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The Truman Show 

A selection of letters sent to the 33d President reflects key moments in his Administration. 
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By STANLEY WEINTRAUB

How does a President who was once a failed haberdasher respond to a letter charging that although he couldn't sell enough shirts to make a living, ''you certainly know how to sell out the American people''? Or answer irate ''Dutch,'' who wrote, about the firing of General MacArthur from his Korean War command, ''You are just a big @!!%X=X# and every dumb thing I can think of''? Or the Kentucky woman who complained that her husband ''failed to remember me on Valentine's Day this year''? Or respond to the crank who offered ''1,200 airplanes which could surround this nation'' and ''remain in the air indefinitely'' as a screen against hostile atomic bombs? 

Most mail to Harry S. Truman was fielded by a staff that drafted cautious responses to those letters seemingly useful to answer. Few went to the Oval Office for the President's signature. But even nutty, unanswered letters were a safety valve for the citizenry and a taking of the national pulse. 

His staff's biggest grief was the acerbic letters that he himself wrote without prompting and that bypassed the system. One scolded, in feisty idiom, a Washington music critic who panned his daughter's voice recital. (Truman was unrepentant.) Another deplored a Marine public relations campaign by dismissing the corps as the Navy's police force. (Truman apologized.) 

His White House mail room was a town meeting. In ''Dear Harry . . .'' the reader listens in. Much of his mail reflected key decisions of his tumultuous Presidency 
-- the deployment of the atomic bombs, the recognition of Israel, the unpopular if necessary war in Korea, the principled if risky stand on civil rights, the early battles for a health and welfare safety net, the irreconcilables of loyalty, law and McCarthyism. 

After Truman's surprise victory in the 1948 election, The Washington Post invited him to dinner with rueful journalists and a menu appropriate to the occasion: ''The main course will consist of Breast of Tough Old Crow en Glace.'' Truman declined. He had ''no desire to crow over anybody or to see anybody eating crow, figuratively or otherwise.'' 

More by subject than by date, D. M. Giangreco, a military affairs editor, and Kathryn Moore, a history teacher, sample the President's mail (from the Truman Library archives) and some of his and his staff's responses. Although far more letters were written to complain than to commend, even cantankerous letters were more than statistics. An index to popular feeling, Truman's mail blasts the new White House balcony, criticizes policy on racial matters, attacks almost anything new as Communist, plumps for increased veterans' benefits and other Federal largess while deploring all taxes and recommends abandoning the ''damnable politics'' of postwar Europe. ''Let the whole damn bunch of them stew in their own juice,'' a disgusted Chicagoan wrote, ''and they won't be so damned ready to start another war.'' 

People request favors: an autograph, a photo, a reminiscence, a memento, even a job. They offer solutions, serious and silly, to the world's problems. They volunteer personal assistance -- a speech coach proposing without malice to improve Truman's ''monotonous voice'' and a self-styled ''grapho-analytical psychologist'' furnishing a handwriting analysis to describe Truman as ''determined,'' ''persistent'' and ''aggressive.'' 

Some letters made Truman proud -- as did the reaction to his permitting an American Indian sergeant who died in Korea to be buried at Arlington after the authorities at a whites-only cemetery in Sioux City balked. The country was with him. His mail reflected the turbulent, dynamic postwar nation he inherited as accidental President and tried to steer toward the future. His folksy shoot-from-the-hip manner encouraged many more letters than he could read, or answer. One can imagine with humor or with horror his never-written responses. 


Stanley Weintraub's ''MacArthur's War: Korea and the Undoing of an American Hero'' will be published next year. 
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