superlatives. In granting him an honorary degree, Harvard University compared him to George Washington. Harry Truman judged Marshall “the greatest living American” and “one for the ages.”


  Not everyone was so in awe. Senators Joseph McCarthy and Albert Jenner, the one infamous, the other forgotten, assailed Marshall as a traitor. Less hysterical, General Albert C. Wedemeyer, like Eisenhower raised to high rank by Marshall, considered the former chief of staff “primarily a military man who had little knowledge of the complexities of the world conflict,” and sorely naive about communism’s threat. Admiral Charles M. Cooke, Jr., the Navy’s foremost planner during World War II, dismissed Marshall’s reputation with scorn, growling, “Feet of clay! Feet of clay!” Chicago Tribune reporter Walter Trohan—who covered many of the events in this book—considered Marshall “a political general—a general by virtue of Presidential favor.”


  Though such critics were few, it is in the anxious nature of biographers to wonder if their subject is truly a man for the ages. Were his fame to rest solely upon his military career, it seems likely that the memory of George Cadett Marshall would recede in time. After all, how many remember Lincoln’s chief of staff during the Civil War, or even Wilson’s during World War I?


  But Marshall seems to have achieved more than high office.


  As this book neared completion, a United States naval vessel shot down a civilian airliner over the Persian Gulf. A syndicated newspaper columnist noted a strained unwillingness in Washington to accept responsibility for the deaths of the 290 innocent passengers aboard the aircraft, then added, “I wonder what Harry Truman or George Marshall or Dwight Eisenhower would make of the American government and military today.” Marshall had become an icon of integrity.


  It falls also to biographers and reminiscing old men like newspaper columnist Joseph Alsop to ponder “whether we shall ever see another leader of the U.S. Army with the all-around greatness of George C. Marshall.” Perhaps we shall not. The qualities of selfless public service, of self-sacrifice that he represented to the men and women of his times, are today in scarce supply. Government service appears no longer to be a great privilege. Instead, presidential confidants who can trade on their closeness to the Oval Office transmute themselves into well-paid Washington lobbyists. Ranking Pentagon officers curry favor with defense contractors who can provide lucrative sinecures for retired military men. White House staff members, military and civilian alike, conduct a secret foreign policy, arranging “deniability” for their superiors while perjuring themselves in furtherance of illegal schemes. Meanwhile, a nationally syndicated columnist identified with the administration defends a cabinet officer of less than impeccable reputation, fretting about “the lasting damage we are doing to the government and to American society by overdosing on moralism.”


  For just these reasons we need to recall continually George Catlett Marshall, both the man and his accomplishments—in the words of James Agee, “to praise famous men.” There is, of course, Forrest Pogue’s four-volume biography, truly an imposing work, but formidable and forbidding to all but the most dedicated because of its very size. Other biographical efforts have scanted Marshall’s postwar years, years of a Cold War that has shaped our world since.


  That is the purpose of this, the first one-volume, full-length portrait of the man. This then is a stocktaking.


  Such a work would not have been possible without the aid and comfort of a number of people. Deborah Latish provided research assistance for a year. A clutch of librarians, both at the University of California Los Angeles and the University of Southern California, extended themselves to locate one more book, one more dusty government publication, one more long misplaced journal. Chief among these stalwarts were Julia Johnson, Sam Russo, and Joyce Olin of the USC library staff. Cicely Surace, library director of the Los Angeles Times, permitted me to use what newspapermen once called the “morgue” and professionals such as Ms. Surace have transformed into a valuable research tool. Archivist John N. Jacob of the George C. Marshall Research Library in Lexington, Virginia, again and again forwarded documents for me, ever the writer’s friend; Jacob’s contribution may be measured by the number of times the abbreviation GCMRL appears in the notes. To Jacob and his associates of the Marshall Library, especially Royster Lyle and Fred Hadsell, my gratitude too for their hospitality.


  A pair of scholars who read the manuscript deserve special mention: the sharp-eyed Larry I. Bland, editor of the Marshall Papers for Johns Hopkins University Press; and Robert Dallek, a keen historian of diplomacy and the presidency. Their unstinting generosity exemplifies the ideal of scholarship, the sharing of hard-earned knowledge with a colleague.


  I would thank as well others who read the manuscript at various times and encouraged me through the doldrums every writer knows: colleagues at the University of Southern California, A. J. Langguth, Irwin Leib and Jonathan Kotler; and my friend Sam Adams.


  My editor at W. W. Norton, Starling Lawrence, endured with something approaching resigned good humor the repeated disappointments of missed deadlines, then edited a very long manuscript with deft hand.


  Finally, I would thank my daughter Jennifer, just fourteen years old when the contract for this book was signed. Many are the library hours she put in for me, fetching and photocopying. Her later analytical paper led me to an understanding of the decision to use the Nagasaki bomb. She is now, at age twenty-three, a journalist in her own right; a proud father would like to think that perhaps George Catlett Marshall influenced her life just a little.


  ED CRAY
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  The five C-54 transports droned in a clumsy echelon, shepherded by skittish fighters above and below the formation. The normally chatty fighter pilots flew silently, by direct order of the deputy Allied commander in the Mediterranean, tersely acknowledging their coded checkpoints, squinting into the glare for the telltale glint of sun on the wings of a Messerschmitt. Not every day did these cocky youngsters fly cover for the president of the United States.


  Were the president not responsibility enough, from the second of the transports, the army chief of staff, George C. Marshall, and the air force commander, “Hap” Arnold, could peer out a window at any moment. Marshall might not know much about flying—none of the fighter pilots could be sure since Marshall had promoted the extraordinary growth of the Army Air Force in the last four years—but Hap Arnold certainly did. The man who screwed up here would likely find himself assigned as flight controller at Dutch Harbor, unless Marshall had a vacancy for a platoon leader at Salerno.


  The fighters nestled in tightly as the formation crossed the Red Sea, ferrying president, chiefs of staff, and four dozen military planners 1,300 miles from Tehran back to Cairo.


