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In the last two decades of his life, Harry S. Truman formally 

established the office of the ex-presidency in the public eye. 

The goals he wanted to accomplish and the legislation passed to 

help Truman achieve these aims led the way for Truman and other 

former presidents to play a significant role in American public 

life. Men who had occupied the nation's highest office had a 

great deal to offer their country, and Truman saw to it that he 

and other former presidents had the financial and the institu-

tional support to continue serving their nation in productive 

ways. 

Although out of the White House, Harry S. Truman wanted to 

continue to play an active role in the affairs of the nation and 

the Democratic party. In pursuing this goal, he found that he 

was limited by a lack of financial support and was forced to turn 

to the federal government for assistance. While Truman was 

active for more than a decade after he left Washington, his two 

most important legacies were helping push for federal legislation 

to provide financial support for ex-presidents and to organize 

and maintain presidential libraries. Truman believed that these 

endeavors were a small price for the nation to pay to support 

thee former occupants of the nation's highest office. 

Furthermore, Truman believed that presidential libraries were 



essential in preserving and disseminating the history of the 

nation's highest office. 

Truman's other activities including heavy involvement in 

partisan affairs. While he tried unsuccessfully to determine the 

party's presidential candidates, his involvement in the 

Democratic party and attendance at partisan events displayed his 

level of commitment to the party and his determination to play a 

role in its activities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Although out of the White House, Harry S. Truman wanted 

to continue to play an active role in the affairs of the 

nation and the Democratic party. In pursuing this goal, he 

found that he was limited by a lack of financial support and 

was forced to turn to the federal government for 

assistance. While Truman was active for more than a decade 

after he left Washington, his two most important legacies 

were helping push for federal legislation to provide 

financial support for ex-presidents and to organize and 

maintain presidential libraries. Truman believed that these 

endeavors were a small price for the nation to pay to 

support the former occupants of the nation's highest office. 

The federal government already took care of former members 

of the other two branches of government; thus, it was only 

fair that it take care of former presidents. Furthermore, 

Truman felt that presidential libraries were essential in 

preserving and disseminating the history of the nation's 

highest office. 

Truman's other activities included heavy involvement 

in partisan affairs. While he tried unsuccessfully to 

determine the party's presidential candidates, his 

involvement in the Democratic party and attendance at 

partisan events displayed his level of commitment to the 
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party and his determination to play a role in its 

activities. Truman encouraged congressional candidates in 

their bids for office and made numerous public appearances 

on their behalf. In addition, Truman gave testimony to 

congressional committees and wrote books and articles to 

present his opinions to the public. 

Studies of Truman's post-presidential career, however, 

are few and consist mainly of some journal articles. James 

N. Giglio of Southwest Missouri State University wrote an 

article on Truman's ex-presidency for Presidential Studies 

Quarterly over ten years ago. Truman's activities after 

leaving office were also mentioned briefly in an article 

about ex-presidents written by John Whiteclay Chambers of 

Rutgers University published over a decade ago in American 

Heritage. Chambers is in the process of expanding his work 

into a book. There have also been a few books already 

written about former presidents, including Marie B. Hecht's 

Beyond the Presidency: The Residues of Power, Homer F. 

Cunningham's The Presidents' Last Years: George Washington 

to Lyndon B. Johnson, and James C. Clark's Faded Glory: 

Presidents Out of Power. Most of these works, however, 

address the lives of former presidents in a narrative manner 

and seem to demonstrate mainly that former presidents 

existed after they left the Oval Office. The most useful 

study of former presidents per se is a collection of essays 

edited by Richard Norton Smith and Timothy Walch, entitled, 



Farewell to the Chief: Former Presidents in American Life, 

published in 1990. This book looks at former presidents as 

individuals as well as collectively. The information on 

Truman as an individual, however, comprises less than twenty 

pages written by Truman scholar Donald McCoy of the 

University of Kansas and author David McCullough. 

McCullough's recent work, Truman, has also served to promote 

more interest in Harry Truman but discusses his life after 

leaving office only in a narrative fashion. 

The Harry S. Truman Library and Institute contained the 

most important collection of documents used in researching 

this dissertation. After preliminary secondary research at 

the University of North Texas library, I made two research 

trips to the Truman Library in the summer of 1992. The 

Post-Presidential Files were the most important collection 

to this study. They consisted of the Post-Presidential Name 

File (PPNF), the Office Secretary's Files, and the Political 

Files. The Vertical Files, containing clippings from a wide 

variety of sources, were also instrumental in documenting 

the activities of Former President Harry S. Truman. The 

archivist most familiar with the Post-Presidential Files, 

Dennis Bilger, observed that no other researcher had gone 

through these files in such a thorough manner. While two 

other historians besides those already mentioned have looked 

at these files and been primarily interested in his ex-



presidency, their published works have more directly dealt 

with issues that also spanned Truman's presidency. 

In the last two decades of his life, Harry S. Truman 

formally established the office of the ex-presidency in the 

public eye. The goals he wanted to accomplish and the 

legislation passed to help Truman achieve these aims led the 

way for Truman and other former presidents to play a 

significant role in American public life. Men who had 

occupied the nation's highest office had a great deal to 

offer their country, and Truman saw to it that the and other 

former presidents had the financial and the institutional 

support to continue serving their nation in productive ways. 

Telling this story is the purpose of this dissertation. 



CHAPTER 1 

THE FORMER PRESIDENT RETURNS HOME 

Having signed a bill that made Inauguration Day a 

federal holiday in Washington, D.C., Truman busied himself 

with both public and personal business during his last full 

day as the nation's leader. Consistent with his earlier 

support of federal control of the nation's natural 

resources, Truman's last message to Congress on January 19, 

1953, continued to urge water control and the development of 

public power for "all the people." The president intended 

this as a partisan action since he had publicly speculated 

that the newly elected Republican administration would not 

sponsor any more large power and reclamation projects, and 

this decision provided Truman with a way to leave his mark 

as a Democrat who planned to remain active in his party.1 

Rising at 5:30 a.m., his normal wake-up time, Truman 

skipped his usual morning walk on Inauguration Day so that 

he could work on the large number of papers still in need of 

his signature, and he also needed to dictate his last 

letters as the nation's chief executive. While he continued 

to accept letters of resignation from his cabinet officials, 

Truman distributed color portraits of himself to his staff 

members with personal messages inscribed to each. President 



Truman also held his usual meetings so that advisers could 

brief him on the problems he faced on his last day as 

president. After completing these tasks, he walked to his 

bank a few blocks away to take care of personal business.2 

Individuals important in the Truman-Eisenhower 

transition were also busy. Matthew Connelly, Truman's 

appointments secretary, prepared to fly ahead to Kansas City 

to set up the president's new office in the Federal Reserve 

Bank Building, aided by Rose Conway, Truman's personal 

secretary. Roger Tubby, Truman's press secretary, stayed 

behind to accompany his boss on his journey back to the 

Midwest. The president's assistant, John Steel man, however, 

planned to stay on indefinitely at the White House to assist 

the Eisenhower administration with any problems that might 

occur during the early stages of the new president's 

transition into the presidency. Despite the differing 

political affiliation of the chief executives, Truman 

believed that a smooth presidential transition was an 

essential element of the democratic system, and he wanted to 

continue to play a role in the American tradition.3 

Truman had some vivid recollections of events before 

Eisenhower was sworn in as the nation's new chief executive. 

To Truman, inaugural day ceremonies were also an important 

part of the American tradition. Truman and Eisenhower rode 

in the first car, while Mrs. Truman, daughter Margaret, and 

Mrs. Eisenhower followed in the second car. Truman thought 



his conversation with the president-elect was friendly as 

they talked about the crowd and the orderly transition of 

power taking place. There were, however, a few tense 

moments between the two men. Indicative of their 

competitive relationship, Eisenhower recalled his failure to 

attend Truman's 1948 inauguration so that the new president 

did not have to share the spotlight, and Truman sharply 

responded, "Ike, I didn't ask you to come — or you'd [have] 

been here." Others in the car quickly changed the subject. 

A decade was to pass before the two men resumed a cordial 

relationship.4 

Once the inaugural ceremony was over, the Trumans drove 

to Georgetown for a luncheon at the home of Dean Acheson, 

Truman's secretary of state. Other members of Truman's 

cabinet and the chief justice of the Supreme Court were also 

in attendance. A cheering crowd greeted Truman as he 

arrived, and he told them, "This is the greatest 

demonstration that any man could have, because I'm just Mr. 

Truman, private citizen, now." The American public still 

liked Truman, and he was very appreciative. Later, he would 

use this support to its fullest potential in working for the 

passage of the Former Presidents Act and the Presidential 

Libraries Act as well as trying to get the American public 

to back the issues and candidates of the Democratic party.5 

Following a short nap after the Acheson luncheon, Mr. 

and Mrs. Truman went to the train that would take them back 
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home to Independence. Police estimated that almost ten 

thousand people gathered to wish them well as they left the 

nation's capital. Eisenhower had lent Truman the 

presidential rail car, Ferdinand Magellan, for the journey.6 

Roger Tubby, the presidential aide who accompanied the 

Trumans on their return to Missouri, recalled a restless 

former president during the train ride halfway across the 

nation. After a short time in the private car, Truman told 

Tubby he wanted to take a walk and began to stroll through 

the train's parlor cars. When no one paid attention to him, 

the ex-president commented as they entered the coach cars, 

"Well, now, Roger, we're going to meet our kind of folk." 

Tubby noted that although not all the passengers were 

Democrats, they were more enthusiastic in their greeting of 

their former leader than were the passengers in the first-

class cars. The presidential aide also noted a warm 

atmosphere with lots of well-wishers. Truman later told 

reporters that in the future he planned to ride coach class 

when he traveled the nation's rails because it would enable 

him to see more people. "It's more democratic, and more 

comfortable," he stated. Thus began Truman's successful 

attempt to resume his life as a private citizen and become 

just an ordinary citizen once again.7 

During the train trip, Truman allowed himself a bit of 

self-congratulation while speaking with reporters. During 

one interview, he commented, "I'm going to join the ranks of 



the army of the unemployed as soon as I get home. If you 

have anything to offer, get in touch with me." When someone 

pointed out that the army was a small one, Truman heartily 

agreed: "It's the smallest army in the history of the 

world, for a country of this size." This was the first of 

many instances in which the former president reminded the 

public of his accomplishments as the nation's chief 

executive.8 

The large public crowds that greeted the Trumans along 

their trip home overwhelmed him. Almost four thousand 

people greeted the country's former first couple at the 

train station in St. Louis, and other towns in Missouri gave 

them similar receptions. When the Trumans arrived in 

Independence the night after the inauguration, a crowd of 

ten thousand greeted them, while some five thousand waited 

at 219 North Delaware for the couple to arrive home.9 

When Truman left the presidency on January 20, 1953, he 

returned to his home in Independence, Missouri, and began 

his new life as "Mr. Citizen." The public eye, however, 

continued to focus on the lively personality of the resident 

of the "Show Me State," and Truman continued to play an 

important role in the public arena as both an elder 

statesman and a leader of the Democratic party. He also had 

several projects in mind to occupy his time. Truman planned 

to write his memoirs and to build a library and museum to 

educate the nation's citizens about the presidency. He was 
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also determined to play a continuing leadership role in the 

political arena. For the immediate future, however, Truman 

planned to re-establish his role as a private citizen and 

reacquaint himself with his home in the Midwest. 

Truman had looked forward for some time to his 

retirement because of the continual responsibility of being 

president. Not only was he the head of his party, but he 

was also the chief executive, the commander-in-chief, and 

the nation's social conscience. No historical figures that 

Truman could recall had such a large world presence or power 

as the U.S. president at that time. He acknowledged 

Alexander the Great, Louis XIV, Augustus Caesar, and 

Napoleon as great men, but none bore a burden similar to 

this nation's chief executive. The demanding job of being 

president had exhausted Truman. In this respect, Truman 

likened himself to Cincinnatus, a great Roman leader who 

knew when it was time to quit and retired from his powerful 

position to return home. The former president also noted 

that George Washington had possessed the same ability to 

retire graciously to private life after he had done his best 

as the nation's first chief executive. Truman followed the 

example of both men when he returned to Independence in 

1 9 5 3 . 1 0 

Along with leaving behind the formal duties of the 

presidency, Truman also looked forward to returning to 

Missouri—a place he dearly loved. As a native of the 
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state, he thought that it was uniquely blessed. Truman 

boasted, "It's the only State in the Union around which you 

can put a fence and it will still survive. It has got 

everything it needs." While that statement may not have 

been 100 percent accurate, it reflected Truman's confidence 

in Missouri and in the upbringing he received there. His 

roots were deep in this midwestern state, and he returned 

there whenever he had the chance. Now, he had finally 

returned for good.11 

Truman's hometown of Independence was located just ten 

miles east of downtown Kansas City and served as the seat of 

Jackson County. In several respects, Independence retained 

many of its small town characteristics into the mid-

twentieth century, despite its proximity to a large urban 

center. Truman had grown to manhood in this environment of 

hard work, traditional values, and a strong sense of 

community. He never had any doubt that he would retire to 

his home in Independence after he left office.12 

The house at 219 North Delaware had been the Trumans' 

address since their wedding in 1919 and remained so until 

their deaths. The white-frame, two-and-one-half story house 

had become known as the Summer White House because of the 

numerous trips the first couple made to Independence during 

the Truman presidency. Local citizens and the city of 

Independence hurriedly renovated the structure when Truman 

became president. This included painting the house a more 
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brilliant white and installing a flagpole on the lawn. The 

Secret Service then built a small guard shack near the 

garage for the two permanent agents who would guard the 

president and his family. In 1949, Former President Herbert 

Hoover convinced the Trumans to install a security fence to 

ward off souvenir hunters. The couple's struggle to 

maintain a private, quiet life whenever they occupied their 

Independence home was a contrast to their days in the White 

House. They did enjoy visiting with friends and neighbors 

on the home's several porches, however, and their pleasure 

may have inspired the building of the "Truman balcony" 

during the renovation of the executive mansion in 

Washington.13 

Despite Truman's transition from president to former 

president, his security was still an issue. The federal 

government relinquished its duties to protect Truman and its 

responsibility for the electrical bills at the Independence 

home on January 20, 1953. Independence's chief of police, 

Henry Williams, took responsibility for Truman's protection 

once the Secret Service men left. Since there were no 

formal provisions for the federal government to provide for 

former chief executives, the town of Independence took on 

this duty to protect one of its most important citizens. 

This was another example of the lack of any provisions by 

the U.S. government to continue to take care of the needs of 

its former presidents, although it did provide for former 
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congressman and judges. This situation later prompted 

Truman to push for legislation to provide for the needs of 

former presidents so that they would not be left out in the 

cold once they retired from office.14 

Truman, however, derived great pleasure from the 

unexpected greetings he received from crowds in 

Independence. He felt that the town's citizens were 

welcoming him back with open arms and that he could not ask 

for any better reception. Citizens of Independence named 

streets and businesses after him. After a while, this 

treatment made him feel uncomfortable, and Truman asked that 

the attention cease. Only toward the end of his life did he 

relent and allow Kansas City to name its new sports stadium 

after him.15 

Upon his return to Independence, Truman also had to 

supervise the delivery of his papers and other belongings 

from Washington to Missouri. The first family had started 

arranging for their move back to Independence several months 

before they left Washington but soon found that moving was 

more difficult and time-consuming than they had imagined. 

Truman had amassed a sizable personal library, numbering 

over three hundred crates, along with the usually large 

number of gifts. Almost five hundred file cabinets of 

personal and public papers, which became part of the Harry 

S. Truman Library collection, were also included in the 

move.16 



14 

Meanwhile, Truman had arranged for two offices to be 

prepared for his use in Kansas City, while crates of 

documents had also arrived at the Jackson County Courthouse, 

where the former president temporarily maintained his office 

until more space became available. George Stewart, the 

superintendent of the Federal Reserve Bank Building in 

Kansas City, supervised the preparation of a three-room 

suite for Truman's use for several months. Two government 

employees also came to Kansas City to help him prepare his 

personal papers for researchers.17 

The former president's first full day back in Missouri 

was a normal workday. Arriving at the Federal Reserve Bank 

Building at about 10:00, Truman first shuffled through the 

stack of letters on his desk. Most of the correspondence 

was friendly, and many pieces were welcome-home messages 

from local citizens. Truman spent a few minutes conversing 

with reporters in the office's reception area but was vague 

in answering their questions. He did not yet have any 

concrete plans for the future beyond preparing his personal 

papers. Truman talked of writing historical works and 

educating young people about their civic responsibilities. 

He added, however, that a congressional campaign was not in 

his plans. After one of his usual short afternoon naps, 

Truman returned to his Kansas City office about one o'clock. 

He stayed until five o'clock when he returned home to 

Independence to join his wife for a quiet dinner.18 
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Bess Truman, too, had looked forward to returning to 

Independence. She much preferred the quiet life the small 

town provided to the Washington social scene, and she also 

anticipated spending more time with her husband since he was 

no longer the president of the United States. Margaret 

Truman remembered her parents' relationship as one of give 

and take. Although Truman referred to his wife as "the 

Boss," he occasionally let her know in his own way that he 

would not let her boss him around, and he drew on his own 

knowledge of his wife to win some of the couple's 

arguments.19 

Having quickly established his daily routine after 

returning to Independence, Truman bragged in 1953 that he 

could still wear suits he had bought twenty years 

previously. Walking was his favorite way to stay slim. He 

told reporters that he walked early in the morning to avoid 

interference, not just to annoy reporters by what he called 

"the painfully early hours." Truman thought it important to 

maintain his steady pace of 128 steps a minute. He felt 

that walking was the best way for a man his age to maintain 

his health. Reporters wrote that the former president's 

quick pace made them feel old. 2 0 

Even before he relied on walking for exercise, it had 

been his earliest mode of transportation. Truman had grown 

up in a rural area before the automobile age. Young Truman 

frequently traveled from his grandfather's farm to the 
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nearest town, Grandview, a mile away. He made this walk 

often when he went to the town's train station on one of his 

regular weekend visits to Independence to court his future 

wife, Bess Wallace. Even when Truman purchased a car in 

1914, he continued to walk for good exercise. In his later 

years, Truman's brisk walks also served as a good way to 

relieve the stress of the demands that dominated his 

political career. In his early Washington years, he often 

walked to avoid expensive cab fares. Even as president, 

Truman continued his regular morning walks while accompanied 

by Secret Service men and the onslaught of reporters who 

accompanied him. Walking became one of Truman's trademarks 

and the former president's passion for his daily walk was 

also a symbol of his being an "everyday citizen." Although 

not everyone could ride in a presidential limousine, 

everyone could identify with Truman's walks.21 

Dr. Wallace H. Graham, the former president's personal 

physician, in and out of office, remembered Truman as being 

in "relatively good health" at the time of his official 

retirement. The doctor kept a close watch over his patient, 

for he believed that his prime function was to protect the 

president. He tried to keep Truman away from people with 

colds or other contagious diseases and later commented that 

Truman always followed doctor's orders.22 

Residents of Independence and Kansas City, shortly after 

Truman's return, displayed their appreciation for the former 
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president during a non-partisan homecoming dinner held 

February 5, 1953, in the dining room of the Reorganized 

Church of Latter Day Saints. Its women's service 

organization, the Laurel Club, prepared a traditional meal 

featuring roast turkey. Six hundred fifty people attended 

the family-style dinner to welcome the first couple home. 

Guests included several Truman family relatives, Kansas City 

Mayor William E. Kemp, the Kansas City and Independence 

postmasters, and most Jackson County officials. Several of 

Mrs. Truman's bridge group were present along with men who 

had been under Truman's command in World War I. The former 

president reminisced about his early days in Independence as 

well as the many facets of his political career, and later 

he and Bess danced to "The Missouri Waltz."23 

A month later, Truman planned an April vacation to 

Hawaii during which he planned to "sleep, eat, and read 

whodunits." Margaret joined her parents for a restful 

holiday. Crowds of well-wishers greeted the former first 

family as they made their trek to California before they 

boarded their Hawaii-bound ship. He told onlookers that 

they were mistaken if they thought he was "a has been," and 

that he would soon discuss public issues. As he told an 

Oakland, California, crowd, "Well, I'm not going to lie 

down." Truman had every intention of continuing to play an 

active role in the public arena.24 
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Once the vacation was over, Truman quickly returned to 

his routine and rose every morning at 5:30 a.m., the same 

schedule he kept while in the White House. He then scanned 

the morning papers. Believing it impossible to get all the 

facts from just one newspaper, he looked at five to six each 

morning, and he compared newspapers to contracts since one 

had to read the fine print to truly understand them. Then, 

he took his morning walk through the streets of 

Independence, usually accompanied by a policeman. Truman 

then drove his own car into the city and arrived at his 

Kansas City office at 9:00 a.m.25 

Until he found a more permanent office, Truman paid to 

lease a 1,395-square-foot space at the Federal Reserve Bank 

Building. Beginning on May 8, 1953, Truman arranged to 

continue leasing Rooms 1107 and 1108 in the Kansas City 

building for three years. Later in the year, the ex-

president found it necessary to rent two smaller additional 

offices for several months.26 

Once he arrived at his office, a stack of mail awaited 

him. This stack usually consisted of literally hundreds of 

letters. During the first few weeks he was home, Truman had 

received more than 70,000 letters and several thousand 

telegrams from acquaintances and well-wishers. Rose Conway, 

Truman's longtime secretary, assisted him in his daily 

office chores, joined by Frances Myers, who had worked in 

the White House for two years in a similar capacity and who 
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also served as the office receptionist. Truman's fellow 

veteran of World War I, Kansas City policeman Fred Rolfers, 

was usually present to ensure the former president's 

safety.27 

A constant stream of visitors and phone callers filled 

large parts of the ex-president's days in his Federal 

Reserve office. Truman explained to a reporter, "Many people 

feel that a President or an ex-President is partly theirs — 

and they are right to some extent — and that they have a 

right to call upon him." Some callers were just well-

wishers, while others wanted Truman to speak at an upcoming 

function or grant them some other favor and some visitors 

just wanted autographs. Although he tried to listen to all 

the requests, Truman often had to decline, for he simply did 

not have enough time in the day to fulfill all the requests 

that bombarded him.28 

After going out to lunch, Truman returned to the office 

and continued his work until about 4:00 p.m. and then home 

was his destination. After dinner, he listened to the radio 

and then commenced his reading of history. Truman felt that 

reading was the best way to help him further understand his 

activities while he had been president. This information, 

he believed, would better enable him to prepare his memoirs 

for publication in a few years.29 

To keep himself informed, Truman also planned occasional 

trips back to Washington. He had written Dean Acheson about 
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arranging an upcoming visit. Truman complained about the 

lack of control he had over appointments made for him in 

Washington but wrote that he was very anxious to sit down 

and talk with Acheson about "the situation as it is." 

Truman was feeling left out and wanted to correct his lack 

of participation in setting his schedule. Acheson and 

Truman regularly corresponded and visited with one another 

after Truman left office, and their letters were both 

political and personal in nature. Truman planned to attend 

luncheons in several eastern cities to raise funds for his 

proposed library to house his presidential papers and to 

build a public museum about his presidency at the library 

site.30 

Reporters asked Truman whether he planned to see 

President Eisenhower while he was in Washington. In his 

usual witty manner, Truman told them, "No, he's too busy to 

see every Tom, Dick, and Harry that comes to town." 

Besides, the former president said, he was just a private 

citizen now, and there was no reason for the president to 

see him.31 

Arriving in Washington on June 21, Truman told 

reporters, "I'm just going to have a good time . . . I'm not 

going to do anything if I can help it." As reporters 

attempted to ask him political questions, he repeated that 

he had no comment. He did meet Missouri congressmen for 

lunch one day and visited the Democratic National 
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Headquarters to greet staff members there. Truman also 

called on the Senate while he was in Washington.32 

Thus, Truman was to be almost as busy in "retirement" as 

he had been as chief executive of the United States. 

Besides his daily office routine, he traveled a great deal, 

and national and international leaders often came to 

Independence seeking his advice and/or blessing. Often 

serving as a goodwill ambassador, Truman made several trips 

to Europe and even wrote articles for the Hearst newspaper 

syndicate about his view from abroad. His most memorable 

trip overseas, however, was his visit to Oxford University 

wwhich granted him its highest honorary degree, Doctor of 

Civil Laws. Truman was overwhelmed with emotion at the 

occasion and the world's continuing respect for him 

surprised him.33 

Other leaders—political, national, and international — 

also came to Independence to call on Truman. Stuart 

Symington, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson were among 

the many party leaders who visited Truman seeking advice and 

possible political endorsements. Longtime friends such as 

Sam Rayburn and Dean Acheson also frequently called on 

Truman. Once Truman built his library, an even greater 

number of important people visited Independence, including 

Richard Nixon, a former political rival, and Mexican 

President Miguel Aleman. Truman was still an important 

Democratic leader in the nation and in the world. Other 
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leaders knew that he was too prestigious to ignore even 

though it is difficult to measure his exact influence on his 

visitors. Truman graciously received these visitors and 

usually took such opportunities to show off his library.34 

Truman's return to life as a private citizen in 

Independence was relatively smooth, and he enjoyed using his 

hometown as his base of operations. Although he liked his 

occasional trips abroad, he loved being back home in 

Missouri. One of the most important projects that would 

occupy him from his initial return to Missouri, to which he 

would soon turn his attention, was the writing of his 

memoi rs. 
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Chapter 2 

THE TRUMAN MEMOIRS 

Truman viewed the writing of his memoirs as a way of 

telling his side of the story of his presidency. He also 

hoped that writing his memoirs would bring in some much-

needed income to help support Bess and him during his post-

presidential years. Although the publication of the memoirs 

brought renewed interest in his presidential years, the 

expected financial rewards did not materialize. Truman thus 

had to look for other sources of income to support himself. 

Truman was the second former president in the twentieth 

century to attempt to write memoirs of his years in the 

presidency. He followed Herbert Hoover, who in the 1950s 

had written a history of his presidential years. Some 

nineteenth-century presidents had written down their reflec-

tions in diary form but had never transformed them into book 

format. When Ulysses S. Grant wrote his excellent memoirs, 

he left out his controversial White House tenure and focused 

instead on his more successful military career. Despite his 

own deep sense of his importance to history, even Theodore 

Roosevelt did not leave behind a detailed account of his 

presidency. But, like Roosevelt, Truman viewed the 

presidency as an office with elastic powers that stretched 

to meet the demands of the age and neither president ever 

26 
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apologized for taking advantage of this characteristic when 

necessary. Like all memoirs, Truman's are slanted in his 

favor in order to justify his actions.1 

The ex-president pointed out in the preface to both 

volumes of his memoirs that any material not included in the 

two works was available at the Truman Library. At the same 

time, some material remained classified, and some 

individuals involved in the events of his administration did 

not want portions of their papers made public. Thus, 

certain material was closed for several years or even 

several generations. Truman also turned down requests from 

other writers for access to his files or for interviews 

until he completed his memoirs, since he did not want them 

to preempt the publication of his books.2 

Truman's Memoirs became one of his first means of 

attaining adequate financial support after he left the 

presidency. At that time no legislative provisions existed 

for supporting ex-presidents. Truman, for example, had only 

a small amount of retirement funds—those from his days in 

the National Guard and the U.S. Senate. Partly because of 

looking toward his financial future, he began negotiations 

for the publication of his memoirs before he left the White 

House.3 

The financial prospects of writing the memoirs of his 

presidential years, therefore, not only gave Truman a chance 

to "set the record straight," but also provided him with a 
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possible means of support in his early retirement years. 

Former presidential adviser and friend Sam Rosenman 

negotiated the contract with Life magazine for the publica-

tion of Truman's memoirs that amounted to $600,000, to be 

paid in installments through 1958. Truman initially thought 

that he was getting a "fantastic sum" for writing his 

memoirs, but the actual amount he received later dis-

appointed him.4 

Although Truman felt like a slave to his memoir-writing 

task, a total of twelve men eventually assisted him with 

this project. William Hillman and David Noyes were the 

first to assist him. Both men had admired him ever since 

they had served as speechwriters in the Truman White House. 

Hillman, a journalist, had previously published a positive 

portrait of Truman in his book, Mr. President, which con-

tained a large number of photographs and quoted Truman at 

his best. Hillman also served as the ex-president's 

literary agent under a five-year contract in exchange for 10 

percent of the gross compensation the president received for 

his publications. Hillman was in charge of handling all 

the president's dealings with Time and Doubleday, companies 

that published the final memoirs. Noyes, a California 

advertising man, had worked in the former president's 1948 

campaign, but it is unclear whether he wielded much real 

influence in the Truman White House.5 
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As the original assistants on the Truman project, 

Hi 1lman and Noyes pledged to "protect" the former president 

from being taken advantage of or bothered by the publisher. 

They set up the working procedure for the two books that 

would make up the memoirs and continually flew in and out of 

Kansas City to advise Truman as the project progressed. 

Hillman and Noyes came to Kansas City approximately once 

every month and stayed for up to five days during each 

visit.6 

Noyes also arranged for an additional three-man team of 

assistants for the Truman project, and this paid staff 

toiled in Room 1002 of the Kansas City Federal Reserve Bank 

Building, on the floor below Truman. Truman "talked" the 

book, telling his stories into a microphone supplied by 

Time, and the assistants then transformed the recorded 

material into written form. Truman's own assistants, Rose 

Conway, Frances Myers, and Eugene Bailey, a secretary from 

San Francisco, took dictation from him. He spent much of 

this recording time answering questions continually put to 

him by Robert E.G. Harris, a journalism professor at the 

University of Southern California and former part-time White 

House speechwriter. Another set of two young research 

assistants then checked the factual accuracy of Truman's 

contents against the information in the former president's 

personal papers and the New York Times.7 
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The final result was kept in looseleaf notebooks, but 

its quality and content did not always impress Truman. Like 

any memoir-writer, he was very concerned with convincing his 

readers of the facts as he saw them, and he was not always 

pleased with the way the events of his administration were 

presented in the two-volume work. Therefore, Truman con-

tinually pressured his assistants to rework material to the 

point that the publisher had to intervene to speed up the 

ever-slowing process.8 

Having developed the original outline for the memoirs, 

Hillman and Noyes sat in on the presidential conferences 

with Acheson, Rosenman, and congressional leader Sam 

Rayburn. Hillman and Noyes also helped hire the researchers 

and writers who assisted the president in this massive 

project. Hillman's influence in the whole process, however, 

was probably greater than Noyes's, because he also served as 

the ex-president's literary agent. He assisted in Truman's 

negotiations with Life and actually spent more time with 

Life's editors than did the former president.9 

By November 1953, after completing almost 150,000 words 

of the manuscript, Truman dismissed Harris and replaced him 

with Morton Royce, a professor from Georgetown University. 

Harris had wanted to organize the ex-president's memoirs in 

a topical fashion, while Hillman wanted the president's 

recollections written chronologically. This fundamental 

difference caused a major split between the two men, and 



31 

they were no longer able to work together on the massive 

project. Truman also disliked the work Harris produced and 

later commented that he could entitle the Harris manuscript 

"My Life and Happy Times in the White House." It would make 

an excellent story for the Saturday Evening Post, as the 

former president sarcastically commented. Truman told 

Hillman and Noyes to find someone else to "write the 

history." He wanted his memoirs to depict him as a presi-

dent who had faced momentous struggles in carrying out the 

duties of his office, although he was willing to concede 

that he was not always able to accomplish what he wanted.10 

An unorganized and profane man, Royce continued the slow 

process of interviewing Truman about his presidential years. 

He often repeated his questions—particularly those dealing 

with the atomic bomb—about which most citizens were curious 

throughout the ex-president's life. Truman again became 

annoyed with his interviewer as well as the whole process of 

writing his memoirs, and Royce's slow progress also upset 

Hillman and Noyes. Royce had only covered a few months of 

the Truman presidency after assisting with the memoirs for 

almost half a year.11 

Ed Thompson, Life magazine's editor, flew to Kansas City 

in early 1954 for his first look at the former president's 

manuscript. Only about thirty-five manuscript pages were 

ready, although Truman had promised that he would have a 

300,000-word manuscript prepared by the middle of the fol-
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lowing year. What Thompson read initially impressed him, 

but he told Truman that he would have to make much faster 

progress on the manuscript to meet the agreed deadlines for 

the finished volumes. 1 2 

After Thompson's visit, Truman hired two more young 

writers to replace Morton Royce and speed up the memoir-

writing process. This time he did not leave the job to 

Hillman and Noyes. Truman personally called the president 

of the University of Missouri and the chancellor of the 

nearby University of Kansas for suggestions. Herbert Lee 

Williams, a doctoral candidate at the University of Mis-

souri, was astonished at the large volume of material with 

which he would have to contribute to the Truman memoirs but 

agreed to sign on. The second writer to join the ranks of 

Truman's assistants, Francis H. Heller, was an associate 

professor from the University of Kansas's political science 

department.1 3 

Truman gave both men more access to his files, and they 

were able to complete the necessary research. Heller, 

however, became the most important person in Truman's com-

pletion of this project. This young professor was 

responsible for the parts of the memoirs focusing on the 

Truman Doctrine, the Marshall Plan, the Berlin Airlift, 

Point IV, NATO, Korea, and the Steel Seizure case. 1 4 

As Heller and Williams produced rough drafts of manus-

cript material, Truman met with them in his office for leng-
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thy sessions in which they went over the draft page-by-page. 

