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To my mother and my father






They performed a great task of creation. 
 


ADLAI STEVENSON

    Chicago Bar Association

    June 28,1945
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INTRODUCTION

“Four times in the modern age,” English historian John Keegan has written, “men have sat down to reorder the world—at the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 after the Thirty Years War, at the Congress of Vienna in 1815 after the Napoleonic Wars, in Paris in 1919 after World War I, and in San Francisco in 1945 after World War II.”1 Such is the march of human history that all these events—except for the most recent one—collapsed in disagreements that eventually led to renewed wars. The fortunes of the last of these, the San Francisco Conference, are still not known. However, what happened in that California city that produced the last of these grand compacts has already had an enormous impact over the past six decades. Indeed, the founding of the United Nations, in far more sinister circumstances than faced any of the U.N.’s predecessors—namely, the age of nuclear weaponry—is affecting the survival or demise of humanity.

I decided to write this book for one reason—to relate the tale of the origins of this unusual organization and explain to people in our own time why it must be preserved. In today’s world, though, few really know the story. Indeed, the U.N. is so much a part of our lives that few individuals have ever felt the need to search for its beginnings. In some ways, the U.N. is a tedious subject—until, that is, one enters the General Assembly in New York City and observes with awe all the nations of the world gathered together in one chamber. The U.N. and its labors are, in fact, the background noise of our global age—sometimes loud, sometimes soft, but always emitting a hum. One cannot pick up any major newspaper or watch any network newscast or listen to any radio news show or consult any media Web site in the United States and not hear or see the name of the U.N. invoked regularly by a broadcaster or written down in a daily report by a journalist. The name of the U.N. has become as commonplace for us as that of the White House or Congress. Yet people forget that just over a half-century ago there was no U.N.—just a creaky and faltering institution called the League of Nations universally derided for its incompetence and ineffectiveness.

Today, the U.N. is regarded as a resilient, if aging, organism, despite its dearth of financial resources and the brickbats tossed at it by American politicians. Still, few citizens can explain from whence it hailed and why. Some believe it sprang fully clothed onto the world stage, others that it evolved along with the globalization of the planet. Once one begins to trace the birth of the United Nations back to its nativity in San Francisco, though, one realizes that this body had a difficult if not perilous delivery. It was certainly not an ineluctable happenstance. Its creation, indeed, as this account reveals, was akin to a series of near-death experiences.

Cognizant of the U.N.’s difficult birth pains, I initially wondered why there had never been a full-length study done on the climactic conference in San Francisco. There was, of course, Ruth Russell’s pioneering and monumental report on the creation of the U.N., A History of the  United Nations Charter, published in 1958, which devotes the entire second half of its chronicle to San Francisco. Otherwise, however, there have been only glancing references to the gathering in America’s West Coast city in the spring of 1945. Yet the drama of the U.N.’s inception—and its special meaning for our time—should, in my view, be riveting people’s attention, for the U.N. today holds the broadest, if most fragile, guardianship over the geopolitical situation.

In searching through the libraries and repositories of U.N. documents, I discovered a raft of books, personal records, government documents, memoirs, newspaper reports, oral interviews, and diaries that allowed me to flesh out the story almost on a day-by-day, sometimes hour-by-hour, basis. I reconstructed the tale mainly from the U.S. point of view, which, without putting too much of a gloss on it, was the most important. For it was the Americans who designed the body, writing the U.N. Charter within the State Department, using as their inspiration President Woodrow Wilson’s League of Nations, the U.S. offering to the international community in 1918. Washington also prepared an elaborate spying scheme in San Francisco to guarantee its control over the conclave and to assure its favorable outcome. Although this latter stratagem was hardly a moral thing, both it and the authorship of the charter demonstrated how determined the U.S. government was to make a reality of its model for world security.

It was also not until I plunged fully into the story, though, that I discovered the pivotal role that Secretary of State Edward Stettinius played in forging the consensus that ultimately prevailed at the U.N. meeting. I learned, in addition, about another unsung American stalwart, Leo Pasvolsky, the behind-the-scenes intellectual powerhouse for global organizations, who proved to be the key player in weaving together the intricate and often conflicting ideas behind the U.N. Charter. His first boss—until he took left in 1943—was also an estimable planner for the United Nations, Undersecretary of State Sumner Welles. Finally, the most extraordinary visionary of them all was President Franklin Roosevelt—followed by his equally heroic vice president, Harry Truman, who helped realize Roosevelt’s dream.