  In the first of the transports, the C-54 he himself had dubbed “The Sacred Cow,” Franklin Delano Roosevelt sat strapped in his seat, reviewing the agenda for the second half of the SEXTANT conference. His lifeless legs swaddled in a gray naval blanket against the mile-high cold, he chatted affably with his closest adviser, the cadaverous Harry Hopkins. Roosevelt’s trademark cigarette holder pointed skyward at a jaunty angle once more.


  The president had reason to feel optimistic. He had been in his element at the Tehran Conference, dealing with two prickly ministers as he had for years soothed and cajoled Senate committee chairmen and big-city bosses. They were remarkably similar, those petty princes of American politics and the powerful ministers of great nations, each jealous of his prerogatives, proud of place, stubbornly hewing to policies dictated by tradition rather than reality. Perhaps he was no different, the president might admit privately, more visionary than Churchill about a world after war, but no less hardheaded than Joseph Stalin in fashioning the accommodations they would need to bring about that world.


  Marshal Stalin had agreed during the Tehran meetings to a postwar organization of the United Nations, thus committing to Roosevelt’s first priority. Stalin had also agreed to enter the war against Japan once Germany was defeated. The president’s calculated teasing of the red-faced Churchill had finally cracked the Russian ice, Churchill scowling around his Havana, Stalin smiling broadly as the translator whispered into his ear. Roosevelt now believed he could get along with the distant Stalin, that he could do business with the man as the prime minister, a vocal anti-Red for decades, could not. Time enough to soothe a miffed Churchill when they sat down again in Cairo tomorrow.


  This first meeting with Stalin had also settled the major military questions in the West, even if it left the political problems undecided. Roosevelt had agreed that Poland’s borders were to be revised, but, as he told Stalin, there could be no public announcement of that until after the presidential elections next year, perhaps not even then. Roosevelt needed the Polish ethnic vote if he was to win a fourth term. The president’s decision was practical; in any event, there was nothing either the United States or Great Britain, outnumbered two to one in divisions, could do to stop the Russians from redrawing Poland’s borders as the Soviets saw fit. With the Red Army just forty miles from the Rumanian border, obviously the Soviet Union would dominate the future of that nation as well. Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania would go the same way; Churchill had conceded in the spring of 1942 those “traditional” Russian lands to Stalin. The president could hold out only for a face-saving plebiscite in Poland; the outcome they knew before the first ballot was cast, but a vote would appease American public opinion.


  At a more leisurely moment, certainly not while flying back to Cairo to resume talks with a stubborn Winston Churchill, Roosevelt might appreciate the ironies of the postwar world they were grandly parceling out. The Russians would acquire their long-sought buffer states, true colonies, in the division of the spoils. Meanwhile, France would lose much of its foreign empire, certainly Indochina, if Roosevelt’s notion of self-determination prevailed. Great Britain, weakened sorely, virtually bankrupt after four years of war, surely would be forced to yield its Empire bit by bit.


  In the second of the dun-colored transports, Army General George C. Marshall sat reading a paperback mystery novel. Whatever the problems the president and Harry Hopkins confronted, they were geopolitical, and the chief of staff deliberately stayed clear. His concerns were strategic or logistic, his decisions made “without considering the political consequences. That was for the politicians.”


  The graying soldier had secured what he most wanted, a firm date for the invasion of France: May 1, 1944. A succession of other military decisions would be resolved in light of that settled date when the Cairo meetings resumed. Meanwhile, the four-star general might just as well read the mystery unperturbed, occasionally squinting over his five-and-dime bifocals at the Mediterranean coastline below. If the general were troubled, his nominal aide, Colonel Frank McCarthy, missed the usual signs: the frown, the terse command, or the slight tic that pulled one corner of his mouth into a deceiving smile.


  The three American service chiefs—Marshall of the Army; Air Force General Henry Arnold, in the seat across from him; and the Navy’s Ernest King—had been sharply divided, often bickering in the weeks and months after Pearl Harbor. King favored expanding the Pacific War, a war of great fleets and small armies. Arnold argued that his bombers alone, could he but get enough of them, would end the war without the necessity of invasion. Only Marshall had never wavered from their prewar estimates: Germany could win the war without Japan, Japan could not win without Germany. Thus they must fight in Europe first, Marshall insisted, and the only way to victory against Germany was through an invasion.


  By dint of cool authority, Marshall had come to be the acknowledged leader of the American Joint Chiefs of Staff. He alone had held his post since the outbreak of war. He alone had the global vision to balance competing European and Pacific theaters and commanders, the personal reputation to keep such headstrong men as Douglas MacArthur and Joseph Stilwell in line, and the sheer physical presence to convince Congress and the public the war was in good hands.


  Marshall stood six feet tall, his once sandy hair precisely trimmed, his back rigid still with a second lieutenant’s brace. Only an unexpected double chin betrayed his sixty-three years, and only the hand jammed casually into a pants pocket sometimes softened the military posture. As a youth, the blue-eyed Marshall had been handsome. Forty years of service had left him, if not quite handsome any longer, still dignified. Those meeting him even for the first time came away reassured by Marshall’s confidence, his commanding grasp of a war waged in five theaters, and his austere manner. Somehow he seemed a man to whom one could entrust one’s sons and the fate of the nation.


  Marshall’s dignified reserve was shattered only by a volcanic temper the general had sought all his life to curb. The explosions of what his wife called a “withering vocabulary” were fewer now, the anger transmuted to cold, stifled rages through years of sheer willful control. Rarely did Marshall erupt before subordinates; to his staff he remained formally correct, if remote, a man atop the mountain.


  For those who did not know him well, Marshall’s aloofness seemed the dominating characteristic of his personality. Staff officers might be paralyzed by the chief's sharp questions, or wary of his impatient disdain for men who were unprepared or long-winded. The brusque treatment, the insistence upon concise policy statements, on short memoranda were all efforts to conserve his time.


  The handful who did know him, usually from long service together in the drowsy peacetime Army, recognized another, warmer person. Marshall’s secretary, Virginia Nason, knew to squeeze in five minutes with old soldiers, regardless of rank, who had once served with the general on the dreary posts of yesteryear.