A staff member read the pages, while Truman listened 

closely. One purpose of these sessions was to jog Truman's 

memory. As writer Williams later commented, they were 

adding "the 'auto' to the biography."15 

As the work progressed, other figures important to 

Truman's recollections of his presidential years were sum-

moned to Kansas City or were consulted by mail to cor-

roborate the former president's recollections. Acheson and 

General Omar Bradley were among the former officials who 

helped Truman "set the record straight." Acheson, in fact, 

was one of the few people to read the entire pre-published 

manuscript.16 

In all, Truman spent a total of thirty months completing 

this task. Almost every evening, he brought home an 

aluminum briefcase full of manuscript pages for review. By 

the spring of 1954, when Truman was almost seventy, he was 

logging seventeen-hour days. His work on the memoirs, sort-

ing through and replying to his mail, and greeting visitors 

fi1 led his day.17 

Life editor Thompson found a different scene in November 

of 1954 than he had earlier in the year when he had first 

come to Kansas City. Although the manuscript was far from 

ready, the raw material had grown beyond all expected 

limits. Truman, however, refused help from Life in condens-

ing the material. He was most concerned at that point with 
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getting the facts straight, and until the ex-president com-

pleted that part of his task, he did not want any extra 

help. 1 8 

Writer Robert Underhill has observed that clarity was 

Truman's goal in both his written and oral communications. 

According to Underhill, Truman "preferred plain words and 

simple sentences." For example, when the former president 

wrote about the Korean War, he tersely commented: "The 

first two weeks of December 1950 were a time of crisis. The 

military news from Korea was bad. It is unfortunate that 

some people forget so quickly. . .."19 

Heller and the other writers seemed to make little 

effort through the written word to emulate Truman's speaking 

style. The result was that Truman's memoirs did not depict 

the real person speaking. Although his assistants did not 

follow through on this component of assuring that the 

memoirs reflected Harry Truman the man, they did attempt to 

follow Truman's lead to get the facts straight. The former 

president's focus on just presenting the facts, however, 

frustrated even him at times. One note he sent to Heller 

stated that "I may be old fashioned, but I don't end 

sentences with prepositions." He also let the various 

writers know when they used words and phrases he was not in 

the habit of using. 2 0 

Finally, Truman allowed a Life writer, Ernest Havemann, 

to fly in to help him and his team of writers and 
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assistants. Although Havemann did none of the actual writ-

ing of the memoirs, Heller later recalled how much he 

learned from the Life writer. Havemann gave the young 

political science professor first-hand knowledge of what the 

magazine's editors were expecting to see in Truman's memoirs 

and how their role in the publication process would work. 

Even Truman commented that he thought the memoirs were turn-

ing out much better than he thought they would.21 

Of all Truman's writers, Heller was the most devoted to 

the task at hand. Although he continued to hold his classes 

at the University of Kansas campus in Lawrence, about one 

and a half hours away from Independence, he quietly and 

reliably worked alongside the former president. Although 

other writers on the project had been more controversial and 

had openly challenged Truman's recollections of the events 

of his administration and sometimes even publicly embar-

rassed Truman by their actions, reporters barely knew Heller 

existed during the composition process. Nevertheless, Hel-

ler served as researcher, clerk, copyboy, and writer. He 

took part in discussions and searched for long-hidden 

material that strengthened Truman's memoirs, and he was 

instrumental in producing the final product.22 

The constant changes of other assistants to Truman's 

memoir-writing, however, continued. In contrast to Heller, 

Havemann found it too demanding to work with Truman and his 

staff members and asked to be released from his duties only 
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three weeks after he arrived. Williams had grown disgusted 

with the whole process and also decided to leave the project 

during Havemann's brief tenure. Hawthorne Daniel, a writer 

for Doubleday, the company that published Truman's work in 

book form, then replaced Havemann in September 1955. 

Doubleday's editor-in-chief, Ken McCormick, also assisted 

with the final product. Daniel and McCormick almost com-

pletely reworked Royce's portion of the manscuript and used 

Harris's material only as a reference tool, since they felt 

it was not adequately written.23 

Truman also asked Acheson and Rosenman to evaluate the 

entire manuscript. The ex-president's staff carefully 

evaluated Acheson's comments and added their own. Acheson 

eagerly responded to Truman's request for help writing his 

memoirs, commenting that he would "be delighted to help in 

any way." Later, when Truman actually sent his secretary of 

state the draft of the first volume of the memoirs, Truman 

told his friend and confidante not to be overwhelmed by the 

task. He added that Acheson should "not spare my feeling in 

the matter." After all, said Truman, both had the same 

goal—to present the truth about his administration.24 

Using words like "I am eternally grateful to you. . ." 

and "I am in debt to you eternally. . ." Truman thanked 

Acheson for his comments and critique of the first volume of 

the memoirs and sent him a copy of the second volume of the 

manuscript. In his multi-page crticisms of his former 



37 

chief's memoirs, Acheson made suggestions concerning gram-

matical errors, deleted what he thought was unnecessary 

material, disputed Truman's interpretations of events, and 

challenged the former president's word choices. He reas-

sured Truman, however, that the volumes were "good, inter-

esting . . . and will give the vast numbers of people an 

understanding of you which they could not have in any other 

way."25 

Truman felt highly complimented by Acheson's comments, 

despite the accompanying criticisms of his memoirs. Truman 

also appreciated Acheson's pointing out "errors of fact" and 

setting his memory straight, and he acknowledged that he 

could not have completed the memoir-writing task without 

Acheson's help. In reality, however, Truman left the job of 

specifically responding to Acheson's comments to his writing 

assistants. Heller, for example, prepared a lengthy set of 

comments and recommendations in response to Acheson's criti-

que of the second volume of the memoirs. Although he agreed 

with Acheson on some points, as a rule he corroborated 

Truman's interpretations of events. Heller also warned 

Truman that some of the secretary of state's suggestions had 

removed the personal viewpoint of the president from the 

memoi rs.2 6 

In addition, Ken McCormick had a sense that Truman's 

wife was playing a much more substantial role in the memoir-

writing process than others had previously surmised. He 
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observed that Truman made much better judgments concerning 

the manuscript after he had taken parts of it home each 

evening. There he could consult with Bess about her recol-

lections of the events he was describing. In fact, Truman 

later acknowledged that he owed a "great debt of gratitude" 

to his wife, upon whom he frequently called for "counsel and 

judgment." Truman appreciated his wife's support and 

guidance, and her help in the memoir-writing process was yet 

another example of the partnership marriage that existed 

between the couple.27 

After the work progressed, the financial burden for 

Truman and his wife increased, for Life would not pay him 

his first installment until he had delivered his finished 

manscript on June 30, 1955. Furthermore, Doubleday refused 

to pay any royalties even after it published the Truman 

memoirs. The company intended only to pay Truman the 

$600,000 agreed upon in the Life magazine contract. And, 

although the original contract had called for only 300,000 

words, the drafts of the Truman memoirs had grown to almost 

2,000,000 words by early 1955. After a period of negotia-

tion, Life agreed to accept almost twice the number of words 

denoted in the original contract, but the project was still 

running behind schedule. Hillman and Noyes then spent even 

more time in Kansas City to delete and shorten sections of 

the manuscript to fit the prescribed limitations. Mean-
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while, Hawthorne Daniel's task was to handle the stylistic 

changes.28 

At this juncture, Doubleday decided to publish Truman's 

presidential memoirs in two volumes. During the first half 

of 1955, therefore, Doubleday editors and writers con-

centrated on completing the first half of the manuscript, 

even though it only dealt with the initial sixteen months of 

Truman's presidency. The first half also included three 

chapters describing the former president's early life and 

his political career before he ascended to the nation's 

highest office.29 

By the middle of May, Truman's assistants had conducted 

a close word-for-word reading of the manuscript in the 

former president's office. Truman, Hillman, Noyes, and Hel-

ler had their own copies of the manuscript from which they 

took turns reading aloud. A stenographer was also present 

to take notes. As time passed and the deadline for comple-

tion of the memoirs drew closer, members of the former 

president's staff began working even longer hours in the 

final days of June.30 

On Independence Day of 1955, Truman handed a manuscript 

exceeding 650,000 words to Ed Thompson and told him, "I 

never really appreciated before what is involved in trying 

to write a book." Despite all of the suggestions given by 

Truman's assistants, Heller has pointed out that the memoirs 

contain nothing that Truman did not personally review before 
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publication. Shortly after the completion of the memoir-

writing task, the professor told the press that "one of the 

things that astounded me was the degree to which he [Truman] 

remembered details from books he had read. He was almost 

uncannily accurate." Heller continued to admire the former 

president.31 

The issue of Life on September 25, 1955, contained the 

first installment of Truman's memoirs, with the cover 

featuring the former president and his wife standing on the 

front porch of their Independence home. The St. Louis Post-

Dispatch and the New York Times also published serialized 

versions of the manuscript. Five weeks later, on November 

2, Doubleday published the first volume of the memoirs, Year 

of Decisions, and sponsored an autograph party at the 

Muehlebach Hotel in Kansas City in November 1955 to 

celebrate the book's debut. This was Truman's only public 

appearance specifically designed to promote the sale of his 

book. Again, the former president let the facts speak for 

themselves.32 

As David McCullough has observed, book reviewers 

"rightly treated" Truman's two-volume Memoirs as "a major 

event" and renewed interest in the study and reappraisal of 

the Truman administration. Although historian Allan Nevins, 

writing on the front page of the New York Times book Review, 

stated that Truman's memoirs as a literary performance were 

not necessarily one of the best of that era, they were 



41 

nonetheless important and distinctive. As is often the case 

with biographies, reviewers had difficulty separating their 

feelings for Truman the man from their feelings about his 

Memoirs. Several reviewers who had been critical of Truman 

were also critical of his writings—they were unable to 

separate the two and did not always evaluate the two volumes 

on their own merits as a history of the Truman presidency.33 

Truman's biggest mistake in writing his memoirs was not 

allowing his real personality to show through. As HcCul-

lough commented in his recent work, Truman, the former 

president let too many people influence the style of the 

final product. At times, for example, the memoirs presented 

events in a tedious fashion, which suggests that Truman 

probably should have accepted more of Acheson's comments to 

improve the quality of the finished product.34 

Truman had always felt that it was "not possible for a 

public man to be constantly worrying about what history and 

future generations" would judge him. It was imperative, 

according to the ex-president, for leaders to live in the 

present and "do what he thinks is right at the time." He 

had to make use of the facts he had available at the time 

and then it was up to history to take care of itself. The 

ex-president let the record of the Truman administration 

stand.35 

Truman's writings, both as they appeared in Life 

magazine and in Doubleday book form, renewed interest in the 



42 

former president and his role in the country's history. 

Some historians and journalists even began to reconsider 

their evaluation of his presidency now that they had read 

these "behind-the-scenes" accounts of 1945-1952. These same 

works also renewed discussion and rebuttal about the con-

troversial events of the Truman administration.36 

Truman scholar Donald R. McCoy has pointed out that the 

most often asked questions of the former president concerned 

his decision to drop the atomic bombs on Japan. In 

response, Truman contended that the atomic bomb was a 

military weapon that he had used only when necessary. 

Although the former president agreed that it was a terrible 

weapon, its price was worth the cost, since the atomic bomb 

ended World War II. Truman further asserted that the atomic 

bomb saved more lives than it took, therefore justifying his 

decision to utilize this destructive weapon.37 

And, as could be predicted, General Douglas MacArthur 

was very upset with Truman's portrayal of him in his 

memoirs. After reading advance copies of the New York 

Times's serialized version, the general wrote a fourteen-

page, single-spaced rebuttal on legal-size paper refuting 

Truman's description of the Korean War. MacArthur also 

addressed the public differences of opinion between the 

president and him over how the war should be conducted, a 

dispute that finally led to Truman relieving him from com-

mand .3 8 
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Ed Thompson later revealed to Truman that, in contrast 

to Life's policy of not showing anyone advance proofs of a 

publication, the New York Times had shown MacArthur advance 

proofs of the memoirs. This situation put the editor in a 

quandary since the Times planned to publish MacArthur's 

remarks before the actual publication of Truman's writings. 

Thus, the MacArthur interpretation would scoop Truman's.39 

Truman was not surprised by MacArthur's "blow-up." He 

indicated to Thompson that "it seems to be more personal 

than factual. When an ego is punctured, a lot of noise and 

whistling always accompanies the escaping air." Truman once 

again fell back to his simplistic approach to life when he 

asserted that "if he [MacArthur] had stuck to the facts, he 

would be in a much better position." Truman was unconcerned 

that MacArthur ignored the facts, because only the president 

had the documents to support the facts. Heller checked 

MacArthur's letter against the facts in the memoirs and 

advised Truman not to offer a rebuttal. The professor 

pointed out that MacArthur had never disputed Truman's 

facts, rather "he merely chooses to place them against a 

backdrop of imagined motivations—and the vitriolic opening 

alone will discredit him with open-minded readers." 

Truman's writing assistant William Hillman had also double-

checked all information about MacArthur in the former presi-

dent's memoirs and claimed he found no factual errors. He 

characterized MacArthur as vindictive and exclaimed that 
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Truman was right in "ignoring the MacArthur blast." Truman 

decided not to reply to MacArthur's attacks because he 

believed the facts in his memoirs would stand for themselves 

and needed no further explanation.40 

With the completion and publication of his memoirs, 

Truman began one of the happier periods in his life. In the 

end, however, Truman received much less financially from his 

memoirs than he had anticipated while writing them. After 

expenses and taxes, he found that he had received only 

$153,000, which translated into a profit of $37,000 paid out 

over a five-year period. These financial results made it 

even more imperative for Truman to push for congressional 

legislation to provide for presidential pensions and living 

allowances.41 

In addition, to acquire occasional sums of money, Truman 

also agreed to write articles from various newspapers and 

magazines focusing on his views of current events. He wrote 

his first series of articles for the American Weekly, the 

Sunday supplement of the Hearst newspapers. Hillman, one of 

his memoir-writing assistants, was responsible for encourag-

ing Truman to take advantage of this opportunity. The 

American Weekly's editor caught Hillman's attention by sug-

gesting that the series be called Mr. Citizen, in reference 

to Hillman's work about Harry Truman called Mr. President. 

Truman looked forward to going to work for Hearst, a former 

enemy: "There is no praise sweeter than the praise of former 
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enemies." In the former president's eyes, the facts still 

spoke for themselves and served as his best defense.42 

Besides his memoirs, Truman also wrote an account of his 

first seven years as an ex-president, entitled Mr. Citizen. 

He used his previously published articles on his role as 

"Mr. Citizen" as the basis for this book. As Truman scholar 

Alonzo Hamby has stated, this book "is a less substantial 

but considerably more readable account of his thoughts and 

actvities. . . . " This work also included a sampling of 

some of Truman's syndicated newspaper columns. The New York 

Times Book Review included a glowing review of Mr. Citizen 

and observed that reading it left the reader with "a craving 

for more." Writing in the New York Herald Tribune Book 

Review, reviewer Gerald W. Johnson asserted that "the thing 

is so vibrantly alive as to make most autobiographies look 

pale and placid." Newspapers carried serialized versions of 

Mr. Citizen just as they had done with Truman's Memoirs.43 

On the first pages of Mr. Citizen, Truman pointed out 

that he put off publishing his work until 1960 because he 

did not want to appear "self-serving." In his book, he had 

recorded what had happened to him after his tenure in the 

White House. He included chapters about his return to 

private life, his opinions on what to do with former presi-

dents and whether a former president should offer personal 

opinions on public issues. Truman also wrote historical 

passages about what he considered the six greatest decisions 
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in U.S. history made by the nation's presidents. He wrote 

private commentaries on religion and being a grandfather. 

In other words, Mr. Citizen brought Truman the man and the 

public and private figure alive for its readers much more 

than the had. A Newsweek reviewer called it a "readable 

postscript to the presidency."44 

While Truman occupied himself by setting the record 

straight with the American public, he also attempted to have 

his opinions heard in the Republican White House. President 

Eisenhower, however, was not receptive to Truman's inter-

pretations of the past or the present and refused to allow 

the former president to have a voice in his administration. 

Eisenhower's refusal to demonstrate even symbolic respect to 

Truman and the office he had held frustrated the ex-

president throughout the rest of the decade. 
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CHAPTER 3 

TRUMAN-EISENHOWER POST-PRESIDENTIAL RELATIONS 

20 January 1953 was not a pleasant day for outgoing 

President Harry S. Truman and incoming President Dwight D. 

Eisenhower. Although the weather was its usual winter cold 

in Washington, the two men gave each other an equally cool 

reception as one passed the reins of power to the other. 

Not only was a Democrat making way for a Republican party 

which had last occupied the nation's highest office two 

decades previously, the personal relationship between the 

two men was clouded by a mutual distrust that would last 

until the funeral of Eisenhower's successor, John F. Ken-

nedy .1 

Prior to the presidential campaign of 1952, the two men 

had an outwardly cordial and correct professional 

relationship. Having first met the president at Potsdam in 

1945, Eisenhower served under Truman as the Army chief of 

staff and as the first supreme commander of the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization forces. Truman discussed with 

Eisenhower in late 1951 public speculation about their 

mutual plans for the following election year. The president 

indicated that he needed Eisenhower in Europe, but that if 

he had other plans, he should let Truman know as soon as 

51 
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possible. Eisenhower assured Truman that he had no politi-

cal ambitions. At that point, the general had never voted 

nor registered as a member of any political party. The 

professional soldier had avoided politics and had instead 

focused on a successful military career.2 

Others, however, considered him more likely presidential 

material than did Eisenhower himself. Both Democrats and 

Republicans had approached him about running in the 

presidential campaign of 1952. He was not happy with the 

other possible Republican candidates that party leaders were 

discussing, but disagreed with the Democratic president's 

approach to domestic affairs. Eisenhower ultimately decided 

to become the candidate of the Republican party, and he won 

the nomination mainly because of his great popularity as a 

war hero, the fear that no other Republican could be vic-

torious in the general election, and skillful maneuvering by 

his campaign managers at the national convention.3 

Truman had already decided as early as 1950 that he 

would not run for reelection in 1952. In his memoirs, he 

cited the need for a "constant renewal of leadership" as the 

main reason for this decision. His narrow victory in the 

1948 contest, however, as well as his declining popularity 

in the public opinion polls, must have also influenced his 

decision not to seek reelection.4 

Two decades later, Truman told an interviewer that he 

could see Eisenhower's bid for the presidency "coming a long 
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way back." Truman believed that the general had a very high 

opinion of himself and seemed to forget that "he was just a 

poor boy from Kansas." Truman viewed the general's denial 

of his roots as a major mistake. He belonged in the Army, 

not in the Washington bureaucracy, Truman believed. During 

the 1952 election, Truman acknowledged to crowds that he, 

too, "liked Ike." But, the president liked the general in 

the Army, not the White House, because Truman thought that 

Eisenhower was a political novice with no understanding of 

the political process. Truman had fought long and hard to 

rise in the ranks of the Democratic party and was jealous of 

Eisenhower's easy nomination for the Republican party's top 

spot—especially when Truman had already considered his 

taking over that spot for the Democrats. In a sense, Presi-

dent Truman mistakenly felt that his own general had been 

disloyal to him when, in fact, Eisenhower was only looking 

out for his own best interests.5 

Prior to the election, Truman invited both parties' 

presidential nominees to the White House for discussions 

about how Washington worked. Eisenhower's team, however, 

thought that his attendance at such a meeting might damage 

his chances in the upcoming election, so he did not accept 

the president's offer. Truman apologized for any embarrass-

ment he may have caused the Republican nominee and assured 

Eisenhower that he had not intended to do so. According to 

Truman, his only motive had been to brief the two candidates 
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on foreign affairs, for he believed that this arena was out-

side the realm of partisan politics and that he was 

responsible for the continuation of the nation's bipartisan 

foreign policy.6. 

Both men, however, were at fault in causing this 

increasingly tense relationship, but each blamed the other 

for causing the problems that prevented them from having a 

more friendly rapport. Truman later recounted that the 

general's affair with Kay Summersby, Eisenhower's personal 

assistant and driver while he was in Europe, was one reason 

the former president did not believe that Eisenhower was fit 

to be president. He claimed that Eisenhower had asked 

General George C. Marshall to relieve him so that he could 

divorce his wife and marry Summersby. Truman exclaimed that 

this decision "was a very, very shocking thing to have done, 

for a man who was a general in the Army of the United 

States." Later, Truman claimed that he had destroyed the 

letters in Eisenhower's file that related to this incident, 

despite his dislike for Eisenhower. Whether or not this 

paperwork ever actually existed, Truman's belief that Eisen-

hower had betrayed his wife caused his resentment of the 

general to grow even deeper.7 

During the October phase of the 1952 presidential 

campaign, Truman believed that Eisenhower had also betrayed 

Marshall, to whom the president was fiercely devoted. The 

Republican nominee had traveled to red-baiter Joseph 
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McCarthy's home state of Wisconsin that month to campaign, 

and stood by when McCarthy had vilified Marshall in order to 

assure his own reelection to the U.S. Senate. When Eisen-

hower failed to deny McCarthy's accusations that Marshall 

was soft on communism, he in effect seemed to be endorsing 

the accusations. This seeming abandonment of Marshall was 

more than Truman could stand. The president pointed out 

that Marshall had been a major factor in Eisenhower's suc-

cess as a general and went so far as to say that Marshall 

was responsible for Eisenhower's whole career. Eisenhower, 

on the other hand, viewed his stance on McCarthyism as 

simply playing good politics.8 

For his part, however, Eisenhower thought that Truman 

was overly partisan in his campaign attacks. He also 

thought that the president displayed poor judgment and bad 

taste during the electoral contest. In Ike's eyes, Truman's 

actions diminished the prestige of the nation's highest 

office since Truman placed playing politics above acting 

like a distinguished statesman through his harsh statements 

against Eisenhower. As the campaign continued, Eisenhower 

continually increased his attacks on Truman's foreign 

policy, especially the president's handling of the Korean 

War. Eisenhower's criticism eventually caused Truman to 

become so infuriated that he finally lashed out against 

Ei senhower.9 



56 

The Korean War played a significant part in determining 

the winner of the 1952 presidential election. In late 

October, Eisenhower announced that, if elected, he would "go 

to Korea." President Truman then issued a public statement 

pointing out that the Republican nominee had backed Truman's 

policies in that country from the outset. He reminded one 

election crowd that professional military men did not make 

good presidents since war was too different from government 

for them to succeed in doing a good job. Eisenhower's col-

leagues at the Pentagon, including the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff, were also surprised at the nominee's assertion that 

he could do better in Korea than the president had already 

done. They agreed with Truman that Eisenhower had always 

been well-informed about the situation and knew that he 

could not achieve any success by traveling to Korea.10 

Nevertheless, the general profited politically from the 

Korean War. His emphasis on the South Koreans bearing a 

greater share of the burden eased voters' minds that the 

Republican presidential candidate would not expand the 

Korean War if they elected him president. Although he did 

not state exactly how he would accomplish this goal, he 

presented the possibility of ending the war. Eisenhower's 

popularity as a war hero also worked in his favor. In con-

trast, the Democratic candidate's endorsement of Truman's 

Korea policy did not present this same hope to the American 

people. Eisenhower won in a landslide with over half the 
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nation's popular vote and carried 39 of 48 states in the 

electoral college.11 

In December 1952, General Douglas MacArthur, whom Truman 

had fired, infuriated the president when he announced that 

he wanted to talk with the president-elect, not the presi-

dent, about how to end the Korean conflict. Truman angrily 

told the press that if the general who had been under his 

command had such a solution he should tell his commander-in-

chief and the Defense Department immediately, that he should 

not wait for a change in command to do so. To Truman's dis-

may, President-elect Eisenhower agreed to confer with 

General MacArthur and then went to Korea to assess the 

situation and evaluate his suggestions. The president 

claimed that Ike's trip to Korea was a "piece of 

demagoguery" and had no place in the conduct of U.S. foreign 

policy. Again, Truman felt betrayed by the Republican 

nominee.12 

According to Truman, Eisenhower was "a glamorous hero, 

glorified by the press." Truman thought that the nation's 

citizens were vulnerable to such a display because of their 

war weariness. Privately, however, Truman acknowledged that 

no Democratic candidate could have won the 1952 election. 

In his memoirs, Truman wrote that "throughout our history 

there has always been a handicap of waging political battle 

against a military man who was also a war hero." Eisen-

hower's popularity was unbeatable.13 
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After the election, however, Truman was determined to 

bring about an orderly transfer of power from the outgoing 

to the incoming chief executive. Although Eisenhower's 

advisors' refusal to cooperate frustrated him, Truman tried 

to ensure that President-elect Eisenhower not take office 

facing the same situation Truman had faced when he became 

president after Roosevelt's death. Truman had known 

virtually nothing about pragmatic operations of the nation's 

highest office. He viewed his position as simply a matter 

of efficiently passing power from one leader to another, an 

American tradition. Eisenhower, in contrast, viewed this 

transfer of power as simply a polite public ritual. Since 

the people had overwhelmingly elected him as their presi-

dent, Eisenhower believed that he should decide what was 

best for the nation, and he decided that these displays of , 

bipartisanship were unnecessary.14 

Because of growing animosity, the Eisenhowers refused 

the Trumans' invitation to attend the traditional pre-

inaugural lunch at the White House. Ike's reluctance to 

follow tradition greatly upset Truman since the president 

viewed the situation in such simple terms—a peaceful 

exchange of power. He did not understand Eisenhower's 

motives for not cooperating with him in this American 

ri tual.15 

Further irritating the president, Eisenhower asked 

Truman to pick him up at the Statler Hotel on his way to the 
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inauguration ceremonies. As his daughter remembered, Presi-

dent Truman was "very conscious" of the fact that he was 

still the nation's chief executive, and he asserted that if 

the president-elect did not instead pick him up, the two men 

would arrive at the ceremonies in different cars.16 

Eisenhower finally realized that Truman would not give 

in to his requests. However, when he arrived at the White 

House to pick up the outgoing president, the president-elect 

refused to leave the car to greet the Trumans inside the 

White House as was common practice. This action only 

further infuriated the president, who joined Ike outside so 

that the inauguration could proceed as planned.17 

Eisenhower also thought that Truman had purposely embar-

rassed him on Inauguration Day by arranging for his son John 

to be called home from Korea to attend the day's ceremonies. 

Truman, on the other hand, was surprised by Eisenhower's 

public reaction to what he considered a simple gesture of 

thoughtfulness on his part.18 

In spite of the animosity between them, the two leaders 

held a posture of formal correctness on Inauguration Day. 

Their previous relationship was now clouded by the events of 

the 1952 presidential campaign. Partisan bickering, direct 

personal attacks, and easily bruised personal egos had 

caused a significant deterioration of their previous 

relationship. Truman's attacks on the Republican nominee 

during the 1952 presidential election had evidently hurt and 
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angered his successor. Historian James N. Giglio has 

pointed out that Eisenhower's lack of political experience 

had not prepared him for such a tough political contest.19 

Shortly after Eisenhower became president, he made a 

short trip to Kansas City, and Truman called the hotel to 

let him know he would be coming by to pay his respects. The 

Eisenhower assistant who spoke to Truman apparently thought 

the phone call was from a crank caller and refused to put it 

through. Of course, this perceived snub also greatly 

offended the ex-president.20 

In his new role, Truman asserted that "when a former 

president speaks, people continue to pay attention to what 

he has to say. . . . " He pointed out that although he could 

not expect to have the same political leverage that he pos-

sessed while he was sitting in the White House, Truman 

wanted to continue as an active participant in both partisan 

and national politics. As a result, an integral part of 

Truman's post-presidential career concerned his relationship 

with his presidential successors.21 

Truman tried to restrain himself from making comments in 

the early days of the Eisenhower administration, although he 

felt a responsibility to comment on public affairs. Even if 

he believed criticism in order, he intended it in a "con-

structive way" and was determined not to make "purely 

partisan" attacks on Eisenhower's policies. Truman believed 

that ex-presidents should speak even more carefully about 
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international affairs than they did while they were presi-

dent, for he thought it important to encourage 

bipartisanship in foreign affairs. Truman later stated that 

playing partisan politics with foreign affairs "can only 

mislead and damage our relations with our allies and provide 

propaganda for the communists."22 

But, Truman did feel free to speak out on domestic 

issues, especially those policies of his Republican succes-

sor. As Eisenhower's presidency unfolded, Truman 

encountered an increasing number of opportunities to present 

his opinion on current affairs to the public. No matter 

what position he held, Truman's words made good copy in the 

nation's press.23 

The post-presidential years also represented a time of 

political frustration for Truman. Eisenhower during his two 

terms in office never invited him to the White House. 

Truman had hoped that President Eisenhower would reciprocate 

the Missourian's bipartisanship and was disappointed when he 

did not. While he was president, Truman had brought Herbert 

Hoover into government service and made him the honorary 

chairman of the Famine Emergency Committee in 1946. When 

Truman left the White House, he expected Eisenhower to 

reciprocate the privileges he had given Hoover and was bit-

terly disappointed when Eisenhower failed to do so. As a 

result of his lack of inclusion in the Eisenhower 
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administration, Truman privately spoke of Eisenhower as the 

"White House Bonehead."24 

In the fall of Eisenhower's first year in office, the 

Harry Dexter White controversy only increased the hostility 

between the two leaders. Attorney General Herbert Browne!! 

charged President Truman with appointing White, a suspected 

communist, to the International Monetary Fund. Harold H. 

Velde, the Republican chairman of the House Committee on Un-

American Activities, then issued a subpoena that attempted 

to compel the former president to testify. Truman accepted 

the subpoena but refused to appear, and he went on national 

television to deliver a blunt denial of Browne!l's charges. 

Truman asserted to the public that the national government 

was giving in to hysteria when it should have been resisting 

it.25 

In refusing to appear before the House committee, Truman 

cited the constitutional separation of powers. He told 

Velde: 

It must be obvious to you that if the doctrine of 
separation of powers and independence of the 
Presidency is to have any validity at all, it must 
be equally applicable to a President after his 
term of office has expired when he is sought to be 
examined with respect to any acts occurring while 
he is President.26 

In due time, public interest in the White case dis-

appeared, to be replaced by Joseph McCarthy's charges. The 

senator from Wisconsin demanded and received equal time from 

the national TV networks to reply to Truman. McCarthy 
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declared that "the raw, harsh, unpleasant fact is that com-

munism is an issue and will be an issue in 1954." However, 

Truman succeeded in extending the executive privilege of the 

presidency to the ex-presidency.27 

While continually declaring that he supported the 

nation's chief executive, Truman often reacted sharply to 

presidential pronouncements and actions. Truman responded 

especially angrily when he sensed that Eisenhower was trying 

to dismantle programs established by either himself or other 

Democratic leaders. Truman's frustration at not being con-

sulted as his party's elder statesman was also a catalyst to 

his criticisms of the Eisenhower administration and its 

domestic policies.28 

In January 1954, after Eisenhower's first State of the 

Union message, the press queried Truman for his reactions. 

While the ex-president urged support for Eisenhower's "New 

Deal" recommendations, he told reporters that they "had the 

usual demagogic sound." Truman ridiculed the president's 

statement that he was against "socialized medicine," bec-

ause, after all, everyone was against it. Truman then 

referred to the public reaction when he had made a similar 

proposal for a health tax to help citizens pay emergency 

medical expenses. Overall, the former president thought Ike 

"offered nothing and suggested no real program." In 

Truman's view, nothing the Republicans could offer would 
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match the success of the New Deal or Truman's own Fair 

Deal.29 

Truman also conducted a bitter partisan battle against 

his Republican successor. A loyal Democrat, Truman regarded 

the Republican party as inimical to the interests of the 

people. In Truman's eyes, no public official was able to 

serve the nation's citizens unless he was a Democrat. On 

domestic policy, Truman condemned the Eisenhower administra-

tion for aiding the wealthy and hurting the poor. The 

former president claimed that the Democratic party was the 

true friend of the farmer and the workingman. Eisenhower, 

Truman said, was taking away the gains the past two 

Democratic administrations had brought these groups. 

Despite these feelings, Truman believed that the nation 

should back a bipartisan foreign policy that demonstrated 

the country's united strength to the rest of the world.30 

Eventually, however, Truman also decried the failure of 

the Eisenhower administration to develop a bipartisan 

foreign policy. He perceived the Eisenhower administra-

tion's primary goal as trying to discredit his own policies. 

