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Introduction



At 10:30 p.m. on August 29, 1968, Vice President Hubert Humphrey advanced to the podium of the International Amphitheater in Chicago to deliver his acceptance speech for the Democratic nomination for president—a moment that represented the fulfillment of a lifelong dream. At virtually that same moment, a contingent of National Guardsmen riding in armored personnel carriers and jeeps with barbed-wire barriers mounted on their hoods began firing tear gas to keep three thousand demonstrators, opposed to the Vietnam War and to the political liberalism that Humphrey embodied, from marching on the convention center. As Humphrey recited what he hoped would be healing verses from St. Francis—“Where there is hate, let me sow love”—the guardsmen were shoving journalists as well as activists into waiting paddy wagons to be deposited in jail. As Lou Breese and His Orchestra, situated underneath the podium, launched into a double-time rendition of “Happy Days Are Here Again,” policemen beat back another crowd of protesters massed in Grant Park across from the Hilton Hotel, where Humphrey and the senior figures of the Democratic Party were staying. “The whole world is watching,” the kids chanted—and, alas for Humphrey, it was true.1


As the boy mayor of Minneapolis in the years after World War II and then as the foremost champion of civil rights and racial justice in the US Senate from 1949 to 1965, Humphrey had always been with the activists. “I was raising Cain with the system before you were born!” he shouted at a clutch of students protesting one of his speeches. But no longer; now he was Lyndon Johnson’s vice president. The men who surrounded him, and deafened him with their cheers inside the amphitheater, were the labor leaders, the political professionals, the big-city bosses with rubbery jowls and smoldering cigars. The protesters, the idealists, and the hippies and yippies clamoring outside called him a war criminal. “Dump the Hump!” they yelled. “All that I had ever been as a liberal spokesman seemed lost,” Humphrey would bitterly recall. “All that I had accomplished in significant progress was ignored.”2


Humphrey would emerge from the shipwreck of Chicago 17 points behind his Republican challenger, Richard Nixon. Though in the last weeks of the 1968 election he almost pulled out a miraculous victory, Humphrey would suffer a loss that devastated the generation of Democrats who had grown up with him through the Depression, the New Deal, World War II, the Cold War, and the great liberal resurgence of the early 1960s. The election marked the end of something large. One could not say that liberalism died in 1968, for Nixon did not dismantle the activist state that he inherited. But the optimism and idealism that had sustained the Democratic Party and the nation since 1932 had run its course.


Yet Humphrey’s own optimism and idealism remained miraculously intact. In 1970 he would return to the Senate, the institution he loved and in which he felt deeply at home. There he continued rousing liberals to battle. That fight was elemental to Humphrey; he really had been raising Cain before the campus hecklers were born. They despised his compromises, but Humphrey had always treated compromise as the very essence of politics, and of political change. So, too, ambition: Humphrey was ambitious enough to have made compromises he could not excuse, yet he hungered for office in order to do great things. And he had; Humphrey had lived long enough to see what pragmatism, ambition, and patience could accomplish—civil rights, Medicare, foreign aid, nuclear nonproliferation. In those last years of his life, in fact, the tireless, hectoring senator from Minnesota had sought to blaze a path for liberalism that would put the New Deal coalition back together. Only his death in 1978, at age sixty-six, put an end to Humphrey’s struggle for a more perfect union.


In an earlier book, What Was Liberalism?, I described Hubert Humphrey as the incarnation of mid-twentieth-century American liberalism. For Humphrey, as for such writers and thinkers as Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Reinhold Niebuhr, and Lionel Trilling, liberalism meant a faith in the individual, openness to debate, optimism about man’s prospects, and a pragmatic skepticism toward all absolutes, doctrinal or theological. They were in this regard the heirs of the great nineteenth-century liberal thinkers—John Stuart Mill, Benjamin Constant, Alexis de Tocqueville. But by Humphrey’s time, American liberals had also adopted a political viewpoint that would have been alien to those founding figures. Inspired by the example of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, they understood the state not as a leviathan threatening personal liberty but as an active agent guaranteeing to the ordinary citizen “the right to his economic and political life and liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” as FDR had put it. Liberals were social democrats.3


In the generation after World War II, liberals sought to extend the New Deal, above all by fully including Black people in the rights and privileges of citizenship. Liberalism came to be associated with a commitment to civil rights; this was the great cause of Hubert Humphrey’s life, both as mayor of Minneapolis and as a US senator. The liberal project was global as well as domestic, since the rise and reach of the Soviet Union posed a threat to liberal democracy and to the “liberal world order” that the United States had established after the war. A new generation of “Cold War liberals” regarded the Soviets as an existential threat that had to be contained and ultimately defeated. So, too, of course, did conservatives; what distinguished Humphrey and the other Cold War liberals was the belief that the United States could win this war by showing people around the world that democracy could bring peace and prosperity to the poor and the marginalized more effectively than communism did. That meant foreign aid and disarmament abroad, and civil rights and social justice at home.