  Whether they knew him from afar or from close association, as did Hap Arnold, they shared an almost awed appreciation for Marshall’s keen insight, and his ability to grasp the complexities of global war. “If George Marshall ever took a position contrary to mine, I would know I was wrong,” one of the Air Force’s leading planners in the prewar years acknowledged.


  Marshall was keen. Not from some brilliant intellect that took in arcane disciplines in a single sweep, but from hard application. An indifferent student in school, Marshall was less the brilliant innovator than a determined master of accepted military truths. Just as J. S. Bach crowned the Baroque in music by mastering all its forms, so Marshall mastered the innovations of others, incorporating them into his thinking. The skeptical man who once asked Arnold why he was meeting with a committee of scientists was, three years later, personally signing for the hundreds of millions of dollars to build the atomic bomb.


  Yet for all his grasp of global war, Marshall could focus on the smallest problem. Because some chaplains’ aides were denied promotion, chaplains frequently could not get good men to assist them. Marshall ordered the promotions. Could WPA workers be fitted from old Quartermaster stocks so they would not ruin their personal shoes and socks working on military posts? Fit them. On a staff memo suggesting tents be set up for servicemen visiting overcrowded Washington, Marshall tersely ordered, “Get results.”


  There are as many different styles of command as there are commanders. A MacArthur or a Patton conveyed an aura of indomitable will. A Stilwell or an Ira Eaker led by personal example; their troops knew they shared the privations and the dangers. Omar Bradley and Dwight Eisenhower managed to convey their personal concern for the men in their armies, inspiring affection. Marshall exerted command over all these men and more by dint of his mastery of the complexities of world war. He demanded the very best of the men he appointed to field command or accepted on his staff. Those who failed to measure up found themselves abruptly transferred to posts where they could do no harm. The quick decision, sometimes wrong, earned Marshall a reputation for ruthlessness; only his wife knew how often pained the chief of staff was when he removed an old acquaintance from fumbling command. The very speed of modern war demanded summary judgment, however harsh it was; Marshall had too little time to agonize over decisions.


  Marshall shared none of his own feelings. If he had anything approaching a confidant, it was Henry A. Arnold, the air force chief of staff. They had known each other over thirty years, since their days as infantry lieutenants in the Philippines. Old acquaintances, publicly they were “Marshall” and “Arnold,” sometimes “General.” Only in private did they call each other by their first names. Between the two, one young air force aide noted, there was no back-slapping, no banter or small talk “you’d expect between old pals.”


  The Army’s chief of staff stood aloof too from the White House; Harry Hopkins was his one friend there, his buffer and advocate. Hopkins had been primarily responsible for Marshall’s appointment as chief of staff in 1939, arguing until Roosevelt accepted Marshall as “the best of a bad bargain.” Well into 1942, the president still had doubts about that choice, relying on Hopkins’s reassurances that Marshall was the man for the job. A year later, North Africa and Sicily lay cleared of the Axis; Italy had surrendered; Guadalcanal and the Solomons, Papua and New Georgia were free of the Japanese; Attu and Kiska had been retaken. The vast Army Marshall had built in just four years had become a formidable fighting machine. Marshall no longer needed Hopkins to defend him.


  Success had fed the Americans’ confidence while the British grew more divided. As war minister, Churchill unfurled a new military proposal almost weekly: clear the Dodecanese and Rhodes of the Germans; put all Allied forces into Italy and drive northward “posthaste”; or strike through the Aegean Sea and link up with Tito, plunging the dagger into what the mercurial Churchill called “the soft underbelly” of Hitler’s Europe. The first sessions in Cairo, spent curbing Churchill’s enthusiasms, had been “the most difficult of the war,” Marshall sighed. The American, sometimes with help from the British chiefs, had resisted these peripheral adventures, arguing that further Mediterranean operations would delay OVERLORD, the Normandy invasion, yet another year.


  OVERLORD: no other military campaign mattered as much to George Catlett Marshall, the acknowledged architect of American military strategy. Almost two years after the United States’s entry into the war, Marshall and an impatient Joseph Stalin had finally wrung from the reluctant British agreement to the Normandy landing. That left the president with yet another problem to be solved: Who would command the most complicated military operation in all of history?


  Through the seven-hour flight from the capital of Iran, Roosevelt pondered that decision. The Western Allies had promised Marshal Stalin OVERLORD, but Roosevelt’s “Uncle Joe” was not so easily satisfied. That promise had been made twice before and twice broken. Until a commander was appointed, “nothing would come of these operations,” the Soviet premier had coldly insisted through the smoke of his favorite Camel cigarettes.


  Roosevelt was irritated. “That old Bolshevik is trying to force me to give him the name of our supreme commander. I just can’t tell him because I have not yet made up my mind,” Roosevelt had whispered to his personal chief of staff, Admiral William Leahy. The president instead promised a decision in three or four days, after the British and American parties had returned to Cairo. Satisfied, Stalin had pledged a huge spring offensive in the East to draw off German reserves from France before D-Day.


  FDR could no longer delay his decision. The unwritten rules of coalition warfare demanded that the nation furnishing the bulk of the troops also provide the supreme commander. By rights, the post was Marshall’s to claim. As the foremost proponent of the cross-Channel invasion in Allied councils, Marshall had earned its command. Roosevelt and Churchill had agreed at the Quebec Conference just four months before that the army chief of staff would lead OVERLORD; Mrs. Marshall had quietly packed their belongings and secretly vacated Quarters No. 1 at Fort Myer, the traditional home of the chief of staff. Expecting that new command, Marshall himself had even hinted to a handful of British and American officers he wanted them to join him at Supreme Headquarters in London when he took command on January 1, 1944.


  Now Roosevelt wavered. Word of Marshall’s pending appointment had leaked to the press, triggering an outrage of editorials arguing against the shift. Some saw the change as a British ploy to have Marshall “kicked upstairs”; others protested Marshall was the only man capable of dealing with a fractious Congress no longer the President’s rubber stamp. The September “hullabaloo,” as Marshall called it, died after two weeks, but it had seeded vague doubts in the president’s mind.