Truman scholar Alonzo L. Hamby has demonstrated, however, 

that President Truman "originated no truly new major 

policies" during his first year as the nation's chief execu-

tive. Instead, the new administration spent time trying to 

understand the programs it had inherited and learning how to 

adapt them to new situations. Truman evidently expected his 
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successor to follow the same pattern. When Eisenhower did 

not act in the same manner as Truman had, Truman perceived 

it as a slap to American tradition as well as to himself.31 

Basic disagreements between the philosophies of the 

Republican and Democratic parties explain in large part the 

differences between the Truman administration's and Eisen-

hower administration's approach to governing. Dominated by 

businessmen, the new administration believed that limiting 

government spending took precedence over defense demands. 

To protect U.S. security, the nation first had to ensure 

that it had a sound economy. This approach meant that the 

Republicans intended to cut government expenditures. In 

their eyes, the communist goal was to force the U.Si into 

bankruptcy through excessive military spending, thus leaving 

the door open for communist domination.32 

Truman and the Democrats believed differently. The 

federal government first had to ascertain how much spending 

an adequate defense would demand. Then, no matter what the 

cost, it was obligated to meet those requirements. In 

general, Truman publicly urged bipartisan support of Eisen-

hower's foreign policy, but from time to time he thought 

that the U.S. should take more action than the president 

prescribed. For Truman, domestic spending issues came in 

second to the nation's international interests.33 

Truman often publicly supported Eisenhower's policies, 

however, especially in times of crisis. In January 1957, he 
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offered his support for the administration's Eisenhower Doc-

trine, which declared that the president could request con-

gressional authorization to use military force against any 

communist or communist-dominated aggressor in the Middle 

East. The policy also called for economic funds to be 

directed to this region to decrease the attractiveness of 

communism. The situation was too important to hesitate, 

Truman exclaimed. If we did not act, war would ensue.34 

In addition, Truman supported other Eisenhower foreign 

policy actions. He agreed with Eisenhower that "every 

effort ought to be made to find out the power and use of the 

atom." After all, the only thing the Soviets understood was 

the use of force, Truman believed. In 1958, Truman spoke in 

favor of Ike's sending 14,000 Marines to Lebanon, for he 

believed the people should support the commander-in-chief of 

the nation's armed forces. Truman also backed Eisenhower's 

actions defending Quemoy and Matsu that same year and agreed 

with administration policy that U.S. troops should stay in 

the area until the communists retreated from their hope of 

territorial expansion.35 

Officials in the Eisenhower administration occasionally 

called Truman to keep him informed about particular foreign 

situations. They asked for little advice, however. The 

communications appear to have been matters of professional 

courtesy. Since Truman gave bipartisan support to the 
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administration's foreign policy, it was willing to defer 

symbolically to him as an elder statesman in this arena.36 

In spite of his partisan support for much of Eisen-

hower's foreign policy, Truman confided to Acheson that "bi-

partisan foreign policy has never been in existence since 

you and I left the White House." Castro's leadership in 

Cuba was one example of the former president's personal dis-

agreements with Eisenhower's conduct of foreign policy. 

Stating that nonaction was characteristic of the current 

administration because Eisenhower had "proved to be such a 

dumb son-of-a-bitch when he got out of uniform," Truman 

believed that one of the worst things the president had not 

done was to keep Castro in the Western camp. He thought 

that Eisenhower made a big mistake when he alienated Castro 

and allowed him to become friends with the Russians. It 

reminded Truman of the bitter criticism he received when he 

"lost China" to the communists. History was not supposed to 

repeat itself—Eisenhower should have learned from Truman's 

mi stakes.3 7 

After Eisenhower's reelection in 1956, Truman composed a 

letter for his successor which he never sent. He pointed 

out that without a Republican Congress, Eisenhower's second 

term would present more difficulties for him on domestic 

matters. Further, Truman also exclaimed that Ike could now 

go to either Hungary or Poland and "surrender to the Krem-

lin" just as he had done in Korea three years earlier. 
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Truman closed his unsent letter by saying that he hoped the 

"honest Democrats and Liberal Republicans" could save Eisen-

hower from disaster.38 

Congressional election years also caused Truman to react 

in a partisan manner, especially with regard to domestic 

policies. Despite his own timidity on the school integra-

tion issue even after the Supreme Court ruling of 1954 in 

Brown v. Board of Education, the former president assailed 

Eisenhower for failing to exert stronger pressure on the 

schools to integrate. As president, Eisenhower was 

responsible for standing behind the Supreme Court ruling, 

and Truman cited his failure to do so as another instance in 

which Eisenhower demonstrated a lack of leadership skills. 

As usual, he also criticized Eisenhower's domestic monetary 

policy because he claimed it had ruined the nation's 

economy.39 

Eisenhower, nevertheless, asked Truman to help provide 

bipartisan support for his annual Mutual Security legisla-

tion in 1958 by inviting the former president to attend a 

White House Conference timed to coincide with the bill's 

introduction to Congress. Legislating "mutual security" 

meant providing third world countries with economic and 

military aid that outpaced what the Soviets offered them. 

With both Eisenhower and Truman urging their party to sup-

port this legislation, Congress passed the first act of the 

Eisenhower administration that put more money into economic 
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aid than into military aid. His Democratic leadership and 

call for bipartisan support proved fruitful in the passage 

of this Mutual Security act.40 

Throughout the 1950s, newswriters frequently alluded to 

a Truman-Eisenhower feud. When one reporter asked Truman 

about his strained relationship with Eisenhower, he simply 

responded that he did not give "a damn" about the situation. 

He had not caused the problem, he insisted, Ike had. Truman 

told reporters accompanying him on a walk a few months later 

that they would have "fried and boiled me in oil" if he had 

spent as many days away from Washington as President Eisen-

hower had. Reporters calculated that Ike spent an average 

of 112 days a year away from the White House while the 

Truman figure was 86.41 

Shortly after leaving the presidency, Eisenhower paid a 

stiffly formal visit to the Truman Library while his own 

presidential library was under construction. Eisenhower and 

Truman mainly discussed building and maintaining libraries. 

This meeting, however, did not cause the tension between the 

two men to dissipate. Truman simply shared his experience 

with Eisenhower, who was also in the process of building a 

presidential library.42 

The two opponents finally appeared to reconcile their 

differences at the funeral of President John F. Kennedy in 

1963. Although Margaret Truman wrote that the former presi-

dents had had a cordial meeting at her father's library in 
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1961 and talked about how to set up a presidential library, 

she claimed that there had never been a real feud as far as 

her father was concerned. Defending her father, she com-

mented that he was "simply incapable of holding a grudge 

long enough to turn it into a feud." The nation's press 

accounts over the years, however, disagreed. Look magazine 

had called the feud "one of the real hell-for-leather 

grudges of our era." Another news source reported that the 

Eisenhower-Truman feud "dissolved and disappeared in the 

grief and solemnity of the burial of the President." 

Margaret suggested that the Eisenhowers join her family for 

lunch at the Blair House before they returned home to Get-

tysburg. As reporters gathered during the shared lunch, the 

two men sent Margaret outside to explain that the event was 

"simply a matter of civilized people being hospitable, on 

both sides."43 

Eisenhower and Truman also took other occasions to 

demonstrate their mutual support on certain issues. For 

example, in 1966, they publicly endorsed the mission of the 

United Nations. The next year, they joined to demonstrate 

their support for President Lyndon B. Johnson's commitment 

to a limited war in Vietnam.44 

In the end, both Truman and Eisenhower had their version 

of what caused their relationship to deteriorate during the 

1952 campaign and Eisenhower's tenure in the nation's 

highest office. Partisan bickering was only natural. 
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Truman, jealous of Eisenhower's personal victory in Korea, 

was never able to let loose the reins of commander-in-chief, 

for he had not completed the job in Korea before he left the 

presidency. While he was just "Mr. Citizen," he was free to 

criticize administration policies since he was no longer 

responsible for their success or failure. Truman's general 

support of Ike's foreign policy served as a demonstration to 

his commitment to bipartisan support of U.S. foreign policy. 

Their personal, and mostly partisan, differences in domestic 

affairs, however, always kept them at a distance from one 

another. These personal and partisan differences prevented 

Truman from serving a more prominent role as an elder 

statesman in the Eisenhower era. When Democratic leaders 

John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson took over the White 

House, Truman played a much more important symbolic role as 

an elder statesman of the party. During the Eisenhower 

administration, Truman served only as the loyal opposition 

in a democratic government and was an elder statesman only 

in the eyes of his fellow Democrats. 
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CHAPTER 4 

LOYAL DEMOCRAT AND ELDER STATESMAN 

Since President Eisenhower discouraged Truman's involve-

ment in his administration, the ex-president focused his 

political activities toward the Democratic congressional 

leaders, who respected him as an elder statesman. 

Furthermore, despite Eisenhower's casting him aside,Truman 

was determined to play a role as an active leading Democrat, 

and this is what made him successful as the party's elder 

statesman, since he did not sit back and wait to be called. 

The former president publicly acknowledged that he did not 

have the power and influence that he had while in the White 

House, but privately he hoped that he could at least con-

tinue his involvement in the Democratic party. 

In a 1959 memorandum, Truman provided his definition of 

a "Democrat:" 

Democrat: A believer in the people. 
Supposed to have come from the Greek City 
States. Jefferson used it as a prefix to the 
word Republican-one who believed in a 
Republic rather than a Monarchy. In Andrew 
Jackson's time the party's name was shortened 
to the Democratic Party. The party 
represents the ideas of all those who believe 
that all the people of a government have the 
right to an opinion on how it should be run. 
They should have a right to decide what taxes 
they should pay and for what purpose. They 
believe in property rights but they believe 

76 



77 

that the rights of the individual have first 
claim on a government whether he is a rich 
property owner or whether he is as poor as 
Job's Turkey.1 

This description demonstrated that Truman could not 

imagine being anything but a Democrat. His relatives were 

dedicated to their party and dated their allegiance to the 

Civil War. As Alonzo Hamby has written, the differences 

between the Republicans and the Democrats in Missouri were 

due to the bloody battles fought there during the sectional 

conflict. In fact, according to Hamby, Truman was more 

devoted to being a Democrat—a devotion instilled by his 

father—than to his Baptist religion. He was an ardent fol-

lower of the party that represented the Anglo-Saxon, 

Protestant, rural values that he shared with other 

Democrats.2 

Truman's allegiance to the Democratic party also came 

through in Mr. Citizen, where he stated that there was "a 

fundamental difference" between the two parties since each 

dealt differently with social and economic issues. He 

applied the trickle-down theory to the Republicans—they 

believed that "leadership should be from the top and that 

social and economic benefits should filter downward." In 

contrast, Truman pointed out, the Democrats believed that 

the process should work in just the opposite fashion and 

asserted that the Democrats believed "that the power of 

government should not be in the hands of the select few and 
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that the benefits of our economy should have the widest dis-

tribution." In other words, benefits should begin at the 

bottom with the largest number of people and then move 

upward—this is what made the Democratic party the true 

party of the people.3 

Exclaiming that he was "fiercely partisan in politics 

and always militantly liberal," Truman proclaimed that he 

would maintain that attitude until the end of his life. He 

defined liberal as "support for a government by the people. 

That is a principle of the Democratic party." Any struggles 

between liberal and conservative factions of the party only 

served to clarify the important issues in the minds of the 

voters. Party factions, he thought, got together to decide 

what the right principles were and he wanted to contribute 

to that process so that the Democratic party would be 

"unbeatable."4 

As a loyal Democrat in Jackson County, Missouri, 

Truman's relationship with the powerful Pendergast family 

had also demonstrated his personal pragmatism. His connec-

tions with the family members enabled him to advance through 

the ranks of the Democratic party as an elected official, 

since the Pendergast family controlled Kansas City and Jack-

son County, including Independence, where Truman grew up. 

Anyone who aspired to public office knew that he had to 

cooperate with the Pendergasts to win local elections. One 

of the last of a dying breed of big-city bosses, Tom 
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Pendergast, the patriarch of the family, had brought both 

corruption and reform—a new city hall, a new police build-

ing, a municipal auditorium, and improved roads and sewers— 

to one of Missouri's largest cities. No evidence exists, 

however, that Truman directly participated in any of the 

Pendergast family's corrupt activities. Having served in 

the military with a member of the family, Truman cooperated 

with its leadership because of his loyalty to a fellow 

soldier—friends were friends, no matter what.5 

As the party's only former president, Truman thus 

naturally assumed the role of elder statesman of the 

Democratic party. Members of the party respected his 

previous position and saw him as a symbol of what their 

party represented. Furthermore, Truman had demonstrated his 

loyalty to the Democratic party throughout his career, and 

his fellow party members respected this attribute.6 

But, while fellow Democrats respected and admired 

Truman, he no longer had real power. As the symbolic elder 

statesman, he lacked measurable control over the party mem-

bers. Fellow Democrats asked for his advice but did not 

always take it since there was no guarantee it would get 

them elected to office. Other Democrats often felt com-

forted if they had the ex-president in their corner, but 

they did not mourn if he was not on their side, since there 

were other Democrats currently in office whose support could 

often be more useful to them.7 
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And, unlike his Republican predecessor, Herbert Hoover, 

Truman was not considered the titular leader of his party, 

since the 1952 presidential nominee, Adlai Stevenson, held 

that title. Stevenson's reluctance to take over the reins 

of party leadership, however, along with Truman's determina-

tion to continue to play a role in his party's activities, 

allowed Truman to take a more active role as the elder 

statesman of the Democratic party. After their 1952 loss to 

Eisenhower, the Democrats, deeply divided along geographical 

and ideological lines, needed a symbolic leader like Truman 

to promote party unity.8 

Another cause for Truman's lack of actual political 

power after leaving the White House was his low public 

approval, as evidenced by a Gallup Poll in 1952 indicating 

that his popularity rating had fallen below 25 percent. 

Republicans and some Democrats blamed Truman for U.S. 

failures in Korea and China, inflation, and the growing com-

munist threat inside the country, as well as corruption in 

government. This view lessened Truman's influence with 

Democrats, who saw the former president's unpopularity as a 

liability in elections. Truman's popularity was not to 

resurge until after the publication of his memoirs in the 

mid-1950s.9 

Truman's determination to play an active role in his 

party and in the nation's affairs, however, made the dif-

ference as to whether or not he remained an active Democrat. 
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In his mind, a former president had no choice but to play an 

active role in his party. Truman's regular reading of the 

newspapers along with government publications like the Con-

gressional Record, as well as his letters and calls to party 

officials, demonstrated his determination to continue to 

play a prominent role in the Democratic party.10 

Besides playing the role of loyal Democrat, Truman 

publicly defended both Roosevelt's New Deal and his Fair 

Deal in an attempt to ensure that his own unfinished 

presidential objectives might someday be accomplished. His 

Fair Deal had worked to consolidate as well as 

institutionalize the innovative accomplishments of the New 

Deal. The ex-president's personal political skills and his 

intense study of American politics gave him the ability to 

follow through on this task. Truman's Fair Deal had built 

on such New Deal programs as Social Security, public power, 

conservation and resource development, and federal wage and 

hour guidelines. As a result, he was able to institutional-

ize the gains of Roosevelt's New Deal and serve as the 

defender of these accomplishments even after he left the 

White House.11 

On the other hand, Truman's dislike of Adlai Stevenson, 

the Democratic standard bearer in 1952 and 1956, limited his 

ability to lead the party from within, since the Democrats 

looked to Stevenson, not Truman, as their hope for the 

future. The former president represented the old guard of 
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the Democratic party, while the younger Stevenson presented 

its members with a younger approach to the future. In an 

ever-increasingly complex world, Truman's black-and-white 

approach was not as suitable as Stevenson's nuanced views. 

In addition, Stevenson's intellectual abilities as well as 

the perception of his decency and honesty appealed to the 

party membership.1 2 

Stevenson's efforts in the 1952 presidential campaign 

had included disassociating himself from the Truman 

administration and its increasing unpopularity. Truman, 

however, viewed the Democratic candidate as disloyal for 

behaving this way, and devoted an entire chapter of Mr. 

Citizen to explain his opinions on the matter: 

I felt that when the Democratic party in con-
vention nominated a man to be its candidate 
for President, that candidate became the new 
leader and he remained the leader until the 
next convention. Of course, I was dis-
appointed that during the campaign the 
nominee of the party had not understood the 
necessity of giving unqualified support to 
the policies of the incumbent Democratic 
President. Unless there was something basi-
cally wrong, the candidate should have gone 
along with the policies of the Administra-
tion. 1 3 

Although the former president cooperated with Stevenson 

in the post-convention phase of the election, he probably 

felt uncomfortable around Stevenson. Stevenson, on the 

other hand, demonstrated his deference to the former presi-

dent as an elder statesman while also publicly disassociat-

ing himself from Truman.14 
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In spite of this uncomfortable situation, Truman was not 

ready to retire from the national arena and became one of 

the most active campaigners among former U.S. presidents. 

His personal papers are full of copies of speeches and let-

ters he wrote in favor of Democratic candidates. His formal 

counsel, Charlie Murphy, continued to help him prepare 

speeches. After illness prevented him from playing an 

active campaign role in the 1954 congressional elections, 

Truman had attempted to lead the Democratic party to a 

presidential victory in 1956. After the 1956 contest, he 

endorsed Democratic candidates throughout the country at the 

state and national level and offered his services for the 

remainder of his active life. While it is impossible to 

measure the direct influence the former president had on 

congressional candidates' winning election or re-election, 

Truman did play a symbolic role as an elder statesman in 

these elections. 1 5 

The 1958 congressional races presented Truman with 

another opportunity to campaign for fellow Democrats. After 

launching the 1958 Democratic congressional campaign on 

television, he delivered twenty-five major speeches in more 

than twenty states. An economic recession helped bring a 

large Democratic majority to Congress that year, and Truman 

was happy to have played at least some role in his party's 

victorious campaign by pointing to Republican responsibility 

for the nation's economic problems. 1 6 
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The next year, however, Truman grew concerned about the 

direction the party was taking, since he was more determined 

than ever to lead Democratic efforts to regain control of 

the White House. He wrote House Speaker Sam Rayburn, 

criticizing Democratic National Chairman Paul Butler for 

"firing from the hip," because Butler was not consulting the 

Democrats that counted when he made decisions. Truman sug-

gested to Rayburn that some of the party members should get 

together and organize the 1960 presidential nominating con-

vention so that the Democrats would nominate a winning 

ticket. Denying that he had an "ax to grind," Truman 

claimed that he simply wanted what was best for the 

Democratic party since the welfare of the party was 

"synonymous" with the well-being of the United States. 

Truman felt a responsibility to do everything he could to 

ensure the future success of his party, and thus, his 

nati on.17 

The 1962 congressional elections presented the former 

president with yet another opportunity to contribute to his 

party's success. At one of his many speeches that year, 

Truman helped raise $90,000 for the Democrats in Connecticut 

during a dinner at Hartford's Statler Hilton Hotel. And, in 

a show of respect for the party's elder statesman, Senator 

Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota stopped in Missouri to see 

Truman during that election season as a demonstration of 

party solidarity. Truman's ability to draw a crowd and his 
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willingness to serve his party led other Democrats to 

associate with him.18 

In 1964, Truman's support of Senator Stephen Young in 

his bid to remain Ohio's senator in Washington again 

demonstrated his loyalty to the Democratic party. While 

many party leaders wanted to throw their support behind 

candidate John Glenn, a famed astronaut, Truman thought that 

Young deserved the party's backing in the 1964 senate race 

because he had been a faithful congressional supporter of 

the Kennedy and Johnson programs. This was the last con-

gressional election year in which the former president was 

physically able to play an active role, because a bathroom 

fall in 1964 severely limited his physical abilities and 

required a long recovery.19 

Besides campaigning for various Democratic candidates, 

Truman championed his positions on domestic issues. He saw 

these efforts as a part of his continuing role as a 

politician, a title he preferred over being called an elder 

statesman. Truman privately told Acheson that he preferred 

"being a nose buster and an ass kicker much better" than 

being an elder statesman. As he told his friends, "When a 

good politician dies he becomes a statesman," and Truman 

believed he was far from dead.20 

Truman actively campaigned for civil rights. Despite 

a Truman family history of siaveholding, historian William 

E. Leuchtenburg has asserted that Truman was both a 
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northerner and a southerner on the issues of civil rights. 

Although Truman's words were much stronger than his actions, 

he made significant symbolic contributions to the promotion 

of black civil rights. While his motives were usually 

political and concerned with the image of the U.S. abroad, 

Truman was one of the first twentieth-century presidents to 

declare publicly his opposition to racial discrimination and 

violence and to proclaim the legal equality of the nation's 

black citizens. While president, he initiated the 

desegregation of the nation's armed forces and moved toward 

ending discrimination in the ranks of the nation's civil 

servants. Historian Barton J. Bernstein has correctly 

asserted, however, that President Truman left behind an 

ambiguous record on civil rights, since he presented the 

symbolic hope for reform but did not always help provide 

actual reform in promoting equality for blacks. Stepping 

aside from his usual pragmatic stand on issues, Truman 

focused more on the moral issue of black equality rather 

than its actual implementation—a much more difficult 

problem to solve.21 

Above all, Truman displayed sympathy for the black civil 

rights movement in spite of his background—slaveholding 

grandparents and Missouri's segregated schools. Historians 

have had a difficult time discerning Truman's true motiva-

tions and emotions on the black civil rights issue perhaps 

because they were ambiguous. Most importantly, Truman 
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represented a bridge from one generation to another. He did 

not want to offend the sensibilities of his generation, but 

he knew that progress had to be made. While blacks deserved 

equality at least in the eyes of the law, Truman thought 

that they had to be patient and wait for gradual change to 

occur.22 

Nevertheless, preaching tolerance and the use of common 

sense and goodwill, Truman was critical of both sides of the 

desegregation struggle of the 1950s and 1960s. Truman 

labeled freedom riders and sit-in participants as 

"troublemakers" and publicly stated that he would have 

thrown them out of his restaurant if they had tried to 

interfere with running his business. Instead of causing 

trouble, the former president thought that blacks should 

"wait their turn," that they would eventually be given equal 

status in society. Pushing the rest of the nation to accept 

black equality before the country was ready was the wrong 

approach, according to Truman, despite his sympathy for the 

ultimate goals of civil rights proponents.23 

Truman took personal offense when the National Associa-

tion for the Advancement of Colored People criticized his 

remarks about black civil rights activists. He publicly 

responded by saying that he thought the NAACP was an 

organization that had been working for "goodwill and common 

sense," but when they did things that cause people "as 

friendly to them as I have been to feel that they are doing 
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the wrong thing, they are losing friends instead of making 

them." Truman took the position of the NAACP personally and 

sensed that the NAACP had betrayed him.24 

At the same time, Truman criticized state leaders for 

not obeying the law regarding desegregation as handed down 

in the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954. Even 

though the governors might not agree with desegregation, 

Truman asserted that leaders like Arkansas Governor Orval 

Faubus and Alabama Governor George Wallace had no choice but 

to integrate their states' schools. It was the law of the 

land. Moreover, once laws had established black equality, 

both whites and blacks should move forward and desegregate 

public facilities.25 

In regard to the Democratic party, Truman pragmatically 

believed that the party had to accommodate the South on 

civil rights so that the organization would remain a 

national one. In order to aid the resurgence of the 

Democrats, Truman subsequently worked hard to restore fading 

party unity. As a pragmatist, he wanted the party to be 

effective in executing its goals, and he had little use for 

idealists who did not know how to play skillfully the 

political game within the bounds of the law. If the 

Democrats pushed racial equality on the nation—and espe-

cially the South—too soon, he predicted that voters would 

become disgruntled with the party and leave its ranks. 
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Truman thus advised Democratic representatives to proceed 

slowly ori the issue.26 

Within the party ranks, Truman's dislike for Democratic 

National Chairman Paul Butler further diminished his ability 

to play an influential role. Truman had not favored Butler 

for this position, especially after Butler had been an 

active campaigner within the party for Adlai Stevenson's 

presidential nomination. Truman felt a sense of betrayal as 

a result of Butler's support for Stevenson. Butler's 

inability to maintain party unity and be a team player by 

consulting party members on important decisions also greatly 

upset Truman. He believed Butler often failed to consult 

the men the ex-president regarded as the important Democrats 

before making decisions that affected the entire party mem-

bership, such as determining the party's platform.27 

When Truman perceived that the chairman was interfering 

with the primary process and was using his influence to 

promote another draft movement for Stevenson prior to the 

1960 presidential campaign, his hostility to Butler 

increased. Truman thought that Butler was more interested 

in increasing his own power within the party at the expense 

of Democratic party unity and success. Butler's help in 

placing Stevenson at the helm of the newly created leader-

ship council of the Democratic party and his later decision 

to back John F. Kennedy, the leading primary contender, as 
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the party's 1960 presidential nominee further angered the 

former president. 2 8 

In spite of these feelings for Butler, Truman agreed to 

serve on the national chairman's Democratic Advisory Council 

(DAC). Created shortly after the 1956 election, the council 

was in charge of reestablishing party u n i t y — a longtime 

Truman g o a l — a n d communicating the philosophy of the 

Democratic party to the nation's citizens, another of his 

goals. It would serve as the official voice of the loyal 

opposition to the Republican party. The DAC became influen-

tial in guiding nominee John F. Kennedy's positions in the 

1960 presidential campaign and while he was in office, in 

that some 275 members of the DAC later served in the Kennedy 

administration. Further demonstrating the importance of the 

DAC, all of the potential 1960 Democratic presidential 

candidates, except Senate Majority Leader Lyndon Johnson, 

joined the council before the 1960 election to garner more 

support before the election. 2 9 

Truman was willing to play a limited role as a member of 

the Democratic Advisory Council. His membership provided 

him with another outlet to justify his administration's 

policies and attack Eisenhower, since the DAC issued state-

ments against "right-to-work" legislation and Eisenhower's 

foreign and domestic programs. Samuel Brightman, the direc-

tor of publicity for the Democratic National Committee 

during the mid-1950s, has stated that Truman was important 
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in Keeping the council together and working toward its 

goals. When necessary, Truman even left DAC meetings so its 

members felt free to speak more openly since there were 

times its membership did not always agree with the former 

president's positions.30 

Truman also worked to maintain party cohesion between 

the DAC faction and the congressional faction. In the con-

gressional wing of the party, Sam Rayburn and Lyndon Johnson 

led the Democratic party and hoped to demonstrate 

"responsibility in opposition" as the leaders of the 

Democratic party under a Republican president. These two 

men had not joined the council because of congressional 

responsibilities, but by keeping in contact with Rayburn and 

Johnson, Truman helped promote even stronger party unity. 

In turn, his inclusion in the DAC and his open communication 

with the two congressional leaders provided him with con-

tinued visibility and influence within the party and the 

nation.31 

Besides his determination to play an active role within 

the party ranks, Truman often spoke to the public in his 

role as a loyal Democrat and elder statesman. Continually 

defending his administration, he upheld Democratic party 

policies, supported party leaders, and criticized the Eisen-

hower administration. One of his unaccomplished presiden-

tial goals was to institute a national health care plan. 

Truman stated that no matter what research the nation sup-
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ported, it must ensure that it took care of the basic health 

needs of its citizens. As the nation's chief executive, 

Truman had presided over the passage of the Hi 11-Burton 

Hospital Construction Act, which allocated over $2 billion 

to states and local communities. Truman emphasized to the 

public that the federal government had an even larger 

responsibility for the nation's health than it was already 

taki ng.3 2 

Again defending his administration, the ex-president 

continually reasserted the fact that his administration and 

his party were the true friends of labor. The AFL-CIO's 

1959 vote to declare independence from any political party 

greatly upset him. Truman stated, "Obviously, [they have] 

forgotten how labor was put on its feet by the Wagner labor 

relations act and my vetoes of the Taft-Hartley bill," at 

the second annual Roosevelt-Truman Democratic fund-raising 

dinner sponsored by Kansas Democrats. Public speaking 

opportunities gave the ex-president many chances to defend 

his administration along with Democratic policies—his voice 

was still being heard.33 

Turning to foreign affairs, Truman asserted that the 

only hope for lasting peace in the Middle East was the 

development of close cooperation between all the nations in 

that region of the world. Just as he had emphasized in the 

Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan, U.S. foreign economic 

assistance was essential to establishing world peace. 
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Accordingly, he supported President Eisenhower's Mutual 

Security legislation. Truman believed that the Republicans 

should follow the example set by the Democrats in fostering 

closer cooperation among nations throughout the world.34 

Truman, however, regularly adjusted his stance to call 

American attention to the alleged growing Soviet threat. He 

stated that the nation had been paying too much attention to 

events in the Middle East and not enough attention to other 

world events. This was again reminiscent of his administra-

tion's struggle against communism. As an elder statesman, 

Truman realized that the U.S. had a world role to play, but 

it had to be careful where it chose to play that role.35 

Toward the end of the 1950s, however, Truman reversed 

himself and heaped praise on Soviet Premier Nikita Khrush-

chev for presenting a total disarmament plan before the 

United Nations. Created during his administration, Truman 

asserted that the United Nations was the best hope of 

delivering the world from mutual destruction and took pride 

in the fact that the Soviet leader chose it as the forum for 

his announcement. In Truman's eyes, Khrushchev's action 

demonstrated his loyalty to the world peace organization, 

and Truman had always admired loyalty. The former president 

counted the United Nations as OPG of the most successful 

results of his tenure as president.36 

In spite of this praise, Truman reverted the next year 

to his old stance of viewing the Soviet Union as the "red 
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menace" and asserted that the communists had "no moral code 

whatever." He exclaimed that since they did not believe in 

God, they did not believe in the "greater moral codes of the 

world." Still upset by what he viewed as the betrayal at 

Potsdam, Truman believed that the Soviets had not lived up 

to their agreements and could never be expected to do so. 

Furthermore, Truman also preached that a strong defense was 

more important than a balanced budget since the Soviets were 

still a threat to the free world.37 

Not only a party leader, Truman also served as the 

nation's elder statesman for the entirety of his post-

presidential career. As a popular hero of the common man, 

his birthday celebrations made national headlines. Nations 

throughout the world paid tribute to him and to his 

accomplishments as president, and foreign leaders paid him 

personal visits during their trips to the United States. 

While he may have wielded little influence within the ranks 

of the Democratic party, the nation and the world still 

respected him.38 

With parties going on for more than a week in May 1964, 

celebrations for Truman's eightieth birthday clearly 

demonstrated his role as one of the nation's and the 

Democratic party's elder statesman. Truman attended large 

luncheons held in his honor in both Independence and Kansas 

City and greeted cheering crowds in Washington for a similar 

celebration. He also accepted an invitation to address the 
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Senate—the first time a former president took advantage of 

the recently granted "privilege of the floor." Even in the 

year of his death, Democratic leaders asked for his advice 

on the 1972 platform.39 

While the nation paid him tribute throughout his 

lifetime and afterwards, Truman's public reputation as the 

nation's president steadily grew. After he became presi-

dent, a Gallup poll reported that he had an unusually high 

approval rating of 87 percent, while his lowest ratings sunk 

below 25 percent during the Korean war. Truman's reputation 

grew after he left office with the publication of his 

Memoirs and Mr. Citizen, and he became somewhat of a folk 

hero to Americans—the common man who fulfilled the dream of 

becoming president. In the wake of the Watergate scandal in 

the mid-1970s, leaders such as Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter 

evoked Truman's memory in their admiration of Truman's 

forthrightness and perceived honesty. In 1975, even the 

rock group Chicago sang in admiration of Truman's character 

and temperament when they sang, "American needs you, Harry 

Truman. Harry, could you please come home?" Both 

Democratic and Republican candidates in the 1976 and 1992 

presidential elections also wanted voters to identify them 

with the man who proudly stated, "The buck stops here." As 

an elder statesman, Truman attempts to pick the Democratic 

party's 1956 presidential candidate demonstrated, however, 
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that his popularity as a loyal Democrat and elder statesman 

greatly outweighed his power as a party leader.40 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE 1956 ELECTION 

At the same time that Truman served as the loyal opposi-

tion to the Eisenhower administration, he also helped lead a 

fierce battle to unseat the popular president during the 

1956 election. Truman, however, made the mistake of confus-

ing his popularity with power and thus was unable to impose 

his personal choice for president on either his party or the 

American people. Although he planned to maintain his stance 

as a loyal Democrat, the ex-president thought that acting as 

a catalyst to stir up a fighting spirit within the party 

ranks would lead to a November victory. By the end of the 

1956 campaign, Truman had effectively demonstrated his 

abilities as a loyal Democrat but he had failed to employ 

the level of power over the party he had hoped to assert. 