After 1968—after riots and violence at home and the calamity of Vietnam abroad—the word “liberal” fell out of fashion. President Ronald Reagan succeeded in reducing the term to an epithet for hapless idealists who thought more government was the answer to everything—and it never recovered. The liberal consensus of 1960 is now ancient history. In 2016 the United States elected its first avowedly illiberal president; Donald Trump treated tolerance, compassion for our fellow citizens, and faith in an active government and the liberal world order as laughable. Despite his loss in 2020, Trump left behind a poisonous contempt for all those who do not share his views.


Yet liberalism is not dead. President Joe Biden, who overlapped for a term in the Senate with Humphrey, shares the liberal temperament as well as much of the liberal agenda both at home and abroad. Liberals are regaining their nerve. The political philosopher Michael Walzer has written a book defending what he calls “liberal as an adjective”—one describing a set of values and habits that shape commitments to economic justice or sexual equality and check their tendency to rigidity and sectarianism. In A Thousand Small Sanities, the New Yorker writer Adam Gopnik has defended liberalism from those who regard it as heedless, spiritually hollow individualism. The Substack “Liberal Patriotism” seeks to redefine a liberalism that can attract the middle class as well as the disadvantaged and coastal elites. What all these authors have in common is a fear that liberalism is threatened as much from the left, with its demands for purity and preoccupation with matters of identity, as from the populist, openly illiberal right. We find ourselves once again in Hubert Humphrey’s world, for in 1968 Humphrey would be abandoned by white working-class voters angry over the rise of crime, violence, and “permissiveness” as much as by the antiwar left. Liberalism always finds itself beleaguered at a moment of radical polarization.


I return to Humphrey in order to explain what liberalism was at its ascendant moment, why it mattered so much to so many people, why it abruptly lost its appeal to the majority of Americans—and, perhaps, how it might rejuvenate itself. But I did not aim to write an allegory. Humphrey’s own astonishing vitality, his generosity and compassion, his idealism and pragmatism, his endless search for solutions to every last problem that plagued Americans and just about everyone else, bursts through the confines of any formulaic account. Humphrey was an extraordinary person, a florid and abundantly gifted figure. So, too, of course, are many of the people who climb the greasy pole of political power. But Hubert Humphrey was also profoundly good. He was kind to people who could never help him in his climb—to them especially. He loved people, and people—ordinary citizens, aides, Senate colleagues, even reporters—loved him. Bill Moyers, who was a young Senate aide when he met Humphrey, once said, “He made it legitimate to be an idealist in politics.”4


Bill Connell, Humphrey’s most trusted political aide, once explained his attraction to the man by saying, “When you were involved with Humphrey it really made you feel good—you were caught up in something that made you feel good. And so he made people feel good about themselves and what they were doing.” That, Connell said, “was the source of his strength.”5 Humphrey never lost his faith in politics, in compromise, and, above all, in the fundamental goodness of America. In the very last days of the 1968 campaign, when both he and the nation had endured so much pain, he said, “I have always believed that the basic decency within this nation would one day enable us to lift the veil from our eyes and see each other for what we are as people—not black or white, not rich or poor, not attending one church or another, but as people, standing equally together free of hate or suspicion.”6


Humphrey had a “story,” as political marketers today would call it, that verged on myth. He was born in a small town in South Dakota, almost exactly in the middle of the continent. His father, a druggist, seemed illuminated from within by the bright currents of the prairie—the eagerness, the optimism, the democratic individualism. An agnostic in matters of faith, he worshiped at the populist altar of William Jennings Bryan. Young Hubert was the acorn that did not fall far from the paternal tree. Where his father had Bryan and Woodrow Wilson, young Hubert revered FDR. He had the charisma of the passionate believer without the stridency of the ideologue. He worked harder than anyone, made more friends than anyone, talked faster and more ardently than anyone. A Humphrey speech could no more be resisted than a prairie cyclone. He could have been mayor-for-life of Minneapolis, but his ambitions lay much higher.