  Franklin Roosevelt, thumbing through the reports before him on the folding table, needed no review, no reminder of Marshall’s qualifications. The general was one of the few with the organizational skill to oversee the logistical morass that would be OVERLORD. He had the staff experience and an army reputation as a military planner dating to World War I. Most of all, he could firmly, diplomatically deal with the inherent problems of coalition warfare itself. Friction with the British and French, Russians and Poles was ever likely; as Churchill groused, “The only thing worse than fighting a war with allies was fighting a war without them.”


  These years of coalition warfare had transformed Marshall, unrelenting when he believed American military aims threatened, into an adroit diplomat. Roosevelt now thought his chief of staff “the best man at the conference table.” Modest he might be, but Marshall understood his influence. He had also proved himself capable of dealing with the persistent prime minister, a font of oratorical energy who argued one gambit after another. “Marshall has got to the point where he just looks at the Prime Minister as though he can’t believe his ears,” the president confided to his son Elliott.


  In a last effort to promote his Mediterranean designs a week earlier, Churchill had pressed for an invasion of Rhodes. “His Majesty’s Government”—by which Churchill meant himself—“can’t have its troops standing idle. Muskets must flame.”


  Unimpressed, the best man at the conference table fired back, “Not one American soldier is going to die on [that] goddamned beach.” The Rhodes alternative came to an abrupt end.


  Marshall was the obvious selection for the command of the invasion of France. Yet Roosevelt wavered, ground between the correct gesture and selfish need. The chief of staff himself remained distant, though Secretary of War Henry Stimson had long interpreted Marshall’s reserve as the fading nineteenth-century precept that the office sought the man, not the man the office. Months before, when pressed by Stimson, the chief of staff had said only, “Any soldier would prefer a field command.”


  Hopkins and Stimson had seemingly prevailed. Two weeks earlier, before the meetings in Tehran, the president leaned to Marshall. While flying over the Tunisian battlefields of the Third Punic War, he had privately probed Eisenhower’s reaction, the president arguing as much to convince himself as to persuade a very junior general the two of them could work together in Washington. “Ike, you and I know who was Chief of Staff during the last years of the Civil War but practically no one else knows, although the names of the field generals—Grant, of course, and Lee and Jackson, Sherman, Sheridan and the others—every schoolboy knows them. I hate to think that fifty years from now practically nobody will know who George Marshall was.” Eisenhower swallowed hard, assuming he would soon return to Washington, probably as acting chief of staff in Marshall’s absence.


  “That is one of the reasons,” the president continued as their plane skimmed the barren desert that had once been Carthage, “why I want George to have the big command. He is entitled to establish his place in history as a great general.”


  Now the president again wavered. How would he replace Marshall in Washington? No one else had the general’s prestige. A Newsweek poll to be published that week reported that a panel of newsmen and historians had selected Marshall as the individual who had made the greatest contribution to the nation’s leadership in the last two years. Marshall had received one more vote than the president himself.


  Even Congress stood enthralled by the man. Life, the influential picture magazine of the Luce empire, had decided two months earlier that General Marshall “has no ‘opposition’ worthy of the name, and if one should arise, it would have to brave the wrath of the American people. The folks have confidence in this general because he never forgets the folks.”


  Just two men had sufficient public respect to replace Marshall in Washington without reviving rumors that unnamed “powerful forces” wanted the chief of staff “kicked upstairs.” One, Douglas MacArthur, was personally and politically unacceptable; his presidential ambitions made him a loose cannon on Washington decks. The other, Dwight Eisenhower, once a junior member of MacArthur’s staff in the Philippines, would be hard put to keep the imperious MacArthur in check. Furthermore, could Eisenhower compete with Ernest King, the Navy’s chief of operations? A brusque and difficult man, King worked well with Marshall.


  Equally important, how would Eisenhower, or anyone else, fare with Congress? Marshall’s forays to the Hill to testify were brilliant campaigns in themselves; the public little realized that this war was fought first in paneled hearing rooms with penny-minded appropriations committees and only later on battlefields. Marshall had patiently enlisted congressional support by treating the members of Congress as equals, fellow soldiers in a just cause. Unlike other military men, he had never condescended to these civilians, even the dullest among them, or issued peremptory orders to them as had MacArthur during his tenure as chief of staff. Anyone but Marshall might have transformed the Senate Committee to Investigate the National Defense Program and its dogged chairman, Harry Truman, into serious impediments as the nation rushed to mobilize. Marshall’s respectful treatment had turned the testy Missourian from a taken-for-granted vote on party matters into a national figure (nine votes in that Newsweek poll).


  Constitutionally, the army chief of staff ranked well below the most junior member of the House of Representatives; but in wartime Washington, he was one of the most powerful of men. The general, however, had never engaged in partisan politics and had avoided equally savage army politics.


  For all his influence, Marshall refused to grasp more power. He had deliberately rejected admission to FDR’s inner circle, visiting the White House only when summoned because “it gave a false impression of his intimacy with the President.” When a member of the Senate Military Affairs Committee had persisted in asking the general about navy matters and navy problems, Marshall had finally sighed, “There is no point in asking me questions about the other service. I know that Admiral King is not going to expose my deficiencies and I won’t even admit that the Admiral has any.” No wonder King, like Hap Arnold, wanted to keep the Joint Chiefs of Staff intact. King had bluntly said as much two weeks earlier in a conversation with the chief of staff and his likely replacement.


  “You, Eisenhower, are the proper man to become the supreme commander for the Allies in Europe,” King announced, heedless of Marshall’s presence. King rumbled on, accepting what seemed at the time inevitable. “I hate to lose General Marshall as Chief of Staff, but my loss is consoled by the knowledge that I will have you to work with in his job.”


  Now Eisenhower was embarrassed. King’s comment was “almost official notice that I would soon be giving up field command to return to Washington,” he recalled.