Despite the rocky relationship that existed between the 

party's 1952 presidential nominee, Adlai Stevenson, and its 

elder statesman, Truman asked Stevenson to be the party's 

nominee in 1956. Truman wrote in Mr. Citizen that Adlai 

Stevenson asked for a meeting with him about Democratic 

party affairs in July 1955. Truman claimed that he bluntly 

asked the presidential candidate why he did not go ahead and 

announce that he would like to run again in the 1956 
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campaign so that the party could get started organizing sup-

port for him. The former president thought that if 

Stevenson delayed his entry into the presidential race, he 

would hurt the Democratic party and its chances for electing 

its candidate as president that year. Stevenson was not 

ready to give Truman a reply at that time.1 

Furthermore, Truman complained that Stevenson was not 

working with the existing Democratic party structure, 

including the leaders of the big-city political machines, 

and this further angered the former president who thought 

Stevenson was being disloyal to the party. In addition, in 

the 1952 campaign, Stevenson's national headquarters in 

Illinois had not cooperated with the Democrats' national 

headquarters in conducting his bid for the presidency. On a 

personal level, Truman also felt betrayed because Stevenson 

had not endorsed the policies of the Truman administration 

during the 1952 campaign.2 

Despite this 1955 meeting, Stevenson kept Truman at a 

distance in 1956 just as he had done in 1952. Stevenson had 

several reasons for this behavior. He did not want to be 

associated with the corruption uncovered in the Truman 

administration, nor did he want to appear too close to a 

party with such a long tenure in the White House. Stevenson 

believed that either of these two associations would damage 

his chances. Both men contributed to the tense relationship 

between them. Outwardly, however, Truman maintained a 
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neutral stance since he wanted to stay out of any public 

pre-convention bickering in the party.3 

Representing the Democratic party's liberal wing, 

Averell Harriman had withdrawn his name from the possible 

list of presidential candidates during the 1952 party con-

vention at Truman's request. Harriman's action had thus 

helped Stevenson to triumph over Senator Estes Kefauver. 

Then, as recently as a year before the 1956 election, Truman 

encouraged Harriman to enter the race as a "favorite son," 

because the ex-president wanted to repay Harriman's loyalty 

when he bowed out of the 1952 pre-convention contest.4 

Truman privately began to support Harriman because he 

thought that the United States needed a president who wanted 

the job. Truman had often said that Adlai Stevenson's major 

problem was his lack of interest in the job of being presi-

dent. As a partisan politician, the ex-president knew the 

party needed a candidate who wanted to win, and he believed 

that man was Harriman, not Stevenson.5 

After Eisenhower suffered a heart attack in late Septem-

ber 1955, Democrats grew even more hopeful of victory in 

1956. Harriman, for example, began to accept speaking 

engagements to help his "old friends" in several 

northeastern states and addressed a Democratic conference of 

twelve midwestern states in Iowa. Demonstrating his 

partisan support, Truman later appeared alongside Harriman 

at a party rally in New York state. Although he called the 
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New York governor a "genius" and a "man with all the 

qualifications for the presidency," Truman publicly denied 

that he was backing Harriman. The former president was not 

ready to commit himself publicly to any particular 

Democratic candidate. At the same time, he did not want to 

appear to be denying his support to any of the possible con-

tenders for the nomination. A year before the election, 

Truman was still undecided about which Democratic candidate 

had the best chance of winning the 1956 presidential race.6 

In the spring of 1956, Harriman remained unruffled by 

pre-election events. When Stevenson suffered defeat in the 

Minnesota primary, Harriman saw more than a glimmer of hope 

for his chances to be the party's next presidential nominee. 

By not participating in the primaries, Harriman hoped both 

to serve his New York constituency better and let the 

frontrunners fight it out in the expensive and time-

consuming state-level contests. He hoped that the primaries 

would produce a deadlocked convention whose delegates would 

turn to a party darkhorse—a role tailor-made for a New York 

governor. Truman privately concurred with this approach, 

and, by not committing himself to any certain candidate 

during the primary season, he delayed announcing his public 

choice for the Democratic presidential nominee in order to 

enhance his chances of backing a winner.7 

This dark-horse strategy discussed by Truman and Har-

riman pinned its hope on a convention deadlock in which Har-
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riman could emerge as the Democratic party's compromise 

candidate. Stevenson's early victory in the California 

primary, however, prevented any convention deadlock from 

occurring. Because of his sense of loyalty, however, Truman 

continued his behind-the-scenes support for Harriman. The 

ex-president could not abandon a man who had done his best 

at the expense of his own interests in the previous 

presidential election. Loyal Democrats stood together.8 

To demonstrate Truman's popularity in 1956, Time 

magazine featured him on the cover of its 13 August issue. 

Time observed that the ex-president was taking a realistic 

view of his role in the elections that year since Truman did 

not have the power to pick the party's next nominee and 

realized this. He saw himself "not as the Democratic 

party's kingmaker, but, as he said, its 'catalyst.'" If he 

could stir up the convention delegates enough that they 

would not automatically throw their support behind Stevenson 

on the first ballot, Truman thought he could get them to 

nominate a candidate who had a better chance of winning than 

Stevenson. Truman believed this because he thought that any 

candidate who could survive the struggle of not being 

nominated on the first ballot on the floor of the Democratic 

convention would also be strong enough to overcome the 

Republican opposition in the general election. Attending 

the 1956 Democratic meeting independent of the Missouri 

delegation, Truman announced his support for Harriman on the 
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Saturday before the convention opened. His declaration 

guaranteed a lively 1956 Democratic convention, since the 

ex-president had put new life into Harriman's bid against 

Adlai Stevenson.9 

Democratic candidates gathered in Chicago on 13 August 

1956 for their national convention. Both parties decided to 

hold their national meetings unusually late so that each 

could come closer to anticipating and expressing the mood of 

the voters than they had been able to in the traditionally 

earlier June conventions. One columnist observed that while 

many thought Truman would maintain a neutral attitude, "his 

forthright statement" to the contrary in support of Harriman 

"was completely in character." The press had expected 

Truman to pick Harriman over Stevenson for the Democrats' 

presidential nominee, since they were well aware that Truman 

could not endorse a candidate whom he believed had been dis-

loyal to him as well as the Democratic party.10 

Furthermore, Truman believed that Harriman would make a 

better Democratic candidate than Stevenson because Truman 

thought that, unlike Harriman, Stevenson's indecisiveness 

about running for the party's nomination demonstrated a lack 

of loyalty to the Democratic party. The party's 1952 

nominee and Truman had spoken with one another a few weeks 

before the 1956 convention. Stevenson inquired about what 

Truman thought he was doing wrong, and the ex-president 

replied that Stevenson did not know how to reach the average 
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man on the street whose vote would be important to a 

Democratic victory in 1956. Truman was also afraid that 

Stevenson's indecisiveness would follow him to the White 

House and make him an ineffectual and weak president. 

Truman's role as a champion of the common man made it 

important to him to make the Democratic party, as well as 

its 1956 presidential candidate, represent these interests. 

Decisiveness, Truman believed, was a trait that Stevenson 

lacked, and was also a necessary qualification for a presi-

dent. After all, Truman thought that Eisenhower's vacilla-

tions were his worst quality as president.11 

Truman's loyalty to Harriman, however, caused him to 

ignore completely the growing support that was building for 

Adlai Stevenson. In his usual style, Truman fought hard for 

his choice, and he did this even at the risk of alienating 

his longtime friends. When the press questioned the former 

president's political judgment concerning his support of 

Harriman, Truman replied that he was supporting the man who 

had the best chance of winning the 1956 presidential elec-

tion. Truman thought that Stevenson, on the other hand, 

lacked the fighting spirit necessary to win. 

In one of his convention speeches, Truman told the 

audience that he had "no desire to be an elder statesman." 

Reiterating previous comments, he asserted that statesmen 

were dead politicians and that he, in contrast, was "a very 

live politician." In his usual forthright manner, Truman 
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told the press that he would state his views "whenever I 

feel like stating then and you will know exactly where I 

stand." After four years of being virtually ignored by the 

Eisenhower administration, Truman greatly enjoyed being a 

part of the political game and attracting the national spot-

light at the Democratic convention.12 

Truman's influence at the convention was at best 

negligible. The expected landslide of Democratic votes for 

Stevenson occurred in spite of Truman's and Harriman's best 

efforts. Favorite sons received first-ballot recognition as 

Stevenson only inched closer and closer to a first-ballot 

nomination. While Truman could create headlines in the 

nation's press, he no longer had power over the party. 

Instead, he had become just another leading Democrat.13 

Journalists quickly perceived this change. A Time 

magazine reporter analyzed Truman's role at the 1956 

Democratic convention in a positive light when he wrote that 

the Democrats needed a man who could revive the party's 

fighting spirit. The reporter observed that Truman had con-

vinced the delegates that they could beat the popular 

Republican incumbent, despite a Gallup poll that said their 

party's leading contender had only a 37 percent approval 

rating in the face of Eisenhower's 61 percent mark.14 

Another journalist added: 

An outspoken, frank, candid man who provides 
ammunition to both sides, those who agree 
with him and those who think he's either 
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wrong or should have been more circumspect, 
more serious, or more dignified, in conduct-
ing the business of the ex-office of the 
President of the United States. Because he 
is a controversial man, with controversial 
opinions, he'll always make the news.15 

Drew Pearson, a nationally known newspaper columnist, 

assessed Truman's role in the same manner. Truman was still 

a power, not a kingmaker, since he could not dictate 

Democratic presidential nominees. The man Truman had tried 

to make president in 1952, Adlai Stevenson, was now a power 

in his own right, according to Pearson.18 

Other journalists concurred and noted that Truman "put 

on the best fight of the convention in terms of a good show 

at an otherwise pretty cut and dried meeting." Stevenson 

effectively stood up to Truman's challenge and won "a con-

vincing triumph." Although he may not have been successful 

in playing the role of kingmaker at the 1956 Democratic con-

vention, Truman had successfully played the role of catalyst 

so that a fighting candidate would win the party's presiden-

tial nomination. Truman did not want to back another loser 

and thought that part of the reason Stevenson failed to win 

in 1952 was his lack of fighting spirit—an important 

quality for a candidate to possess in order to win an elec-

tion. The Democratic party was still allowing Truman to be 

active in partisan affairs, but had relegated him to the 

role of catalyst rather than kingmaker.17 

One of Truman's hometown newspapers, the Independence 

Daily News, predictably claimed that he had played a posi-
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tive role at the Democratic National Convention and that he 

had strengthened the love and respect that Americans had 

always had for him. The newspaper noted that Truman had 

stood by Harriman until the end. Furthermore, one could 

only render a true judgment about the ex-president's role 

once the voters spoke in November. Since Harriman, Truman's 

personal choice, did not get the party's nod, Truman at 

least hoped that Stevenson's survival in the convention had 

strengthened him for the general election fight.18 

Although Truman could not get convention delegates to 

back his pick for a presidential nominee, he exercised his 

leadership at the convention through his work on the party 

platform. For example, the convention delegates endorsed 

the 1954 Brown decision on school desegregation. The plat-

form contained both a majority and a minority plank on this 

controversial issue that threatened to split apart the 

party. While the majority plank pledged the party to con-

tinue to promote the elimination of illegal discrimination 

against blacks' civil rights, the minority position called 

for federal legislation to secure these rights. Even 

though he was not a regular convention delegate, Truman 

spoke in favor of the majority position, which called for 

endorsing only a limited and gradual enforcement of Brown.^9 

Claiming that he should know how the issues of civil 

rights should be handled since, in his own words, he was 

"the greatest civil rights president the country ever had," 
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Truman concentrated his discussion on the origins and the 

work of the Civil Rights Commission he established in 1947 

and discussed the historical background of the Fourteenth 

Amendment to the Constitution. He added that the party's 

main duty was to reaffirm the civil rights platform of the 

two preceding presidential election years. Although 

northern liberals wanted endorsement of a more complete 

enforcement of the 1954 Brown decision, Truman argued that 

that was the wrong course of action for the party. The 

separate but equal doctrine established before the turn of 

the century should be changed gradually, Truman believed, 

and past actions of the Democratic party toward that gradual 

change should not be thrown out just because of the Brown 

decision—society was not ready to accept fully this 

change.20 

Therefore, Truman convinced the convention not to adopt 

the more liberal stance that called for immediate and full 

enforcement of the Brown decision—separate was not equal — 

and promoted the compromise stand of endorsing the Supreme 

Court decision but allowing for gradual enforcement of its 

provisions and not calling for federal legislation to ensure 

its immediate enforcement. As Lyndon Johnson later ack-

nowledged, Truman's position helped save the southern vote 

for the Democratic party. The Senate majority leader 

believed that the South might have bolted the party if the 

Democrats had taken a more liberal stance on the issue and 
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endorsed full enforcement of the desegregation ruling. In 

keeping the party united over its most volatile issue, 

Truman had demonstrated his abilities as a pragmatic 

politician and a loyal Democrat.21 

The Democrats' compromise civil rights plank promised to 

continue efforts to rid the nation of discrimination of all 

types and reiterated party support for recent Supreme Court 

desegregation decisions. The Democrats, however, rejected, 

"all proposals for the use of force to interfere with the 

orderly determination of these matters by the courts." In 

other words, the Democrats made no direct pledge to promote 

the enforcement of court rulings on desegregation, only to 

support the decisions themselves. Such was Truman's posi-

tion.22 

As could be predicted, the final 12,000-word Democratic 

platform attacked and deplored the Eisenhower Administration 

and its policies. It charged the Republicans with being 

soft on communism and fraternizing with the enemy and made 

them responsible for weakening the nation's defenses, thus 

increasing the country's risk of going to war. The 

Democrats also charged that the Eisenhower administration 

had ignored the farmers, small businessmen, the poor, and 

the elderly. These assertions echoed the attacks Truman had 

made on the Eisenhower administration for the past four 

years. Truman was pleased that his convictions were now 

also endorsed by the leadership of the Democratic party. 
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This party endorsement gave Truman another chance to stand 

at the front of the crowd as the Democrats' elder statesman. 

In his typical partisan spirit, Truman publicly commented 

that "I've never yet seen a Republican I didn't think could 

be beaten."23 

Truman also decided, out of party loyalty, to support 

the ticket and the platform. He actively campaigned for 

Stevenson throughout the rest of the summer and fal1. The 

former president informed Stevenson that the candidate had 

been given "leadership on your own. Now I'm ready to do 

whatever I can to help the Party and its Leader win." Thus, 

party unity meant more than personal grudges to Truman.24 

As early as late summer 1955, however, Wallace Graham, 

Truman's personal physician, was concerned about the ex-

president's health and expected campaign schedule. "We must 

realize his limitations and conserve his strength and energy 

for other well-planned endeavors," Graham wrote Democratic 

National Chairman Paul Butler. As a result, the party asked 

for Truman's help on a limited basis and he let the press 

carry his Democratic campaign throughout the nation.25 

Truman campaigned for an unusual ticket—the Stevenson-

Kefauver lineup did not represent the party's customary 

balancing act, since both the candidates were dedicated 

liberals. Although Kefauver was from a southern state, his 

more liberal stands on civil rights and labor legislation 

did not guarantee that he could carry the South. Truman's 
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calls for moderation in the party platform became important 

to the ability of the Stevenson-Kefauver ticket to win the 

1956 electoral contest.26 

With Stevenson and Eisenhower heading their party's 

tickets, the 1956 presidential contest was almost a rerun of 

the 1952 campaign. Eisenhower tried to base his bid for 

reelection on his administration's record, but the usual 

partisan politics soon became a part of his campaign. He 

repeatedly charged that the Democratic Congress had more 

interest in playing politics than in supporting any of his 

government proposals despite the fact that he was often suc-

cessful in garnering bipartisan support for his policies.27 

Stevenson, however, became the target of the president's 

harshest campaign attacks. In his usual manner early in the 

campaign, Eisenhower refused to criticize Stevenson by name 

and reserved his criticism for Democrats in general. As the 

campaign wore on, however, Eisenhower openly criticized the 

Democratic nominee more and more, especially when Stevenson 

called into question Eisenhower's role as a peace advocate 

and because the Democratic nominee had made the testing of 

nuclear weapons a campaign issue. Stevenson's actions 

enraged Eisenhower, who thought the issue was too sensitive 

to be debated on the campaign trail. Expressing contempt 

for Stevenson, Eisenhower privately stated that "the 

Stevenson-Kefauver combination is, in some ways, about the 
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sorriest and weakest we have ever run for the two top 

offices in the land."28 

Truman was also concerned about Stevenson's call for 

unilaterally stopping the testing of hydrogen weapons. He 

thought that Stevenson was naive and did not have all the 

facts before him. Truman also agreed with Eisenhower that 

the testing of nuclear weapons should not be a political 

issue since the Russians had a much bigger stockpile of 

bombs, and the U.S. could not allow itself to slip further 

behind its enemy.29 

Nevertheless, Truman made personal attacks a part of his 

campaign strategy against Eisenhower. The Democrats, he 

claimed, would give America a chance to vote for a president 

"and not a regency or part-time chairman of the board." At 

a dinner meeting of the American Political Science Associa-

tion in Washington on 7 September, Truman charged that "big 

business" and "the privileged few" dominated the opposition 

party, and Eisenhower's appointment of the "Millionaire 

Cabinet" only confirmed the former president's belief. The 

Republican party's monetary policies, he exclaimed, did not 

benefit the masses; rather, they benefited the rich.30 

In a speech to the Federation of Women's Democratic 

Clubs of Missouri the next week, Truman outlined the 

parameters of the fight between the Democrats and the 

Republicans in the 1956 presidential race. First, he 

stated, "We are in a fight . . . to save the farmers and the 
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farm homes of America," for he charged that the Eisenhower 

administration had driven the nation's farmers deeply in 

debt and caused them continual worry and despair. Secondly, 

Truman asserted that the Republicans were also no friends of 

small business since they had allowed monopolies to take 

over the nation's smaller firms. Republican policies, he 

argued, made getting credit more difficult, and that the 

party's actions were destroying free enterprise in the 

United States. Truman also claimed that the Democrats could 

"save the finances of all the people from the control of the 

money changers and mortgage racketeers." On the other hand, 

Truman explained that only the Democrats were interested in 

preserving the rights of labor, the nation's natural 

resources, and military preparedness and the alliance 

system.3 1 

In a speech on 14 October at a Democratic dinner meeting 

in Illinois, Truman made a direct attack on the Republican 

vice-presidential nominee, Richard Nixon, by pointing out 

that: "You cannot elect Ike without electing Tricky Dicky." 

The two men continued as bitter enemies until Nixon's own 

presidency. Furthermore, Truman stated that the people 

should elect Democrats because they needed someone in 

Washington who would "look out for their interests" and work 

to solve their problems, instead of the Republicans who 

tried to convince them that they didn't have any problems: 

"We need more action in Washington and less soft soap."32 
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Continuing on the same point in a speech later that 

week, Truman asserted that Republican leaders bragged about 

prosperity, but it was a "lopsided" prosperity that did not 

apply to all the people or to all parts of the nation. 

"Unless we can make sure that everyone participates in this 

prosperity, it will run the old Republican course of boom 

and bust," claimed Truman. He added that if the nation's 

citizens allowed the Republican administration to continue 

for another four years, the nation would have a bust instead 

of a boom. Only by electing the Democratic ticket could the 

nation hope for a brighter future, and Truman felt that it 

was his personal duty to convince the American public of 

this.33 

In an article for the Hearst newspapers later in 

October, Truman continued his attack on the Republican 

administration and again accused it of turning the nation's 

government over to big business. He explained that big 

business was only a part of the nation's economy, not all of 

it, and, therefore, should not be shown such excessive 

favoritism by the government. This overemphasis on big 

business, Truman claimed, gave the country the false 

appearance of prosperity "which leads only to trouble." He 

charged that only the big corporations and the big bankers 

were prospering while the small businessmen and farmers were 

in trouble.34 
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Although Truman and other Democrats worked hard to win 

the election, they could not overcome Elsenhower's immense 

popularity. Eisenhower won over 57 percent of the popular 

vote and won a 457-vote landslide in the electoral college. 

The nation's citizens had given their chief executive a vote 

of confidence. They were satisfied with the expanding 

economy, hope for peaceful relations with the Soviet Union, 

and faith in Eisenhower's ability to handle foreign crises 

like Suez and Hungary.35 

After Eisenhower's easy victory, Truman wrote Lyndon 

Johnson that he never had and never would play the role of 

party prophet, but he did "want to keep the Democratic Party 

a party of the people. We can never win unless it is." 

Truman had done his part as a loyal Democrat in the 1956 

electoral contest.36 

Truman told the press that Stevenson's loss disappointed 

him, but "the people have spoken and good citizens will 

abide by the results." He was pleased, however, with the 

Democratic victories in Congress. Truman believed that "the 

country will continue to go forward with Democratic advice 

and help." He especially relished the Democratic victory in 

his home state of Missouri. Truman was certain that he had 

helped his party accomplish at least a small victory. While 

it is impossible to determine his exact influence on the 

will of the voters, Truman's involvement in the 1956 elec-

tion made him feel that he was an active part of the 
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Democratic party. This was an important turning point for 

Truman since Eisenhower had made him feel like such an out-

cast as a former president. If the occupant of the Oval 

Office denied him the opportunity of playing an active role 

in national affairs, at least his party allowed him to con-

tinue to campaign for its candidates and play a role during 

its national convention.37 

Truman's participation in the 1956 presidential election 

demonstrated that he continued to be a popular personality 

on the American scene. His power, however, both in the eyes 

of the public and in the eyes of the leaders of the 

Democratic party, was not nearly as great as his popularity. 

People wanted Truman to participate in Democratic politics 

but not determine their direction. It was time for the 

elder statesman to hand over power and control to the 

younger members of the party who were more in tune with the 

needs of the nation's citizens. 



121 

Endnotes 

1. New York Herald Tribune, 28 April 1955, Vertical File, 
HSTL; Truman, Mr. Citizen, 47; John Bartlow Martin, 
Adlai Stevenson and the World (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1977), 11-12, 232-233; 
Porter McKeever, Adlai Stevenson: His Life and Legend 
(New York: William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1989), 352-
357. 

2. Truman, Mr. Citizen, 46-51; St. Louis Globe Democrat, 17 
April 1956, Vertical File, HSTL. 

3. Time, 19 September 1955, 21; Charles A.H. Thomson and 
Frances M. Shattuck, The 1956 Presidential Campaign 
(Washington: The Brookings Institute, 1960), 2-3; Kansas 
City Star, 26 March 1956, Independence Examiner, 29 
October 1955, and Kansas City Times, 9 August 1956, all 
in Vertical File, HSTL; Truman to Major General Harry H. 
Vaughan, 12 January 1956, Office Secretary's Files, Box 
34, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL. 

4. Independence Examiner, 8 October 1955 and 5 July 1956 
and Kansas City Star, 26 March 1956, all in Vertical 
File, HSTL; Truman to Harriman, 19 April 1956, Averell 
Harriman File, PPNF, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; 
Giglio, "Multifarious Ex-Presidency," 256. 

5. Kansas City Times, 13 August 1956, Vertical File, HSTL; 
McCullough, Truman, 959. 

6. Truman to Clement, 26 July 1956, Frank Clement Folder, 
PPNF, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Newsweek, 25 April 
1955, 37-38; Independence Examiner, 29 October 1955, 
Vertical File, HSTL; Thomson and Shattuck, The 1956 
Presidential Campaign, 26. 

7. Clement to Truman, 21 August 1956, Frank Clement Folder, 
PPNF, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Thomas and Shat-
tuck, The 1956 Presidential Campaign, 46. 

8. Truman to Harriman, 19 April 1956, Averell Harriman 
Folder, PPNF, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Time, 13 
August 1956, 13; Giglio, "Multifarious Ex-Presidency," 
245. 

9. Time, 13 August 1956, cover and 13; Truman to W.F. 



122 

Daniels (Chairman, Democratic (MO) State Committee), 17 
May 1956, Office Secretary's Files, Box 1, Post-
Presidential Papers, HSTL; Kansas City Times, 13 August 
1956, Vertical File, HSTL; Eugene H. Roseboom and Alfred 
A. Eckes, Jr., A History of Presidential Elections: From 
George Washington to Jimmy Carter, 4th ed. (New York: 
Macmillan Publishing Co., 1979), 235. 

10. Ibid.; Hartford Courant, 13 August 1956, Vertical File, 
HSTL. 

11. Truman, Mr. Citizen, 48-51; McCullough, Truman, 959. 

12. Convention Speech, 9 August 1956, Political File, Box 
76, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Independence 
Examiner, 10 August 1956 and Hartford Courant, 18 August 
1956, both in Vertical File, HSTL. 

13. Time, 18 June 1956, 26; Coll ier's, 27 September 1956 
and Kansas City Times, 9 May 1956, both in Vertical 
File, HSTL; Clement to Truman, 21 August 1956, Frank 
Clement Folder, PPNF, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; 
Thomson and Shattuck, The 1956 Presidential Campaign, 

151 . 

14. Time, 13 August 1956, 11. 

15. Hartford Courant, 12 August 1956, Vertical File, HSTL. 

16. Independence Daily News, 13 August 1956, Ibid. 
17. Clem Whitaker, Jr., "Political Parade" column, 20 

August 1956, newspaper clipping attached to Letter for 
David Noyes, David Noyes Folder, PPNF, Post-Presidential 
Papers, HSTL; Kansas City Times, 24 August 1956, Verti-
cal File, HSTL. 

18. Independence Daily News, 29 August 1956, Vertical File, 
HSTL. 

19. Speech at the Democratic National Convention, 9 August 
1956, Political File, Box 6, Post-Presidential Papers, 
HSTL; Thomson and Shattuck, The 1956 Presidential 
Campaign, 146. 

20. Truman speech, 9 August 1956; Giglio, "Multifarious Ex-
Presidency ," 245. 

21. Ibid.; Truman to Chester Bowles, 10 July 1956, Chester 
Bowles (1957-59) Folder, PPNF, Post-Presidential Papers, 
HSTL. 



123 

22. Thomson and Shattuck, The 1956 Presidential Campaign, 
145-149; Roseboom and Eckes, History of Presidential 
Elections, 237. 

23. Thomson and Shattuck, The 1956 Presidential Campaign, 
145-149; Roseboom and Eckes, History of Presidential 
Elections, 237; Time, 19 September 1955, 21. 

24. Press Statement by Truman, 15 August 1956, Political 
File, Box 10, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Kansas 
City Star, 5 March 1956, Vertical File, HSTL; Truman, 
Mr. Citizen, 53-55; Truman to Stevenson, 19 August 1956, 
in Ferrell, ed., Off the Record, 338-339. 

25. Dr. Wallace Graham to Paul Butler, 2 September 1955, 
Wallace Graham File, PPNF, Post-Presidential Papers, 
HSTL; Kansas City Star, 30 August 1955, Vertical File, 
HSTL. 

26. Truman Speech to Democratic National Convention, 17 
August 1956, Political File, Box 6, Post-Presidential 
Papers, HSTL; Rutland, The Democrats, 212. 

27. Polakoff, Political Parties, 375-76; Pach and 
Richardson, Presidency of Dwight D. Eisenhower, 124-125. 

28. Pach and Richardson, Presidency of Dwight D. Eisen-
hower, 125-126; Ambrose, Eisenhower, 347. 

29. Ibid.; Truman, Mr. Citizen, 51-52. 

30. Kansas City Times, 3 February 1956, Vertical File, 
HSTL; Address by Truman at a dinner meeting of the 
American Political Science Association, Washington, 
D.C., 7 September 1956, Political File, Box 6, Post-
Presidential Papers, HSTL. 

31. Address by Truman at a meeting of the Federation of 
Women's Democratic Clubs of Missouri, 10 September 1956, 
Political File, Box 7, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL. 

32. Speech by Truman at a Democratic dinner meeting, 
Taylorvilie, Illinoiis, 13 October 1956, Political File, 
Box 9, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL. 

33. Speech by Truman, Gary, Indiana, 18 October 1956, 
Political File, Box 9, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL. 

34. Article for Hearst Newspapers by Truman, 31 October 
1956, Hearst Corporation Folder, PPNF, Post-Presidential 
Papers, HSTL. 



124 

35. Independence Examiner, 7 November 1956, Vertical File, 
HSTL; Truman to Lucas, 28 November 1956, Scott Lucas 
Folder, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Polakoff, 
Political Parties, 376; Pach and Richardson, Presidency 
of Dwight D. Eisenhower, 136. 

36. HcCullough, Truman, 960. 

37. Independence Examiner, 7 November 1956, Vertical File, 
HSTL. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE PRESIDENTIAL LIBRARIES ACT 

Establishing a presidential library was Truman's most 

ambitious and fulfilling accomplishment after he left the 

White House since it gave him a continuing opportunity to 

justify his presidential decisions to the public. Other 

former presidents had not attempted such a vast project and 

lived to see it through to completion, but Truman success-

fully established a precedent future ex-presidents followed. 

Through his library, he planned to educate the nation's 

citizens about both his presidency and the institution of 

the presidency as a vital part of American history. 

Although Truman never thought that the term library cor-

rectly described the institution he created in Independence, 

it did inform Americans that it was a place they could visit 

to learn more about the nation's history and one of its 

chief executives. All Americans could easily identify with 

a president who seemed to be one of their own. 

Before he left Washington, Truman had envisioned build-

ing a presidential library, and he had consulted with the 

members of his administration as well as government 

archivists about this project. Truman believed strongly 

that the firsthand accounts and primary source documents of 
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his administration should be preserved for the future. Not 

only was Truman committed to the importance of history, he 

also believed that opening his records to the public would 

present him with another opportunity besides his memoirs to 

tell his version of events and, in his view, set the record 

straight on his administration. In the end, his work at the 

library was much more successful in reaching this goal than 

were his memoirs.1 

As the former president wrote to one person who con-

tributed money to the library: 

It is my ambition to make the Library a 
center for the study of the Presidency. That 
great office has been neglected and mis-
represented by so-called historians. It is 
the greatest executive office in the history 
of the world. I say that not because I held 
it but because I became acquainted with it by 
experience. I had read everything on it 
before fate passed it on to me.2 

Furthermore, Truman explained to the press that the presi-

dent was the only man who knew all the facts in any given 

situation and had to make momentous decisions. The ex-

president thought that once historians and the public knew 

all the facts, they would understand that he had made the 

right decisions as president.3 

Even at a young age, Truman appreciated the importance 

of studying history. Throughout his speeches and writings 

the former president referred to great moments and decisions 

in history and how important it was to study these events 

and the people involved so that future leaders could benefit 
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from this knowledge. Truman believed that people could only 

learn by studying their mistakes so that they would not 

repeat them. By visiting his library, the people could see 

the facts for themselves and learn the lessons of history in 

a more personal way.4 

Consequently, Truman vowed not to repeat the mistake 

which most of his predecessors made by not making adequate 

provisions for preserving their presidential papers. He 

thought that the nation had already lost important pieces of 

its history because documents had been misplaced, purposely 

destroyed for reasons of privacy, or sold by financially 

needy descendants. In addition, the private collections of 

several individual presidents were scattered throughout 

several locations. As a result, Truman believed it 

important to create a central collection of a president's 

papers so that they could be organized and made more acces-

sible to the public and to scholars. Organizing presiden-

tial libraries was the best way to preserve historical docu-

ments for future use.5 

On the other hand, Truman continually stressed that he 

did not intend for the Truman Library to be simply a monu-

ment to him even though it would give him another 

opportunity to make his case to historians. As he explained 

in Mr, Citizen, in a chapter titled, "No Monuments to the 

Living," the former president believed that monuments should 

not be built for any living person since this decision 
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should be made after their death. Besides, he thought it 

improper to build monuments to living former officials 

because it would violate the public trust. The Truman 

Library was to be a center of historical study, not simply a 

monument to a living former president. By its very nature, 

however, the Truman Library became a monument to the first 

president to preside over the Cold War since it attempted to 

explain to the people why Truman made his presidential deci-

sions and continued to give the public Truman's side of the 

story.6 

In addition, Truman contrasted the archival collections 

of the president to that of the Congress. He pointed out 

that the Congressional Digest provided a detailed account of 

the workings of both the Senate and the House of Representa-

tives. Since no equivalent record of the executive branch 

of the federal government existed, he thought it even more 

important to establish presidential libraries that would 

contribute to leaving behind a similar record of the 

presi dency.7 

Citing the example of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library, 

Truman agreed that a central location provided more access 

to scholars and teachers as well as historians doing 

research on the presidency. The organization and arrange-

ment of these manuscript collections by professional 

librarians further contributed to the documents' usefulness. 

Truman used the Roosevelt Library as a model for his own, 
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because it was operated by the federal government and, 

therefore, was a public institution like he envisioned the 

Truman Library would be. Management by the federal govern-

ment enabled the greatest number of people the most access 

to the papers of former presidents. Unlike Roosevelt, 

however, Truman lived to oversee the building of his 

1i brary.8 

As a prelude to his presidential library, Truman began 

donating historical materials in his possession to the 

National Archives as early as 1949 and successfully 

initiated legislation the next year to allow the agency to 

accept, store, and care for the papers of important govern-

ment officials, including the president. Making provisions 

for preserving the documents of his administration, Truman 

asked for help from the National Archives to begin preparing 

the documents for storage and possible shipment before he 

left the White House. By 1953, his collection of over 3.5 

million documents filled four hundred filing cabinets that 

he planned to move to a location near his Independence home. 