What shines through today for Americans in our more cynical age is the unusual intellect and honest idealism of these founding fathers and mothers of the U.N.—particularly, the seven members of the U.S. delegation to San Francisco. These individuals, balancing peace with cold-eyed realism, especially with regard to the veto, erected a formidable structure. There were Democrats, including Senator Tom Connally and Adlai Stevenson, and Republicans, ranging from Senator Arthur Vandenberg, John Foster Dulles, and Nelson Rockefeller to Harold Stassen. Having endured the most calamitous war in human history, this generation extracted from the human propensity for devastation the right lesson for our time—the need for world organization to oversee and guide state craft toward a peaceful future. That these men and women could fashion such a righteous journey in light of the League’s collapse, delegates’ squabbles, and a war itself, was remarkable.

An additional intriguing feature of the San Francisco Conference was the role of the U.S. media. Despite abiding sympathy among thousands of the press corps, most correspondents refused to compromise on their reportage. Indeed, the New York Times under James Reston served as the official “leak central” during the entire affair. Reston reported in an unvarnished tone on the inevitable tussles, the strains felt by participants, the clashes between delegations, the struggles between Washington and Moscow. Yet he, like the others, seemed to realize that the sum in San Francisco was greater than its separate parts, and could very well determine the destiny of humankind.

There were also many nongovernmental organizations. In unprecedented fashion, civic groups around the nation—in business, in labor, in academia, in social clubs, and among professionals—organized themselves to enlist in the fight for the United Nations. Disparate associations and networks lobbied Congress in the early 1940s for the passage of a global institution and carried forth the mission of “one world” around the public arena. They raised the U.N. banner to U.S. citizens after the conference, and helped wage the successful struggle for ratification.

The pitfalls of San Francisco were manifold, the obstacles forbidding, the ending uncertain. The tale of that Golden Gate city, as you will see in the pages to come, was really one of how an inexperienced but agile U.S. delegation, led by an underrated secretary of state, was able to surmount crisis after crisis over the charter for almost fourteen straight weeks, flex its muscle when necessary, act with a certainty when not being sure of the outcome, persevere toward a creation that would limit the enormous power of the United States, yet strive for the good of peoples everywhere and for our country’s security. This is, in the end, the story of thoughtful and courageous representation by the United States, living up to and embodying its country’s ideals. Whatever the flaws of the United Nations, it measures up well with the values of that American heritage.











CHAPTER 1
THE TAKEOVER

The president of the United States, Franklin Roosevelt, was seated in his living room on a leather chair near the fireplace at the Little White House in Warms Spring, Georgia. It was a warm sunny morning on April 12, 1945, the air scented by the early spring foliage outside. Roosevelt—unseasonably aging at sixty-three years old, his eyes wearied by many burdens, his face pallid but his mind still sharp—was perusing official papers, including secret reports from General Bill Donovan’s Office of Strategic Services (OSS), which were resting on a card table in front of him. Madame Elizabeth Shoumatoff, a Russian-born artist, was drawing his countenance for a watercolor portrait arranged by his long-time friend and occasional companion of three decades, Lucy Mercer Rutherford.

The fires of war were just then starting to abate. The battle of Berlin was nearing its climax. The Ninth Army was making its way across the Elbe River just west of the capital. Russian troops were assembling on the sides of the Oder River preparing for an assault on the German city fifty miles away. In the Pacific, hundreds of B-29 Superfortresses were dropping bombs on Tokyo while U.S. soldiers were in bloody combat to flush out the Japanese in Okinawa—an island agonizingly near the Japanese homeland. And in just thirteen days, the people of San Francisco were preparing to greet delegations from some forty-six nations around the world meeting to establish a global organization to bring an end to all wars.

Mrs. Rutherford sat on a couch near Roosevelt. Two cousins were present—Margaret Suckley, who was knitting, and Laura Delano, who was arranging roses in a vase. Nearby, a house boy from the Philippines was getting lunch ready. It was now one o’clock in the afternoon. Roosevelt told the artist that he could spare only fifteen more minutes. As the time elapsed, the president placed his hand on his temple and uttered, “I have a terrific headache,” and he slumped forward, gasping. Breathing heavily, the Filipino youth and Roosevelt’s valet, Arthur Prettyman, lifted the president into his bedroom. A U.S. Navy cardiologist named Howard Bruenn, summoned immediately, arrived within a half hour. He promptly injected Roosevelt with amyl nitrate and papaverine. By 3:35 P.M., the president had stopped breathing. The doctor told the small group that Roosevelt was dead.1