  Through the entire conversation, Marshall sat silently, his cocktail forgotten. Finally, as Eisenhower was to leave for dinner with the president, Marshall shrugged. “I don’t see why any of us are worrying about this. President Roosevelt will have to decide on his own, and all of us will obey.”


  One by one the transports and their fighter cover circled the Cairo airport, then settled to the metal-shod runway. The president’s plane rolled to a halt before a Commonwealth honor guard drawn up in the cold North African wind.


  The airport ceremony was brief. The limousine rolled slowly past the khaki-clad troops of the British Empire: Australians, New Zealanders, Gurkhas, Senegalese, South Africans, all veterans of the successful North African campaign. Smiling broadly, the president answered the successive salutes with a wave of his hand; he enjoyed military ceremonies almost as much as did Churchill. Then the limousine picked up speed.


  The presidential party thundered behind the armored car and Jeeps to the three-mile-square security zone set up around the Mena House Hotel, a mile from the Great Pyramids. The celebrated hotel had been cleared of guests to serve as a meeting hall; thirty-four nearby villas—classified as “super,” “first class,” and “ordinary”—housed the British, American, Chinese, and French delegations.


  Scattered amid the anti-aircraft guns, searchlights, and barbed wire, Marshall, King, Leahy, Arnold, and such lesser figures as Joe Stilwell and Claire Chennault, the feuding China commanders, occupied nearby villas. This had once been the most exclusive residential neighborhood in all of Egypt, perhaps in all the Arab world. Now it was an armed camp populated by grim men waging a global war.


  The Cairo Conference resumed, yet three days after promising to name the supreme commander, Roosevelt still vacillated. The president finally detailed Harry Hopkins to speak with Marshall, for if anyone could get the general to state his own preference, it would be the one man on the White House staff who called him by his first name.


  Hopkins, carelessly dressed in rumpled off-the-rack suits, never bothering to tighten his tie, was the only man in Cairo Marshall might have told. A onetime social worker from Sioux City, Iowa, Hopkins lived as a guest in the White House, accepting the president’s hospitality, but surrendering any private life of his own. Hopkins’s very dedication had led to his unlikely friendship with the reserved George Marshall; in Hopkins, the general recognized a shared sense of public duty.


  Perhaps as Marshall’s friend, Hopkins could do what the president as commander-in-chief could not. Roosevelt might sometimes speak of “George,” but it was a token of familiarity Roosevelt exacted of all men, even Premier Stalin. Marshall had resisted putting their relationship on a first-name basis. Roosevelt was, after all, commander-in-chief, Marshall’s immediate superior; a commander in Marshall’s world was not overly familiar with his subordinates.


  Hopkins returned empty-handed. Marshall was noncommittal. He would remain in Washington as chief of staff, or go to London as supreme commander, whichever the president wished. “He need have no fears regarding my personal reactions,” Marshall assured Hopkins.


  Frustrated, Roosevelt mulled the question overnight. Confronted with his self-imposed deadline, wavering between Marshall and Eisenhower, the president invited the chief of staff to a private lunch on Sunday, December 5.


  Marshall went reluctantly, ever wary of the president’s seductive charm. Roosevelt brimmed with a bluff, hearty warmth that filled whole rooms. He captivated visitors with his animated monologues, robust guffaws, and the sudden whispered confidence that permitted a glimpse into the deepest secrets of government and war. Not even his kinsman Theodore Roosevelt had enjoyed the presidency more, or attacked it with greater zest.


  The day before the scheduled close of the conference, president and general met in the American ambassador’s well-guarded villa. Roosevelt was uncharacteristically indecisive, Marshall quite characteristically reserved.


  As the president later recounted the conversation to Henry Stimson, Roosevelt urged Marshall to choose his post for the remainder of the European war. He might command the invasion or continue as chief of staff in Washington. The choice was his to make.


  Marshall demurred, refusing even to estimate his own capabilities. Whatever the decision, Marshall assured the president, he would “go along with it wholeheartedly. The issue was simply too great for any personal feeling to be involved.”


  A soldier served where he was bid, seeking no preferential treatment, that a principle drilled into a seventeen-year-old cadet at Virginia Military Institute four decades earlier. “It is for the President to decide. I will serve wherever you order me, Mr. President,” Marshall said.


  Perhaps President Roosevelt only wanted it to be so, but, he later told Stimson, the chief of staff might, just might, have preferred to remain in Washington.


  That night Roosevelt pondered his decision, wheeling about in his chair, deciding finally, he told Stimson, “on a mathematical basis.” Eisenhower could not fill Marshall’s shoes in Washington. As chief of staff, he would be familiar only with Europe, barely aware of the Pacific or the faltering China-Burma-India theaters. Nor would Eisenhower be as effective in dealing with Congress, the Navy, or MacArthur.


  On December 6, 1943, just before the obligatory group photographs that informally closed these conferences, Roosevelt made his decision. His explanation to the unflinching Marshall was brief. “I feel I could not sleep at night with you out of the country.”


  Brief and poignant. It was, for the usually self-confident man in the wheelchair, a rare admission of his dependence upon another human being. Men such as Hopkins who had worked intimately with the president since the beginning of the New Deal and even before, since his years as governor of New York, had never heard such acknowledgment.


  Marshall nodded, took out his fountain pen, and quickly jotted on a lined pad of paper: “From the President to Marshal Stalin.


  “I—” He stopped, scratched that out, then started again.


  “The immediate appointment of General Eisenhower to command of Overlord operation has been decided upon.”


  The general handed the pad to the president, who just as quickly signed “Roosevelt” in bold strokes.


  Then the press and Signal Corps photographers crowded in.


  What presidential speech writer Robert Sherwood considered the most difficult decision Roosevelt made during the war would dramatically alter the course of American history. Command of the Normandy invasion transformed Dwight David Eisenhower into a national hero, and ultimately led him to the White House. It also, as Roosevelt had feared, came to deny the rightful place in history to George Catlett Marshall.