Until Truman could secure a more suitable location, he 

housed his papers in the Jackson County Courthouse in Kansas 

City. Dr. Wayne C. Grover, Archivist of the United States, 

oversaw the arrangement and classification of the papers. 

Truman hoped that the National Archives and Records Service 

would eventually take over management of his presidential 

records.9 
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Knowing that it would take time for Congress to enact 

legislation providing for presidential libraries, Truman 

solicited private funds for establishing the Truman Library, 

since he wanted immediate financial assistance to start work 

on this important project. In order to accomplish this 

goal, he established the Harry S. Truman Library Corporation 

in 1950 and appointed David D. Lloyd as its director. A 

Harvard graduate, Lloyd had served in the Truman White House 

and had been a staff member for the Democratic National Com-

mi ttee.10 

Lloyd led the corporation's successful efforts to raise 

$1,750,000 to establish the former president's library. Tom 

Evans, owner of a TV and radio station in Kansas City and a 

close friend of Truman, assisted Lloyd in this endeavor. 

Evans served as the secretary of the corporation, and he and 

Lloyd organized auctions and benefit dinners to raise money 

for the project. One of the most substantial contributions 

to the corporation was the $250,000 donated by the United 

Steel workers. Since the Jackson County Courthouse was run-

ning out of room to store Truman's presidential papers, 

Evans also saw to it that appropriate provisions were made 

to house them.11 

In announcing the plans for the Truman Library to the 

Society of American Archivists and the American Historical 

Association, Lloyd attempted to apply political pressure on 

Congress for legislation to provide for presidential 



131 

libraries. Lloyd hoped that by getting archivists and 

historians throughout the country to support the push for 

financial assistance from the federal government to fund 

presidential libraries, members of Congress would be much 

more willing to support the legislation. Since the scholars 

applauded and endorsed Lloyd's and Truman's efforts to 

establish the Truman Library, Lloyd thought his speech would 

give Truman "some ammunition" for the congressional hearings 

on presidential libraries. 1 2 

Meanwhile, Truman began lobbying his friends in Congress 

for legislation that would establish and maintain presiden-

tial libraries. Truman stressed the need for the federal 

government to provide financial assistance to former presi-

dents so that they would be able to collect and organize 

their manuscript collections for public use. He relied on 

his friendships from both his senatorial and his presiden-

tial years to get help for this ambitious project and was 

eventually successful in getting it accomplished. Con-

currently, Lloyd worked closely with the Archivist of the 

United States, Wayne C. Grover, to prepare legislation to 

provide for the federal government's acceptance and 

maintenance of the Harry S. Truman Library. They strove to 

streamline the legislation Truman first drafted while still 

in the White House. There was some partisan opposition to 

the creation of presidential libraries, and legislation was 

introduced, albeit unsuccessfully, into Congress to prevent 
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the federal government from getting involved in the 

establishment of these libraries.13 

Considering several sites for the building of the 

library, Truman and his friends finally decided that a site 

situated but a short walk from his home in Independence 

provided the best location. Initially, Truman and his 

family had thought that some family farmland in nearby 

Grandview, Missouri, offered the best location for the 

Truman Library. Truman, however, decided that it was not a 

good idea to waste good farmland by placing a building on it 

and decided that the library should be in Independence. The 

city of Independence's contribution of land in Slover Park, 

less than a mile away from the Truman home, also made this a 

more financially prudent as well as a more convenient loca-

tion for the library. Thus, Truman's family did not have to 

give up income-generating land and did not have to pay for 

acreage at another site. In addition, Truman felt that the 

Slover Park site would not become commercialized and "clut-

tered up with hot dog stands and tourist courts."14 

In the summer of 1955, a joint resolution proposed to 

amend the Federal Property and Administrative Services Act 

of 1949 to allow for the creation of presidential libraries. 

As a part of the National Archives, presidential libraries 

would accept not only presidential papers and other histori-

cal materials in the president's possession, but also 

"accept, for and in the name of the United States, any land, 
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building, and equipment offered as a gift to the United 

States for the purposes of creating a Presidential archival 

depository, and to take title" to them on behalf of the 

nation. The resolution further expanded the powers of the 

General Services Administrator, acting on behalf of the 

National Archives, to enter into agreements with other 

public and private institutions to further the aims of the 

presidential library, as long as the latter reported its 

actions to congress. Most importantly, this legislation 

allowed for those in charge of running presidential 

libraries to act without first having to ask Congress for 

permission. This fact allowed the administrators of 

presidential libraries much greater freedom and control over 

their institutions, since they did not have to wait months 

and years for Congress to approve each of their contemplated 

actions.15 

As one of the reports in support of this legislation 

stated: 

The enactment of the resolution into law 
would end the lack of a systematic arrange-
ment for the preservation and use of 
Presidential papers for the preservation and 
use of Presidential papers that has resulted 
in the irreparable loss or dispersion of 
important bodies of Presidential documents 
during the 166 years of our Nation's 
existence. It would enable our Presidents 
and former Presidents to plan for their 
preservation and knowledge that the Govern-
ment had made provision to receive them in 
the archives of the Nation with adequate 
provisions for their preservation, with 
proper safeguards for their administration, 
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and with restrictions on their use that 
recognize and protect the President's 
rights.16 

The immediate application of this part of the resolution 

was the federal government's acceptance of the Harry S. 

Truman Library and its contents. With minimal opposition, 

Congress approved Public Law 373, which implemented these 

provisions for federal operation of presidential libraries 

on 12 August 1955. Characterizing his legislation as 

"general in character," Archivist of the United States Dr. 

Wayne C. Grover approved of the legislation allowing for the 

National Archives to operate and maintain presidential 

libraries throughout the nation. Discussing the fact that 

the National Archives were a recent government addition, 

since it had only been established in 1934, its planners had 

not foreseen the growth of the federal government in the 

1930s and 1940s and that trying to keep all the nation's 

records in one center in Washington, D.C., was impossible. 

He declared that "now the archives have the making of a 

truly national system with the framework of the General Ser-

vices Administration."17 

One of the most controversial provisions included in the 

presidential libraries legislation was determining the loca-

tion of future presidential libraries. Some argued that 

since most scholars and scholarly institutions were on the 

East Coast, Congress should ensure that future presidential 

libraries were built only along the East Cost so that most 
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of the nation's scholars would have easy access to presiden-

tial library collections. Since Roosevelt's home was in New 

York and his library was built there, location had not bec-

ome a controversial issue until the building of the Truman 

Library.18 

Truman, however, disagreed with this part of the 

proposal. First, he pointed out that requiring all 

presidential libraries to be located in one section of the 

country would actually limit the public's access to them, 

since not everyone could afford to visit the East Coast. 

Secondly, Truman correctly claimed that ex-presidents would 

want their libraries located near the town in which they 

retired so that they would still have access to their per-

sonal papers. Convenient library locations would allow 

former presidents the ability to consult easily their papers 

when they were writing their memoirs or answering questions 

asked of them about the decisions they had made as presi-

dent. And, since it had become an accepted precedent that 

presidential papers were the personal property of the presi-

dent until he died, he should retain easy access to them. 

Finally, locating presidential libraries near the homes of 

the former presidents would enable visitors and scholars 

alike to better understand the men who held the nation's 

highest office. Walking around the towns and cities where 

future presidents had matured would give them yet another 

perspective in understanding their nation's leaders. Locat-
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ing presidential libraries along the East Coast would 

eliminate these advantages, according to Truman. One House 

report supported the former president on this matter by 

asserting that the "geographical decentralization of collec-

tions of papers that form an immensely valuable part of our 

historical and cultural heritage" was important and that, 

because of feared destruction during the "atomic age," it 

was advantageous not to have all of these papers in one 

place.19 

Echoing these same arguments today, Truman scholar 

Alonzo Hamby has pointed out that presidential libraries 

have become magnets for the papers of other members of the 

presidents' administrations. This decision, he believes, 

has saved scholars both time and expense since they do not 

have to travel all over the country to do research on a 

particular president. For example, Hamby states, the costs 

for an overnight stay in Independence are much less than 

similar accommodations in Washington, D.C. Furthermore, 

argues Hamby, presidential libraries, through endowments, 

are able to offer scholarships and travel stipends to 

scholars that institutions in D.C. are unable to offer.20 

Therefore, Truman led the way in establishing the prece-

dent that former presidents locate their libraries near 

their home, even if their home was not on the East Coast. 

In setting this precedent, Truman also helped bring more 

scholarly activity to the Midwest. He wanted his institu-
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tion to complement the area universities—the Universities 

of Kansas, Missouri, and Iowa, for example. Eisenhower and 

Hoover, in following this precedent, established their 

presidential libraries in Kansas and Iowa, respectively. 

Truman had brought more scholarly resources to the Midwest 

and the area continues to draw researchers and tourists.21 

Truman announced in May 1957 that the Harry S. Truman 

Library would be ready for formal dedication on July 6 and 

that Chief Justice Earl Warren would make the dedication 

speech. Seventeen thousand individuals and organizations 

had made contributions that financed the building of the 

library, whose deed would be given to the General Services 

Administrator, Basil O'Connor. Acting on behalf of O'Connor 

and the federal government, the Chief Archivist of the 

United States, Dr. Wayne C. Grover, formally accepted the 

title to the libraries and its contents the next year. As 

Grover's assistant, Dr. Philip Brooks was put in charge of 

the professional and technical activities of the Harry S. 

Truman Library.22 

Attesting to the nation's curiosity about its former 

president, ten thousand people gathered in Independence for 

the dedication of the Truman Library in July 1957. Besides 

Chief Justice Warren, the crowd included Herbert Hoover and 

Eleanor Roosevelt. Local and governmental officials 

representing both political parties also attended the 

ceremonies.23 
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Two years later, on 11 May 1959, Truman Library offi-

cials opened 1.5 million pages of the president's papers to 

researchers and scholars. These included about three-

fourths of the two principal segments of President Truman's 

White House files as well as some manuscripts from his staff 

and a collection from his senatorial years. Most of the 

original set of books at the library had come from Truman's 

personal collection. Truman told the press that "by opening 

these papers for free examination, consistent with the prin-

ciples of private confidence and national security, we are 

doing what we can to promote the serious study of a sig-

nificant period of American history."24 

In addition to his own papers, Truman wanted his library 

to house the papers of important officials in his 

administration. He urged each of his cabinet members to 

make at least some contribution of their papers to the 

Truman Library. In response, Samuel Rosenman contributed 

papers from his service in the Truman administration, having 

previously given manuscripts from his time in the Roosevelt 

administration to the Roosevelt Library. Truman also col-

lected almost anything of any historical value officials aqd 

former officials had to offer for display in his library. 

Supreme Court Justice William 0. Douglas, for example, 

donated a set of pictures from his years on the bench. 

Within the next two decades, several hundred former Truman 



139 

administration officials donated their papers to the 

1ibrary.25 

Truman believed strongly, however, that he had the right 

to keep some papers private as long as he or certain 

administration officials were still alive. He denied some 

scholars access to his papers even after they were securely 

housed in the Truman Library because he "didn't want to do 

harm to anybody." This decision was important to Truman, 

since he believed that he should first be given ample time 

to write his memoirs before he allowed others access to the 

important papers of his administration. Furthermore, Truman 

was especially suspicious of anyone using his papers whom he 

thought would present him or his administration in an 

unfavorable light.26 

Truman felt more than justified in reserving the right 

to control access to his personal papers while he was still 

alive. He felt he had been quite generous in allowing such 

liberal access to them by a wide variety of scholars. 

Truman believed that anyone who would take advantage of his 

generosity and present him or his administration in a nega-

tive manner did not deserve to be given full access to his 

presidential papers. Cabel Phillips, author of The Truman 

Presidency: The History of a Triumphant Succession, was one 

of the historians who was very unhappy with the restrictions 

placed on materials in the Truman Library by the former 

president. He believed that the important materials were 
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"buried beyond the convenient reach of most of the people 

who need access to them."27 

While he lobbied for federal assistance for presidential 

libraries, Truman also pushed for legislation providing for 

the indexing, microfilming, and distribution of the 

presidential papers that already existed. Truman pointed 

out that the Library of Congress had the papers of sixteen 

former presidents but that they had never been organized or 

indexed for public use. Democratic Majority Leader John 

McCormack, a friend of the former president, introduced 

legislation to organize and microfilm presidential papers in 

1957.28 

In a show of support for this legislation, Truman 

appeared before a subcommittee of the House Committee on 

Rules and Administration on 21 June of that year. Stating 

that he was present on behalf of his "old friend" John 

McCormack, the ex-president described the uniqueness of the 

U.S. presidency and lamented that the actions of that branch 

of government were not as fully recorded as those of the 

legislative or judicial branches. Since presidential papers 

had been treated as private property, they had often been 

destroyed, lost, or dispersed, and Truman cited previous 

efforts to collect the documents of former presidents. What 

the government did have in its possession, however, was not 

thoroughly catalogued or indexed for easy use and Truman 

claimed that these were the reasons this legislation should 
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be enacted. He added that the government microfilming and 

dispensing of copies of these presidential records would 

make them easier for scholars to use. Finally, Truman said, 

this legislation would prevent an enemy attack or other 

types of destruction from destroying these "precious 

records" for posterity.29 

Pointing out that McCormack had introduced earlier 

legislation that helped create presidential libraries, 

Truman correctly stated that since the papers of modern 

presidents were so voluminous, it was impossible to include 

them in the microfilming requests. Presidential libraries, 

after al1, were the best way to preserve the records of 

present and future presidents. To illustrate his point, 

Truman stated that his own administration produced 3.5 mil-

lion documents, which was more than the 2.7 million combined 

total of the twenty-three presidential manuscript collec-

tions over which the government had control. Truman then 

urged Congress to preserve these treasures for posterity.30 

To facilitate the further use of Truman's presidential 

papers, the former president, his friends, and colleagues, 

established the Harry S. Truman Library Institute for 

National and International Affairs. The not-for-profit 

institution had several purposes. First, this institute 

encouraged scholars and students to study and research the 

materials housed in the Truman Library, and it also provided 

grants and other economic assistance to researchers. The 
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institute also proposed to plan and at least partially 

finance publications dealing with the period of history with 

which the library materials dealt. Furthermore, the Harry 

S. Truman Library Institute was to develop the library as an 

active research center that would complement other research 

institutions in the Midwest, and the institute planned to 

cooperate with the local universities and colleges so that 

the Harry S. Truman Library would most efficiently serve 

their needs.31 

According to its charter, the Harry S. Truman Library 

Institute's governing body was to be composed of appropriate 

officers in the fields of history and political science from 

neighboring universities, especially the Universities of 

Missouri, Kansas, and Iowa. Truman presided over the group, 

and other leaders in the fields of contemporary American 

history as well as foreign affairs rounded out the governing 

and/or advisory panels. The reputation and standing of 

these scholars was the prime criterion for their selection, 

not their geographical location. Some of the early leaders 

who lent their name to the enterprise included Earl Warren, 

Sam Rayburn, and Averell Harriman. These men attended some 

of the institute meetings, but the local scholars made most 

of the decisions, and Lloyd and other library officials took 

care of the day-to-day business of running the institute.32 

Additionally, Truman explained that the institute would 

sponsor lectures, fellowships, seminars, and publications 
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"that will create interest in and spread information about 

our form of government, the office of the Presidency, and 

important problems in national and international affairs." 

Gifts and donations, primarily from foundations and 

universities, financed the work of the institute. For 

example, the Rockefeller Foundation, with Dean Rusk serving 

as its president, voted to send $28,700 to purchase "basic 

reference materials which your [Truman Library] officials 

believe will make the collection more useful and convenient 

for students and scholars who wish to pursue research 

there." An endowment to fulfill repeatedly this financial 

commitment to scholars was eventually established.33 

Presidential libraries and the expense of maintaining 

them are still controversial issues. Critics claim that 

they only inflate the egos of former presidents, while 

presidential scholars agree with Truman and maintain that 

they have opened the door to research effectively the 

government's executive branch. Florida Senator Lawton 

Chiles exclaimed in 1986 that "presidential libraries have 

become more like pyramids to the pharaohs than like research 

institutions" and that the trend toward bigger and bigger 

libraries in indicative of the growth of the "imperial 

presidency." Chiles introduced legislation in the mid-1980s 

to limit the size and expense of future presidential 

libraries and was successful in getting it passed by 

eliminating the Reagan presidential library from its 
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restrictions. Although he reaffirmed the importance of 

presidential libraries, Truman scholar Alonzo Hamby agreed 

and stated that the Presidential Libraries Act of 1986 

"established limits on what threatened to become a pyramid 

race." Over the years, the creation of presidential 

libraries increased in size and expense. While the cost of 

maintaining the Roosevelt Library in 1955 amounted to 

$65,000, presidential libraries were costing taxpayers 

approximately $25 million each and $20 million a year total 

in annual maintenance. 3 4 

On the other hand, Hamby has also written favorably 

about building presidential libraries as memorials to former 

presidents. He asserted, "Presidents have served because 

they won elections in which tens of millions of people voted 

for them. It is the judgment of the electorate, however bad 

we may think it is in individual cases, that is being 

honored as much as the individual. And in a democracy that 

is not a bad thing." 3 5 

The Harry S. Truman Library gave the former president an 

office to work in every day as well as a home base from 

which he could meet the people and express his views. 

Truman gave the American public the chance to see a living 

former president as well as learn more about the nation's 

history and its executive branch of government. He set a 

precedent that other former presidents would follow—they 

would no longer, as Truman put it, "be turned out to grass" 
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after leaving the nation's highest office. Furthermore, the 

library gave Truman an opportunity to regain the popularity 

he had lost while he was in the White House and to continue 

his efforts to "set the record straight." The Harry S. 

Truman Library and the Harry S. Truman Library Institute 

helped keep the former president from fading into obscurity 

as just another retired federal official. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CIVIC RESPONSIBILITY: THE FORMER PRESIDENT AS AN 

EDUCATOR 

Using his library as a home base, Truman assumed a per-

sonal responsibility to educate the nation's youth about 

citizenship. His personal goal, however, was to use invita-

tions to speak to the nation as opportunities to resurrect 

the reputation of his presidency. As he gave lectures on 

history and government, Truman continually stressed that 

the president was the one solely responsible for decision-

making, because he was the only person who had all the 

information in any given situation. Truman advised that, in 

order to be patriotic citizens, students should study 

history and government and gather all the facts available 

about a given situation. Then, they should understand that 

it was up to them to make the decisions in their life. Once 

they made these decisions, it was up to them to live with 

the consequences of their actions—just as Truman had done 

while he was president. Truman was popular with his 

audiences because he spoke plainly, simply, and directly to 

them. His perceived role as a civic educator became his 

most satisfying activity as former president.1 
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As a boy, Truman's poor eyesight had kept him from play-

ing ball and other outdoor sports that boys his age typi-

cally played. He decided, however, that wearing glasses was 

not going to keep him isolated from his peers. Truman 

determined that he would earn their respect, as well as the 

respect of his elders, in another way—by studying and show-

ing them what could be learned from reading books. Accord-

ing to one Truman biographer, the knowledge and intelligence 

he displayed was the key to his acceptance by the other 

boys, his teachers, and his family.2 

Biographies were Truman's favorite books. He loved to 

read about famous men and the important decisions that they 

had made. Truman read about men who had overcome the odds 

and had been successful, and he began to identify with some 

of these individuals. Furthermore, he believed strongly 

that only by reading about great men and the mistakes they 

had made could a person avoid a repetition of those 

mistakes. Early in Truman's life his mother fostered his 

passion for reading and bought him, among other books, a set 

of biographies of famous men and women.3 

Truman's love of reading helped compensate for his lack 

of a traditional college education. Unlike most other 

twentieth-century occupants of the White House, he had not 

received any formal education beyond high school because of 

a lack of family finances. Although Truman may not have 

been intellectually superior to any of his predecessors, he 



152 

was at the least very competent in his knowledge of history 

and how it related to being president.4 

Everyone should read history, according to Truman, no 

matter what they wanted out of their lives. Reading about 

others was a way to explore other avenues and make the most 

of one's life. And, while not all readers could become 

leaders, Truman asserted that all great leaders were readers 

and that no one ever wasted his or her time reading.5 

Truman explained to his audiences that he, an everyday 

person like each of them, had never planned to become presi-

dent of the United States. Nevertheless, his interest in 

learning and his sense of civic responsibility had prepared 

him for the role when it became time for him to assume it. 

The ex-president recalled that even when he had been in the 

Senate, "I didn't think that it would ever become my duty to 

make decisions that would affect the whole world." There-

fore, Truman believed, it was up to each citizen to prepare 

himself for the future.6 

Truman was self-conscious that he had become a world 

leader without a formal college education. While he tried 

to read everything about a particular subject on which he 

had to make a decision, he relied on those around him who 

were more educated to help collect and analyze the facts. 

Throughout his life, for example, Truman relied heavily on 

the advice of Dean Acheson, a lawyer—statesman with an Ivy 

League education.7 
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As he grew older, Truman collected books and attempted 

to read them whenever he had the chance. More than five 

hundred volumes of the papers, the memoirs, and biographies 

of former U.S. presidents as well as biographies of other 

great men filled the shelves of his office and his home's 

family room. Truman constantly referred to them for 

guidance, inspiration, and knowledge. Truman also spent 

several hours of his morning reading the newspapers of the 

day and several hours in the evening reading history and 

biographies. They presented him with a safe and comfortable 

escape, just as they had during his childhood. Truman felt 

most at home among his books and newspapers and believed 

that reading them would make a great contribution to his 

success. He found the pursuit of knowledge fascinating and 

wanted to share that love of learning with others.8 

After he left the presidency, Truman planned to spend a 

great deal of his time talking to the nation's young people 

and educating them about what it meant to be an American, 

for he thought they held a great responsibility in their 

hands, and it was his duty to help teach them how to make 

the most of it. He hoped that others could profit from the 

lessons he had learned the hard way, and he offered to be 

their teacher. Truman looked forward to speaking to 

friendly audiences filled with young people rather than fel-

low world statesmen, since he could relax and revel in his 

perceived role as their "professor."9 
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As a dedicated student of history, Truman held educators 

in high esteem despite his own lack of formal education. He 

attended the public schools in Independence, but his family 

lacked the money necessary to send him to college. 

Throughout his life, he regretted that he had not been able 

to continue his education, and now he wanted to help others 

to increase their knowledge, whether or not they could or 

could not afford to attend college. He promoted this goal 

through his public speeches, his writings in newspapers, and 

the publications of his memoirs and Mr. Citizen.10 

Speaking to the nation's young people gave Truman joy 

and satisfaction. He thrived on the questions they asked 

him and was impressed with both their knowledge and inquisi-

tiveness. Truman felt accepted by these groups and enjoyed 

appearing before them. He could present his views of the 

past and why the world existed the way it did and was no 

longer expected to present a concrete program of 

recommendations—now he only had to make suggestions.11 

The former president also enjoyed answering the personal 

queries of young people who wrote to him. In a letter to an 

eighth-grader who had asked him what he should study in high 

school, Truman replied that he should take Latin since it 

was the foundation for the romance languages and it would 

enable him to understand better the English language. He 

also advised the student to take algebra, geometry, physics, 

and United States history and study composition and the 
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critical reading of English and American literature. Truman 

acknowledged that this would not be an easy task for the 

young boy, but he should remember that "it had taken plenty 

of hard work and anxiety to obtain knowledge."12 

During a speech to educators in Jackson County, Mis-

souri, Truman stressed the need for students to gain a 

thirst for knowledge during their education: "When a child 

becomes imbued with a desire for knowledge, the buildings, 

gymnasiums and other trimmings make no difference. Those 

things are nice to have, but learning comes of study and 

hard work." People who had accomplished something in this 

world had gotten to where they were through hard work and 

dedication. They applied all of their knowledge to the 

problems they faced and progressed forward. Furthermore, 

Truman exclaimed that parents should assist teachers and 

follow up school discipline with strict home discipline. 

The problems of youth of that generation could be solved if 

parents did their jobs and enforced the rules, according to 

the ex-president. Truman naively thought that this simple 

analysis would solve the problems of the nation's youth—his 

parents had been strict with him so that approach should 

work with everyone. Truman's recommended approach to dis-

cipline reflected his traditional American outlook on life 

and his belief that the new generation should look to their 

elders for guidance and wisdom.13 
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In the early years after he left the presidency, Truman 

was hesitant to accept offers for speaking engagements at 

colleges and universities. He held professors in such high 

esteem that he did not think he was fit to be considered 

among their ranks. Eventually, however, Truman viewed such 

invitations to speak as yet another opportunity to communi-

cate his message about the presidency and defend the deci-

sions he had made as president. Continual pressure from 

friends such as Dean Acheson and Richard Neustadt, then a 

professor in the Department of Public Law and Government at 

Columbia University, also influenced him finally to accept 

these offers.14 

When Truman began to accept these invitations, he 

addressed audiences at various universities and colleges, 

including Southern Methodist University, Harvard, Grinnell, 

and Drake. Columbia went so far as to publish his lectures 

in a book entitled Truman Speaks. He generally spoke about 

subjects he knew intimately—the presidency, the constitu-

tion, and the dangers of mass hysteria such as McCarthyism. 

He wanted to speak to his audiences about citizenship, and 

his objective was "to build character, find brain power, and 

make responsible citizens to keep the freedom of the 

individual intact."15 

An avid advocate of education, Truman loved playing the 

role of professor. He appreciated the respect other 

educators afforded him and felt lucky to be counted as one 
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of them. Truman used these forums to spread his preception 

of history and the men who made it. He advised students to 

follow in his footsteps and study the lives of "truly great 

men" who had made sacrifices in order to make the world and 

their countries a better place. After all, men made 

history, events did not make men, according to Truman.16 

In addition, the former president believed strongly in 

the traditional rhetoric that the U.S. Constitution belonged 

to all Americans and that it was "the strongest bulwark 

against any advance of communism in this nation that has 

been advised." Furthermore, he believed that if the nation 

were governed according to the letter as well as the spirit 

of the Bill of Rights, it could be assured of growing "in 

strength and wisdom and freedom." Truman stressed to his 

listeners that they should never take their civil rights for 

granted, since not everyone in the world was as free as they 

were. He added, "They are so much a part of our lives that 

they may seem dry and uninteresting. But the history of 

other countries in recent years has shown us how vital and 

important they are." Recent history had shown the world, 

according to Truman, that unless citizens had rights and 

protected these rights, no one could be safe or secure, 

since "the power of government rests in the people of this 

government." Through these assertions, Truman was again 

trying to defend his actions as president when he tried to 

protect the country from the growing menace of communism.17 
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Presidents and the presidency were Truman's favorite 

topics of discussion since he held this office in great 

esteem. Calling the presidency "the greatest office in the 

history of the world in the greatest republic," Truman sum-

moned every citizen to work to keep its powers "broad, 

unfettered and flexible and its prestige high." Thinking 

that the Founding Fathers' creation of the presidency was 

"nothing short of a miracle," the former president espe-

cially admired the early leaders' abilities to endow the 

chief executive with powers that were flexible enough to 

deal with the changing demands placed on that office over 

time, especially during the challenging atomic age. Per-

sonally, Truman felt that the presidency created by the 

Founding Fathers functioned as well during the modern age as 

it had during the age of the sailing ship or the stagecoach. 

Now that he no longer had to deal with the everyday chal-

lenges of asserting the authority of the presidency in the 

face of congressional, judicial, and public opposition, 

Truman could easily glorify the office. In addition, during 

the 1950s, he did not feel comfortable praising Eisenhower 

for both personal and partisan reasons, and supporting the 

office reconfirmed his belief in American democracy. For 

their part, audiences of the pre-Vietnam protest demonstra-

tion era were still willing to listen to this patriotic 

rhetoric about the greatness of the presidency.18 
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Furthermore, Truman explained to his audiences that 

while being president was "a wonderful job," they should 

appreciate that "more trouble and more cussin'" goes along 

with it than "any other job in the history of the world." 

The most important challenge any president faced, he pointed 

out, was handling public relations effectively. If he could 

not get his message across to the people, Truman claimed, 

the president would lose his support. In addition, the 

chief executive, had to know how to use public relations to 

play politics in his dealings with Congress. Dealing with 

all the players in the government bureaucracy was a chal-

lenge that any American president could face as a result of 

the powers and responsibilities granted him by the Constitu-

tion. Again, Truman was looking at the situation through 

the rose-colored glasses of a former president. While 

president, he had faced severe public relations problems as 

well as having dealt with uncooperative congresses on 

several occasions. And, he did not always win those 

battles. He left office with some of the lower public 

approval ratings of any president. In addition, Truman's 

loss to the congressional override of the Taft-Hartley Act 

was an example of how his influence as president was less 

than that of the Congress. He did, however, use his veto 

power as a public relations tool to keep the labor unions in 

the Democratic ranks.19 
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In 1958, Truman wrote an article for This Week magazine 

discussing the nation's four most underrated presidents. He 

easily identified with these leaders, since he believed that 

the nation had underrated his tenure in office. Truman com-

pared the opposition in Congress Andrew Johnson faced to his 

own struggles with the legislative branch when he identified 

the nineteenth century president as one of the nation's most 

underrated. Pointing out that James Madison was the first 

president to recognize the presidency as a monumental job, 

Truman thought that history had too easily dismissed him for 

leading the nation into the War of 1812—an unpopular war 

not unlike the Korean conflict. Citing Rutherford Hayes as 

his third choice for the nation's most underrated chief 

executive, Truman asserted that Hayes's leadership in intro-

ducing competitive exams for government employees had also 

been forgotten and had caused this Republican to be 

undervalued. Truman claimed that James K. Polk was the most 

neglected U.S. president. As the first dark-horse 

candidate, Polk evoked sympathy from Truman, who had also 

filled the role of dark horse. And, Polk had kept his 

promise not to run for reelection, as had Truman. Most 

importantly, Truman asserted, the United States became a 

major nation with the acquisition of territory under one of 

the country's most underrated presidents.20 

On the other hand, Truman did not think that the 

presidency was a perfect institution. Using this observa-
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tion to criticize the Eisenhower administration, the ex-

president exclaimed that he did not like the trend toward an 

increasingly larger White House staff. He interpreted 

Eisenhower's approach to government as that of a weak leader 

who was unable to make decisions on his own and who there-

fore needed others to do it for him. This completely con-

tradicted Truman's view that "the buck stops here" and that 

the nation's chief executive should take full responsibility 

for the decisions he makes and live with their results. 

According to Truman, the layer of presidential aides that 

Eisenhower created only impeded this process.21 

To educate further the American public and to reinforce 

the rightness of his presidential decisions, Truman also 

made occasional television appearances, including an inter-

view on Edward R. Murrow's "See It Now" program and "Youth 

Wants to Know." The ex-president defended himself by saying 

that when a decision "had to be made, [and] it was my turn 

to make it, I made it and carried it out. If it was wrong, 

I tried to correct it." For example, he continued to sup-

port the research and development of atomic weapons, stress-

ing that "the only way a Russian will keep his promise as a 

nation is to be strong enough to make him keep it, and I 

wouldn't trust him across the street." Truman also took 

advantage of this opportunity to criticize the Eisenhower 

administration for not keeping U.S. defenses as strong as he 

thought they should have been.22 
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Whether or not they subscribed to the ex-president's 

political beliefs, his audiences related to Truman as one of 

their own. His optimistic outlook on life was contagious, 

especially when he was speaking in a language his audiences 

understood. Farmers, small businessmen, housewives, 

veterans—many understood his message.23 

In turn, Truman placed great faith in the nation's 

youth. He stated that he was "very much impressed" by the 

teenagers he had met throughout the nation. "Our young 

people know a great deal more about everything than the 

people who are criticizing them." For his part, Truman 

tried to do "everything in my power to tell them of their 

responsibilities." The former president pleaded for more 

communication, more thinking, more reading, more studying, 

and more participation in public affairs by all Americans. 

Every citizen should get involved in politics, starting at 

the precinct level, he believed. After all, Truman 

asserted, "It is to them—the young people of today, the 

citizens of tomorrow—that we must look to keep this nation 

free and strong and a force for good throughout the 

world."24 

In honor of his service as the nation's president and 

his interest in the education of youth, two area schools 

were named in Truman's honor. In 1956, the local Hickman 

Mills Consolidated School District named a grade school 

after Truman, and he served as the principal speaker at the 
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dedication ceremonies. Truman also spoke at the dedication 

of the new Truman High School in Independence in 1964. The 

school was named for him and his wife. At the dedication, 

the president issued his usual call urging young people to 

exercise their privileges as U.S. citizens.25 

Throughout the 1960s, however, Truman's activities as an 

educator decreased as a result of his uncompromising defense 

of the use of the atomic bomb and his support of Lyndon 

Johnson's escalation of the war in Vietnam. Times were 

changing and a new idealistic view of the world was replac-

ing the traditional cold war outlook of the World War II 

generation. Furthermore, Truman's failing health in the 

latter half of the decade also made it difficult for him to 

continue on the lecture circuit.26 

Since leaving Washington, Truman told the press, he had 

been "engaged in a private campaign to explain what the 

office of the U.S. presidency really meant." What Truman 

really intended to do, however, was to educate the American 

public about his own presidency and the difficult decisions 

he had had to make during his tenure in the Oval Office. He 

wanted them to empathize with him and understand that he did 

the best he could and made the most appropriate decisions 

according to the facts he had available to him at the time. 

