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FOREWORD

DWIGHT DAVID EISENHOWER was a great and good man. This is an assertion I
hope to prove; let me begin by defining the terms.
In 1954, Dwight Eisenhower wrote his childhood friend Swede Hazlett on the
subject of greatness. Ike thought greatness depended either on achieving
preeminence in “some broad field of human thought or endeavor,” or on
assuming “some position of great responsibility” and then so discharging the
duties “as to have left a marked and favorable imprint upon the future.”1
The qualities of a great man, he said, were “vision, integrity, courage,
understanding, the power of articulation, and profundity of character.” To that
list, I’d add two others: decisiveness (the ability to take command, decide, and
act) and luck.
The qualities of goodness in a man, I believe, include a broad sympathy for
the human condition, that is, an awareness of human weaknesses and
shortcomings and a willingness to be forgiving of them, a sense of responsibility
toward others, a genuine modesty combined with a justified self-confidence, a
sense of humor, and most of all a love of life and of people.
Eisenhower was one of the outstanding leaders of the Western world of this
century. As a soldier he was professionally competent, well versed in the history
of war along with modern strategy, tactics, and weaponry, decisive, disciplined,
courageous, dedicated, popular with his men, his superiors, and his
subordinates.
As President, he was a leader who made peace in Korea and kept the peace
thereafter, a statesman who safely guided the free world through one of the
most dangerous decades of the Cold War, and a politician who captured and
kept the confidence of the American people. He was the only President of the
twentieth century who managed to preside over eight years of peace and
prosperity.
As a man, he was good-looking, considerate of and concerned about others,
loyal to his friends and family, ambitious, thin-skinned and sensitive to criticism,
modest (but never falsely so), almost embarrassingly unsophisticated in his
musical, artistic, and literary tastes, intensely curious about people and places,
often refreshingly naive, fun-loving—in short, a wonderful man to know or be
around. Nearly everyone who knew him liked him immensely, many—including
some of the most powerful men in the world—to the point of adulation.
The aim of this work is to explain and describe this man, to record his
accomplishments and failures, his triumphs and shortcomings, his personal life
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and his personality. In the process, I hope that I convey some sense of what a
truly extraordinary person he was, and of how much all of us who live in
freedom today owe to him.
This book is basically a condensation of my two-volume biography of
Eisenhower. There are some revisions and several new sections. My aim has
been to provide a readable one-volume life, free of scholarly paraphernalia and
excessive detail on plans, organization of military and government offices,
bureaus, Cabinets, and the like.
As I made the condensation, the passage of time and the perspective of the
end of the decade let me read the two volumes with fresh eyes. I’ve been struck
by how right Ike was about so many things—and how wrong he was on others.
Most particularly, I am impressed with his determination to do all that he could
to foster the United States of Europe. I did the work of condensing in the
evenings in Caen, Normandy. I spent the days walking the battlefield and
swimming off the invasion beaches. Visitors from all over Europe come to the
American, British, and German cemeteries in ever-increasing numbers. Many of
them are students, and they get along with each other so well that I came away
convinced that Ike’s dream is on the verge of becoming a reality.
That impression was strongly reinforced by the political activity in Europe in
the summer of 1989. Elections were being held for the European Parliament.
The campaign was active and positive, and voter turnout was high. Discussion
about the future of a united Europe was spirited and imaginative. In 1992, at
the least the Europeans will form an economic union, dropping trade barriers,
customs duties, and internal passport controls. At a maximum, they will create a
common currency and form an all-European army. As readers of this book will
see, President Eisenhower made an all-European army one of his top priorities;
it all but broke his heart when the French turned it down. Now the idea has
been revived and may soon become a reality.
Just before going to Normandy, I taught a course at the University of New
Orleans on the Vietnam War, so it was very much on my mind. Reading about
Ike’s insistence in early 1944 on the necessity of bombing France to prepare for
the invasion, and about his threat to resign if he was not given complete control
of the Allied air forces to use as he saw fit, I could not help but note the contrast
between him and the American high command in Vietnam. No commander in
Vietnam ever threatened to resign if not allowed to fight the war as he thought
necessary.
I was also impressed more than ever by Ike’s refusal to send American troops
to Vietnam in 1954, and by his warning that the jungles of Southeast Asia would
just swallow up our divisions.
As a prophet, he missed badly on the Reagan Revolution. In the mid-fifties,
Ike told one of his brothers that if he ever expected to see the elimination of
the graduated income tax he certainly planned to live a long time. The brother
didn’t quite make it, but he didn’t miss by much.