  PART

  I


  THE SOLDIER


  CHAPTER

  I


  A Very Simple Life


  They were people of substance, his father would announce, the Marshalls of Augusta, Kentucky, and Uniontown, Pennsylvania, descended from the finest families of Virginia: Talliaferros, Cadetts, Champes, and, of course, from John Marshall himself, the first chief justice of the United States. George Catlett Marshall, Sr., put great stock in his genealogy, even if his youngest child, George Catlett Junior, did not.


  Family genealogy bored the younger boy; his father’s doting upon long-dead ancestors embarrassed “Flicker” Marshall. Having the Justice as a collateral ancestor seemed of no great consequence in Uniontown in the 1880s. “I thought that the 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,” he told a later biographer. The pug-nosed boy was far more excited by a dubious genealogy which asserted a venturesome forebear had married the pirate Bluebeard 150 years earlier. Now there was something a boy of nine or ten could take some pride in, and he bragged about the schoolyard of his truly celebrated kinsman. George Catlett Senior was not so pleased. “Father was perfectly furious that out of all the book I had chosen Blackbeard as the only one who interested me and publicized him in town as being descended from a pirate.”


  Of course George Senior, peering down at the red-haired boy through his pince-nez, would not be pleased. A prosperous local businessman, part owner of 150 coke ovens and coal fields, he viewed life and his position in the community most seriously. He was a prominent Mason, a vestryman in Uniontown’s Episcopal church; the Marshall family pew was well forward, and filled each Sunday. It was hard enough for the sociable George Senior to be a Democrat in a heavily Republican state; he did not also have to be known as a descendant of a pirate.


  Nor did the elder Marshall relish another public embarrassment his son had brought on him. As a weekly regular at St. Peter’s Episcopal Church, young George was assigned the task of pumping the organ for Miss Fannie Howell. One Sunday, engrossed in a Nick Carter penny-dreadful, he missed a cue. “I suffered more at home after the event than from Miss Fannie,” the future general noted ruefully.


  His musical career aborted, “Flicker” Marshall returned to the family pew; there he sat neatly turned out in his dark blue Sunday suit, “with short trousers,” an old friend recalled in a letter, “your red hair plastered down with water, looking unnaturally good and solemn, except for the twinkle in your eyes that your mother was regarding apprehensively.” The boy managed to suppress the twinkle long enough to be confirmed at St. Peter’s when he was sixteen. Religion and politics, the one from his mother, the other from his father, were to be abiding habits; young George would be a lifelong Episcopalian and a conservative Democrat.


  If the description of the mischievous boy sitting restlessly in church seemed the stuff of romantic novels, of an idyllic small-town America fondly remembered, it was partially correct. Uniontown in this last quarter of the nineteenth century was changing from a pastoral stagecoach stop on the National Road to one of the myriad communities feeding the maw of the Industrial Revolution. Main Street had been paved, and a horse-drawn streetcar paraded back and forth, leaving George Junior a new chore: hosing the horse droppings from the street in front of his house. A gasworks was to provide fuel to heat their homes, and the Edison Electric Company to light them. George Senior was surely to be one of the prosperous beneficiaries of the burgeoning industrialization, his expanding business already producing coke for the steel mills of Pittsburgh.


  Looking back almost seventy years later, George Junior, no longer the snub-nosed boy, no longer “Flicker,” said wistfully, “In this life of Uniontown, I saw what you might call the end of an era because it was a very simple life and a very charming life and it had a long history behind it.”


  For the young lad, Uniontown had special pleasures: slow-moving Coal Lick Creek which meandered behind the red-brick house the Marshalls rented at 130 West Main Street; fishing trips on the Youghiogheny River with his father; and the grand adventures in the woods across the creek, a mile beyond Chestnut Ridge where General Edward Braddock lay buried. Out there stood Colonel George Washington’s earthen Fort Necessity, overlooking the route of the first National Road out of the Cumberland Gap in Maryland into the Indian lands of the West.


  Fast-industrializing Uniontown then had a history rich in local lore, stories George Senior passed on to his fascinated son, stories that left a lasting impression on the boy who would grow up to be a soldier.


  Life in Uniontown also had its drawbacks. His father was strict, quick to anger, too stern perhaps for his youngest child. Marshall seemed to favor the oldest son, Stuart, six years George’s senior; Stuart showed business promise as George did not. George, born on New Year’s Eve, 1880, became his mother’s favorite. Polarized by parental affinities, separated by the difference in their ages, the two boys were never close. In later years they rarely communicated.


  The third of George and Laura Marshall’s children, Marie, was four years older than George Junior. Worse, she was a girl; theirs was the familiar big sister–little brother relationship, the girl tattling on the lad, the boy pestering his sister’s swains. Only in later life did Marie recall her brother with nostalgic affection.


  For young George Catlett, the nurturing parent was his mother. “I was always very close to her,” he wrote when he himself was in his seventies, “as her youngest child and because for some years my brother and my sister were away at school while I was at home with her. She was both gentle and firm, very understanding, and had a keen, but quiet sense of humor, which made her my confidante in practically all my boyish escapades and difficulties.”


  His mother’s love he fondly remembered. During the long winters of western Pennsylvania, he recalled, he would sit by the fire, shattering hickory nuts with a hammer for his mother’s “very famous hickory nut cakes.” These were special moments for the youngster. “I always liked our fires because we...had what we called cannel coal and it made a soft, delightful, homelike flame.” It was easier for the man to talk about the fire than his deep love for Laura Emily Bradford Marshall.


  It was she who put his special Christmas gift in the place of honor under the tree, she who baked miniature pies especially for George, she who sent him [image: image]10 for his birthday as long as she lived. If her youngest was not her favorite of the four children she had brought into the world—the firstborn lived only six months—she treated George with the affection doted on an only child. Older brother Stuart was away at school, set upon a career in business, a younger version of his father, closer to the husband than the wife. Marie, also at school much of the time, left only George Junior as Laura Marshall’s last opportunity to fulfill the nineteenth century obligation of the woman as mother and matriarch.


  His father was less indulgent. Laura Marshall often shielded the youngster from her husband’s scorn. Young George feared that most of all, hiding his failures when he could, sometimes with his mother’s help. Thus the unbending father never learned of the young man’s first and last venture into cockfighting, when George and Andy Thompson, son of the town banker, set out to match their fighting cocks in an illegal pit.