At this dramatic moment, the vice president of the United States, the sixty-year-old Harry Truman, was presiding over a debate in the Senate about a water treaty with Mexico. It was his eighty-third day in office. Ninety minutes after Roosevelt’s collapse, no news of his passing having yet arrived, the Senate adjourned at 5:00 P.M. Washington time. Dressed in a double-breasted gray suit and wearing a polka-dot tie and steel-framed glasses, Truman ambled over to the secret hideaway of House Speaker Sam Rayburn to talk to the congressional leader and others about pending legislation and discuss the world situation generally. This private sanctum on the ground floor of the Capitol, called by insiders the “Board of Education,” was the place where the Speaker entertained congressional leaders. On seeing Truman, Lewis Deschler, the House parliamentarian, prompted Rayburn to tell Truman about his need to return a phone call from Roosevelt’s White House press secretary, Steve Early. Truman dialed Early. Speaking in an unusually urgent tone, Early said, “Please come right over and come through the main Pennsylvania Avenue entrance and as quietly as you can.”

That was a departure from routine. Truman normally entered the White House through the East Executive Avenue entrance, where he could visit Roosevelt unobserved. Truman turned pale. “Jesus Christ and General Jackson,” he said to Rayburn. “Boys, this is in the room. Something must have happened.” Truman excused himself, telling Rayburn he would be back shortly and asking him not to tell anyone about his trip to the White House. Truman ran through the basement of the Capitol, losing his Secret Service guards. He instructed his driver to deliver him speedily to the front entrance. He arrived about 5:25 P.M. on a misty, rainy April eve.

Two ushers took him to the elevator to the second floor, where he was brought to Mrs. Roosevelt’s study. Colonel John and Mrs. Anna Roosevelt Boettiger and Steve Early, along with the first lady, were present. The mood was deeply sad, the expressions stricken. He knew something terrible had taken place. Mrs. Roosevelt was calm and dignified. She stepped forward and placed her arm gently about Truman’s shoulder.

“Harry,” she said quietly, “the president is dead.”2

Truman stared silently ahead in shock. He had had little inkling that Roosevelt, whom he had last seen two weeks ago, just before the president departed for Warm Springs, was so near the end. Nor apparently had his family or his personal physician, none of whom was with the president. Although Roosevelt had not looked robust in recent months, he also had not appeared in mortal decline.

Finally, Truman said, “Is there anything I can do for you?”

Mrs. Roosevelt, loyal to an innate sense of duty that never left her, replied, “Is there anything we can do for you? For you are the one in trouble now.”

There was a truth in her statement. In the midst of some of the most searing conflicts and profound strategic troubles ever to affect an American leader, the vice president was a man at this moment without a clear guide. In his twelve-week tenure as Roosevelt’s second in command, Truman had remained an outsider. According to appointment records, Truman had seen the president officially only eight times (and a few unreported impromptu meetings) during the year before he died.

Truman had never been inside the Map Room of the White House, where Roosevelt directed the war effort. He did not know of the existence of the atom bomb. He had only hints of Roosevelt’s growing problems with the Russians over Poland and other nations. Nor had Roosevelt taken him to the decisive Yalta Conference just two months earlier where, with Josef Stalin and Winston Churchill, the president had decided, among other matters, that their three nations (along with France) would occupy Germany, that Russia would enter the war against Japan, and, finally, that on April 25 the major powers would inaugurate the session in San Francisco to establish a global body. As Truman noted in his diary for April 12, “I knew the president had a great many meetings with Churchill and Stalin. I was not familiar with any of these things.” Several years later, he told his daughter, Margaret, that Roosevelt “never did talk to me confidentially about the war, or about foreign affairs or what he had in mind for peace after the war.”3

Yet the vice president was also not as naïve a man as some Americans suspected, nor was he a hack from the Pendergast political machine of Missouri, which others feared. A self-educated man who never attended college, he had an almost ravenous interest in history. In his memoirs, he reports that as a boy he indulged in “endless reading of history,” a passion he continued as an adult. “I wanted to know what caused the successes or the failures of all the famous leaders of history.” He had perused Plutarch’s Lives, spent time on Abbott’s biographies of famous men, explored accounts of ancient Egypt, the Mesopotamian civilizations, studied Greece and Rome, ruminated on cultures of the Orient, read widely about modern nations, and tracked the drama of America’s birth and growth.