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Ike was also badly wrong in his frequently expressed fears about the effect of
Brown v. Topeka. He thought it would lead the South to abandon its public
school system altogether. That has not happened—although admittedly in some
places, such as my own city of New Orleans, we have come perilously close.
Most of all I was struck by how much Ike has to say to us today. On such
fundamental issues as national defense, the relationship between the economy
and arms expenditures, the importance of a balanced budget, the need to speak
out for freedom everywhere for all men, the wisdom of waiting for the
Communist system to collapse because of its inherent internal contradictions,
and many others, his words, his thoughts and actions provide leadership for us
today just as they did for the generation of World War II and the first decade of
the Cold War.
STEPHEN E. AMBROSE
Caen
July 22, 1989
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CHAPTER ONE

Abilene, West Point, World War I
HE WAS BORN on October 14, 1890, in a small rented frame house, not much
more than a shack, beside the railroad tracks in Denison, Texas. He was the
third son of David and Ida Stover Eisenhower. They were members of the
Mennonites, fundamentalists in their religion, and pacifists. David was a
common laborer—he had once owned a general store in Hope, Kansas,
purchased with an inheritance from his father, but it had failed. In 1891 he
moved to Abilene, Kansas, where a relative had found him a job as a mechanic
at the Belle Springs Creamery. When the Eisenhowers stepped onto the train
platform in Abilene, David had in his pocket the sum total of his capital, $10.
In a small two-story white frame house at 201 South East Fourth Street, set on
a three-acre plot, David and Ida raised six strong, healthy boys—Arthur (born
1886), Edgar (1889), Dwight, Roy (1892), Earl (1898), and Milton (1899). The
Eisenhowers were respected around town, but the family was in no way
prominent. David held no elective office, provided no community leadership.
Still the Eisenhowers were content. The parents were frugal out of necessity, but
they were proud and ambitious, if not for themselves, then for their sons.
“I have found out in later years we were very poor,” Dwight said on June 4,
1952, on the occasion of laying the cornerstone of the Eisenhower Museum in
Abilene, across the street from his boyhood home, “but the glory of America is
that we didn’t know it then. All that we knew was that our parents—of great
courage—could say to us, ‘Opportunity is all about you. Reach out and take
it.’ ”1
By most standards, David and Ida never reached out to take that opportunity
themselves. Instead they invested in their sons the hopes they once had for
themselves. They taught the simple virtues of honesty, self-reliance, integrity,
fear of God, and ambition. They wanted their sons to succeed in a wider setting
than Abilene, or even Kansas. They gave the boys the feeling, as one of them
later put it, that “if you stay home you will always be looked upon as a boy.”2
Eisenhower’s home life revolved around worship. Every day, morning and
night, the family members got down on their knees to pray. David read from
the Bible before meals, then asked for a blessing. After the meals the boys
washed the dishes, then gathered around David for Bible reading. “Finally there
was bedtime,” Earl recalled, “when Dad got up and wound the clock on the wall.
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You could hear the ticking no matter where you were. When Dad started
winding, you might as well get ready for bed, for that was the bedtime signal.”3
During the day, the boys saw little of their father, who worked in the
creamery from 6:00 A.M. to 6:00 P.M. “Mother was by far the greatest personal
influence in our lives,” Dwight remembered.4 She supervised their chores,
made their meals, selected and mended their clothes, soothed their hurts,
praised their accomplishments, and lightened the atmosphere. Milton, the
youngest, said that “Father and Mother complemented one another. Mother
had the personality. She had the joy. She had a song in her heart. Dad had the
authority.”5
In a family of six boys, competition was the natural order of things. Who
could do the best job at this or that task? Who could run the fastest? Jump the
highest? Lift the heaviest weight? Read the Bible aloud most accurately? Daily,
in countless ways, the boys tested themselves against one another. David and Ida
encouraged this competition, encouraged them to be ambitious to do the best.
Most of all, each of the boys wanted to be the toughest, and they fought among
themselves to find out who was the best scrapper.
One day Ida was baking in the kitchen. Dwight and Edgar began a fight on
the kitchen floor. Soon the older and heavier Edgar was sitting astride the
prostrate Dwight, giving him a pounding. “Give up?” Edgar shouted. “No!”