  The two boys, then about thirteen, had each raised a Georgia Red, and inveigled an older friend to pit the birds—the boys considered too tender by the local cockfighting fraternity to attend the illegal activity. Though George and Andy couldn’t actually pit their birds, they still drove out to see them fight one afternoon.


  The Fayette County sheriff raided the cockpit, scattering Uniontown’s sporting crowd. The two boys “squirted out into the forest and got separated and hid out,” Marshall recalled. Fearing arrest and, worse, his father’s anger, George crept carefully through the woods toward home. Soon enough he realized someone else was working his way through the trees. “I scouted him and he scouted me” for an hour before young Marshall discovered he and Andy Thompson had been stalking each other. The two boys were the only people left in the woods.


  George finally made his way home after midnight. His father was asleep, but his mother confronted the apprehensive boy, who confessed the day’s misadventure. “Parts of it she thought were very funny, and I remember she laughed until she cried.” George’s career as a cock breeder was over; the lesson hardly needed his father’s belt for emphasis.


  But Mrs. Marshall could not hide the boy’s indifferent progress in school; indeed, she was at least in part responsible for her son’s all too evident lack of scholarly proficiency.


  George’s “formal” education began when he was five, under the tutelage of an eighty-year-old aunt who had come to live with the Marshall family. A woman of some education—she knew both French and Hebrew, the former for the New Testament, the latter for the Old—Eliza Stuart began weekly lessons with the boy. But Saturday morning recitations were hard, particularly when his friends were playing outside. Frustrated, rebellious as any five-year-old might be, Marshall decided, “She so soured me on study and teaching that I liked never to have recovered from it.”


  After a year of Aunt Eliza’s Bible studies, the Marshalls enrolled their youngest son in a private school on Church Street. The classwork was undemanding, to young George’s delight, but would little prepare him for the career in commerce his father envisioned for the boy.


  When George was nine, his father determined to enroll the boy in Uniontown’s public school. His actual placement was to be determined by an interview with the school superintendent, Professor Lee Smith. Smith asked a number of simple questions which the humiliated boy could not answer. The future general remembered the excruciating embarrassment all his life; he had publicly failed his father, who “suffered very severely.”


  Ill-prepared for Uniontown’s public school, George floundered—mathematics, grammar, and spelling gave him particular problems—and sat terrified he would be called upon for recitation. To stand up in front of the class would be to risk making a mistake in public, to be laughed at. In that he was like his father, proud to be one of the Virginia and Kentucky Marshalls, even if a lesser member of the family. He was an average student in all but history. “If it was history, that was all right; I could star in history,” he recalled. History he enjoyed, and would read all his life; Benjamin Franklin and Robert E. Lee were to become personal heroes.


  The fear of failure and thus rejection lay heavy on the gangling boy—rejection from his father, from his teachers, from the girls in whom he had begun to take a tentative interest. He tried once to impress Judge Lindsay’s daughter Catherine, the class spelling champion. He would strive to improve his spelling, so that he might win a place by her side at the head of the spelling-bee line. For a brief moment he was triumphant, but when he missed a word, he was relegated to the end of the line. Shamed, he never tried again.


  Young George Marshall remained a student in the public school for three years out of necessity. His father had sold his coke furnaces and coal fields to Henry Clay Frick, then had invested the proceeds, some [image: image]125,000, in a Shenandoah Valley land promotion. The boom collapsed, and by December 1890 the Marshalls were suddenly in straitened circumstances.


  As the young Marshall remembered, his mother “bore a very heavy burden during the great financial depression of the Nineties. She was in poor health, yet did all the work of our home and made it a cheerful place....” The cook and the maid they could no longer afford. With some economizing, they could still keep the two older children in school; Stuart had just entered Virginia Military Institute, intent on studying chemistry.


  The Marshalls were not destitute. Marshall had salvaged interests in a coke company and in some West Virginia coal fields. Mrs. Marshall owned property in Pittsburgh and Augusta. But the family was no longer affluent. George Junior occasionally carried home from the local hotel kitchen scraps to feed the family dogs, a “painful and humiliating” experience to the sensitive boy. He would never forget; later in life he struggled to save something, anything, from his army pay each month, and by the time he was forty-five would have made a series of prudent investments which, if they did not make him wealthy, did leave him comfortably fixed.


  He would not repeat the mistake his father made. The senior Marshall sought to keep up appearances, giving his wife gifts she considered too expensive, retreating more and more into the family genealogy, grasping at legendry to shore up his faltering confidence.


  There were, for young George, rare moments when he did seem to please his father. One summer, George and his closest friend, Andy Thompson, rigged a greenhouse in a vacant shed behind the Marshall home, intending to go into the nursery trade. The two wrote the local congressman, asking for the free packets of seeds the government furnished to stimulate interest in agriculture. Eventually the seeds arrived, were planted, and sprouted, but the cotton plants produced no bolls in the unkind Pennsylvania clime. Undaunted, the boys decided instead to enter a seed company’s contest to name a new tomato, the [image: image]50 prize a tantalizing lure.


  Sending away for the tomato seeds from Henderson & Co., the boys planted them in pots filled with soil scraped from the floor of the stable. The vines flourished in the uncommonly rich soil.


  The two picked the choicest of the fruit, and sold it to a local grocer. “My father was rather contemptuous of us for selling them so cheaply,” Marshall remembered. But soon enough, the grocer was asking the two aspiring nurserymen for more tomatoes, these for “one of his richest clients. We came back and reported with great glee that our stock was in great demand and particularly by this well-to-do family. Then my father told us, ‘Now you set the price,’ and suggested it. Well, the grocer blew up because he thought he would get them for almost nothing.”