Although his teachers at Independence (Missouri) High School, his highest educational attainment, instructed him in the traditional texts of Cicero, Caesar, and Marcus Aurelius, they also introduced him to English and American writers and poets. At the age of fifteen, for example, he wrote a short essay on courage, commencing with a quote from Ralph Waldo Emerson: “Behavior is the Mirror in which each man shows his image.” He read all of Mark Twain’s books, which he freely quoted throughout his life. His education gave him a solid grounding in his early years. But his need to earn a living soon eclipsed his academic pursuits; a career in business intervened. When he was thirty-three, however, and not having enjoyed great success, he quit his commercial work and went to France to fight in the World War I. He rose to the rank of captain. That extraordinary and trying experience proved to him that he had leadership abilities.4


All this was a part of Truman’s intellectual heritage when Edward Stettinius, the secretary of state, knocked on Mrs. Roosevelt’s study door and entered, his eyes red and swollen. Only in his post for five and one-half months, Stettinius was now the keeper of the Great Seal of the United States and therefore responsible for proclaiming the president’s passing. Truman, who barely knew Stettinius, soberly greeted him and then, on the latter’s advice, quickly agreed to convene a cabinet meeting after his swearing-in. Truman asked Stettinius to round up the cabinet officials who would attend the emergency session. Meantime, he telephoned his wife and daughter and asked them join him for the ceremonial oath-taking. While officials of the government and congressional leaders arrived at the White House over the next half-hour, Steve Early and other searched for a Bible on which Truman could affirm his allegiance to the Constitution and the nation. Chief Justice Harlan Fiske Stone arrived to administer the swearing-in oath. At 7:09 that evening, surrounded by family and colleagues, Harry Truman was sworn in as president. An official photo was snapped. Then everybody but the cabinet officers left.

As Truman’s session with his administration officialdom was just beginning, Steve Early stuck his head in and asked Truman what he should tell the press corps clamoring outside and urgently wanting to know whether the new president was going to postpone the San Francisco Conference. The media’s concern had been triggered by a hasty statement just issued by Senator Tom Connally (D-Texas), chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and one of the leaders of the U.S. delegation to San Francisco, predicting a delay in the meeting. Given the advent of a new and untried leader, the press was apparently growing apprehensive about the fate of the world assembly just days away.

What this interest also revealed, though, was the obvious ignorance among the journalists and correspondents about the new president’s views toward the global organization (though it must be said that the beliefs of most vice presidents have always remained ciphers to the media). No one in the journalistic community knew that the new president carried folded in his wallet several stanzas of his favorite poem, “Lockesley Hall” by Alfred, Lord Tennyson, and had done so since he was a young man:


For I dipt into the future, far as human eye could see, 
Saw the Vision of the world, and all the wonders that would be;
Saw the heavens fill with commerce, argosies of magic sails, 
Pilots of the purple twilight, dropping down with costly bails;
Heard the heavens fill with shouting, and there rained a ghastly dew 
From the nations’ airy navies grappling in the central blue;
Far along the world-wide whisper of the south-wind rushing warm, 
With the standards of the people plunging thro the thunderstorm;
Till the war-drum throbbed no longer, and the battle-flags were furl’d 
In the Parliament of Man, the Federation of the World.
There the common sense of most shall hold a fretful realm in awe, 
And the kindly earth shall slumber, lapt in universal law.



Tennyson’s poem, with its sense of the grandeur of a united humanity, foreshadowed a signal preoccupation of Truman’s career. Truman once described how he had studied the “Grand Design” of King Henry IV of France, who ruled in the sixteenth century. The king’s plan had envisaged a sort of federation of sovereign Protestant countries within Europe to prevent them from being swallowed up by the Catholic House of Hapsburg. Truman envisaged the same design as a model for his own era to avert wars. Truman ardently followed all of Woodrow Wilson’s writings and speeches on the League of Nations. He was one of many Americans who despaired at the “willful men” in the Senate who eventually sank the League.

As a first-term senator, Truman had in October 1939 called on Roosevelt to revise the Neutrality Act of 1936 and allow U.S. arms sales to “our friends” in Europe. Truman was also deeply angered by the isolationist arguments made by the America First movement and speeches delivered by Charles Lindbergh. In September 1941, he voted for the first peacetime draft. And at a huge rally in Chicago in April 1943, long before the liberation of the death camps, he urged help for the doomed Jews in Europe.

Throughout much of the war, Truman also chaired the Senate Special Committee to Investigate the National Defense Program (later called the Truman Committee). His probe into excessive cost-plus contracts and other instances of misuse of taxpayer dollars by defense companies resulted in Justice Department inquiries and large-scale savings—$250 million alone on army camp construction. The fame Truman earned from these hearings, as well as Truman’s own popularity in the Senate, was what attracted Roosevelt’s attention in 1944 when he was looking for a replacement to Henry Wallace as his vice-presidential running-mate in that election year.5

As early as March 1943, Truman had also championed a Senate resolution calling on President Roosevelt to endorse a worldwide assembly for peace and security. Throughout that year, indeed, he had tenaciously sought to win a majority of Congress behind this pronouncement. He even went on a bipartisan speaking tour with others from Congress in twenty-six states arranged by long-time advocates for a global body. His stubborn battle stirred up a ruckus because many political observers believed that Truman and his cohorts were forcing the president’s hand before he was ready to act.