Humphrey achieved glory—every kind, moral, political, and psychological—at an early age. At the 1948 Democratic National Convention, the thirty-seven-year-old mayor and senatorial candidate agreed to lead a quixotic effort to place in the party platform a ringing endorsement of civil rights—in the teeth of the southern segregationists who controlled much of the party machinery. He would be antagonizing not only the forces of Jim Crow but President Harry Truman, who feared that a split in the party would doom his electoral campaign. Humphrey quailed; he did not have the martyr in him. But he resolved, as he put it later, that “the time had come to suffer whatever the consequences.” This man of too many words then delivered before the party, and the nation, a ten-minute address that changed the world. “The time has arrived in America,” he cried, “for the Democratic Party to get out of the shadow of states’ rights and walk forthrightly into the bright sunshine of human rights.” Not since Bryan had railed at “the cross of gold” in 1892 had a candidate so electrified a convention. To the outrage and astonishment of the South, the motion to incorporate the language carried. The NAACP called the vote “the greatest turning point for the South and for America which has occurred since the Civil War.”7


Such moments of glory are vouchsafed to the prophets, like Bryan, who are quick to choose truth over power. Humphrey no more wanted to be a soothsayer than a martyr; he wanted truth and power. He had the pragmatist’s belief that compromise today could bring victory tomorrow; in the depths of the conservative 1950s, he told civil rights activists that they should accept, not just half a loaf, but “a crumb,” confident that someday soon they would get the whole loaf. Humphrey didn’t disdain politics; he loved politics. An inveterate patter of forearms and squeezer of shoulders, he was equally happy campaigning in the hustings and dickering on the floor of the Senate. Early in his tenure he came under the tutelage of Lyndon Johnson, the wiliest of all the creatures in Washington’s jungle. Johnson taught him how to count votes and how to read the hearts of his colleagues. Humphrey’s friends in the civil rights movement looked on in dismay as he made bargains with a figure they regarded as a crafty defender of Jim Crow. Don’t sell him short, Humphrey always said. Once Johnson became president, Humphrey deployed both his passionate commitment to justice and the guile he had learned from his mentor to navigate the 1964 Civil Rights Act through the shoals of a southern filibuster—the supreme achievement of his legislative career.


I was nine years old when the Civil Rights Act passed—too young to know Humphrey’s role or even his name. He only swam into my ken, so far as I can recall, a year later; and already he had become a figure of mockery. In 1964 Johnson chose his protégé as his running mate. After a smashing victory, Humphrey was poised to become the most consequential vice president in history, with portfolios stretching from legislative management to the coordination of civil rights enforcement. But Johnson changed his mind; he wanted a servant, not a copilot. Humphrey’s humiliation was legendary. And so I first encountered his name in the spring of 1965, when the satirist Tom Lehrer sang, “Whatever became of you, Hubert / We miss you, so tell us, please / Are you sad, are you cross / Are you gathering moss / While you wait for the boss / To sneeze?”


To people of my parents’ generation, Humphrey really was “a fiery liberal hero”; to my generation, he was a punch line. But to people slightly older than me—the generation that was being sent off to fight in Vietnam—he was Johnson’s partner in prosecuting an evil war. When Johnson chose not to run in 1968 and Humphrey filled the vacuum, he was on the wrong side of the only line that mattered. A combination of loyalty and fear kept him from breaking with Johnson on the war; old friends abandoned him and young people despised him. Every day he had to paste a grin on his face and head out to endure new trials, an effort that drained his reserves of élan. Had he been a different kind of man—a purist, like some of the people he most admired—Humphrey would never have been in this position and thus could have spared himself a great deal of suffering; yet he would have accomplished so much less. Humphrey’s career clarifies the moral and psychological calculus of political compromise.