  Their prize tomato the boys photographed with one of George Eastman’s new Brownie cameras, and with a suggested name sent the picture off to the seed company. Soon enough, Henderson & Co. responded, praising the size and asking “our parents to write and tell how the tomato had been raised. I told my father and he was intensely interested”—“interested,” not “pleased,” or “proud,” as Marshall recounted the great tomato contest—“and wrote to Peter Henderson. He finished by saying, however, that you couldn’t tear down a stable every time you wanted to raise a tomato.”


  Despite the size of their product, the boys did not win the [image: image]50 prize. That went to the man who suggested the name “Ponderosa.”


  Just when young George Catlett—he hated his middle name—decided on a military career he could never clearly recall. The decision to join the Army, in the early part of the 1890s a slender force of 25,000 buttressed by ill-trained National Guard units, did not sit well with his parents. The Army had no great reputation; opportunities for advancement were few, and strictly governed by seniority. Merit counted for little, though that, in the eyes of George Catlett Senior would hardly affect his youngest son.


  Many years later, Marshall himself suggested that he settled on a military career only after 1899 and the triumphant return from the Philippines of Company C of the 10th Pennsylvania Infantry to Uniontown:


  It was a wonderful scene, that parade. The bricks of Main Street were painted red, white, and blue, and triumphal arches erected in every block—there was even an arch of coke constructed by the Frick Company. And when the head of the procession finally appeared, the individual excitement surpassed, as I recall, even that of the splendid so-called Victory parades of 1919 in Paris and London....


  No man of Company C could make a purchase in this community. The town was his. He had but to command and his desires were gratified—a medal for every soldier and a sword for each officer. And there was a final jubilation at the fair grounds. It was a grand American small town demonstration of pride in its young men and of wholesome enthusiasm over their achievements. It reflected the introduction of America into the affairs of the world beyond the seas.


  While the remembrance of the returning veterans of the Philippine campaign was vivid enough, it does not seem likely that the demobilization of Company C or the spread-eagle oratory of that glorious day solely determined young George’s choice of a career. By 1899 and the parade, he had already been attending Virginia Military Institute for two years, and though VMI had no great reputation for producing army officers, George had shown little interest in any of his subjects other than military science.


  The decision to attend VMI, ironically, came not because of the boy’s half-formed notion he wanted to join the Army, but because he had to go to college somewhere. VMI seemed a likely choice.


  From virtually any standpoint, West Point would have better suited. In the first place, graduation from the academy on the Hudson River assured a commission in the Army; there was no such guarantee for graduates of the eight “tin colleges”—among them the Citadel, Virginia Polytechnic, Agricultural and Mechanical of Texas, and VMI, schools which favored military training and used regular army officers as instructors. George would have to take a competitive exam after graduation—if he were permitted to. At the moment of Marshall’s matriculation, VMI would boast fewer than a dozen graduates in the United States Army.


  Secondly, West Point was tuition-free. VMI charged [image: image]365, and the students provided their own uniforms at a cost of another [image: image]70.


  But the route to West Point was snarled in politics. Both of Pennsylvania’s senators and the congressman representing Fayette County were Republicans. George Marshall, Senior, was a locally prominent Democrat, a Bryan man still, despite President McKinley’s election, not one to give or expect a dollop of non-partisan patronage. Though the boy might have tried to enter West Point through a competitive exam, his father thought it unlikely young George would be permitted to take the exam, or, if he did, that he could pass.


  VMI seemed the next best choice to young George. Marshalls for generations had attended the school; his older brother Stuart was a member of the class of 1894. But even as he beseeched his parents to send him to VMI, his older brother argued against it:


  I overheard Stuart talking to my mother; he was trying to persuade her not to let me go because he thought I would disgrace the family name. Well, that made more impression on me than all instructors, parental pressure, or anything else. I decided right then that I was going to wipe his face, or wipe his eye.


  George was to do just that. He recalled with some satisfaction sixty years later, “The urgency to succeed came from hearing that conversation; it had a psychological effect on my career.”


  Though the Marshall family fortunes had improved somewhat, VMI still represented a major financial burden. To pay for the boy’s tuition, his mother sold a piece of property in Augusta, Kentucky. The following year, she would sell a choice lot in Uniontown on which she had hoped to build a home. (It was perhaps these two gestures which led Marshall later to conclude he had been spoiled as a child. Each of the sales represented some emotional sacrifice by Mrs. Marshall: Augusta was the Marshall family’s ancestral home, and parting with the Uniontown lot meant giving up a long-held dream of owning her own home.)


  Virginia Military Institute in 1897 was a venerated sham of a university when sixteen-year-old George Catlett Marshall arrived on September 11, clutching his father’s letter of commendation to Superintendent Scott Shipp: “I send you my youngest and last. He is bright, full of life, and I believe he will get along well.”


  Founded in 1839, VMI was a place of ghosts, Confederate ghosts. “Tom Fool” Jackson had taught natural and experimental philosophy and artillery tactics here before the Civil War transformed him into “Stonewall” Jackson. At night, the stories ran, an eerie light would appear in Jackson’s old classroom, and the unsuspecting cadet might stumble on the shade of Jackson chalking trajectories on the blackboard.


  The cult of the Confederacy ran deep here. If the sixteen-year-old missed Stonewall’s ghost, he did become a lifelong admirer of Jackson’s Shenandoah campaign; in later years he would ride from battlefield to battlefield, pointing out this or that position of Blue and Gray infantry and cavalry.


  From the parade ground at VMI had quick-marched 241 cadets on May 15, 1864, some as young as fifteen, to turn back a Union drive into the Shenandoah Valley. Ten of the youngsters had died, and forty-four suffered wounds in a bayonet charge that afternoon at New Market. A generation later, the corps of cadets mustered each May 15 to commemorate the battle and the deaths of the ten cadets. When the name of each of the dead boys was read, a first classman would answer the roll, “Died on the field of honor.” It was an impressive ceremony, resonant with the military virtues of duty, honor and, finally, sacrifice.


  Five of the ten were buried in a copse on the VMI campus. The great Robert E. Lee himself lay but a few hundred yards away in the chapel he built on the adjacent Washington and Lee campus. Stonewall Jackson’s remains moldered a mile from the parade ground amid the graves of hundreds of
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