Dwight gasped. Edgar grabbed Dwight’s hair and began to thump his head
against the floor. Earl rushed in to help Dwight. Ida, without turning away from
the stove, said sharply to Earl, “Let them alone.”6
David encouraged his sons to stand up for themselves, with one another and
in their relations with boys outside the family. Dwight recalled that his father
never wanted to see his sons beaten by their playmates in anything, least of all in
a fight. One evening David returned from work to see Dwight being chased by a
boy about his own size. “Why do you let that boy run you around like that?” he
demanded.
“Because if I fight him,” Dwight replied, “you’ll give me a whipping, whether
I win or lose!” Instantly, David replied, “Chase that boy out of here.” Dwight
did.7
• •
The chief characteristic of Abilene in the 1890s was that it was typical of
small-town midwestern America, which meant, for young Dwight, that it
reinforced everything he learned from his parents. There was, first of all, the
emphasis on self-sufficiency. Contact with the outside world was minimal. There
were few taxes to pay to, and almost no services provided by, the government,
save on the local level. The city paid for and ran the school system. Families
took care of their own sick, insane, crippled, elderly, or just down-on-their-luck
members. There was no police force because in a town small enough (less than
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four thousand population) for everyone to know, and trust, everyone else, there
was no need for one.
There was a strong emphasis on hard work, on getting things done. Little or
no time was wasted on reflection or introspection. Everyone in Abilene worked,
most of them at hard physical labor. Unemployment was virtually unknown,
even among children. The youngest worked around the house; eight- to twelveyear-olds held odd jobs; teen-agers found regular employment.
Abilene was cautious and conservative in its social outlook, religion, and
politics. Everyone was Christian, of European descent, and nearly all voted
Republican. There was a strong sense of community, a feeling that the world
was divided into “us” (the residents of Abilene, Dickinson County, and to some
extent the state of Kansas) and “them” (the rest of the world). Abilene was like
a large extended family, giving to its residents a feeling of security. Threats to
that security came not from within but from without, primarily in the form of
adverse weather or falling commodity prices.
A man was judged by how hard he worked and whether he paid his bills on
time, a woman by how well she ran her household. It was assumed that a man’s
success depended solely upon his output and that the unsuccessful had no one
to blame but themselves. “The isolation was political and economic,” Milton
recalled, “as well as just a prevailing state of mind. Self-sufficiency was the
watchword; personal initiative and responsibility were prized; radicalism was
unheard of.”8
To the Eisenhower boys, Abilene seemed an ideal place. It provided more
than sufficient scope for a growing boy to discover himself and develop his
physical capacity in an atmosphere of security, friendliness, and tolerance of
boyish pranks. In 1947, Dwight Eisenhower spoke from his heart about the town
that he loved. He said that Abilene “provided both a healthy outdoor existence
and a need to work. These same conditions were responsible for the existence
of a society which, more nearly than any other I have encountered, eliminated
prejudices based upon wealth, race or creed, and maintained a standard of
values that placed a premium upon integrity, decency, and consideration for
others. Any youngster who has the opportunity to spend his early youth in an
enlightened rural area has been favored by fortune.”9
Just as Dwight loved Abilene, so did Abilene love him. He was a popular boy,
well known for his curiosity, his fun-loving ways, his big smile, and his energy.
He had a catchy nickname, “Little Ike” (his older brother Edgar was called “Big
Ike”).
But Little Ike had a terrible temper. Anger would possess him, take complete
control, make him oblivious to anything else. The adrenalin rushed through his
body, raising the hair on the back of his neck, turning his face a bright beet-red.
On Halloween night, 1900, his parents gave Arthur and Edgar permission to go
“trick or treating.” Little Ike begged, pleaded, and argued to be allowed to go
along, but his parents insisted that he was too young. Anger overwhelmed him.
He rushed outside and began pounding the trunk of an apple tree with his bare
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fists. He sobbed and pounded until his fists were a raw bleeding mass of torn
flesh. Finally his father grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him until he
gained some control over himself.
Dwight went to his bed and cried into his pillow for an hour, out of
resentment and rage. His mother came into the room and sat beside him. She
took up his hands, putting salve on them and then bandages. After what seemed
to him to be a long time, she said, “He that conquereth his own soul is greater
than he who taketh a city.” She went on to tell him how futile and selfdestructive anger was, and how he, of all her boys, had much the worst temper
and the farthest to go in conquering it. When he was seventy-six years old,
Eisenhower wrote, “I have always looked back on that conversation as one of the
most valuable moments of my life.” 10
Getting control of his temper, however, did not come easily or quickly. Two
years after the apple-tree incident, when Dwight was twelve and Arthur sixteen,
Arthur incurred his little brother’s wrath over some trifling matter. Raging, but
frustrated because Arthur was much too big for him to attack with his fists,
Dwight looked around. Seeing a brick at his feet, he grabbed it and flung it with
all his might at Arthur’s head. Arthur just managed to duck out of the way—
Dwight had fully intended to hit him.