And it clarifies something else that lives with us today. Humphrey did not lose in 1968 because of the war; the liberals ultimately came back. He lost because the working-class white voters who had constituted the core of FDR’s coalition abandoned him for either Richard Nixon or George Wallace, the latter a proto-Trump figure. Here are the roots of the populist anger that defines so much of our own political culture. Humphrey spent the last decade of his life trying to find a way out of this conundrum. Addicted to political life, he returned to the Senate in 1970. After yet another unsuccessful bid for the nomination in 1972, Humphrey devoted himself to rethinking the policy prescriptions of the 1960s. He tried to fashion a foreign policy that would satisfy the growing clamor for economic justice in the developing world. At home, he sought to move away from the divisive language of group rights in order to formulate a new doctrine of “economic justice” for all, including a universal right to a decent job with fair compensation. It is no coincidence that Joe Biden has also attempted to broaden the appeal of the Democratic Party—and to restore faith in the efficacy of democracy—by rejuvenating the fortunes of a postindustrial working class, white as well as Black. The Democrats have been trying to fuse the interests of working-class whites and disadvantaged Blacks since the Populist era in the late nineteenth century; they haven’t yet found the key.


Hubert Humphrey did not regard his own life as a tragedy. Quite the contrary: he was irrepressible and optimistic to the very last. In our own time, in so many ways darker than his, we need to hear his voice.
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The Rise of a Liberal Hero
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Home


“Everything in my memory is about Doland, South Dakota.”


Hubert Humphrey was born on May 27, 1911, above the family drugstore in Wallace, South Dakota, a tiny hamlet very close to the east-west midpoint of the United States. When he was two, the family moved to Doland, a lonely whistle-stop on the Chicago and Northwestern line running straight across the great flat prairie stretching west from Minnesota. Doland was a town of 600 souls. The broad dirt boulevard of Main Street, which ended at the train depot, was lined with crenelated brick buildings quickly and resolutely erected after a fire had decimated most of the town in 1913: the C. W. Morland General Store; the farm implement store and the harness store; the creameries, which took in the milk that farmers brought in on horse-drawn wagons; two barber shops; the large and stately City Hotel; and, the town’s pride, the two-story Doland Opera House, whose upper floor held a 450-seat theater, equipped with dressing rooms and drops and four changes of scenery, while on the ground floor stood the Underwood Bowling Alley and Reed Auto Sales. The Doland Public School, only a few hundred yards from the train depot, housed all students grades K through 12. The tallest structures in town were the two grain elevators and the spire atop the Methodist church. Doland had a pool hall; but you couldn’t get in much trouble there, since in 1909 the county had voted to go dry.


Very little distinguished Doland from Prairie Center or Belle Plain or any of the other stops on the Chicago & NW. Not much, in fact, distinguished it from a thousand other such places at a time when the majority of Americans still lived on or near the land. It was a homogeneous, close-knit, proud little town where all doors were open, everyone knew almost everything about everyone else, and people took care of one another as a matter of course. The townsfolk strongly resembled one another in matters of politics, class, religion, and race. Almost everyone was a churchgoing Republican. Doland had a Catholic church, but so few Catholics that it could be served only by a traveling priest. The one Jewish family ran the grocery store. There were no Black people in Doland or anywhere nearby.1


Many people born into places like Doland find them claustrophobic; the literature of the prairie is full of characters gazing longingly at trains as they pull out of town in a great cloud of dust and steam. Others come to regard such cloistered spots with benevolent irony. Humphrey’s friend Julian Hartt, who moved to Doland from the slightly more cosmopolitan city of Groton, later said, “I thought it was the sorriest excuse for a town I ever saw.”2


Hubert Humphrey felt little irony, and no regret, about Doland. All his life, he thought of his boyhood home as an inner compass keeping him to a true path. Humphrey returned to Doland to deliver speeches in 1952, and 1964, and 1968 and 1976. That last time, the ex-vice president, once again senator from Minnesota, stood on a platform erected at the end of Main Street, looked out at the crowd of teachers and classmates from fifty years earlier, and fell into a reverie. “To me,” he said, “Doland was my dad and my mom, my sisters and my brother.” It was the school right behind him, and the little park nearby, and it was Gordon Twiss, the banker, and Les Coats, and Walt Hoffer and Tip Miles, who ran the Doland Times-Record. “Everything in my memory is about Doland, South Dakota,” Humphrey said. When he returned in thought to his boyhood, he went on, he recalled “a sense of being, and a sense of belonging, and a sense of caring.” As he stood there, with the nation’s bicentennial only a few weeks away, he wanted his old neighbors to know that Doland was not a remnant of a vanished America but its essence. “What is America?” Humphrey cried. “America is another word for humanity. How do you define it? You define it by the word ‘freedom’ and ‘people.’”3