Roosevelt later asked Vice President Truman to serve as the “go-between” on world organization between the Senate and the White House. Just seven weeks before Roosevelt’s death, on February 22, following the Yalta Conference, Truman had spoken in Jefferson City, Missouri, urging his fellow citizens to enlist in the crusade for a global association. He observed: “The policy we hope and believe will emerge from the San Francisco Conference and others to follow will embody cooperation among nations to keep down aggressors.” He warned: “The only rational alternative to existing international anarchy lies in some reasonable form of international organization among so-called sovereign states. This is merely an extension of local and national practices to an international plane.” And, on a radio broadcast the next day, he said: “America can no longer sit smugly behind a mental Maginot line.”6 

In response to Early’s question, therefore, Truman did not hesitate. As the first decision of his presidency, he instructed the press secretary to tell the media that the San Francisco Conference would go forward as planned. As he later wrote in the opening chapters of his memoirs: “I wanted to make it clear that I attached the greatest importance to the establishment of international machinery for the prevention of war and the maintenance of peace. I knew many of the pitfalls and stumbling blocks that we would encounter in setting up such an organization, but I also know that in a world without such machinery we would be forever doomed to the fear of destruction.” He concluded: “It was important for us to make a start, no matter how imperfect.”

In retrospect, the only thing that might have prevented Truman from approving that starting date was not opposition to the project but inability to deal with the enormous burdens suddenly thrust upon him. As he told the press corps the next day, it was as if “the moon, the stars, and all the planets had fallen on me.” With just two weeks to go before San Francisco, he had not only to catch up with five years of decisions made by Roosevelt during the greatest war in human history but also to face immediate questions about how to end the Pacific War, placate restive Soviet allies, overcome the chaotic postwar situation in Europe, exert leadership in Congress, and construct an enduring peace.

Still, he was intensely aware of the public yearning for some sort of international body. The polls had shown it. Since Roosevelt’s Yalta meeting, over 80 percent of the American people had expressed a desire for U.S. participation in a world assembly with the power to assure the peace. He knew that invitations had already been sent out by the four convening powers—the United States, Great Britain, China, and the Soviet Union—to some forty-two other nations asking them to meet in the Pacific city on April 25. Countries around the globe were genuinely astir about the event, believing it might finally provide the global legal and military authority that would protect them from future aggression. All were looking intently to the United States, the only nation in the world in 1945 to have its forces still intact and its economy practically untouched, to lead the way.7

He was aware, too, that neither Winston Churchill of Great Britain nor Josef Stalin of the Soviet Union was terribly enthusiastic about the venture. Stalin, indeed, had declined even to send his foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, to San Francisco. On more than one occasion, Roosevelt had ruefully acknowledged the resistance of both leaders to the idea. There was also the public controversy over the two extra votes for the Soviet Union in the world organization that Stalin had recently demanded at Yalta. There were hints in the newspapers of potential quarrels at San Francisco over the fate of colonial possessions, the admissibility of rogue nations, the right of the big powers to possess a veto, and sundry other items. Last, the shadow of a failed League of Nations hung heavily over the project. The U.S. Senate might again conceivably reject a role for the United States in a global council.

Nonetheless, hovering over Truman was the great legacy of Franklin Roosevelt. President Roosevelt, the larger-than-life steward of a progressive America, had determinedly steered the idea of a world association through all sorts of political hazards and had fiercely surmounted all kinds of security obstacles in a relentless push for its creation before the war ended and the nations of the world lost interest. And, ultimately, there was also Truman’s own deep commitment to such a federation expressed in the Tennyson poem that he had kept in his wallet all these years and reflecting a mind constantly tinkering with how to bring countries together to create peace.