Dwight attended Lincoln elementary school, directly across the street from
his home. The curriculum emphasized rote learning. “The darkness of the
classrooms on a winter day and the monotonous hum of recitations,”
Eisenhower wrote in his memoirs, “. . . are my sole surviving memories. I was
either a lackluster student or involved in a lackluster program.”11 He came to
life for the spelling bee and arithmetic. Spelling contests aroused in him his
competitive drive and his hatred of careless mistakes—he became a selfconfessed martinet on the subject of orthography. Arithmetic appealed to him
because it was logical and straightforward—an answer was either right or wrong.
The subject that really excited him, however, was one that he pursued on his
own, military history. He became so engrossed in it, in fact, that he neglected
his chores and his schoolwork. His first hero was Hannibal. Then he became a
student of the American Revolution, and George Washington excited his
admiration. He talked history to his classmates so frequently that his senior
yearbook predicted that he would become a professor of history at Yale (it also
predicted that Edgar would become a two-term President of the United States).
During Dwight’s high school years his interests were, in order of importance,
sports, work, studies, and girls. He was shy around the girls and in any case
wanted to impress his male classmates as a regular fellow, just one of the gang.
Paying too much attention to the girls was considered somewhat sissy. He was
careless of his dress, his hair was usually uncombed, and he was a terrible
dancer on the few occasions he tried the dance floor.
Studies came easily to him and he made good to excellent grades without
extending himself. He got all Bs in his freshman year, when the subjects were
English, physical geography, algebra, and German. He did a bit better the next
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year, and as a junior and senior he was an A or A-plus student in English,
history, and geometry. His sole B was in Latin.
Sports, especially football and baseball, were the center of his life. He
expended far more energy on sports than he put into his studies. He was a
good, but not outstanding, athlete. He was well coordinated, but slow of foot.
He weighed only 150 pounds. His chief asset was his will to win. He loved the
challenge of the games themselves, enjoyed the competition with older and
bigger boys, bubbled over with pleasure at hitting a single to drive in the
winning run or at throwing the other team’s star halfback for a loss.
It was in sports that he first discovered his talents as a leader and an
organizer. As a boy, he provided the energy and leadership that led to a
Saturday-afternoon game of football or baseball. Later, he was the one who
organized the Abilene High School Athletic Association, which operated
independently of the school system. Little Ike wrote to schools in the area to
make up a schedule, and solved the problem of transportation by hustling his
team onto freight trains for a free ride from Abilene to the site of the contest.
He also organized camping and hunting trips. He got the boys together,
collected the money, hired the livery rig to take them to the camping site,
bought the food, and did the cooking.
The central importance of sports, hunting, and fishing to Little Ike cannot
be overemphasized. He literally could not imagine life without them, as was
shown by the most dramatic incident of his childhood.
During his freshman year in high school, he fell and scraped his knee. This
was a common enough experience, and his only thought was for his ruined
brand-new pants, which he had bought with his own earnings. Since there was
no bleeding, he went to school the next day. Infection set in, however, and that
evening he fell into a delirium on the sofa in the front room. His parents called
in Dr. Conklin, but despite his treatment, the infection began spreading. For
the next two weeks, Dwight slipped into and out of a coma. Conklin called two
or three times a day; Ida stayed at his bedside; they painted a belt of carbolic
acid around his leg; still the poison spread and crept up his leg toward his
abdomen. Conklin called in a specialist from Topeka. The two doctors agreed
that only amputation would save his life.
During one of his conscious moments, Dwight heard his parents discussing
amputation. They distrusted surgery, but the doctors insisted on it. Fourteenyear-old Dwight listened, then said, quietly but firmly, “You are never going to
cut that leg off.” When his parents told Conklin of his decision, the doctor
warned, “If the poisoning ever hits his stomach he will die.”