That was the kind of high patriotic corn that had been making Humphrey’s more urbane friends wince ever since he had left South Dakota. Humphrey had trained as a political scientist; he knew that it was absurd to flatten an entire country into a moral signifier. And in 1976 the Vietnam War and Watergate had just begun receding into the national rearview mirror; most liberal Democrats practiced a rueful form of patriotism. Yet Humphrey’s sentimentality was not a posture; it was Doland, speaking in and through him. For Humphrey, Doland was America; he idealized the one as he idealized the other. “I consider my childhood,” he once said, “to be just about as American as apple pie.”4 Perhaps, objectively, it was so. The newscaster Eric Sevareid was born one year after Humphrey in Velva, a hamlet in North Dakota that sounds very much like Doland. “We were,” Sevareid wrote in his memoirs, “a true democracy in that huddled community of painted boards.… No doubt there was envy at times and small bitternesses here and there. But not many lived in fear of another.” For all the rarefied talk of the classless society, Sevareid reflected, “what men wanted was Velva, on a national, on a world scale.”5


The actual, historical Doland had been laid out in 1882 as the railroad came through, building new towns every ten miles. (The town was named after the local landowner who had filed homestead rights around the train depot.) Eastern South Dakota boomed in the eighties as settlers who had come too late to Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Iowa moved west, and as immigrants arrived, chiefly from Scandinavia. Most of the men of Doland worked farms outside of town or delivered oil or water to farmers or hauled produce for them or sold or serviced farm equipment. Nobody in the region got rich from farming; the soil in the prairie was too thin to produce the bumper crops of wheat or support the giant dairy farms of Minnesota or Wisconsin. Since the farmers scraped by, so, too, did the men in town who sold them cars or tractors or groceries, or put up their field hands during harvest season. Doland had some poverty but no real wealth. The people were inured to hardship; they, or their parents, had arrived in Doland with all their goods loaded in a wagon, and then had scratched a farm out of the soil and built their homes, often at first out of sod.


As the owners of the town’s pharmacy, the Humphreys occupied an upper rung of this very modest hierarchy. They lived in a two-story square gray clapboard house with a steeply pitched roof in the residential neighborhood south of Main Street. In the front yard were cottonwood trees for Hubert and his older brother, Ralph, to climb. Behind the house was a coop for the chickens that grandfather Sannes—his mother, Christine’s, father—had given Hubert to tend, as well as currant bushes from which Christine made jam; deeper into the backyard was a little orchard with apple, plum, and cherry trees. What is known of the inside of the house comes mostly from Humphrey himself. In the unpublished transcript of an interview for a 1964 television show, Humphrey said that he still dreamed about the house, and described, as if entranced, the hardwood floors, the wallpaper, the marble-topped dressers.6 The family housekeeper’s name, he volunteered, was Happy.


Hubert himself might well have been called Happy; in fact he was called Pinky, though there is some dispute as to the origin of the nickname.7 Humphrey did not shed this slightly infantilizing nickname as he grew older. He was still known as Pinky in his mid-twenties; correspondents from South Dakota continued to head letters sent to Humphrey as mayor of Minneapolis with “Pinky” or “Pink.” A man who had loved his boyhood as Humphrey had was not disposed to molt those boyish feathers.


The rhythms of Pinky’s life were the rhythms of Doland life. In the summer he and his friends swam in the swimming hole just outside town and played baseball on a team he had organized; his father brought gallons of root beer from the soda fountain. In the winter he skated on a frozen creek and went sledding on the very gentle hills to the east of town. When the evening freight train pulled in, the boys would run down the platform barefoot and hop up into the train while the crew was unloading lumber and jump off into a sandpit below. Or they would stand quietly and stare off to the east, where the tracks disappeared into the endless prairie. Not until he was thirteen years old would Humphrey take the overnight train to Minneapolis with his father, a trip that required them first to drive their Model A fifty miles east to Watertown.


Like most boys in Doland, Pinky began working early—in his case, at age six. The train carried his stock of newspapers—the Minneapolis Tribune, the Saint-Paul Pioneer Press, the Chicago Herald Examiner, the Toledo Blade, the Saturday Evening Post. Too little to carry the papers, he would haul them in a wagon, shouting out his wares at the top of his lungs. He picked up old tires and tin scraps around Doland for a dollar. He dug up neighbors’ gardens and put away vegetables in their root cellars. He cut and stacked wood. When he got older, Pinky simonized cars. “I never had a day I didn’t work,” Humphrey would recall. “I never heard about a vacation.”8 Work, in turn, meant self-sufficiency. Pinky maintained two bank accounts and bought all his own clothes from the age of twelve.