Truman went a step further. Shortly after his brief cabinet meeting, Truman, sitting with his wife and daughter in the Oval Office, invited Stettinius, Steve Early, and his own press secretary, Jonathan Daniels, to stay for a moment. He asked them what he could further do regarding the United Nations situation, for he was still anxious that he had not said enough. All three urged him to issue a formal statement reassuring the U.S. allies on the San Francisco meeting. Truman immediately authorized Stettinius, whom Roosevelt had several months earlier designated to lead the U.S. delegation to San Francisco, to make a public declaration on his behalf. As Truman later wrote, “I wanted to scotch any rumors or fears . . . that there would be any changes in the plans that had been made.” Stettinius was impressed: Truman seemed to him “a simple sincere person, bewildered, but who is going to do everything in his power to meet this emergency.” He sensed “no feeling of weakness whatever.” He immediately notified the press about Truman’s firm commitment to San Francisco.8

The next morning, Friday, April 13, the day after Roosevelt’s death, Truman reaffirmed yet again his support for the United Nations meeting. Truman had another meeting—this one lasting forty-five minutes—with Secretary of State Stettinius, to go over the world matters of the day. Truman, preoccupied by the upcoming conference, instructed Stettinius to issue still another pronouncement to reassure global allies that there would not be any change from his predecessor’s foreign policy and to reemphasize his intention to press forward “toward the establishment of a world organization endowed with strength to keep the peace for generations and to give security and wider opportunity to all men.” But hemmed in by immediate problems in Washington, Truman also told Stettinius that he had decided himself not to go to San Francisco, as President Roosevelt had planned to do, believing instead that Stettinius could “conduct the meeting with great success.” Truman said he planned to address the opening by radio.

Once they had discussed those issues, Stettinius brought up other questions that would likely affect the conference, including America’s deteriorating relationship with the Soviet Union since Yalta. He blamed the darkening skies on Stalin’s “political problems” in his own country. Truman responded, according to Stettinius, by suggesting that it was high time to “stand up to the Russians,” implying perhaps that Washington had been too easy with them. Charles Bohlen, the State Department’s expert on Russia, who joined in the discussion, described in detail the Russian attempt to set up its own provisional Communist-dominated regime in Poland, which effectively elbowed aside both the Polish government in exile in London and the Big Powers agreement in Yalta for coalition rule. Bothered by his limited knowledge on these matters, Truman asked Stettinius for several memoranda summarizing all the diplomatic questions he would have to face in the coming weeks, including the Polish and San Francisco matters, and he urged Stettinius to bring them back to him by the end of that day.9

Truman sandwiched in a quick meeting with his military leaders, who warned him that the war in Europe could drag on for another six months and the one in the Pacific by another eighteen months (they would be proved wrong on both counts), and at noon traveled to Capitol Hill for a luncheon with congressional leaders to inform them of his decision to address Congress on Monday, April 16, following Roosevelt’s weekend funeral. There, one of the leading Senate Republicans on international affairs, Senator Arthur Vandenberg of Michigan, also one of the members of the U.S. delegation, “heartily applauded” Truman’s decision to proceed with the San Francisco Conference.

After the Hill visit, Truman, back at the White House, saw James Byrnes, the former Supreme Court justice and U.S. senator, who had aspired to be Roosevelt’s running mate in 1944. Truman had admired for Byrnes for years, having known him in his Senate days, during his high court service, and while he headed war mobilization in Roosevelt’s administration. The two spent much of their time ranging over Roosevelt’s foreign policy meetings during the war. Fearful that he did not fully comprehend the record of what had happened at Yalta, Truman asked Byrnes to give him a memorandum about what the Yalta Conference had decided. Byrnes, who had gone to Yalta at Roosevelt’s urging, took ten days to complete the memo, to Truman’s later chagrin.

More important, Truman told Byrnes that he was now reorganizing the entire foreign policy team and wanted to name him secretary of state after the San Francisco Conference. Truman was concerned that the secretary of state was the next person in line for the presidency after the vice president—and Truman wanted an elected official in that position. Besides, Truman privately felt guilty about Byrnes’s failure to obtain the vice presidency and wanted to “balance things up.” Byrnes was eager for the job. Margaret Truman later called the Byrnes selection the “first miscalculation” of Truman’s presidency, for Byrnes had scant regard for Truman’s abilities and high regard for his own. In any event, soon after the session, Byrnes or Truman or somebody in the know leaked the story of Byrnes’s imminent designation, and for days afterward, rumors swept Washington that Secretary of State Stettinius’s days were numbered. The speculation clouded Stettinius’s performance in San Francisco.10

Shortly after Byrnes’s departure, around 3:30 P.M., Stettinius returned to the White House, accompanied by Charles Bohlen, bearing several memos he had promised Truman. First, he conveyed an important message to the new president from the American ambassador to the USSR, Averell Harriman, stating that Josef Stalin, shaken by Roosevelt’s death, had now agreed to dispatch Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov to Washington and thence to the San Francisco Conference as a gesture of friendship to the new leader. Harriman, a formidable emissary from a wealthy New York family, had aggressively seized the occasion of Roosevelt’s sudden passing to urge Stalin to reverse his original decision canceling Molotov’s presence at the conference. Stalin now agreed on the Molotov trip, but he wanted Truman’s approval for the request. Truman gave Stettinius the go-ahead.