By this time the infection had reached his groin and his periods of
consciousness were few and short. He called in Edgar and said, “Look, Ed, they
are talking about taking my leg off. I want you to see that they do not do it,
because I would rather die than to lose my leg.” Edgar understood. He made
the promise, and from then on stayed at his brother’s bedside to make certain
that no amputation took place. Conklin grew angry, began mumbling about
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“murder,” but he could not persuade Edgar, or David and Ida, to allow him to
amputate. Edgar even slept at night on the floor across the threshold of the
door, so that Conklin could not get into the room while Edgar was sleeping.12
At the end of the second week, the poison began to recede, the fever left
Dwight’s body, consciousness returned. After a two-month convalescence, which
caused him to have to repeat his freshman year, Dwight recovered completely.
It was miraculous enough, but became much embellished decades later. Sunday
School tracts and inspirational literature described the whole family as down on
its knees, night and day, praying for recovery.
The Eisenhower boys hated such talk, with its implication that their parents
believed in faith healing. They insisted that they prayed no more, and no less,
than at other times. “We always prayed,” Edgar recalled. “It was just as natural
for us to pray, to call upon God for help as it was for us to get up and eat
breakfast.” And Dwight dismissed the night-and-day-praying stories as
“ridiculous.” 13
• •
During the summer of 1910, Dwight got to know Everett “Swede” Hazlett,
son of one of the town’s physicians. He had known Swede only casually before,
because Swede had gone to a military school in Wisconsin. Swede had obtained
an appointment to the Naval Academy at Annapolis, but in June 1910 had failed
the mathematics section of the entrance examination. He had come home to
study for a year, in order to repeat the examination the following June. He
struck up a friendship with Dwight that became intimate and lasted for the
remainder of their lives.
Ike’s intentions at this time were to work, save his money, and go to the
University of Michigan in the fall of 1911. He wanted a college education and
an opportunity to play college football and baseball. Michigan had one of the
best football teams in the country. Swede pointed out to him that the Naval
Academy played football too, that it had at least as much prestige as Michigan,
that it guaranteed an interesting useful career to its graduates, and best of all it
was free. He wanted Ike to seek an appointment and become his classmate. Ike
agreed to try.
In September 1910, Ike read in the local paper an announcement of a
competitive examination for applicants for the service academies. He took the
exam and scored second among the eight candidates, which was good enough
for the appointment to West Point, but not the Naval Academy. Swede was
disappointed, but Ike was delighted. Ida did not want her boy to become a
soldier, but she held back her tears until he boarded the train headed east.
David, typically, showed no emotion whatsoever.
As he swung onto the train, Ike made a striking picture. He had filled out in
the past two years, putting on twenty pounds, none of which was fat. At nearly
six feet tall, now weighing 170 pounds, with strong broad shoulders and rock14

hard muscles, he was the embodiment of an athlete. He was rawboned, with big
hands. He walked on the balls of his feet and carried himself gracefully, as good
athletes do.
Most people thought him extremely good-looking. He had light-brown hair,
large eyes that were clear blue and quite fetching to the girls, and an oversized
nose and mouth that fit nicely with his large head. His face was full, round, and
symmetrical. His blue eyes sparkled, danced, and looked intently at whatever he
saw. He grinned as easily as he breathed, a big lopsided grin that most people
found irresistible. He laughed easily, too. He had a marvelously expressive face
that still turned beet-red when he was angry, scowled furiously when he was
disapproving, lit up when he was pleased.
He had an active, curious mind. He wanted to know about history, about
sports, about mathematics, about opportunities, about how things worked and
what people had done. His curiosity, however, was neither creative nor original.
He had no interest in music, or painting, or any of the fine arts, or literature, or
political theory. He directed his great energy and powers of concentration on
making things work better, not differently. Internally his goal was selfimprovement, whether in sports or studies, not self-change.
Most of all he knew himself and his capabilities, and as he swung himself up
on the train and headed east, away from Abilene, his family, and his friends, he
broke into one of his biggest grins. He had no doubts about himself. There was
not, for him, the self-searching or identity crisis so often associated with young
men. Ike Eisenhower knew who he was and where he was going.
• •
The train ride took Eisenhower across the Mississippi River for the first time,
and on to the East Coast. At West Point, he found an institution that regarded
its own past with veneration and concentrated on instilling that concept in the
plebes, or freshmen, filling them with the feeling that the past was a living
thing, all around them. Here was Grant’s room, there Lee’s, there Sherman’s.