Exactly how it was that Pinky could appear to spend all day working, all day racing around town, and all day talking was a mystery to those around him. A high school English teacher once said of him, “If you called on him first, that was the end of it for the other students.”9 A perpetual motion machine, young Hubert wasn’t so much domineering as irrepressibly exuberant. Julian Hartt recalled attending a football game against Doland High while he was still a middle-school student at Groton; an infuriating little squirt ran up and down the sidelines screaming what were presumably extremely mild imprecations at the Groton side. A few years later, when the Hartts moved to Doland, that former runt, now revealed to be Hubert Humphrey Jr., was the first to doff his cap, extend his hand, and befriend the newcomer.10


Pinky was an inveterate organizer, an instigator of harmless pranks, a boon companion, and an all-around model young person. He was the kind of boy who would always run an errand for a neighbor or a shut-in. He mooned after girls but did not go out with them. His strongest public oath was “gosh” or “golly.” Pinky went out for everything: he starred in the theatricals, played all sports, volunteered at church, joined the Scouts. He honed his modest boxing skills with a punching bag and jump rope. He played halfback and offensive guard in football—though he topped out at 120 pounds as a senior—and forward in basketball, while running middle distance in track. (Humphrey later claimed to have run a very creditable 2:07 half mile.11) He specialized in school spirit, teamwork, and the highest of all goods—fair play. “He was,” Hartt writes, “the joy of every sound coach’s desiring: a born and dedicated morale officer.” As a sophomore, Pinky broke his ankle on a running play—and kept playing. (Forty years later, he remembered the guy who tackled him—“Jim Lovelace, he runs a café in Doland, South Dakota to this day.”)12


Above all, Pinky talked. He and Hartt helmed the Doland debate squad, which in 1928, Pinky’s junior year, won the district championship and competed in the state tourney. Upon graduation Pinky was offered a debate scholarship to a small teacher’s college. He also wrote editorials for “Hiscopep,” the Doland Times-Record’s high school column, on such suitably grave topics as “The Problems of Youth.”13


In his memoirs, and in comments throughout his life, Hubert Humphrey had far less to say about his mother, Christine, than about her father, Andrew Sannes, a Norwegian immigrant who had sailed the world as a merchant marine, married, and then, in 1885, at age thirty-eight, moved to America with his wife and two-year-old Christine. Five years later Andrew built a sod house in the middle of the great blank prairie of South Dakota, moved his family and all their belongings in an ox-drawn cart, and took up the grindingly hard and lonely life of a farmer. He was a slender man with a pointed chin, sharp features, and piercing eyes. Pinky loved hearing his stories about Russia, China, and Cuba, but he also revered him as a model of granite rectitude. Despite his life at sea, Andrew Sannes was a model farmer, an early practitioner of crop rotation, a frugal, prudent, tireless cultivator whose sheds always wore a fresh coat of paint and whose tractors still ran smoothly after forty years. The farm, as Humphrey later put it, looked as clean and orderly as a garden: “He fought weeds as if they were the plague.” Grandpa Sannes put Pinky to work raking up stray grains of wheat; every year he gave the boy a calf, for which he would be responsible on his regular visits to the farm. The Humphreys weren’t farmers; it was from his grandfather, with whom he spent most of his summers as a boy, that Humphrey learned the virtues of husbandry. “The care of soil,” he later said, “has something to do with the molding of character.”14 Humphrey was a townsman who would always regard the farmer as the salt of the earth.


Andrew Sannes so prospered that he was able to send his daughter to a local state college. After two years, Christine returned home to the village of Lily to become a teacher. She was, like her father, a stern and fervent Lutheran, Republican in her politics and conservative in her values, shy and quiet in manner. At a church social she met a charming and freethinking young pharmacist. Hubert Humphrey must have seemed quite exotic to Christine, but he was a native, a Yankee, and a fine young man, and Andrew granted his consent. The two married in 1906.15