He greatly admired the office of the presidency and wanted 

others to share that admiration since this would help them 

further understand Truman's own struggles and the challenges 
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he faced as president. His public speaking tours as well as 

his writings and television appearances complemented the 

work of the Truman Library in educating the American public 

about the Truman presidency. Over time, Truman's popularity 

rating increased. His availability to the people and his 

willingness to campaign on his own behalf helped give 

Americans a better impression of the man who had once been 

president. While he was educating the nation about the 

presidency, Truman also tried to educate them about the need 

to provide for their leaders after they left the nation's 

highest office. Truman became instrumental in the passage 

of the Former Presidents Act before the end of the 1950s.27 
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CHAPTER 8 

THE FORMER PRESIDENTS ACT 

Truman's most controversial legacy as a former president 

was his role in enacting the Former Presidents Act to 

provide for ex-presidents and their financial needs after 

leaving the nation's highest office. After President George 

Bush's loss in the 1992 electoral race, stories exclaiming 

dismay at how much the United States pays its former presi-

dents filled the newspapers. Similar stories have surfaced 

everytime an incumbent has left office since Truman's 

tenure. Truman did not have the financial means necessary 

to carry out the work of an elder statesman and needed a way 

to support himself without lessening the dignity of his 

former office. His push for what became the Former Presi-

dents Act was a necessary step to ensure the retention of 

the dignity of the office of president and those who had 

held that position.1 

As historian Robert Ferrell has pointed out, being a 

former president was expensive. Truman's return to private 

life did not allow him to be an ordinary citizen, since he 

had large amounts of correspondence to answer, unreimbursed 

appearances to make, along with the personal expenses for 
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travel and lodging, and the solicitations from representa-

tives of causes expecting cash contributions. Truman had 

always viewed the presidency as a gift from the nation's 

citizens, and, even after leaving office, thought that he 

should continue to do whatever he could "to contribute to 

the welfare of the country." He also needed a place to work 

on his writing projects. Truman did not have the kind of 

money he needed to pursue all these tasks.2 

Truman had never been a wealthy man. Deeply in debt in 

the 1920s and 1930s, he never earned much money and, there-

fore, was not able to build up much savings to support him-

self after leaving the presidency. In fact, during his 

Senate career, he had put his wife on the payroll to supple-

ment the family's income. When he first became president in 

1945, Truman had earned a yearly salary of $75,000. In 

1949, he began earning $100,000 a year as president with 

half of it being paid out in income taxes, along with a 

$50,000 tax-free allowance for running the White House. The 

expensive business of being the president, consequently, did 

not allow Truman to save much money while he was in office. 

While he was still president, Truman had felt forced to take 

out a loan for an undisclosed amount at Washington's 

National Bank to tide him over.3 

Among the most important reasons that the Trumans 

returned to their home in Independence in 1953 was that they 

could not afford any other choice. While he did draw a 
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modest pension of $119.32 a month as a colonel in the Army 

Reserve, the former president returned to Independence with 

"no Secret Service agents, no secretaries, no pension, no 

salary, not a penny of expense money." Bess had received a 

cash inheritance from her mother's estate, but it amounted 

to only $8,385.90.4 

After leaving the White House, Truman declared fre-

quently that he would not consider taking any positions that 

would reflect badly upon the nation's highest office. He 

had stated clearly that taking any renumerated position 

would be contingent on the job's not appearing to take 

advantage of his former position and whether or not it was a 

position in which his talents could be usefully employed. 

As the ex-president discussed in Mr. Citizen and Margaret 

Truman asserted in her biography of her father, Truman could 

have made large sums of money after leaving office but 

decided instead that he would not "commercialize on the 

prestige and dignity of the office of the Presidency." A 

clothing store, several oil companies, a sewing machine com-

pany, and a motion picture company offered the former presi-

dent executive positions with salaries in the hundreds of 

thousands of dollars, all of which he refused. They wanted 

a former president, not Harry S. Truman. Therefore, he con-

tented himself temporarily with the modest sums he earned 

from writing his memoirs and occasional newspapers 

articles.5 
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Truman had hoped to pay his expenses as an ex-president 

from the income he generated writing his memoirs. This 

proved to be financially disappointing. Furthermore, Presi-

dent Eisenhower's earning a greater amount of money from the 

sale of his writings about his World War II experiences 

greatly upset Truman. The ex-president made a point of 

telling friends that while Eisenhower had received a net 

return of $437,000 for his book, by contrast he had received 

just $153,000. Truman, moreover, emphasized that he had had 

to pay out most of the earnings he received over a five-year 

period for office help, rent, postage, and telephones. He 

actually received only $37,000 for his writing efforts. 

Truman asserted that the federal government should have paid 

for 70 percent of the overhead and expenses, especially 

since all five-star generals and admirals had been allotted 

three clerks "and all the emoluments that went with their 

office when they retired," while former presidents were 

allotted nothing.6 

Truman believed that he was simply asking for fairness, 

since he had spent eighteen years in government service and 

should not be expected to go broke while he was continuing 

to serve his country. Claiming that he did not want a pen-

sion just for past service to his country, Truman thought 

that the federal government had an obligation to assist him 

financially so that he could exercise his responsibilities 

and duties as the nation's former chief executive. Truman 
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did not have the vast wealth and savings of the other living 

former president, Herbert Hoover. Consequently, Truman was 

torn between his perceived responsibilities as an ex-

president and his available finances to carry out these 

activities.7 

Comparing himself to other former presidents, Truman 

wrote in Mr. Citizen that the presidents who had been rich 

men before occupying the White House simply went home to 

their estates, and those who were not as prosperous did the 

best they could to earn a living. But, no matter what the 

financial circumstances of these men, Truman pointed out 

that the nation had never outlined any plans to "draw on the 

invaluable experience of former Presidents for future public 

service." Truman himself was determined to find a way to 

work again as a citizen. He would not allow others to take 

advantage of the fact that he once occupied the presidency 

and ask him to take a job which would demean his former 

position. Calvin Coolidge had previously pointed out that 

people who wanted to pay a high price for his services just 

wanted a former president, not the particular person, to 

lend his name to their business enterprise or other pursuit. 

Coolidge refused these offers because he believed doing so 

would erode the dignity of the office of president. Truman 

agreed with this approach.8 

Contrary to Truman's view of history, even the early 

presidents who had returned to large estates after leaving 
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the White House had found themselves deeply in debt. Thomas 

Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe died virtually 

penniless, while only George Washington, a good businessman, 

prospered after he left the nation's highest office. In 

1873, Congress doubled the presidential salary, partly in 

order to avoid ex-presidents' living in poor financial cir-

cumstances. Congressmen recognized that there was a great 

deal of tension between maintaining the dignity of the 

office and the earning potential of being one of the 

nation's former presidents as Truman pointed out almost a 

century later. The public had already witnessed President 

Ulysses S. Grant's pawning even his swords to support him-

self as an ex-president. In order to leave an inheritance 

for his family, Grant had finished his memoirs only a few 

hours before he died. Even President Woodrow Wilson had 

been forced to ask friends to help him complete the mortgage 

payments on his home in Washington, D.C.9 

To remedy this uncomfortable situation, Andrew Carnegie 

in 1912 had proposed providing a privately funded pension 

for former presidents to embarrass Congress into fulfilling 

its duty to pass legislation to underwrite such financial 

support. Public disapproval, however, kept Carnegie from 

fulfilling the terms of his proposal. 1 0 

While Truman was still vice-president, an attempt had 

been made to attach a presidential provision to the con-

gressional pension program proposed in 1942, but a "vehement 



173 

public outcry" against such spending in a period of wartime 

sacrifices prevented its passage. After the war, in 1949, 

Congress was successful, however, in enacting its own pen-

sion program as well as raising the salary of the chief 

executive to $100,000 to allow the president to save some 

money while still in office to prepare for his return to 

private 1ife.11 

This salary, however, soon proved to be inadequate to 

provide for the president after he left office. Because of 

Truman's growing concern about financial support for his 

numerous activities as the nation's ex-president, he 

approached Democratic leaders in the House and the Senate 

for assistance. He called on Sam Rayburn and John McCormack 

in the House as well as Senate Majority Leader Lyndon 

Johnson. The former president also looked to Charles S. 

Murphy, his former administrative assistant, for help in 

this endeavor, since Murphy continued to work closely with 

congressional Democrats, especially Johnson.12 

As a result of Truman's interest and lobbying efforts, 

Senate Bill 1150 was introduced 2 March 1953 into the first 

session of the Republican-dominated 83rd Congress to provide 

franking privileges, office facilities, and secretarial 

assistance for former presidents. The administrator of the 

General Services Administration would be in charge of making 

sure that these provisions were implemented at an aggregate 
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salary of rio more than $25,000 a year. The bill was still 

stuck in committee a year later.13 

Once he found out that this bill was still tied up in 

committee, Circuit Judge Caskie Collet of Kansas City, a 

friend of Truman's, wrote Rayburn in March 1954 about the 

progress of Senate Bill 1150. He pointed out that there was 

still some available space in Kansas City's Federal Court 

building that could adequately accommodate Truman's office 

needs. Truman had approved Collet's writing this letter to 

their mutual friend, because Collet could speak as one who 

had seen firsthand the president's situation.14 

Later that month, Senator Frank Carlson of Kansas, 

chairman of the Post Office and Civil Service Committee, 

which was handling the pension bill, discussed the matter 

with other members of the committee and promised to recom-

mend favorable committee action at the group's next meeting. 

Carlson wanted this legislation approved because "it is not 

only meritorious, but is a courtesy that we should extend to 

our former presidents." Congressman Edward H. Rees of 

Kansas, the chairman of the Post Office and Civil Service 

Committee, also was in favor of the bill.15 

But, the pension bill for ex-presidents was still in 

committee in July 1954 as the session was drawing to a 

close. Carlson's committee awaited a report from the Bureau 

of the Budget along with several other reports that were 

relevant to the consideration of Senate Bill 1150, and the 



175 

senator urged the responsible agencies to forward these 

reports since the session was drawing to a close. Neverthe-

less, the session closed without any action being taken.16 

On 9 May 1955, a rewritten version of the same bill was 

presented in the first session of the new Democratic-

controlled 84th Congress. The principal purpose of this 

legislation was "to make provisions for meeting the living 

expenses and office expenses of former Presidents of the 

United States." The bill stated that since "the Presidency 

is the greatest office within the gift of the American 

people," the country should do what it could to relieve the 

former president of any concern over his personal affairs. 

The report accompanying the proposed legislation further 

pointed out that the interest of the nation's citizens in 

their president did not end when he left office. In turn, 

the president's obligation to the people did not end, and he 

had to maintain his obligation to retain the dignity of the 

nation's highest office. The nation and the world placed 

legitimate demands upon former U.S. presidents, and they had 

to be financially prepared to meet those needs. Although 

there were many undignified ways for a former president to 

capitalize on his position, it was in his best interest as 

well as the best interest of the nation for him not to do 

so. Therefore, in agreement with Truman's earlier asser-

tions about the role of former presidents, the report called 
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for the federal government should make adequate provisions 

for the financial needs of former presidents.17 

Senate Bill 1516 made provisions for a $22,500 annual 

monetary allowance for former presidents which would be dis-

tributed in monthly installments by the secretary of the 

treasury. The administrator of the General Services 

Administration was responsible for providing each former 

president with a staff without regard to civil service and 

classification laws. The former president's staff would 

consist of an administrative assistant, a secretary, and 

other secretarial and clerical assistants and would be 

responsible only to the ex-president, who would also 

determine their rate of pay following the maximum guidelines 

that were the same as the previously proposed bill. The GSA 

administrator would also be put in charge of providing the 

former president with an office in a federal building in a 

location designated by the former president and would reim-

burse the ex-president for his mailing expenses at the end 

of each year from the Treasury Department's general funds. 

A provision was also included in which presidential widows 

would receive a $10,000-a-year allowance, payable monthly. 

The bill passed the Senate but died in the House. Partisan 

opposition to the bill still existed, and there were also 

congressmen opposed to increasing the budget of the federal 

government for any reason whatsoever.18 
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In the first session of the next Congress, another bill 

was proposed in the Senate to provide for ex-presidents and 

their clerical needs. This bill increased the yearly salary 

of ex-presidents to $25,000 per year, but otherwise read the 

same as the previous bill. Supporters of this legislation 

also presented the same arguments which had been given for 

the last proposed bill.19 

A few days later, during Senate debate over this bill, 

Senator Johnson, in agreement with Truman, argued that the 

proposed legislation did not represent a pension or a pay-

ment for past services. The former presidents bill, he 

said, was "based upon the reality that the American people 

still look to an ex-President for advice, for counsel, and 

for inspiration in their moments of trial." Both living 

former presidents, Johnson pointed out, had served their 

nation during troubled times and had acted patriotically and 

selflessly and had also been determined to preserve the 

United States. This bill, the Democratic majority leader 

said, presented "a modest recognition of the public charac-

ter of a former President."20 

Johnson thought that the former presidents bill "has had 

an unusually good public reception," and he planned to fol-

low the progress of the bill through the House of 

Representatives. He was also prepared to oppose any amend-

ments because no chances of confusing the issue should be 

taken. Even if the legislation became stuck in the House 
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committee again, Johnson was certain that Speaker Rayburn 

would be able to get it on the floor this time.21 

Rayburn, however, informed Truman late that summer that 

"it doesn't look like it is going to be a fortunate time to 

bring up the retirement bill," since congressmen were worn 

out after their seven and one-half months in Washington for 

the session. Rayburn advised waiting until next winter when 

it would "receive more favorable handling," and Truman con-

curred since he did not "want to do anything to cause . . . 

trouble" for the congressional leader. Furthermore, Truman 

trusted the opinion of his politically wise and powerful 

fri end.2 2 

Further arguments concerning the dignity of the ex-

president were raised that year when proposals once again 

were made to provide for the nation's chief executives after 

they left the White House. In 1957, the Senate committee 

considering a proposal for a presidential pension system 

asserted that "we expect a former President to engage in no 

business or occupation which would demean the office he has 

held or capitalize upon it in any improper way. There are 

many ways in which a former President can earn a large 

income, but ought not to." The nation's former president 

should not be "beholden to or dependent upon any individual 

or group" except for the common good of the United States 

and its citizens. Congressional leaders also emphasized the 

same point that Truman had been making about former presi-
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dents playing an important public role throughout their 

lives when they were seeking passage of the Former Presi-

dents Act.23 

Republican House leaders, nevertheless, delayed action 

on the bill for almost two years, partly because of their 

belief that former presidents might use the funds to mount a 

possible campaign to return to office. They told one 

another privately that they were being asked to subsidize 

Truman's attacks on the Republican party. The mass media 

and the public, however, overwhelmingly supported this bill 

and eventually overcame the objections of the Republican 

congressmen.2 4 

Rayburn's public statement in late February 1958 that 

the government had an obligation to protect the dignity of 

the presidential office promised to break the year-long 

stalemate in the House Post Office and Civil Service Com-

mittee. He repeated these statements in a rare appearance 

as a witness before the House committee. The speaker said 

that it was time for the nation to provide for the nation's 

former presidents in the same way it already provided for 

five-star generals and admirals. He then forced the 

chairman of the House Civil Service Committee to call a 

meeting to consider the legislation that the Senate had 

passed on 4 February 1957. House Majority Leader John W. 

McCormack had introduced a similar bill in the lower chamber 

at about the same time, but it only had one brief committee 
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hearing before it was buried. Congressmen still shied away 

from increasing the national budget, and some still had con-

cerns that Truman would use any pension granted him for 

strictly partisan concerns.25 

Truman pointed out to McCormack that he had already 

provided the federal government with a great deal of 

property and possessions, and it was not too much to ask for 

a free office and salaries for his office staff for the rest 

of his life. Truman claimed to have raised $1.7 million and 

that the city of Independence donated land worth $1.8 mil-

lion to build the library, all of which had been given over 

to the federal government. In addition, the former presi-

dent estimated that the possessions he donated to the 

library amounted to almost half a million dollars and that 

his presidential papers were worth $17 million. Figuring 

that he had turned over $21 million to the government, 

Truman did not think that a free office was much to ask in 

return, for it was the equivalent of his paying $210,000 a 

year if he lived ten years [sic], and he thought that that 

was "rather high rent." The ex-president further claimed 

that he was "not so interested in an income for myself as I 

am for the people who have been working for me since I was 

in the White House." Truman estimated that his annual 

payroll ran $27,000 a year, which, he thought, was also not 

much to ask from the federal government.26 
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Finally, the House Rules Committee cleared the legisla-

tion providing financial assistance for former presidents 

for a vote at the end of July 1958. Opponents of the bill 

cried foul and claimed that the bill had been "railroaded" 

through the committee and vowed to fight passage of the bill 

or, at the very least, amend it to a simple pension plan for 

former presidents. Both Herbert Hoover and Mrs. Franklin 

Roosevelt had stated already that they would make no claim 

to any funds permitted them under the legislation, and Mrs. 

Woodrow Wilson, the only other living person the legislation 

would affect besides Truman, was already receiving $5,000 a 

year under special legislation. The bill also made provi-

sions for presidential widows, providing them with $10,000 a 

year. Previously, these women had been given allowances 

only through a petition process or by special acts of Con-

gress .2 7 

The House passed an amended version of the bill on 30 

July 1958. It provided a $25,000 annual pension but refused 

any office space or staff to handle the ex-president's mail. 

After three hours of political wrangling, a joint conference 

between the House and the Senate restored provisions for 

some office expenses. 2 8 

Support for the bill divided along partisan lines. 

Republican critics argued that if Truman wanted "to continue 

his cheap, demagogic politics, let him do it at his own 

expense." They claimed that with a growing national debt, 
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this was not the time to burden further the federal govern-

ment with what they viewed as unnecessary expenses. They 

also charged that the bill would create a "bureaucracy 

around a non-existent office" and allow for "quasi-official 

interference by former Presidents." Democrats countered 

with arguments for passage of the bill as originally 

presented so that former presidents could fulfill the duties 

of their position without being forced to take outside 

employment that would demean the office they had previously 

held.2 9 

Eventually, however, leaders of both parties joined in a 

rare bipartisan appeal for passage of a compromise bill, 

which the House of Representatives passed on 20 August 1958. 

Rayburn proclaimed, "I doubt if I would ever be more dis-

appointed in the House of Representatives than I would today 

if they turned down this proposition." The compromise 

allowed for a staff with a base pay not exceeding $50,000 a 

year, provided office space either in or out of a federal 

building, as well as giving former presidents free unlimited 

mailing privileges. The 85th Congress passed Public Law 85-

745 in August 1958, making provisions for the funds to sup-

port the Former Presidents Act.30 

Exuberant, Truman congratulated Rayburn for his 

assistance in passing the so-called pension bill and charac-

terized his actions in support of the bill's passage "'above 

and beyond' the call of duty." Murphy, however, thought 
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Johnson deserved most of the credit for the bill's passage. 

His "eloquent" Senate speech reminded the upper house that 

the nation still looked to their former presidents for 

guidance.31 

Lending bipartisan support to the Former Presidents Act, 

Herbert Hoover reaffirmed publicly the concept that he and 

Truman were "semi-public servants." Furthermore, he stated 

that the people expected more and more from their former 

presidents and that the federal government should pay them 

for their continued service to the nation. Since generals 

and judges retired with pensions, it was unclear to Hoover 

why former presidents should not be given the same con-

sideration. Once the pension bill passed, however, Hoover, 

a millionaire, donated his share to charity.32 

As signed by President Eisenhower on 28 August 1958, the 

Former Presidents Act allowed $50,000 for clerical 

assistance, and Truman decided to use that money for his 

three assistants—a personal secretary, an administrative 

assistant, and a stenographer. Truman would receive the 

$25,000 pension directly while the regional office of the 

General Services Administration would administer the cleri-

cal funds. Office space, office furnishings, equipment, and 

free mailing privileges would also be given to the president 

in a location designated by him. The Internal Revenue Ser-

vice considered all of these privileges, like the comparable 

allowances for a president still in office, tax-free. The 
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IRS determined, however, that the $25,000 stipend for the 

former president was taxable income since it was not 

formally considered a pension.33 

The Former Presidents Act stemmed most immediately from 

the financial situation of Harry S. Truman. He discovered 

that it cost him at least $30,000 each year just to answer 

his mail and make the public appearances and speeches that 

the nation's citizens requested of him. Later legislation 

increased allowances for former presidents to counter the 

rising cost of living. The 1960s saw passage of the 

Presidential Transition Act of 1963, providing federal funds 

in place of private funds to cover the cost of transferring 

the nation's highest office from one person to another. 

Despite the fact that the incoming president received the 

greatest share of the allotment, the former president was 

granted $300,000 to cover his first six months after leaving 

office. After 1976, this amount increased to one million 

dollars for the former president.34 

Thus, Congress contributed to the formal establishment 

of the office of the ex-presidency with the passage of the 

Former Presidents Act. As Truman pointed out, those men who 

had served in the nation's highest elected office should not 

be forced to worry about how they were going to pay their 

bills once they retired. The fact that the other branches 

of government, along with the military, already provided for 

their retirees only made this legislation affecting the 
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executive branch more imperative. Even though presidents 

after Truman have been able to amass much greater amounts of 

financial capital after leaving office, they should not be 

in a position that they are forced to do so. Presidents 

should only have to worry about serving their country effi-

ciently. Truman helped show the nation that by supporting 

financially its ex-presidents, it only allowed them to con-

tinue serving their country. 
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CHAPTER 9 

TRUMAN AND KENNEDY POST-PRESIDENTIAL RELATIONS 

The 1960 election presented Truman with another chance 

to attempt to play kingmaker and exert his power as the 

Democratic party's elder statesman. He found, however, that 

his influence, both inside and outside the Democratic party, 

was not as great as he wished. Although Truman declined 

publicly to support any one candidate for the party's 

presidential nomination, he hoped to influence the party's 

choice from behind the scenes. By 1960, however, Truman was 

only important as a symbol of the party and not as one of 

its power brokers. And, although President John F. Kennedy 

paid respect to Truman, he never took him seriously. 

Democrats now deferred to Truman in style, not in substance. 

After eight years of Republican rule, Truman wanted to 

lead the Democrats in nominating a winner for the 1960 

presidential race. It was especially important to Truman 

that his party's candidate be able to beat the Republican 

nominee, Richard Nixon, since the two were arch-enemies. 

Even before Truman announced which candidate he supported, 

he wanted to help nominate a candidate who could beat the 

Republicans, and he believed that the Democratic party had 

several leading contenders who could easily defeat Nixon. 

189 
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Since Truman's support and campaigning had helped the 

Democrats win majorities in both the Senate and the House of 

Representatives in the 1958 campaign, he believed he could 

contribute to his party in the same winning spirit during 

the 1960 presidential campaign.1 

As a traditional Democrat, Truman continued to favor the 

convention method of nominating party candidates for office. 

The emerging primary system was inefficient and unnecessary 

in Truman's eyes, since it was the convention delegates' job 

to pick the party's nominee. Once the party leaders had 

picked their best candidate, then the people would get their 

chance to vote. The developing primary system only wasted 

resources that, Truman thought, should be saved for the 

general election. Furthermore, the party needed to nominate 

a national candidate, not just one that had popular appeal 

and who had emerged as a frontrunner in a few primary 

states. Truman thought that the primary system would mis-

lead the party into picking the wrong candidate and possibly 

cost it a victory in the general election.2 

More importantly, Truman believed he could more easily 

influence the convention delegates than primary voters 

throughout the nation. He considered himself a party boss 

and did not want Democratic reliance on the primary system 

to take away from his self-perceived authority and ability 

to influence his party. The ex-president wanted to use his 

connections and alliances within the ranks of the party 
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leadership so that he could play an important role in pick-

ing the 1960 Democratic presidential nominee and help ensure 

that the party's candidate won the election. If the 

Democrats relied on the primary system to pick their 

candidate, Truman would not be able to serve his party. 

Therefore, he advised serious candidates to ignore the 

primaries and concentrate their efforts on the July conven-

tion.3 

Truman also believed that one of his most important 

duties was to ensure party unity so that the Democrats could 

be victorious in the fall elections. A factional fight 

within the party would only hurt the Democrats. The ex-

president believed that his party should coalesce on the 

numerous issues on which its members were fundamentally 

united and de-emphasize those issues on which they dis-

agreed. Truman thought that the Democrats should direct 

attacks, centering around the issues of public power, farm 

relief, housing, and labor, against the incumbent party. 

The Democrats should point out that the Republicans were not 

serving the best interests of the people on these issues and 

that the nation's citizens should give the "party of the 

people" a chance to serve them better. Following his usual 

bipartisan stance on foreign policy, however, Truman hoped 

to keep these issues out of the election.4 

Party chairman Paul Butler, however, frustrated Truman's 

efforts to sustain party unity. Truman believed that Butler 
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was losing control over the party's rank and file, and he 

feared that if Butler did not change his tactics, the party 

would lose in November. In an effort to help restore party 

unity, Truman met with Butler to express his dissatisfaction 

with the chairman's leadership and also informed other party 

members of his concerns. Ultimately, Truman forced the 

party leadership to stop and evaluate its effectiveness, 

but, on the other hand, he was not able to control Butler. 

Truman did, however, offer the party a leading voice apart 

from Butler to help force the party chairman to act to 

restore party unity or Butler would be forced out of his 

leadership position as a result of public pressure for party 

unity.5 

Butler met with Truman in Independence after the 1958 

congressional elections to begin mapping out the Democratic 

strategy for the 1960 races, although Butler hoped to avoid 

any direct discussion about the party's presidential 

nominee. Truman then travelled to Washington the next month 

to continue discussions about party strategy with Butler and 

other Democratic leaders. Neither would discuss the topics 

that they covered in their meetings, but it was apparent 

that Butler had met with the former president as a show of 

symbolic support since, in the long run, Truman was not able 

to convince Butler to allow the convention to pick the 

party's presidential nominee. Butler was determined to 
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promote the candidacy of John F. Kennedy, who led in the 

party's early primary contests.6 

The relationship between Butler and Truman, however, 

continued to deteriorate. Truman complained to his friend, 

Sam Rayburn, that Butler was "firing from the hip" without 

consulting with the party's leadership about his public 

representation of Democratic positions on the issues 

throughout the country. Truman felt that it was 

inappropriate for Butler to announce publicly his support 

for Kennedy before the convention had taken place. Truman, 

therefore, proposed a meeting with Rayburn to select a 

keynote speaker and the presiding officer at the convention, 

because he hoped that with Rayburn's help he could lessen 

Butler's influence so that the party would be able to 

nominate a candidate who could win the presidential elec-

tion. In part, Truman also hoped that Rayburn would help in 

salvaging what influence the ex-president still had over 

party affairs.7 

Sensing a problem and bowing to Truman's symbolic 

importance to the party, Butler met with Truman in the sum-

mer of 1959, allegedly to seek advice about keeping the 

Democrats together. Butler, however, did not change any of 

his policies or tactics, and within a month Truman's dis-

satisfaction increased. Besides being jealous of Butler's 

power, Truman believed that Butler was disloyal to the party 

whenever the chairman publicly criticized its congressional 
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leadership, including Rayburn and Lyndon Johnson, and that 

his actions were only further splitting the party. Truman, 

therefore, wanted Butler removed. If he could bring about 

Butler's ouster, Truman believed he could play a decisive 

role in selecting a candidate of his choosing to carry the 

party to victory.8 

Truman played a cautious role so that he would not 

repeat his mistake in the 1956 contest and find himself sup-

porting a loser. Privately, however, he was pleased with 

fellow Missourian Senator Stuart Symington's wish to be the 

Democratic candidate in the 1960 election. The former 

president had campaigned actively for Symington in his 1958 

senatorial race. Symington had served as the Secretary of 

the Air Force under Truman; Truman also supported Symington 

because the senator was a loyal Democrat and a fellow Mis-

sourian, both qualities which would make him an excellent 

president. Although he made public appearances before he 

announced his support for Symington as the party's 1960 

presidential nominee, Truman did not publicly come out for 

Symington until May I960.9 

Advising Symington to "keep the animals stirred up," 

Truman continually encouraged the Missouri senator. He also 

reminded Symington that for Democrats to beat the 

Republicans in 1960, party unity was crucial. In deference 

to Truman's former position, Symington addressed Truman as 
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"Boss." Truman also wrote urging other Democratic party 

members to tell them of Symington's political potential.10 

To prevent a repeat of the 1956 battles between Adlai 

Stevenson and Estes Kefauver, Truman promised to let his 

fellow party members know whom he was supporting before the 

convention convened. For the same reason, however, he also 

made promises not to announce publicly his favorite until 

the convention. While Truman really wanted to indicate his 

pick before the convention, he was still testing the extent 

of his political power. He did not want to repeat his 1956 

mistake of announcing his pick too early. Truman continued 

to play Democratic politics and wait until the time was 

right to announce publicly that Symington was his choice.11 

Meanwhile, Kennedy, relying on personality and charm, 

had emerged as the leading contender as a result of vic-

tories in a number of state primaries. Truman, however, was 

much more skeptical of the candidate he called "the immature 

boy" and "the bootlegger's son" because he thought Kennedy 

had gotten ahead mainly as a result of his father's 

influence and not through his own merits. Moreover, Truman 

claimed that Kennedy was too young and inexperienced to be a 

viable presidential nominee.12 

For his part, however, Kennedy seemed to understand the 

importance of getting Truman's support. He visited the 

Truman Library in Independence in the fall of 1959 and met 

briefly with Truman. Neither man indicated what they dis-
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cussed, although Kennedy's visit was a further indication of 

Truman's primary importance as a symbolic leader of the 

Democratic party. Kennedy wanted to be connected with the 

Truman image, but did not necessarily want the former presi-

dent's advice.13 

Kennedy's Roman Catholicism was a major issue in the 

1960 presidential election. Although Truman's traditional 

bias against Roman Catholics was one of the minor factors 

that initially prompted him not to back Kennedy, the former 

president abruptly changed his stance after the Democratic 

convention. As a loyal Democrat, Truman felt obliged to 

support the party's nominee, even if the chosen candidate 

was not his first choice. Once Kennedy became the 

Democratic nominee, Truman countered public attacks on the 

candidate's Roman Catholicism by saying that religion should 

have no role in elections, and he claimed, "I don't think it 

ought to happen in this country." On another occasion he 

stated that religion was "something to live by and not to 

talk about." To emphasize further his belief that religion 

should not play a major role in elections, Truman pointed 

out that New York and Massachusetts had had "some mighty 

good Catholic governors." He did not think that Catholics 

did any worse or any better a job than other candidates had 

done.14 

Truman also told the press that it was not the Pope he 

was worried about; rather, it was the candidate's father, 
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Joseph Kennedy. The former president had disliked the elder 

Kennedy since he had broken with FDR over foreign policy 

issues. Truman thought that Joseph Kennedy had acted dis-

loyally since Roosevelt was the man "who made Kennedy." 

Partly as a result of these feelings, Truman announced in 

May 1960 that Stuart Symington was his personal choice for 

the Democratic nomination. Truman's influence was minimal, 

however, for his endorsement did not prevent Kennedy's con-

tinuing victories in the state primaries.15 

Before the Democratic National Convention convened, 

however, Truman resigned as a Missouri delegate and refused 

to attend the Chicago meeting. At this point, he believed 

the party leadership was ignoring his wishes, both on how to 

select the party's presidential candidate as well as how to 

run the convention, and that they had eliminated his playing 

any effective role in the politics of the convention. 

Truman had put forth his best effort to campaign for 

Democratic candidates at all levels and thought that the 

party leaders were preventing him from carrying out his 

self-perceived role as a national party leader. Therefore, 

he refused to attend the July convention.16 

Once the convention was over, however, Truman threw his 

support behind John F. Kennedy. As a loyal Democrat, he 

believed that he had no other choice but to offer his ser-

vices. Truman consequently ceased criticizing Kennedy. In 

addition, Truman believed that the only way he could exert 



198 

any influence over national policy was to help elect Kennedy 

to the presidency. Truman thought it vital to the survival 

of the nation that the Democrats reunite for victory. At 

the same time, Truman pledged his personal support to Ken-

nedy in his campaign against Nixon.17 

Partisanship, therefore, continued to play an important 

role in the relationship between Truman and Kennedy. 