Over there Winfield Scott lived. Here Custer learned to ride. Eisenhower, with a
strong sense of military history, responded enthusiastically. In his free time, of
which there was precious little, he liked to wander about the Plain, climb the
cliffs, look down on the Hudson, reflect on the Point’s crucial role in the
American Revolution, wonder at what might have happened had Benedict
Arnold’s attempt to betray the post to the British been successful. Years later he
told his son he never tired of such speculation.
Hazing, the uglier side of West Point, had little appeal to him, obviously not
as a recipient, but not as a Yearling either. Only once, at the beginning of his
own third-class year, did he yield to the temptation to haze. A plebe, dashing
down the street to carry out an order, ran into him and tumbled to the ground.
Reacting with a “bellow of astonishment and mock indignation,” Eisenhower
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scornfully demanded, “Mr. Dumgard, what is your P.C.S. [Previous Condition of
Servitude]?”—adding sarcastically, “You look like a barber.”
The plebe pulled himself together and replied softly, “I was a barber, sir.”
Eisenhower turned red with embarrassment. Without a word, he returned to
his room, where he told his roommate, P. A. Hodgson, “I’m never going to
crawl [haze] another plebe as long as I live. As a matter of fact, they’ll have to
run over and knock me out of the company street before I’ll make any attempt
again. I’ve just done something that was stupid and unforgivable. I managed to
make a man ashamed of the work he did to earn a living.” 14 Eisenhower’s
reaction to the incident typified his four years at the Academy. He took from
West Point what was positive and rejected that which was negative.
West Point was even more cut off and isolated from the rest of the world than
Abilene had been. Like Abilene, its self-satisfaction was complete; like Abilene,
it had a revealed truth and felt no need to examine it. And that truth reinforced
much of what Eisenhower had absorbed in his upbringing.
Eisenhower’s studies were overwhelmingly narrow and technical, with the
emphasis on civil and military engineering. His teachers were, to a man, recent
graduates of the USMA. The method of teaching had not changed since the
War of 1812. Every day, in every class, every cadet was expected to recite, to give
an approved answer to a standard question, and to receive a carefully recorded
grade on each response.
Often the instructors knew little more than their students. In integral
calculus one day, the teacher ordered Eisenhower to do a long, complicated
problem on the blackboard. The instructor had previously explained the
problem and supplied the answer, but since it had been obvious to Eisenhower
that the instructor was doing it entirely by rote he had paid no attention. Thus,
when called upon, he had “not the foggiest notion of how to begin.” After
struggling for almost a full hour, he finally tried a solution that, to his
amazement, worked. He was asked to explain his solution; it was shorter and
simpler than the rote answer. But the instructor interrupted him to charge that
he had merely memorized the answer and then put down a lot of figures and
steps that had no meaning.
Eisenhower could not abide being called a cheat. He began to protest so
vehemently that he was soon in imminent danger of being expelled on a charge
of insubordination. Just then, a senior officer from the Mathematics
Department walked in. He inquired about the trouble, had Eisenhower go
through the solution again, then pronounced it superior to the one being used
in the department-and ordered it incorporated into the Mathematics
Department’s teaching.15
Eisenhower was saved, but just barely, for a flexible and sympathetic response
from the authorities was unusual at West Point. In most cases, there was no
room for discussion or exploration of new answers to old problems. English was
composition, never literature; history was fact, never inquiry. It was all rote
learning, and Eisenhower was good enough at it that he could stay comfortably
16

in the top half of his class without undue exertion. He was especially good in
English; while others struggled for days over a theme, he could produce a highscoring essay a half hour before class. The chief requirement of a good essay at
West Point was a logical presentation of fact. At the end of his plebe year, when
his class had shrunk from 265 to 212, he stood tenth in English.
In other subjects, Eisenhower was content to stay in the middle. He preferred
enjoying his classmates to competing with them. These classmates were,
generally, like him—white, rural or small town in origin, middle class,
intelligent, and athletic. Eisenhower’s own class later became the most famous
in West Point’s history, “the class the stars fell on.” In 1915, 164 of them
graduated. Of the 164, 59 rose to the rank of brigadier general or higher, three
to the rank of full general, and two to the rank of general of the army. Members
included Vernon Prichard, George Stratemeyer, Charles Ryder, Stafford Irwin,
Joseph McNarney, James Van Fleet, Hubert Harmon, and Omar Bradley.