Stettinius moved on to explore the Polish crisis further with Truman. From his brief reading of the secret correspondence between Stalin, Churchill, and Roosevelt, and close attention to Bohlen’s presentation, Truman had begun to educate himself on the Polish imbroglio. He now understood that the Soviets had established a Communist regime in Lublin and were refusing to include democratic Poles in exile in London or in the Polish underground; this was in spite of an agreement at Yalta between Roosevelt, Stalin, and Churchill that the so-called Lublin regime should be broadened into a coalition encompassing the differing factions of the Polish political scene and would thereafter hold elections on the basis of universal suffrage and the secret ballot. The impasse was threatening to turn a simmering diplomatic conflict into a potential civil war.

Churchill that day was urging Truman to sign a joint statement opposing the Soviets on the matter. Truman, however, told Stettinius that he opposed a public statement, apprehensive that it might hurt military collaboration with the Russians. Instead, he told Stettinius, he wanted to persuade Churchill to send a joint private telegram to Stalin. With Stettinius acting as intermediary, both leaders soon began working on a text asking that three Poles from London and four from Warsaw be invited to Moscow to establish a formula for a government of national unity. There was yet another disquietude in the offing, though, when Stettinius raised with Truman the fact that the Russians were hinting they were going to insist the Lublin government be represented at the San Francisco Conference without prior settlement of the dispute. That posture could potentially snarl the U.N. meeting.

On departing, Stettinius left behind his two memoranda for Truman. The first was a tour d’horizon of America’s global agenda in the spring of 1945. Besides the expected military issues, Stettinius dwelled at length on his worries that, since the Yalta Conference, “the Soviet Government has taken a firm and uncompromising position on nearly every major question that has arisen in our relations.” He listed prominently the Polish matter and its relation to the San Francisco Conference, and also noted that the Soviets were not permitting democratic elections in Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria.

Stettinius’ second memo outlined in greater detail some of the key points relating to the U.N. Conference, now twelve days away. He indicated that there would be a few changes in the recommendations of the 1944 Dumbarton Oaks Conference held by the United States, Great Britain, Russia, and later China, which produced the framework proposal for the United Nations Charter. Senator Vandenberg, for example, wanted to add certain references to justice and international law in the charter. Stettinius advised Truman, though, that alterations would be minimal and that the seven-person U.S. delegation would forward them to the president before they departed for San Francisco.

Stettinius’s memo went on to remind Truman of other potentially awkward, if not truly grave, disagreements still facing the organizers of the conference. In one of the more serious disputes, the Soviet Union was trying to change the president of the conference. The Russians were insisting that the four sponsoring governments (China, the United States, Great Britain, and the USSR) rotate as the conference head. Washington, as the host nation, argued that it alone should assume the presidency; the other big powers would serve as vice presidents. The Russians were demanding also that the United States must agree, by the lights of the Yalta Conference, that two additional Soviet republics—White Russia (now known as Belarus), and Ukraine, which Roosevelt had reluctantly agreed were extra votes for the USSR—be represented at the conference. The United States was adamant that it was up to the conference itself to decide that issue, not the Big Three. Last, on the issue of conquered territories, Stettinius pointed out that, at Yalta, Roosevelt had also agreed to setting up “machinery” to control trusteeships of lands without naming specific areas, but that the U.S. military now wanted to retract or amend this agreement.11

On Saturday morning, April 14, Truman rose at dawn to prepare for Roosevelt’s funeral ceremony. In that morning’s New York Times, James Reston, who had won the Pulitzer Prize a year earlier for breaking the tale of the then-secret Dumbarton Oaks proposals in 1944, produced a story stating that, in his view, six major problems still faced the San Francisco Conference. Reston included the quarrels over Poland and the two extra votes for the Soviet Union, the questions relating to trusteeship as well as the veto powers of the Big Four, the right of regional organizations to have a role in the United Nations, and the allocation of six nonpermanent seats on the Security Council. His story, together with the Stettinius memo and some other news accounts, indicated that contentious issues were already starting to undermine the U.S. government’s strategy at San Francisco and might threaten the meeting’s eventual success.