Despite the fact that Kennedy was becoming much more power-

ful within the party and throughout the nation, the 

candidate continued to pay his respects to the party's elder 

statesman. Truman, in turn, was a tireless campaigner for 

the victorious candidate.18 

Events of the 1960 campaign demonstrated that Truman was 

still an important part of the nation's idea of the 

Democratic party. Truman was more important as a symbolic 

leader, however, than as one wielding power and influence. 

Kennedy had demonstrated his respect for the party's elder 

statesman, and his gesture paved the way for his gaining 

Truman's support in the general election contest. The ex-

president's loyalty had outweighed his fears of what 

influence Kennedy's father might exert over his son in the 

White House, as well as his private concerns about the 

candidate's religious beliefs and how they would affect 

presidential decisions. 

With David Lloyd and Charles Murphy's assistance, the 

original plan for Truman's 1960 campaign tour for Kennedy 
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was that the former president would make three major 

speeches. To ease the physical demands on the former presi-

dent, he would fly out of Independence, make the speech, and 

fly back. These three speeches, however, eventually 

increased to more than thirty speeches, and Truman spent the 

better part of six weeks, usually Monday through Friday, out 

on the road campaigning for Kennedy. Truman made numerous 

trips to the South, where the party expected Kennedy's 

Catholicism to be the most difficult obstacle to his elec-

tion. In almost every speech he made, Truman referred to 

the fact that he was a Baptist and that a candidate's 

religion should not keep people from voting for him. He 

made more voters comfortable with the idea that they should 

not be afraid of voting for a Catholic candidate, since he 

would not behave differently in office than a Protestant 

candidate. Truman's not being a Catholic was the perfect 

arguing point to help convince the nation that Kennedy's 

promise to separate his religion from his duties as presi-

dent was sincere.19 

But, while Truman remained a popular Democratic campaig-

ner, his increasingly outrageous statements caused him to 

begin losing credibility with the voters. Although people 

understood his attacks against the Republicans, they began 

to question his outlandish charges against them. Truman 

claimed on one occasion that the Republicans were using an 

"Alice in Wonderland" approach to government, without 
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explaining what he meant except to assert that the 

Republicans were not dealing with government matters in a 

realistic way. Furthermore, he insulted voters by telling 

them that they should have "their head examined" if they 

voted Republican. Truman also exaggerated in his statements 

that Nixon "never told the truth." These wild accusations 

made voters think that Truman was going beyond his "give 'em 

hell" approach and was going off the deep end and becoming 

senile.20 

When reporters began to criticize Truman for these out-

landish statements, he reacted harshly. Newspapermen espe-

cially criticized Truman's statement that "if you vote for 

Nixon, you ought to go to hell." While he continued not to 

follow the advice of his own speechwriters, Truman told the 

press, in response to their criticisms, that no one was 

going to tell him what to say. He also informed the press 

that the critics of his speeches "could also go to hell." 

Truman's credibility as a campaigner had diminished con-

siderably. Kennedy succeeded, however, in attaching himself 

to the legend of Truman's image but kept his distance from 

the increasingly harsh attacks made by the former president. 

Thus, Kennedy kept his own image intact.21 

Once he won the presidency, Kennedy continued to pay his 

respects to the former president. He invited both living 

former presidents—Hoover and Truman—to his inauguration, 

although Truman was the only one able to attend. Kennedy 
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appealed to Truman's ego and sense of tradition when he 

invited him to the ceremonies, saying, "You are one of the 

very few Americans who thoroughly understands the sig-

nificance of this solemn occasion." Truman returned the 

praise and offered his continuing support to Kennedy: "As 

President of the United States you can tell me what you want 

me to do and I will be glad to do it." This was Truman's 

first invitation to the White House since he left the 

presidency, and he was grateful.22 

Truman's most important role in the Kennedy administra-

tion was providing support and encouragement to the presi-

dent. Kennedy made it a practice to consult the nation's 

former presidents for their advice, but there is no evidence 

that he valued it over the advice of the members of his 

administration. Nevertheless, Truman began to feel 

important again, although he at times privately expressed 

disappointment that Kennedy was not using his services more. 

Determined to help the young president, Truman paid him a 

brief visit during his first day in office to remind Kennedy 

that he wanted to help in any way he could. Truman was 

thrilled that a Democrat was once again in the White House 

and viewed it as another chance for the New Deal and the 

Fair Deal programs to be promoted further.23 

Continuing a correspondence that dated back to the mid-

1950s, Truman encouraged Kennedy to stand by his principles 

and stand up to congressional Republicans. Identifying Ken-
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riedy's struggle with the Republicans with his own, as well 

as Roosevelt's, fights with them, Truman pointed out that 

"it looks as if the Republicans haven't changed a bit since 

1936." Truman advised, "Mr. President, you are on the right 

track. Don't let them tell you what to do—you tell them, 

as you have!" Truman privately and publicly praised Ken-

nedy's first State of the Union message and wrote articles 

in support of administration policies.24 

In return, Kennedy kept the former president informed so 

that he would continue to support administration policies. 

This also served to give Truman the impression that he was 

playing a role in policy-making, although this was not the 

case. For example, Kennedy appealed to Truman's long-term 

desire to promote government subsidies of campaign expendi-

tures by asking him to read and make comments about the 

report of the President's Commission on Campaign Costs. 

Truman read the report with "great interest" and said, "It 

makes some very good recommendations, and I hope they will 

be adopted." The Commission, however, failed to add any of 

Truman's recommendations to the report. Kennedy did not 

want any substantive suggestions from the former president. 

He simply wanted Truman's endorsement.25 

In spite of this neglect, Truman played an active, 

albeit symbolic, role in the Kennedy administration. He 

wanted more than honorary chairmanships and invitations to 

White House dinners. Despite Truman's phone calls and let-
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ters to the president, Kennedy continued to keep him at a 

distance. The president did not directly cast Truman aside, 

because he wanted to keep him on the sidelines until he was 

needed. Kennedy especially made use of Truman's appeals for 

bipartisan foreign policy. Because Kennedy faced some tough 

foreign policy issues, he was willing to keep Truman more 

informed on these matters since his public support could 

only help the Kennedy image. The most important document 

sent to Truman for his approval was the "Treaty Banning 

Nuclear Weapons Tests." Since Truman was the first and only 

president to authorize the use of nuclear weapons, his sup-

port on this issue was symbolically important to Kennedy.26 

Like the rest of the nation, Kennedy's sudden death sad-

dened Truman. A president who "did a good job" was finally 

listening to him and now he was gone. Unlike Eisenhower, 

Kennedy had at least accorded Truman a symbolic role in his 

administration. Despite the arrival of a new generation of 

Democrats, Truman hoped to continue as an active politician 

and wanted his services as an elder statesman sought. 

Throughout his post-presidential career, however, Truman, 

stayed in contact with the members of Congress. Especially 

during the Eisenhower administration, Truman believed that 

this was one of the most important ways he could influence 

the nation's government—by calling on his friends for help 

and to demonstrate their party loyalty.27 



204 

Endnotes 

1. Washington Post and Times Herald, 6 October 1958, 7 
Janaury 1959, and 30 April 1960, Independence Examiner, 
24 October 1958, and Kansas City Times, 21 April 1958 
and 2 April 1960, all in Vertical File, HSTL. 

2. Truman to Max Lowenthal, 22 March 1960, Max Lowenthal 
Folder, PPNF, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Kansas 
City Times, 12 March 1958, and Washington Post and Times 
Herald, 6 January 1959, both in Vertical File, HSTL. 

3. Kansas city Times, 21 April 1958, Vertical File, HSTL. 

4. Kansas City Star, 4 May 1959, Vertical File, HSTL. 

5. Ibid., 14 November 1958 and 4 May 1959, Vertical File, 
HSTL; Truman to Symington, 21 July 1959, Stuart Syming-
ton Folder, and Truman to David L. Lawrence, 22 July 
1959, David L. Lawrence Folder, both in PPNF, Post-
Presidential Papers, HSTL. 

6. Kansas City Star, 14 November 1958, and Washington Post 
and Times Herald, 4 December 1958, both in Vertical 
File, HSTL. 

7. Truman to Rayburn, 8 July 1959, Presidential Letters 
file, Sam Rayburn Library. 

8. Washington Post, 3 August 1959 and 12 September 1959, 
and Kansas City Star, 11 September 1959, all in Vertical 
File, HSTL; Truman to Burton K. Wheeler, Office 
Secretary's Files, Box 14, Post-Presidential Papers, 
HSTL. 

9. Kansas City Times, 21 April 1958, Washington Post, 25 
March 1958, Kansas City Star, 2 November 1958, and 
Independence Examiner, 3 June 1959, all in Vertical 
File, HSTL. 

10. Truman to Symington, 22 January 1959, 21 July 1959, 30 
July 1959, Symington to Truman, 16 January 1959, 23 July 
1959, all in Stuart Symington Folder, PPNF, Post-
Presidential papers, HSTL; Truman to Burton K. Wheeler, 
18 February 1959, Office Secretary's Files, Box 14, 
Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL. 



205 

11. Truman to Mike Monroney, 30 June 1960, as cited in Fei— 
rell , ed., Off the Record, 387; Kansas City Times, 21 
April 1958, Kansas City Star, 11 September 1959, and 
Chicago American, 21 November 1959, all in Vertical 
File, HSTL. 

12. Truman to Agnes E. Meyer, 25 June 1960, as cited in 
Ferrell, ed., Off the Record, 386-387; Kansas City 
Times, 21 April 1958, and Kansas City Star, 5 November 
1959, both in Vertical File, HSTL; Margaret Truman, 
Harry S. Truman, 573; James N. Giglio, The Presidency of 
John F. Kennedy (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 
1991), 18. 

13. Kennedy to Truman, 5 January 1956, Vice-President 
Folder, PPNF, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Kennedy to 
Truman, 29 August 1960, Box 17, Office Secretary's 
Files, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Independence 
Examiner, 19 November 1959. 

14. Newsweek, 18 May 1960, 35; Ferrell, ed., Autobiography, 
33; Washington Post, 5 May 1958, Vertical File, HSTL. 

15. Akron Beacon Journal, 6 March 1960, Independence 
Examiner, 13 May 1960, and Kansas City Times, 17 July 
1960, all in Vertical File, HSTL. 

16. Press Statement, 2 July 1960, Press Conference-Truman 
Library-2 July 1960 Folder, PPNF, Post-Presidential 
Papers, HSTL; Truman to Rayburn, 30 June 1960, Presiden-
tial Letters File, Sam Rayburn Library; Memorandum, 12 
July 1960, as cited in Ferrell, ed., Off the Record, 
388-391; Kansas City Times, 11 July 1960, Vertical File, 
HSTL. 

17. Press Statement, 15 July 1960, Office Secretary's 
Files, Box 18, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Truman to 
Rayburn, 5 October 1960, Presidential Letters File, 
Rayburn Library; Truman to Acheson (unsent), 26 August 
1960, as cited in Ferrell, ed., Off the Record, 390-391; 
Independence Examiner, 16 July 1960, Kansas City Star, 
11 September 1959, and Washington Post, 21 August 1960, 
all in Vertical File, HSTL; Truman to Acheson, 7 July 
1961, as cited in Ferrell, ed., Off the Record, 395. 

18. Independence Examiner, 19 November 1959, Vertical File, 
HSTL. 

19. David H. Stowe, Interview by Jerry N. Hess, 27 May 1969 
and 25 September 1972, James R. Fuchs, 24 July 1980, and 
Neil M. Johnson, 24 June 1989, interview 463, trans-



206 

cript, Oral History Collection, HSTL; Kansas City Times, 
12 October 1960, Vertical File, HSTL. 

20. Washington Post, 11 August and 11 October 1960, Kansas 
City Star, 9 October 1960, and St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 
11 October 1960, all in Vertical File, HSTL. 

21. St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 11 October 1960, Independence 
Examiner, 12 October 1960, and Washington Post, 13 
October 1960, all in Vertical File, HSTL; Stowe Inter-
view, HSTL. 

22. Kansas City Times, 15 November 1960, and Washington 
Post, 17 December 1960 and 20 January 1961, all in 
Vertical File, HSTL; Kennedy to Truman, 9 December 1960, 
and Truman to Kennedy, 3 January 1961, both in Office 
Secretary's Files, Box 17, Post-Presidential Papers, 
HSTL; Truman to Kennedy, 24 January 1961, as cited in 
Ferrell, ed., Off the Record, 392. 

23. Independence Examiner, 21 January 1961, Kansas City 
Star, 22 January 1961, and Kansas City Times, 25 January 
1961, all in Vertical File, HSTL; Dean Rusk to Truman, 
25 April 1961, Office Secretary's Files, Box 28, Post-
Presidential Papers, HSTL; Truman to W.L. Mox, 7 March 
1961, William Mox Folder, PPNF, Post-Presidential 
Papers, HSTL; Goldman, Dilemma and Destiny, 126. 

24. Truman to Kennedy, 28 June 1962, as cited in Ferrell, 
ed., Off the Record, 402-403; Washington Post, 10 
February and 29 July 1961, and 12 January 1962, and 
Kansas City Times, 14 and 15 December 1961, all in 
Vertical File, HSTL; Telegram from Truman to Kennedy, 31 
January 1961, Office Secretary's Files, Box 17, HSTL. 

25. Alexander Heard, (Chairman, President's Commission on 
Campaign Costs), 12 April 1962, Office Secretary's 
Files, Box 18, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Truman to 
Kimball, Dan Kimball Folder, PPNF, Post-Presidential 
Papers, HSTL; Heard to Truman, 2 January 1962 and 20 
July 1962, Truman to Heard, 9 July 1962, all in Office 
Secretary's Files, Box 3, Post-Presidential Papers, 
HSTL. 

26. New York Times, 10 March 1961, Kansas City Star, 27 may 
1961 and 24 February 1963, Washington Post, 2 November 
1962, and Kansas City Times, 14 December 1961, all in 
Vertical File, HSTL; Truman to Kennedy, 7 November 1961, 
Office Secretary's Files, Box 16, Post-Presidential 
Papers, HSTL; Truman Memo, 15 December 1961, Office 
Secretary's Files, Box 16, Post-Presidential Papers, 



207 

HSTL; Truman to Kennedy, 24 July 1962, Office 
Secretary's Files, Box 16, Post-Presidential Papers, 
HSTL; Truman to Rusk, 28 April 1962, Office Secretary's 
Files, Box 28, Post-Presidential Papers, HSTL; Truman to 
Kennedy, 26 July 1963, Kennedy to Truman, 30 July 1963, 
and Truman to Kennedy, 26 August 1963, all in Office 
Secretary's Files, Box 16, Post-Presidential Papers, 
HSTL. 

27. Truman to Mrs. John Kennedy, 22 November 1963, Office 
Secretary's Files, Box 17, Post-Presidential Papers, 
HSTL; Washington Post, 27 December 1963, Vertical File, 
HSTL. 



CHAPTER 10 

RELATIONS WITH CONGRESS 

Congress and congressional hearings presented Truman 

with yet another opportunity to air his views to the public. 

He had fond memories of his days in the Senate and called 

them the "happiest days" of his life. Truman had relished 

the challenges of the presidency, but Roosevelt's sudden 

death thrust him into that office while his Senate seat was 

a position he had actively sought. His "common man" 

approach to life made him feel more at home in the Senate 

than in the oval office. As a senator, Truman was one of 

many representing the interests of the nation's citizens. 

When he became president, however, Truman saw himself in a 

position with increased responsibilities and powers that he 

was not totally confident in using. He felt much more com-

fortable in his senatorial role than in his presidential 

role and this is why he referred to his Senate days as the 

happiest of his life. Especially during the Eisenhower 

administration, Truman felt a comraderie with the Democratic 

members of Congress. He encouraged their efforts, and they 

in turn presented him with opportunities to defend his 

administration and publicly support the Democratic party.1 

208 
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From the minute he left the White House, reporters asked 

Truman about his running for Congress, but he ruled out the 

probability of ever seeking office again. In essence, he 

wanted to keep his options open by not directly affirming or 

denying reporter speculation. At that time, moreover, 

retirement was more on his mind.2 

When Stuart Symington announced that he was running for 

the 1960 presidential nomination, speculation again arose 

about Truman's returning to the Senate to assume the vacant 

seat if Symington was victorious in his presidential bid. 

By that time, however, Truman thought that he could not 

accept a nomination to the Senate because of his age. In 

addition, he found that business at his library along with 

numerous other activities already filled his days.3 

During his active political career, Truman addressed the 

issue of former presidents and their relationships with Con-

gress. While still in the Senate, Truman had, without suc-

cess, proposed allowing former presidents to appear on the 

floor of the Senate and address that body at any time. When 

he was president, Truman unsuccessfully raised the issue 

again, this time recommending that former presidents he 

designated as "senators-at-1arge." Demonstrating his 

determination to play an active role in Congress, Truman 

outlined his recommendations concerning the Congress and 

former presidents again in 1960: 
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Congress should pass enabling legislation 
designating former Presidents of the United 
States as Free Members of the Congress. 
These Free Members would have the right to 

sit on the floor of the Senate and of the 
House on all occasions. 
They would have the right to take part in 

debate, subject, of course, to the par-
liamentary procedures in each house. 
The Free Members would not have the right 

to vote. 
They would have the right to sit in on any 

meeting of any committee, subcommittee or 
joint committee of both houses and take part 
in discussions. Here, too, they would not 
have the right to vote. 
Free Members would be assigned suitable 

office space in the congressional buildings.4 

These beliefs fit in with Truman's conviction that the 

services of former presidents could still be useful to the 

nation. They had a unique knowledge of the inner workings 

of the government, and their involvement in the day-to-day 

activities of the government would only serve to strengthen 

its effectiveness. Furthermore, former presidents needed 

this outlet for their governing skills gained through their 

experiences in the Oval Office. Truman thought the nation 

would be the loser if the services and knowledge of former 

presidents were wasted.5 

During the latter half of the 1950s, Truman appeared 

before six congressional committees. He had regained some 

popularity with the publication of his memoirs in the mid-

1950s, and he still commanded respect among Democrat con-

gressmen as their party's former president. Furthermore, 

Truman's presence lent a sense of prestige to the hearings. 
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Congressmen who asked him to testify hoped that his 

appearances would bring increased congressional and public 

approval to their proposals. These congressional hearings 

were Truman's most important public appearances and over-

shadowed his other press statements.6 

During Truman's first appearance, he helped the Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee review the United Nations 

Charter in 1955. Two years later, he came before the House 

Foreign Affairs Committee to discuss their proposal, "Build-

ing a World of Free Peoples." A few months later, Truman 

spoke to the House Administration Committee concerning the 

microfilming of presidential papers and later that year also 

appeared before the House Government Operations Committee 

and gave testimony about federal, state, and local rela-

tions. The next year, Truman spoke to the House Banking and 

Currency Committee about legislation to relieve unemploy-

ment. In 1959, he made two final appearances—one before 

the Senate Judiciary Committee concerning limiting presiden-

tial terms in office and the other before the House Foreign 

Affairs Committee about Eisenhower's Mutual Security Act of 

1959.7 

When Truman appeared before the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee on 24 June 1955, it was the first time in American 

history that two former presidents—Hoover and Truman— 

testified before the same congressional committee. While 

both men praised the United Nations, they also pointed out 
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ways it could be improved. Lasting for almost half an hour, 

Truman's testimony was interrupted by sixteen spontaneous 

outbursts of applause, and the audience, except for the Rus-

sian delegation, gave him a standing ovation when he 

finished. Truman's popularity among the people continued to 

increase.8 

Truman began his testimony with a review of his role in 

the creation of the United Nations and world events since 

its formation. He compared the choice faced in 1955 with 

the options in 1945—the United Nations or no charter at 

all. With reference to the atomic age, he exclaimed that 

the options were to choose the principles of the U.N. or to 

pick "international anarchy and violence which may lead to a 

total destruction for all the nations of the world."9 

Truman then called for enlargement of U.N. membership 

"since this is a living and growing institution which should 

reflect and provide the means for crystallizing world 

opinion." New nations were "rightfully seeking admission," 

and one way that the U.N. could demonstrate that it had con-

tributed to the relaxation of world tensions was to remove 

the obstacles to the admission of these countries. He 

reasoned that "no place is far enough away from any other 

place in this atomic age to escape the obligation to be a 

good neighbor."10 

Truman then made an impassioned plea for disarmament, 

stating that if nothing were done to reduce the world's arms 
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race, even peaceful nations would have no choice but to join 

this destructive race—a race that would destroy not only 

cities and nations, but all of human life. He added that 

nations should continue their pursuit of settling disagree-

ments peaceably, and that the U.N. should also sponsor more 

scientific instruction and more distribution of technologi-

cal developments throughout the world so that all nations 

could benefit, since "no nation can live unto itself" in an 

atomic age. Toward the end of his U.N. speech, Truman 

claimed that there was "no hope for any nation either in 

isolationism or in imperialism." The United Nations, he 

believed, provided the "best hope of mankind for deliverance 

from mutual destruction."11 

Truman played a unique role in these hearings, since he 

had been the president who presided over the creation of the 

U.N. He could protect his creation in the face of Senate 

qualms like no other leader. The nation listened to a 

president who tried to prevent the Cold War through the 

nation's sponsorship of the formation of the U.N. ten years 

previous. He could appeal to the emotions of the members of 

the Senate committee like no one else could. Rising above 

partisan concerns, Truman's first formal Senate appearance 

was successful in lending prestige to the U.N. hearing as he 

demonstrated his loyalty to the world peace organization he 

he!ped create.12 
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Reiterating his calls for world peace, Truman appeared 

before the House Foreign Affairs Committee during its hear-

ings, "Building a World of Free Peoples," in Kansas City on 

29 April 1957. The purpose of these hearings was to 

determine the amounts of foreign aid appropriations for the 

coming year. In his usual manner, Truman presented his 

listeners with an historical overview of U.S. efforts to 

establish world peace. Then, restating a strong belief he 

had held since his presidency, Truman claimed that "Russia 

is at the back of all our difficulties," and that the Rus-

sians could not even convince their own people that they 

were pursuing a morally correct foreign policy. To counter 

the growing influence of the Russians, Truman called on the 

committee to "not let our guard down." He continued to 

believe that the U.S. should not trust the Soviets and 

reminded the congressmen of how he and the nation had made 

that mistake at Potsdam and they should not be guilty of 

repeating such a grave error.13 

Truman, however, did not allow the congressmen to pin 

him down on how much money the federal government should 

allocate to specific regions of the world. He kept remind-

ing them that he could no longer make adequate judgments of 

that nature since he "no longer had a Central Intelligence 

Agency." In addition, he repeated his call for a bipartisan 

foreign policy, and he refused to second-guess Eisenhower at 

these hearings. Truman's appearance at this hearings was 
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less than successful since Congress cut more than $1 bil-

lion, or almost one-fourth of the total, from Eisenhower's 

request for financial support for the Mutual Security 

program in 1958.14 

Speaking in favor of microfilming presidential papers, 

however, was much more successful for Truman. He believed 

it vital to preserve for future generations the records of 

the presidency. In part because of Truman's testimony, 

Eisenhower signed legislation in 1957 to being work on the 

2.7 million presidential documents still in existence.15 

In October 1957, Truman appeared as the first witness 

before another congressional committee holding hearings in 

nearby Kansas City. The House Government Operations Com-

mittee was looking into the relationships between federal, 

state, and local government and what could be done to 

improve them. Truman advised the committee to listen to the 

politicians in order to improve the inner workings of 

government and not the theorists who, according to Truman, 

did not know what they were talking about. This reflected 

his traditional bias in favor of politicians over 

intellectuals. In his testimony, Truman called for more 

decentralization of government responsibility to decrease 

the burden on the federal government. Furthermore, he 

asserted that all branches of the government should communi-

cate more effectively in order to serve the people more 

efficiently. Nevertheless, Congress adjourned that session 
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without taking action on any of the committee's recommenda-

tions. 1 6 

Appearing again as a congressional committee's first 

witness, Truman spoke to the House Banking and Currency Com-

mittee about ways to alleviate unemployment. His most 

important recommendations were that the government should 

reduce income taxes imposed on middle- and low-income 

families by $5 billion and offset the revenue loss by 

eliminating "tax loopholes" and other inequitable benefits 

received by "privileged groups." Truman claimed that 

eliminating these loopholes would raise $3 billion in 

government revenue. His goal, he claimed, was to give high 

priority to reducing the annual interest on the national 

debt.17 

To support his position, Truman relied on his usual 

practice of reminding congressmen of the measures his 

administration had taken to try to achieve the same goals 

and refreshed their memory about the Employment Act of 1946, 

which had promoted the continuation of the New Deal goal of 

federal government intervention and spending to ensure full 

employment. Truman believed that the federal government had 

retreated mistakenly from the philosophy of that act— 

"maximum employment, production and purchasing power." He 

also injected some humor into his eleven-page speech by 

stating, "You know the difference between a recession and a 

depression is that if your neighbor loses his job, that is a 
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recession; if you lose your job, that's a depression." 

Truman warned that surrendering prosperity and accepting 

recessions would lead to depressions: "I reject that conclu-

sion as defeatism [accepting recessions] of the worst 

order. "1 8 

Reacting to Truman's proposals, an editorial writer in 

the Washington Post observed that the call for a bigger 

budget was "perhaps the most significant part of his 

testimony" and that his suggestions of modest tax reductions 

and reforms should not obscure that fact. As the newspaper 

pointed out, "Mr. Truman's economics may be as fallible as 

the next former president's; but his large view of the 

nation's destiny, its needs, its capabilities is, just now, 

exactly what the country needs to hear." Truman, once 

again, demonstrated the importance of his popularity over 

that of his actual recommendations. Another writer com-

mented, Truman's "recent dissertation before the House bank-

ing committee is more persuasive politically than economi-

cally." Although he may not have been an expert in 

economics, Truman knew that the public would favor any call 

for decreased taxes. Calling for tax cuts, Truman added 

that the government should also increase its level of spend-

ing over the next five years to provide more social security 

and loans for local public works projects, among other 

things. Truman's appearance was moderately successful. In 
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June Congress extended the time period in which the jobless 

could continue to collect their unemployment benefits.19 

In May 1959, Truman addressed the Senate Judiciary Com-

mittee about his belief that the "Roosevelt haters" 

sponsored the Twenty-second Amendment to the Constitution, 

that set two full terms as the maximum to which a president 

could be elected. Truman called for repeal of the amendment 

and cited arguments discussed in the Constitutional Conven-

tion of 1787 as the basis for eliminating the amendment. He 

also argued that the provision made the president a lame-

duck during his second term: 

"You've taken a man and put him in the har-
dest job in the world, and sent him out to 
fight our battles in a life and death 
struggle—and you've sent him out to fight 
with one hand tied behind him because 
everyone knows he can't run for reelec-
tion. "20 

Truman closed his formal statement by reminding his 

audience that if a president was not doing a good job, the 

public could choose not to reelect him: "There is a way to 

get rid of him and it does not require a Constitutional 

amendment." Although this hearing gave him an opportunity 

to air more of his views on the presidency, he was 

unsuccessful in his attempts to get the amendment 

repealed.21 

Speaking before the House Foreign Affairs Committee the 

next day, Truman again gave his support to Eisenhower's 

Mutual Security Act, which would continue to provide 
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economic and military aid to Third World nations to prevent 

the spread of communism to those nations. In his usual call 

for bipartisan support of foreign policy, Truman supported 

full funding for Eisenhower's proposal. Rather than being a 

"give-away program," it was a "mutual security program" that 

helped the United States "just as much as it helps the 

nations to whom we extend assistance." Truman evoked the 

communist threat as another reason for passage of the legis-

lation. In spite of his efforts, however, Congress 

proceeded to cut $400 million from Eisenhower's $3.9 billion 

allocation.22 

Nevertheless, by his presence Truman brought greater 

media attention to these hearings. He brought with him the 

expertise of having served in both the Senate and the White 

House. Furthermore, he selected his appearances to produce 

the greatest gain for what he saw as some of the most 

important issues facing the nations. Truman refused more 

invitations to speak before committee because he did not 

want "to establish a precedent of appearing." He reasoned 

that his doing so would cause every Democratic chairman to 

expect him to appear before his committee, thus providing 

Truman little time to do anything else but give testimony.23 

Truman, however, also paid several informal visits to 

the Congress, usually to the Senate chamber. Besides his 

periodic visits to Washington, Truman also corresponded with 

appropriate congressmen concerning specific bills under con-
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si deration. For example, he wrote congressmen about the 

proposition for Alaskan and Hawaiian statehood, especially 

since he thought Eisenhower opposed it and a determined Con-

gress was therefore needed in order to bring success. Bec-

ause of Eisenhower's concern about defense facilities in 

Alaska and southern congressmen's concerns about admitting 

Hawaii with its large non-white population, neither tet— 

ritory became a state until 1959.24 

Offering to help in any way that he could was a common 

theme in Truman's letters to the members of Congress, espe-

cially when they were helping him with matters close to 

Truman's heart such as the Former Presidents Act and the 

Presidential Libraries Act. He always praised congressmen 

with statements like "I am sure you are on the lookout for 

it, and I'll do my bettin' that you get the job done." On 

behalf of Symington, Truman wrote a letter that the Missouri 

senator read on the Senate floor in support of the improve-

ment and modernizations of the highways of the United 

States. Citing the claim that "every citizen agrees with me 

that the need to bring our roads and streets up-to-date is 

urgent," Truman reinforced his identification with the com-

mon man to let the congressmen know it was not just a former 

president asking them to support this legislation. It was 

also Truman speaking as "Mr. Citizen."25 

Truman also wrote personal letters to congressmen, 

mostly Democratic, which were meant to encourage them in 
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their viewpoints, alter their positions, or simply express 

his own ideas about an issue. Writing these letters was an 

outlet for Truman's political beliefs, especially when he 

felt frustrated at not being heard by Eisenhower. Once 

Truman wrote words of encouragement in these letters, he 

then usually cited historical precedents for the congressmen 

to take the actions he recommended. Congressmen, in turn, 

kept him informed about what was going on in Washington.26 

For example, Truman wrote Senator Tom Hennings about the 

proposed Bricker Amendment to limit the president's interna-

tional negotiating powers by not allowing him to make execu-

tive agreements in place of treaties that had to be approved 

by Congress, Truman stated that the constitution should not 

be amended in this manner since "the men who wrote the Con-

stitution knew history, were familiar with government as 

practiced in their day and had become experienced in the 

shortcomings of the Articles of Confederation." Truman's 

opinion was that the proposed Bricker Amendment would upset 

the checks and balances in the federal government, and 

accused proponents of wanting to "abolish the Constitution 

and create a Confederacy." He then recommended that they 

"should be checked and balanced so that they cannot 

accomplish this purpose."27 

Truman's views on the Bricker Amendment also reflected 

his deep passion for the importance of the presidency and 

the powers of the president. While he explained that the 
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presidency was not a perfect institution, Truman was 

generally against limiting its powers. Although Congress 

never approved the Bricker Amendment, the debate over the 

issue gave Truman the opportunity to expound further upon 

his views of the presidency to individual members of Con-

gress .2 8 

In another discussion concerning presidential power, 

Truman was "very much against" Eisenhower's proposal to 

amend the constitution to make it possible for the cabinet 

to declare the president incapable of carrying on his duties 

and allowing for the vice-president to assume those duties. 