Eisenhower knew and liked them all, especially Bradley, who became a close
friend, and of whom he wrote, in the 1915 yearbook, the Howitzer, “Brad’s most
important characteristic is ‘getting there,’ and if he keeps up the clip he’s
started some of us will someday be bragging that, ‘Sure, General Bradley was a
classmate of mine.’ ”16
The West Point system is designed to find and break the nonconformist, and
is usually successful—Edgar Allan Poe, a cadet in 1830, hated the “God-forsaken
place” and, after less than a year, simply walked away. Others, less extreme than
Poe, enjoyed testing or bending the regulations, finding out what they could get
away with, more or less cheerfully paying the price when they got caught.
Eisenhower was one of these. His cadet pranks, which he told with great relish
in his old age, as if they were originals, were in fact part of a traditional pattern
followed by generations of cadets who managed to adjust to West Point without
losing their individuality.
Cigarette smoking was strictly forbidden. “So,” Eisenhower recorded
laconically, “I started smoking cigarettes.” He smoked roll-your-own Bull
Durhams. His roommate did not approve; other plebes were worried;
Eisenhower smoked anyway. When caught by an officer, he walked punishment
tours or served room confinement for a number of hours. He continued to
smoke.17
This was only one of his small acts of rebellion. He could not or would not
keep his room as neat as the regulations required, was frequently late for
formation or guard mounting, often failed in his attempts to dress according to
the regulations. For all these, and other, sins, he paid a price in demerits, which
counted against him in his final class standing. Of the 164 men in his class who
graduated, he stood 125th in discipline. It hardly bothered him; he later
admitted that he “looked with distaste on classmates whose days and nights were
haunted by fear of demerits and low grades.” During World War II, he
expressed astonishment at the news that one of his classmates had made
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general office rank; “Christ,” he said, “he’s always been afraid to break a
regulation.”18
His own favorite story about a cadet prank centered on the sometimes absurd
literalness of the regulations and orders. Eisenhower and another plebe, named
Atkins, were guilty of an infraction. The cadet corporal who caught them,
named Alder, ordered them to report to his room after tattoo in “full-dress
coats,” meaning a complete dress uniform. The two plebes decided to do
exactly as ordered, and that night reported to Adler wearing their coats and not
another stitch of clothing.
Adler roared in anger. He ordered them to return after tattoo “in complete
uniform including rifles and crossbelts and if you miss a single item I’ll have you
down here every night for a week.” They did as ordered and suffered through a
long session of bracing and lecturing, but the laughs they and their fellow
plebes got from Adler’s discomfort made it worthwhile.19
• •
Eisenhower’s major escape from the grind was not in petty pranks, but in
athletics. Sports remained the center of his life. He said later that he had “a lack
of motivation in almost everything other than athletics, except for the simple
and stark resolve to get a college education.”20 In his plebe year, he played
football for the Cullum Hall team, or junior varsity. Over the winter, to build up
his weight, he ate until he thought he would burst. In the spring, he played
baseball—Omar Bradley was a teammate. By the fall of 1912, he was faster,
stronger, and bigger—at 174 pounds—than he had ever been. He was
determined to make the varsity. In the first practice game, he did well. He was,
in his words, “as high as a kite.”21
With his improved speed, Eisenhower shifted from the line to the backfield.
He got his chance when Army’s star ballcarrier, first-classman Geoffrey Keyes,
was injured before the first game. Eisenhower led Army to a victory in that
game, against Stevens Institute, and was again the star the next week in a win
over Rutgers. The New York Times described him as “one of the most promising
backs in Eastern football” and carried a two-column photograph of him punting
a football. In a victory over Colgate, the West Point yearbook reported that
“Eisenhower in the fourth quarter could not be stopped.”22
The following week against Tufts, Eisenhower twisted his knee. There was
some swelling and he spent a few days in the hospital, hoping that he would
recuperate in time to play in the final game of the season against Navy. But that
week, while participating in the “monkey drill” in the riding hall—leaping off
and back onto a galloping horse—his knee crumbled when he hit the ground.
The cartilages and tendons were badly torn. The doctors put his leg in a plaster
cast; the pain was so intense that for days he could hardly sleep. His spirits sank
even lower when Navy won the game. “Seems like I’m never cheerful anymore,”
he wrote a friend. “The fellows that used to call me ‘Sunny Jim’ call me ‘Gloomy
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Face’ now. The chief cause is this game pin of mine—I sure hate to be so
hopeless and worthless. Anyway, I’m getting to be such a confirmed grouch
you’d hardly know me.”23
He hit bottom when the doctors took off the cast and informed him that he
would never play football again. So great was his depression that several times
his roommate had to talk him out of resigning from the Academy. “Life seemed
to have little meaning,” he later recalled. “A need to excel was almost gone.”24
His studies suffered. As a plebe, he had stood fifty-seventh in a class of 212; in
his Yearling year, when he hurt his knee, he slipped to eighty-first in a class of
177. But although his playing days were ended, his interest in football was not.
He became a cheerleader, which gave him his first experience as a public
speaker—he would address the entire Corps of Cadets the night before a big
game, exhorting the members to make an all-out effort as fans the next
afternoon.