Truman met the train bearing Roosevelt’s body at Union Station and accompanied the hearse in a long, slow, tearful procession down Pennsylvania Avenue to the White House, where the body lay in state in the East Room for the entire day. Shortly afterward, Truman asked Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s closest aide, who had left a sickbed in the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota, to attend the funeral, to meet with him around lunchtime in the Oval Office. As Truman noted in his memoirs, “I wanted to go over the whole situation with Hopkins in regard to Russia and Poland and the United Nations.” They conversed for two hours, Hopkins giving Truman the details of agreements reached at various Roosevelt encounters over the past five years.

That night Truman and his family took the overnight train that carried Roosevelt’s body to Hyde Park, New York. After the Sunday morning service and burial, Truman took the train back to Washington. He spent much of his time on the return trip working on his speech to Congress. Members of the Roosevelt administration and legislative leaders on the train contributed to the address. To still public doubts about his commitment, Truman paid a great deal of attention to the phrasing he would use to express his strong backing for the San Francisco meeting.

On Monday, April 16, 1945, Truman spent a busy morning in the White House before leaving for Congress to give his speech at 1:00 P.M. On his arrival at 8:00 A.M., he saw Secretary of State Stettinius yet again. Stettinius handed him the summary of another telegram from Ambassador Harriman analyzing the latest on the Polish problem. Harriman accused Stalin of contributing “little of a concrete nature toward a solution” and he argued strenuously that the U.S. government should not accept a “whitewash of the Warsaw regime” set up by the Soviets. He said the Soviets knew their puppet regime had little support among the Polish people.

Next, Truman met with Anthony Eden, the British foreign secretary, and Lord Halifax, the British ambassador to the United States. They discussed a final text of the joint communication that he and Churchill were going to send to Stalin concerning Poland. The message stated that it was time to “correct the completely erroneous impression” that the Western Allies wished to exclude the Lublin regime from a coalition government. The two leaders emphasized that all they opposed was the power of the Soviet-supported Polish government to veto individual representatives of the exiled Poles for the unity cabinet. The letter provided the names of a handful of free Poles that the two Western governments recommended be chosen for consultative talks in Moscow.12

At midday, Truman arrived in the House chamber to sustained applause by members of both parties. He was introduced to renewed cheers and clapping. Dressed in a dark suit with a black tie, a white handkerchief tucked into his suit pocket, Truman read his speech from a large black loose-leaf notebook. Truman made a central appeal to all Americans “regardless of party, race, creed or color, to support our efforts to build a strong and lasting United Nations organization.” He spoke proudly of how, within an hour of his taking office, he had ordered that the San Francisco meeting proceed.

He reminded his listeners that “the task of creating a sound international organization is complicated and difficult. Yet, without such an organization, the rights of men on earth cannot be protected. Machinery for the just settlement of international differences must be found. Without such machinery, the entire world will have to remain an armed camp.” He concluded by saying that although the Big States “have a special responsibility to enforce the peace, their responsibility is based upon the obligations resting upon all states, large and small, not to use force in international relations except in the defense of law. The responsibility of the Great States is to serve and not dominate the world.” Applauded loudly in his peroration, Truman stood for a moment with his hands in his pockets, obviously moved. He quickly recovered, nodded, smiled, and left the chamber.

As Truman’s speech ended, Moscow Radio reported that the Soviet government was now insisting that the admission of the Polish Provisional regime to the conference was a condition for the Soviet Union’s attendance. The Polish government in exile in London, in its turn, raised the question whether democratic Poles who had gone to Warsaw a month earlier were now missing. The difficulties of Poland were now growing, not receding, exacerbating the already unpleasant atmosphere cited in Stettinius’s memo to Truman and Reston’s article about the U.N. Truman’s forceful attempt to recall Roosevelt’s vision in Congress amounted to using his Missouri grit to vault over all obstacles to the creation of this world assembly.13

Truman still faced enormous challenges as an untried leader, cut off from major geopolitical policy decisions by President Roosevelt and barely acquainted with FDR’s foreign policy team. He had never managed a worldwide conference—much less one that was 3,000 miles away. Though he had long studied the idea of international organizations, he did not know yet all the nuances and tricky interpretative problems associated with the U.N. Charter. He hadn’t even traveled to Europe since his service in World War I. There were only ten days to go before the San Francisco meeting, and he was trying to settle the wars on the continent and in the Pacific, reach out to the Allies, master pressing domestic legislation, meet with congressional leaders, and address the American people—all in less than a hundred hours. And now he, as president, had also inherited his predecessor’s most formidable problem, one deeply embedded in the global psyche: a historic resistance by the nations of the earth to joining any world-wide organization that might tread on their sovereignty—a resistance that had surfaced just twenty-five years earlier in its most virulent form in America.
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