Born in 1882, the first Hubert Humphrey was raised on the family farm in Elk River on the banks of the Mississippi thirty miles north of Minneapolis. His father, John, was barely educated, but his mother, Adeline, said to be of “pronounced intellectual tastes,” would read aloud to the family in the evening from the works of Hugo, Dickens, Scott, Twain, Thackeray, and Hawthorne. The Humphrey boys grew up with expectations quite unusual in Elk Grove; all three became remarkably erudite. Hubert’s older brothers, John and Harry, attended the University of Minnesota. Harry studied German, French, Italian, and botany, and received a PhD in plant science from Stanford. He would go on to become a prominent official in the US Department of Agriculture and a prodigious writer of letters to his nephew Hubert on politics and history, as well as the fine points of language. (“Don’t say sure when you mean surely.”) John would ultimately make a living as a certified public accountant in California and then Kentucky, but in 1904, when he would have been about twenty-five, he published a little volume of poetry consisting of, among other things, a wilderness epic titled “The Recompense,” and “Spenseriana,” an homage to The Faerie Queen (“In land of faery, Gloriana’s home, / Where courteous knights and lovely ladies roam…”).16


Hubert did not follow his brothers’ path, though it’s not clear whether the family could no longer afford his education or his nature was too itinerant for college. After graduating from high school he peddled an elixir that, like many of the patent medicines of the day, consisted largely of alcohol. Hubert then moved to Lily and opened an unlicensed drugstore. Unable to make a go of it, he moved Christine back to Minnesota, where he worked in a pharmacy and then returned to his old life as a peddler, selling candy door-to-door.17 In 1909, when he was already twenty-seven, Hubert returned to South Dakota, opening up a proper pharmacy of his own in Wallace, another one-horse town scarcely bigger than Lily. Hubert uprooted the family yet again in 1913 for Doland, a town big enough to support a proper pharmacy and elevate the Humphreys to the dignified, middle-class standing in which Hubert Jr. was raised.


Hubert Humphrey Sr. was a knockabout, a stubbornly self-made man. His vagrant life had made him a gentle eccentric who did not think or even live as most men around him did, but who spoke with a wisdom, a fixity of belief, that more conventional people admired. The lack of a university education seemed to have widened rather than narrowed his mind. Hubert Sr. subscribed to the Christian Science Monitor and the New York Herald as well as local and regional papers. He read widely in religion and politics. When, later in life, conservative family members paid a visit, he would instruct his daughter Frances to hide his copy of Voltaire and Darwin’s Origin of Species under the sofa. He knew to be careful even of his wife, who discovered that she had married the kind of man who cared more about his books than his income. Christine worried constantly; and Hubert gave her grounds for her fears. One day she sent him off to buy supplies and he came back instead with an armload of books, which she promptly dumped in the nearby river.18 Christine was the practical one in the family. Yet she made up little poems to amuse the children and read them Dickens novels. Frances later said that Hubert got his puckish sense of humor from his mother.19


The elder Humphrey was an avowed atheist who regarded religion as a branch of philosophy and found Buddhism no less interesting than Christianity. At dinner one evening he turned to Hubert’s best friend and said, “Julian, what can you tell us about Confucius?”20 In fact, the arrival of Julian’s father, the Reverend Hartt, put an end to the elder Humphrey’s free-thinking heterodoxy. Hubert Sr. either experienced a religious conversion or found Christian doctrine as explicated by his erudite friend more interesting than atheism. In 1924 he agreed to be baptized alongside his boys and became the town’s most voluble Sunday school teacher.


Christine came from stern Lutheran stock; she and the children never missed a Sunday service. Young Hubert was raised in what we would today call an evangelical culture. Itinerant preachers roamed the prairie and often held weeklong revival meetings in Doland, where townsfolk heard lurid tales of God’s mercy and vengeance, professed their sins, and accepted their salvation through Jesus. Religion at Doland’s Methodist Episcopal church was a simple and strict affair. The white walls were bare save for a framed copy of the Ten Commandments and a record of Sunday school attendance. Congregants sang traditional Protestant hymns, such as “What a Friend I Have in Jesus.” The Reverend Hartt, though a worldly figure by Doland’s standards, laid down a severe doctrine. (He was also Doland’s scoutmaster.) Julian Hartt, who later became a Yale professor of theology, later recalled that his father was more inclined to preach about the evils of liquor and the temptations of the flesh than the earthly ministry of Jesus. The minister’s, and the town’s, idea of holiness lay, Hartt recalled, in “the pursuit of perfection in outward-looking Christian character and conduct as well as unremitting struggle to stifle unclean and uncharitable thoughts.”21 Yet underneath, or alongside, the fixation with sin and salvation lay Doland’s own deep ethos of neighborliness, decency, and compassion. Even the town’s most ardent supporters of Republican free-market principles, Hartt observed, accepted that “among the poor there were many admirable people, victims of circumstances rather than defects of character.”22