His enthusiasm was matched by his intense study of the intricacies of the
game, to the point that the football coach suggested that he coach the junior
varsity. He did so eagerly, and with success, sending a number of players on to
the varsity and winning most of his games.
His experiences as a coach—and there were to be many more—strengthened
his love for the game. Like many other fans, he made football into something
more than just an athletic contest. The act of coaching brought out his best
traits—his organizational ability, his energy and competitiveness, his enthusiasm
and optimism, his willingness to work hard at a task that intrigued him, his
powers of concentration, his talent for working with the material he had instead
of hoping for what he did not have, and his gift for drawing the best out of his
players.
During World War II, a number of associates compared his techniques as a
general with those of a good football coach, pacing up and down the line,
urging his team forward. In his private talks with his corps and division
commanders, and in his Orders of the Day, Supreme Commander Eisenhower
used football slang extensively, urging his men to “pull an end run” and “hit the
line” and “break through” and “get that ball across the goal line.”
Most of all, as a general and as President, he urged teamwork. At the end of
his life, he wrote, “I believe that football, perhaps more than any other sport,
tends to instill in men the feeling that victory comes through hard—almost
slavish—work, team play, self-confidence, and an enthusiasm that amounts to
dedication.”25 Millions of Americans would agree that the act of playing or
coaching football built successful men who could go out and get a job done.
• •
Eisenhower graduated from West Point in June 1915. He had drifted into the
Academy and, as a student, drifted through it. He had obtained a free
education and the Academy had sharpened his sense of duty.
19

• •
Following graduation, and before going on active duty, Second Lieutenant
Eisenhower spent the summer in Abilene. His constant companion was Gladys
Harding, the blond daughter of the man who owned the freight business in
town. They had dated when in high school, but at that time they were not
“serious.” Ike also dated Ruby Norman and other local girls. In July 1915,
however, he fell madly in love. Evidently Gladys’ father warned her that the
“soldier boy” was not for her, but when Ike reached his first duty post in San
Antonio, in August, he wrote her: “More than ever now I want to hear you say
the three words more than I ever have. . . . For, girl, I do love you and want you
to know it. To be as certain of it as I am. To believe in me and trust in me as you
do your dad.”
A week later, he wrote her that “your love is my whole world. Nothing else
counts at all.” On reading her letter to him, “my eyes filled with tears and I
simply had to stop and whisper over and over I love you Gladys, I love you
Gladys. And now my beautiful lady, I’m going to read your letter once more,
then I’ll meet you in dreamland, if you will meet me there. And there, as
sometime in reality, you shall be my dearest and closest friend, my own
sweetheart and true blue wife.”
It was not to be. Whether because of her father’s opposition, or because she
wanted to pursue a career as a serious piano player, Gladys put him off. On the
rebound, he found another. Feeling rebuffed, so did she. Each married, and
lived their separate lives, she in Abilene, he around the world. In his letters to
friends back in Abilene during the war, Ike included Gladys in a list of four or
five people he wanted to say hello to; when her husband, Cecil Brooks, died in
1944, he wrote Gladys a short letter of condolence. When Ike became President,
Gladys bound up his love letters, along with a faded rose, and gave them to her
son with a note: “Letters from Dwight Eisenhower when we were young and
happy, 1914 and 1915. Not to be opened or published in any way whatsoever
until after his death and Mamie’s and also after my death.” They remained
under seal until more than three-quarters of a century after they were written.
• •
As he set off for his first assignment, at Fort Sam Houston, Texas, he was
determined so long as he was an officer in the United States Army, he would do
his best to be a good one. It was a resolve rather than an ambition, and sprang
from a sense of obligation and responsibility rather than from a competitive
drive, for he felt that with the end of his sports career, his competitive days were
over.
His duties in the peace-time Army were light, and hardly took up all of his
time. When on his own, he played poker with the other junior officers, winning
consistently, went drinking and hunting with them, and generally got on fine
with his contemporaries. He made some lifelong friendships, including Walton
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