Truman thought that this proposal, if passed, would mean 

that the government would be run by the cabinet and not by 

the president. He added, "I'd have liked to see my cabinet 

try to tell me I was no longer capable of acting as presi-

dent." Truman privately suggested to Acheson that "it might 

be a good plan to have a constitutional arrangement whereby 

the Presidential electors would meet" on either the dis-

ability or the death of the president to elect a new vice-

president. Truman thought that this would eliminate the 

need for a change in presidential succession. The change 

Truman envisioned never took place.29 

In addition, Truman lobbied congressmen to continue or 

to enlarge those governmental policies that had originated 

during his years of federal service He commended one con-

gressmen for his work promoting increased government spend-
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ing on public housing projects, stating that "it is likely 

to be a shining example of the kind of action the Democratic 

Congress should take in spite of the handicap of a 'pull 

,back' Republican Executive Department." In other words, 

Truman did not think that the Eisenhower administration was 

taking enough action to serve adequately the needs of the 

people. Not spending more on public housing was just 

another example, in Truman's eyes, of a lack of sufficient 

government support for the people's needs. Truman was 

pleased, however, that the House of Representatives had 

authorized the continuation of funding for public housing as 

authorized by the Housing Act of 1949. Truman later com-

mended Sam Rayburn for his success in enacting the housing 

legislation bill, writing that "this adds another important 

item to the long list of good things for which the country 

is indebted to you."30 

In 1959, Truman praised Congressman Aime Forand of Rhode 

Island for his attempts to promote a national health 

insurance program. He recalled his own efforts after World 

War II to initiate such a program. After the first few 

unsuccessful attempts, Truman had established the Presi-

dent's Commission on the Health Needs of the Nation. One of 

this commission's recommendations was that the federal 

government pay voluntary health insurance premiums for pei— 

son who could not afford them. The commission's final 

report, however, was not published until 1952, right before 
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Truman left office. Members of the medical professional and 

the insurance companies, just as before, continued to fight 

this proposal for the rest of the decade.31 

Truman was, however, never hesitant to offer encourage-

ment, support, and advice, to Democratic candidates for con-

gressional offices. He usually told candidates that one of 

the best actions they could take to win was to see "just as 

many people as he possibly can" since it was "personal con-

tact that really gets the votes." Truman claimed that 

voters wanted to see in person the man they were voting for, 

and they wanted to know where he stood. He also told 

candidates not to attack their opponent—advice he never 

usually took himself—since it gave the opponent "free 

advertising and another chance to attack you." Truman 

advised that if a candidate stayed with the issues, "you 

will be all right."32 

Although congressmen never made former presidents mem-

bers of the legislative body, Truman was ecstatic when the 

Senate amended its rules to give former presidents the right 

to address that body, and he urged the House of Representa-

tives to follow the Senate's example. He observed, "It is a 

chance for the Congress to get the views of a man who has 

had White House experience in connection with legislative 

activities," pointing out that he was in a special position, 

since he had served in the Senate before becoming president. 
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Truman's failing health about this time prevented his taking 

advantage of this new formal provision. 3 3 

Recalling that his happiest days were those spent in the 

Senate, Truman enjoyed each trip to the floor of Congress 

and his daily contact with congressmen. Since Eisenhower 

ignored him, the legislative branch gave Truman his best 

chance to continue to play an active role in the governing 

of the nation. His presence at congressional hearings 

increased the prestige of the hearings and brought them more 

visibility in the nation's press. In turn, this publicity 

gave Truman the opportunity to continue making headlines in 

the nation's press, both in support of his previous 

presidential actions as well as those of the Democratic 

party. Truman's public role in the Congress and his per-

sonal friendships, especially with Democratic congressmen, 

was instrumental in the passage of legislation formally 

allowing former presidents to address the Senate if they so 

chose. 
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CHAPTER 11 

TRUMAN AND JOHNSON POST-PRESIDENTIAL RELATIONS 

Lyndon B. Johnson and Truman demonstrated a mutual 

respect and admiration. Both had grown up in homes with 

southern values, had served in the Senate, and both had the 

presidency thrust upon them before they were elected in 

their own right. As a result of these shared experiences, 

these two Democrats had a unique insight into each other's 

perspectives on the issues and events of their time. 

Although Kennedy had demonstrated his respect for Truman as 

a former president, Johnson, in contrast, genuinely admired 

and respected Truman. Truman, in turn, placed much more 

confidence in Johnson's governing abilities and his party 

loyalty because of his decades of service to the party and 

the nation. Truman supported Johnson's failing policy in 

Vietnam—it reminded him of his own experiences in Korea— 

and backed Johnson's Great Society programs, many of which 

were reminiscent of Truman's Fair Deal. 

Early on, Johnson learned to respect Truman, who refused 

to fall prey to the "Johnson treatment"—the senator's 

infamous approach to wooing people to get them to do his 

bidding. While Johnson was usually effective in his use of 

230 



231 

this strategy, Truman saw through Johnson's ploy. Neverthe-

less, both benefited from the counsel of the other.1 

Johnson and Truman had first met through their mutual 

friendship with Sam Rayburn and their attendance at the 

"Board of Education" meetings. Rayburn invited prominent 

party members to these informal drinking sessions in order 

to "educate" them on the real workings of Congress. After 

six terms in the House of Representatives, Johnson moved to 

the Senate, where he eventually became Democrat majority 

leader.2 

Regular communication between Truman and Johnson 

increased during the 1956 election season. Johnson hailed 

Truman's civil rights speech, which helped keep the southern 

delegation loyal to the party at the Democratic convention. 

Johnson claimed that without Truman's speech, "We would have 

had two minority parties instead of one strong Democratic 

party."3 

Later that year, Johnson called on Truman to help him 

lead the Democratic party with its majorities in the Con-

gress. Johnson was well aware of the unique opportunity he 

faced, since his actions as the Senate majority leader could 

set the stage for the party's regaining the White House in 

1960. Johnson asked for Truman's counsel in convincing the 

American public that the Democratic party could best 

represent the interests of the country. Johnson thought 

that the election returns in 1956 favoring the Democrats in 
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the Senate represented "a repudiation of the Republican 

party" since it was "unable to take control" of Congress 

"during a year when their presidential candidate was winning 

one of the strongest victories in the Party's history." 

Johnson wanted to hear from Truman "at every opportunity," 

since he was one of the few men who had both senatorial and 

presidential experience, and he thought that Truman's advice 

would be instrumental in the resurgence of the Democratic 

party.4 

In his usual style, Truman advised, "The only thing I 

have in mind is to try to make a contribution to the welfare 

of the country; and, as always, I think that contribution 

can be made best through the Democratic party." Truman, to 

no avail, had been waiting desperately for this opportunity 

to be of service to his country from Eisenhower. The 

invitation had never come, and the Republicans dismissed the 

Democrats' elder statesman. Now, the Democratic majorities 

in Congress, with Johnson and Rayburn in leadership posi-

tions, finally presented Truman with a chance to resume 

participation.5 

Calling Truman "a real prophet," Johnson began to keep 

in constant contact with the former president. In Johnson's 

eyes, Truman had proved his political worth through his 

years of service to the nation, and this was no time to cast 

him aside. Johnson was finally in a position to exert his 

growing influence over the party, and what better counsel 
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could he receive than from Truman—the party's elder states-

man and its most recent president. Furthermore, since 

Truman had been regaining popularity, Johnson knew it was to 

his political advantage to have Truman's support. Johnson 

appealed to Truman's ego by assuring him that he would not 

fall into the same trap that many party members had during 

the 1956 convention and back a losing candidate—Johnson 

claimed that he would listen to Truman's advice. In turn, 

Truman was eager to play any role he could in the Democratic 

party, and Johnson was willing to provide him at least some 

symbolic opportunities to do so.5 

Johnson believed that the Democratic congressmen had to 

establish a plan of action—"one which forecasts what we 

will do with the strength we have available." By this 

Johnson meant that he thought he was powerful enough, espe-

cially alongside Rayburn, to force the Democratic party to 

reunite their ranks. He flattered Truman in telling him 

that he and the speaker of the House would take the former 

president's recommendations under consideration: "You can 

rely on us for a forward looking, progressive program that 

will truly serve the needs of the people." These were 

shared goals of Truman's and Johnson knew how to keep the 

former president on his side. Furthermore, Johnson would 

recall the successes of the New Deal and the Fair Deal to 

further encourage Truman's support of his goals.7 
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Truman deferred to Johnson's position since the Senate 

majority leader was the man with the facts—Truman was now 

out of that loop since he was no longer in Washington. 

Since the Democrats could only win elections by convincing 

the voters that they were the only party that could truly 

represent their interests, Truman asserted that it was up to 

the Democratic majority in Congress to prove to the nation's 

citizens that the Democrats were working to promote their 

interests—the Republican president was not. Truman 

implored Johnson: "Lyndon, for God's sake, get hold of Sam 

and John McCormack and do something!" Now was not the time 

to play a politically cautious role, it was time to 

intensify the campaign to demonstrate the importance of the 

Democrats to the people.8 

Johnson appreciated Truman's insight and support. It 

was the duty of the Democrats in Congress to persuade the 

nation's voters that they needed to elect more Democrats to 

office in 1958. Since Eisenhower played a greater role in 

initiating foreign policy legislation, Johnson thought that 

it was the best interests of the Democratic Congress to 

promote the passage of domestic legislation. By evoking the 

successes of the New Deal and the Fair Deal, Johnson hoped 

to pass legislation that would increase social welfare 

benefits to the people in order to convince them that the 

Democrats were the party best able to serve their interests. 

This would lead, Johnson hoped, to their electing a greater 
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number of Democrats to office in the next election. As 

Truman's reputation rebounded, he continued his encourage-

ment of Johnson's efforts to push the Democrats to take 

action and not sit back and wait to see what Eisenhower 

would do.9 

Truman was most grateful for Johnson's—and Rayburn's— 

role in the passage of the Former Presidents Act and provi-

sions for the microfilming of presidential papers. Along 

with this demonstration of professional regard, Johnson's 

gift of a pair of Senate cufflinks was a personal token of 

his esteem for Truman. This increasingly closer 

relationship was one of the most important Truman had with 

influential Democratic congressmen. In Truman's eyes, this 

was the next best thing to having the ear of the president. 

While Truman had no real power in the halls of the Capitol, 

lawmakers respected his efforts on behalf of the party.10 

Although Johnson was not Truman's pick for the presiden-

tial or vice-presidential slot on the Democratic ticket in 

1960, he demonstrated his traditional party loyalty in back-

ing Kennedy and Johnson once the convention nominated them. 

Understanding the reality of politics, Johnson respected 

Truman's decisions during the campaign and was grateful for 

his post-convention support. The 1960 victories in both 

presidential and congressional elections brought a sense of 

euphoria to the Democrats. While Kennedy paid symbolic 

tribute to Truman, Johnson continued to keep in contact with 
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the former president and often served as Kennedy's liaison 

with him. Truman felt much more comfortable around Johnson 

and their relationship intensified once Johnson assumed the 

White House.11 

As president, Johnson continued Kennedy's tradition of 

sponsoring occasional briefings for the nation's former 

presidents. Johnson, however, usually briefed Truman in 

person. He occasionally mentioned to the press that he 

"missed Truman' and would fly out to see him as soon as he 

got the chance to do so. The two men also phoned one 

another, and, unlike Kennedy, this was a reciprocal 

relationship and not just the President courteously listen-

ing to the former President.12 

One of the first ways Johnson demonstrated publicly his 

personal regard for Truman was to send him as an official 

representative of the U.S. government to the funeral of King 

Paul of Greece. This was, however, the only real 

opportunity for official service of which Truman was able to 

take advantage. A fall in the bathroom later in the year 

severely limited his physical capabilities. While Johnson 

and Truman continued to communicate, Truman was in reality 

much less able to do anything for the president. He con-

tinued to correspond with congressmen on the president's and 

the Democratic party's behalf, but it did not match the 

level of activity he maintained before his debilitating 

fall .13 
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Another important step that Johnson took to demonstrate 

his regard for the nation's former presidents was to arrange 

"appropriate military air transportation" for Hoover, 

Truman, and Eisenhower "whenever it is desired by them." 

Nonetheless, Johnson included an important exception in this 

policy, since it prohibited former presidents and their 

guests from using this service for "any political trips or 

politically associated travel." Additionally, Johnson 

arranged, through the Department of Defense, for a military 

aide to assist the former presidents while they were 

travelling. Truman, however, was never able to take 

advantage of its provisions.14 

In 1964, for the first time since leaving the 

presidency, Truman saw his choice for president as easily 

nominated and winning election to the White House. Although 

Truman was physically unable to play a role in Johnson's 

victory, the event was symbolic in Truman's life since he 

had backed the winner. It was even more important since the 

men had developed a strong relationship before Johnson 

entered the presidency, as well as the fact that the two men 

had a great deal of shared background and experience. 

Truman was able to continue his support for Johnson, but 

sadly it was through the nation's media and a smaller number 

of personal letters. Truman's physical limitations 

prevented him from playing a more active role in the 

Democratic administration. He did remind the newly elected 
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president that he had to be careful not to do too much too 

often since "most of the so-called emergencies will in a 

short time settle themselves."15 

Once Johnson became president in his own right, he 

stressed the continuity between Truman's Fair Deal and his 

own Great Society programs. The ultimate example of this 

continuity was Johnson's signing of the 1965 Medicare bill 

at the Truman Library. Sitting next to the former president 

on the stage of the library's auditorium, Johnson pointed 

out that the Medicare bill was the culmination of a struggle 

begun in 1945 by Truman to provide the country with a 

national health care policy. Although the Medicare program 

was not as encompassing as the one Truman had advocated two 

decades earlier, Alonzo Hamby observes that Johnson had 

helped enact a law that delivered real benefits to a large 

number of people—a number that could be increased over time 

with more government action.16 

As Truman asserted in a public statement: 

Time will prove the Medicare program for our 
Senior Citizens as a great step forward, in 
meeting one of the most critical needs that 
confront most of our elder citizens. For 
many it is a step from charity, to security 
with dignity.17 

For Truman, Johnson's trip to Independence, was a 

"history making visit . . . a profound personal experience 

for me. I was deeply moved by your kind and stirring words. 

The event was the high point of my post White House days." 
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Truman finally believed that he was getting the respect he 

deserved as the nation's former president and that the 

government programs he had promoted were finally being 

vindicated. Johnson had paid tribute to Truman as a person 

who had loyally served his country and continued to do so 

and treated him as more than just a symbol.18 

Truman also impressed upon Johnson the importance of the 

president's responsibility to the nation and to maintain 

peace in the world, and, concurrently, Truman continued to 

call for public support of Johnson's actions in Vietnam. As 

early as the summer of 1964, Truman publicly supported 

Johnson's policies in Vietnam. In addition, Truman labeled 

Johnson's critics as irresponsible people who neither had 

"'all the facts—nor the answers" to the crisis in Vietnam. 

Truman especially chastised Senators Robert and Edward 

Kennedy, for their opposition to the president's policies in 

Southeast Asia. "They are outsiders, just like I am," 

Truman said, "and they have no more business sticking their 

noses in it than I have. I would recommend to the people to 

whom they are talking not to pay any attention." Truman 

maintained that "Johnson is a good Democrat and he knows how 

to run the country."19 

At the same time, Truman also ridiculed the draft card 

burners as "silly" since, he claimed, all they wanted was to 

get their name on the front page of the newspaper. Their 

prosecution was well deserved, Truman believed. Once again, 
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he emphasized that only the president had all the facts to 

make the right decisions from all the tough choice presented 

to him. He quickly agreed to become that honorary co-

chairman of the citizens' committee organized by the White 

House to support Johnson's policies in Vietnam. Johnson was 

grateful to get the support of the president who had given 

him "the example of courage and determination" in the Korean 

War.20 

Truman reminded the American public that Johnson did not 

start the war. In fact, Truman claimed, the conflict dated 

back to his own administration since the "uprisings and 

various disorders" began shortly after World War II. Speak-

ing as a voice of authority because of his administration's 

Truman Doctrine as well as its conduct of the Korean con-

flict in the same region of the world, Truman claimed that 

the two conflicts were only alike in one way—both had been 

invaded from the north. Since the Korean conflict had been 

a United Nations action, unlike the Vietnam conflict, Truman 

believed it was up to the United States to continue to lead 

the Vietnamese nation out of its internal strife.21 

Asserting that "no one can question the frustrations we 

have suffered in South Vietnam," Truman maintained that it 

was the responsibility of the United States to stop the com-

munist infiltration of South Vietnam and put an end to the 

religious hostilities and rivalries between civil and 

military authorities there. Even though U.S. involvement in 
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Vietnam had been "exasperating, discouraging and tragically 

costly in American lives," critics who did not know all the 

facts and the implications of their attacks "had better 

hesitate before they attack this or any administration." 

Truman had no patience of Americans who were not loyal to 

the president they had elected.22 

Truman believed that South Vietnam was important to the 

foreign policy interests of the United States and that the 

Vietnamese asked for this nation's help in fighting the com-

munists. Reiterating his administration's Truman Doctrine, 

the former president exclaimed, "When such help is asked for 

by any responsible governments, or by any of the new strug-

gling nations seeking to protect their freedom, we had bet-

ter have a good reason for refusing to come to their aid." 

Truman's view reflected those of the containment policies of 

the cold war era and reflected the black and white divisions 

between the "free world" and the "communist world," leaving 

no room for gray areas—such as civil war struggles in 

developing countries. Truman appealed to the patriotism of 

the American people to support their president, but was 

unable to turn the growing tide of developing hatred toward 

Johnson and his policies in Vietnam.23 

Truman continued to assail the critics of the 

administration's Vietnam policies: 

But, while our boys are engaged over there, 
some of them dying, some of them wounded and 
most of whom would rather be elsewhere, it is 
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fitting to ask the critics not to decry their 
presence there, or to tell from the home 
front that they are being needlessly 
sacrificed - or that they are fighting a 
losing or worthless battle. It is almost 
like shooting them in the back while they are 
in the front lines of battle. 

I would, therefore, suggest to all the 
critics: 'Don't rock the boat.' 2 4 

Furthermore, Truman reassured the American people that "a 

solution must and will eventually come." Many experienced 

men in the top levels of government were working on the 

problem, and, as Truman pointed out, "They are at least as 

anxious as some of the critics to find the way to a 

reasonably successful conclusion." Truman again displayed 

his faith in the nation's democratic government and its 

ability to meet any crisis head-on. Vietnam, however, would 

push this philosophy aside and tear the entire nation 

apart.2 5 

Despite their solidarity on the Vietnam issue, Johnson 

and Truman did have one major public disagreement over the 

nation's economy and rising interest rates in 1966. Truman 

was horrified by "a drastic increase in interest rates 

[that] has been imposed on the American economy." It 

alarmed Truman so much that he spoke out against Johnson's 

inaction. Truman was also concerned that the Federal 

Reserve would continue to increase their rates and require-

ments. Acknowledging that "no one wants runaway inflation," 

Truman also stated incorrectly that "that kind of inflation 

is no longer possible in the United States." 2 6 
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Truman thought that higher interests rates would bring 

about a rate of deflation that would bring on a "serious 

depression." His viewpoint reflected a simplistic approach 

to the issue since he believed that drastic rises in inter-

est rates benefited only the privileged few and "works a 

hardship on the consuming public.' Although he did not 

directly assert that it was Johnson's responsibility to do 

something about forestalling the rising interest rates, 

Truman implored the public to force the federal government 

to do something about rising interest rates. Truman did not 

want to implicate Johnson personally because of their long-

standing friendship but he also felt compelled to speak out 

and "give-'em-hell" because he thought the situation called 

for this approach. Johnson needed to take action, according 

to Truman.27 

In an attempt to curtail lending and decrease demand for 

borrowed funds, the Federal Reserve Board had increased the 

discount rate and reserve requirements. The net results of 

these actions were that the prime credit customers now paid 

6 percent for borrowed funds, an increase over the 4 1/2 

percent they had paid the previou years. This was the 

highest interest rate charged by banks in nearly forty 

years, and it alarmed Truman. He recalled his own bitter 

struggle with the Federal Reserve to keep down the interest 

rates during the Korean War and believed that Johnson should 

follow this example.28 
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As Wall Street reacted quickly to Truman's pronounce-

ment, Johnson also spoke to the press about his efforts to 

enact legislation the would give banking regulatory agencies 

more authority and control over the nation's banks and their 

lending rates. In reply to Truman's statement, Johnson 

issued his own statement that, while Truman had spoken out 

"in his usual forthright manner," he did not agree that the 

nation's economy was "in danger of recession or depression." 

The tightness of the nation's money supply and the increas-

ing demand for credit were "symptoms of strength, not of 

weakness," according to Johnson. He did admit, however, 

that there was a need "to find better ways to restrain 

inflationary pressures than by resorting merely to the high 

interest rates we have been witnessing."29 

That same night, however, Johnson held a three-hour 

meeting with his economic advisors to discuss the situation. 

Johnson had decided it was time to stop procastinating and 

called on the Budget Bureau and the Treasury Department to 

work up recommendations for his consideration. Johnson 

also put members of his staff to work on an economic message 

in which he wanted to outline at least six specific actions 

the federal government would take to bring down rising 

interest rates. Democratic congressman rallied in support 

of Truman's statement and called on the president to act 

soon.3 0 
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Therefore, Truman was successful in prompting Johnson to 

act on the interest rates issue and end his waiting game. 

The public was waiting for a voice of leadership on the 

issue and, once again, Truman was willing to lead the troops 

in a call for action. Despite his simplistic solution to 

the problem, Truman no longer held the responsibilities of 

the president to make his programs work. His approach 

grabbed headlines in the nation's press because the common 

man liked his proposed solution. Economic experts and 

government leaders, however, knew the situation was much 

more difficult to correct than Truman made it appear.31 

Despite Truman's public outburst against the president, 

Johnson did not publicly respond, for he could not afford to 

make one of his few supporters on the Vietnam issue an out-

cast. Truman, in turn, supported Johnson for the 1968 

Democratic nomination for president. Declaring that the 

Democratic party remained strong, Truman told the press that 

it would continue to be so "unless some damned fool" tried 

to splinter the party. But, while Truman was demonstrating 

his continued loyalty to Johnson, he was out of touch with 

the mood of the American people. The Johnson policy that 

Truman praised was the same one that led the American people 

to lose faith in their president. Despite Truman's 

popularity, his views on Vietnam put him in the category of 

the "old generation" that did not understand what the new 
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generation believed was best for the country—that the U.S. 

should withdraw from the Vietnam War.32 

Nonetheless, Johnson told Truman that because of the 

long hours and the hard decisions he had made while he was 

in the White House, Truman's judgment was "uniquely valuable 

to me. I deeply appreciate both your support and your good 

wishes." Before he left the presidency, Johnson paid 

another tribute to Truman and visited him in Independence, 

where the president issued two proclamations honoring the 

United Nations and Truman's services to it. Truman con-

tinued his encouragement of Johnson, telling the president, 

"You are always on the right side, and you don't know how 

much I appreciate what you're doing as president of the 

United States. You're one of the greatest." Truman once 

again demonstrated his loyalty to a fellow Democrat, and, 

more importantly, the presidency and the tough decisions 

each president has to make and then live with them.33 

"Mrs. Johnson and I always renew our strength and faith 

by visiting with the President and Mrs. Truman," Johnson 

observed after a May 1968 visit to Truman in Independence. 

"I always asked for his suggestions his advice, and as 

always he gave them to me frankly and with the bark off," he 

added. The president claimed to have gained great inspira-

tion from a fellow president who had been "a typical 

American" from the Midwest. After all, Johnson continued, 
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"The country is made up of Harry Trumans. He is so much 

1 ike all of us."34 

With Johnson as president, Truman finally came into his 

own as an advisor. Eisenhower's ignoring him had greatly 

frustrated Truman, and he was overjoyed finally to get the 

opportunity to play an active role in advising the nation's 

most important leader. Their common backgrounds, 

experiences, and viewpoints brought them together. Despite 

their occasional differences of opinion, this close 

relationship fostered encouragement and genuine respect 

between the two men. Once Johnson left office, for example, 

Truman was more than happy to advise him on building his 

presidential library. The Johnson presidency witnessed 

Truman's last active days as a former president. Approach-

ing his mid-eighties at the end of Johnson's term, Truman 

was in poor health and had to slow down. 
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CONCLUSION 

Truman's wide range of activities after he left the 

White House served one major purpose—they institutionalized 

the office of the ex-presidency. With the growth of the 

imperial presidency, the importance of the men who were 

former presidents also grew. As a nation, the United States 

has expected more and more out of its presidents and has 

transferred that same expectation to its former presidents. 

Truman's involvement as a former president in both the 

Former Presidents Act and the Presidential Libraries Act 

served to formalize the institution of the ex-presidency. 

Truman's 1964 fall in his home's upstairs bathroom, 

however, marked the end of his active career as a former 

president. His health gradually declined, and he was 

hospitalized several times before his death on 27 December 

1972. During the last years of his life, Truman tried to 

remain involved in the nation's and the party's affairs, but 

his role became much more symbolic since he could no longer 

travel throughout the country to speak and campaign. After 

an illness in the summer of 1966, Truman discontinued his 

daily trips to his office in the library, and Rose Conway 

visited him at home each day to update him on his cot— 

respondence and phone business. By the late 1960s, Truman 

was fifty pounds lighter than his presidential weight of 

175. He told his daughter that he no longer wanted to meet 
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with reporters since "the old mind isn't as quick," although 

he still read two newspapers each day and loved to talk 

politics with anyone who would listen.1 

Richard Nixon, a former political foe, was the nation's 

last president during Truman's life. While Nixon paid sym-

bolic respect to the former president, who represented the 

opposition party, he did not involve Truman in his decision-

making process and merely asked for his support on issues 

such as maintaining NATO troop strength in Europe. Physi-

cally unable to do anything more, Truman approved occasional 

press statements endorsing one of Nixon's policies. In 

keeping with his symbolic respect for the office Truman once 

held, Nixon, however, did establish the office of Special 

Assistant to the President with the specific purpose of 

maintaining effective liaisons with former presidents.2 

By 1970, Truman was telling the public: "I hope you will 

remember what I have been and not what I am today." 

Truman's post-presidential career had been in part an 

attempt to resurrect his reputation as the nation's 33rd 

president and the tough decisions he had to make while he 

was in the Oval Office. Although the presidency was thrust 

on him after Roosevelt's death, Truman took a pragmatic 

approach to the situation. He assembled all the facts 

before him and then made the best decision he could with the 

facts available to him. There was no looking back, accord-

ing to Truman. Furthermore, no one else could understand, 
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until he had been the president, what it took to make these 

difficult decisions.3 

Truman's push for the financing and building of his 

library along with the establishment of a presidential 

library system was the best way he knew to educate the 

nation's citizens about what it took to be their leader. He 

wanted people to be able to come visit the home town of 

their president since this would allow them to view them as 

a human being who was doing his best in the difficult situa-

tions he faced each day. Visitors would tour the museum 

section of the library and visit displays that would further 

enlighten them about the world in which Harry Truman lived 

and the impact of the growing cold war during his presiden-

tial tenure. And, Truman thought the federal government 

should help maintain these facilities since he had served 

his country faithfully on a relatively modest income. 

The presidential library system for which Truman lobbied 

was his most enduring legacy to the American people. Even 

today, hundreds of thousands of visitors go to the Truman 

Library and Museum to learn more about their nation's 

history. Most importantly, however, Truman made available 

to researchers and scholars his vast collection of presiden-

tial papers along with those of some of the members of his 

administration. Centralizing the location of these docu-

ments had made it a great deal easier for those who want to 

study the Truman period in American history, either 
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informally as public school students or formally as graduate 

students and internationally-known scholars. Since a presi-

dent's papers were traditionally treated as his own personal 

property, much of the raw material of history prior to the 

twentieth century was unavailable to historians. Truman 

changed that by pushing for legislation to create a 

presidential library system that would allow all presidents, 

no matter what their financial status, to build a library 

accessible to the public. He also lobbied successfully for 

the indexing and microfilming of presidential papers already 

in existence. 

Personally, Truman found a home in his library. Until 

his health prohibited him, he went to his office there every 

day. He loved being accessible to the people and often 

walked out into to the main area of the library and museum 

to great the visitors, especially school children. By 

having a formal office setting, Truman was also much more 

able to keep in touch with his friends, his political 

allies, and the curious public. He had been a public ser-

vant his entire adult life and his office at the library 

helped him continue to serve the nation. 

Subsequently, however, Truman's most controversial 

legacy was his push for the Former Presidents Act, which 

provided an office staff and a modest income for former 

chief executives. Herbert Hoover, the only other living 

former president in the early 1950s, was well-off and had no 
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need for financial assistance from the federal government. 

Truman, however, was not as lucky. Although he had lived 

modestly, being president was an expensive business, and he 

soon found that being a former president was even more 

expensive since there was no staff provided him. After his 

many years of service to the government, Truman thought it 

proper that the federal government should continue to pay 

him for services rendered, since he did not view pay for 

former presidents as a pension for services already 

rendered. The people expected their former presidents to 

participate in certain activities, and it took money to do 

these things. Since the nation's former congressmen and 

military officials were provided with handsome pensions and 

office staff, Truman believed that the nation should afford 

its former presidents the same allowances. 

Although the public generally agreed that Truman 

deserved the money the Former Presidents Act provided him, 

later chief executives have not appeared to need this finan-

cial security since they were independently wealthy before 

occupying the Oval Office. Truman, however, would disagree 

with this line of thought since he thought that the federal 

government should continue to pay former presidents for ser-

vices rendered. He did not look at the Former Presidents 

Act as providing former presidents with a pension because 

they could not provide for themselves in any other way 

without demeaning the office they once held. The ever-
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increasing amount of money necessary to provide for the 

nation's former presidents, however, continues to make this 

legislation controversial. 

Serving as a civic educator was Truman's most satisfying 

role as a former president. Besides greeting visitors at 

the Truman Library, he travelled throughout the country 

addressing the nation's young people about the great nation 

in which they lived and how it was their responsibility to 

keep it free. As an advocate of the American political 

system, he loved to share his knowledge of history with his 

audiences and his audiences returned that admiration. 

Truman believed that he was a living example that anyone 

could be president if they worked hard enough to achieve 

that goal and were willing to work within the American 

democratic system of which Truman was so proud to be a part. 

In addition, speaking to the public gave Truman numerous 

chances to defend his actions as president. Audiences most 

often asked him about his decision to drop the atomic bomb 

on Japan and his decision to get involved in the Korean con-

flict. Truman stressed to his listeners that he did the 

best that he could with the facts put before them and that 

they had to trust their leaders to make the right decisions. 

If the voters disagreed with the decisions their leaders 

made, they could choose not to re-elect them to office. He 

reminded them that that was an important part of the 

American political system. 
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Truman stressed this same theme throughout his two-

volume memoirs of his presidency. In fact, he often 

referred his audiences to these works when they asked 

specific questions about his presidency. Initially, Truman 

had hoped that his memoirs would serve two important 

purposes—they would set the record straight on his 

administration, and they would provide him with a much-

needed source of income for him and his wife. While the 

memoirs succeeded on the first count, they failed on the 

second. His memoirs provide the reader with great insight 

as to what it meant to be president during the early years 

of the cold war, but their sales provided Truman with little 

in the way of profits after expenses. 

Having also spent many enjoyable days in the halls of 

Congress, Truman kept in touch with lawmakers to promote the 

interests of the Democratic party. During the Eisenhower 

administration, Truman repeatedly impressed upon his fellow 

Democrats the need to fight the good fight and be the loyal 

opposition since the Democratic party was the only true 

representative of the people. Most importantly, Truman 

advocated support for a bipartisan foreign policy since this 

was the only way to convince the communists that the U.S. 

was strong enough to contain them. Staying in touch with 

congressmen also helped Truman keep track of the pulse of 

the nation. He also felt fulfilled when congressmen asked 

for his advice—whether it was about running for office or 
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specific legislation. This was the most satisfying way 

Truman could find to continue to demonstrate his loyalty to 

the Democratic party. 

Truman tried to work with the nation's presidents in 

much the same manner but was basically frustrated in his 

attempts to do so since they, for the most part, let him 

play only a symbolic role in advising them about the 

nation's affairs. Not having enough influence in his party 

to determine its presidential nominees, Truman grew more 

frustrated with his party's inability to elect a president 

in the 1950s. As his Republican successor, Eisenhower paid 

Truman little attention. His Democratic successor, Presi-

dent Kennedy, only gave symbolic respect to the former 

president before his untimely death. 

And, soon after Lyndon Johnson came to the Oval Office, 

Truman's health began failing rapidly, and this greatly 

limited any active role Johnson would have allowed him to 

play in his administration. He drew much satisfaction, 

however, from the Great Society's expansion of the New Deal 

and his own Fair Deal. He was emotionally overwhelmed when 

Johnson came to Independence to sign the Medicare Act of 

1965 into law. Johnson, in turn, drew comfort from Truman's 

continuing support for his Vietnam policies as the nation 

grew angrier and angrier with its president. 

All of Truman's post-presidential activities, however, 

did serve one important purpose—they institutionalized the 
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office of the ex-presidency. As the nation's highest office 

developed into the imperial presidency, the ex-presidency 

has followed the same path of growth. The nation has 

expected more and more out of its presidents and its former 

presidents. Truman's post-presidential activities, espe-

cially his involvement in both the Former Presidents Act and 

the Presidential Libraries Act, formalized the institution 

of the former presidency. 

Nonetheless, as time passed, Truman's generation was 

forced to make way for the new generation of younger 

politicians who wanted to set their own agenda for the 

future. The nation continued to demonstrate their respect 

for Truman and the wisdom he had gained through his years of 

service, but the former president was also viewed in a 

nostalgic sense as the symbol of a bygone era. He continued 

to influence the country and be a popular figure, but Truman 

had to hand over the reins of power to the younger genera-

tion just as each generation before him has had to do. 

Truman, however, remained loyal to his nation and to his 

party until the day he died. 

Truman demonstrated his role as a common man in American 

politics even in his death. As far as a traditional 

presidential funeral service, Truman's only objection was 

that he did not want to lie in state in Washington. His 

home was Independence and that is where he wanted the 

funeral service and his burial to take place. Truman is 
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buried in the courtyard of the Truman Library, just outside 

his old office. "I want to be out there," he said," so I 

can get up and walk into my office if I want to."4 
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