Hubert Humphrey sat through these services and sermons every Sunday of his young life; yet the fear and trembling before the Lord never entered his soul. His belief in the fundamental goodness of mankind, which he absorbed both from his father and from his own experience of Doland, was ineradicable. Some of his aides would tell a biographer that they regarded him as a secular humanist.23 They had some reason to think so, for Humphrey would become only an intermittent, if a thoroughly comfortable, churchgoer. He did not thumb through the Bible for inspiration, did not reflect on matters of the spirit, and showed little interest in the doctrinal questions that separated one Protestant sect from another. He attended both Methodist and Congregational churches.


Yet the regular churchgoing of Humphrey’s boyhood laid down a deep deposit of moral precepts and scriptural commandments that he would draw on, often unconsciously, all his life. Religion was more a felt experience than a source of doctrine; he stitched his Christianity with the ethos of Doland, the wisdom of his father, and the ringing language of the Declaration of Independence to form a seamless garment. According to his friend Arthur Naftalin, who met him in 1942, Humphrey would often say, “How do I know there is a God? Because all men are brothers. And if all men are brothers, then there’s got to be a common father.”24 Humphrey’s God, in short, was a liberal. He later said, “My early church experience really conditioned my attitude to civil rights and human rights. When the New Testament tells us that we are all one human family, I can’t see how there is room for segregation, bigotry, or intolerance.”25


Hubert Humphrey Sr. was a tall man with blue eyes and dark hair; in later years he wore rimless spectacles that gave him a professorial mien. His loving son recalled him as a “broad-shouldered man” with “big, strong hands” and “a jutting chin”—“much better-looking than either of his sons.”26 In temperament he was not just an optimist but a true romantic, in love with the land and its people. He was of the generation of Willa Cather and Carl Sandburg, Midwesterners who looked upon the great prairie as almost a new beginning for mankind. “Just think of it, boys,” he would say—or so his son would later recall—“here we are in the middle of this great big continent, here in South Dakota, with the land stretching out for hundreds of miles, with people who can vote and govern their own lives, with riches enough for all if we will take care to do justice.”27 The younger Hubert would be a second-generation sentimentalist.


The family’s pharmacy, H. H. Humphrey’s, thrived as farm prices rose in World War I, when agriculture collapsed in much of Europe. Farmers could be counted on to buy Vicks VapoRub and Lydia Pinkham’s Compound (for menstrual cramps) and toothpaste and notepads and baseball mitts.28 The store also served as Doland’s de facto salon. By 1919, Hubert Sr. had joined the city council for the first of four two-year terms and thus counted as one of Doland’s leading men. Many evenings, and almost all Saturdays, the other town fathers—Doc Sherwood; the two bankers, Paul Brown and Fred Gross; the postmaster, Al Payne; and later the Reverend Hartt—would gather in the soda fountain at the back of the store and talk. The conversation ranged across local, national, and global affairs. The pharmacist did much of the talking; he was known as not only one of the most bookish men in town but one of the most opinionated. Some of his views were regarded as beyond the pale and were tolerated only because he was considered profoundly decent and thoroughly reliable. Only once did Hubert Sr. commit what was regarded as an unpardonable offense against acceptable opinion: after attending the 1928 Democratic National Convention as a South Dakota delegate, he came back raving about the nominee, Al Smith. The candidate was not only a Democrat but an Irish Catholic who opposed Prohibition, a red line in God-fearing Doland. The Reverend Hartt considered Smith a “boozer” who would be taking orders straight from the pope. Doland’s chief divine was so deeply scandalized that he and his dear friend stopped speaking for several years.29


Hubert Sr. was a restless man who took every opportunity to venture out into the great world, and occasionally dragged it back to Doland. He so fell in love with classical music that at times he would drive three hundred miles to Minneapolis to hear a concert. In 1920 he began stocking the new Edison phonograph and RCA Victor records. A store circular lists recordings of “Yes, We Have No Bananas,” classical art songs, and even Yiddish folk tunes.30 Ads for the new paraphernalia appeared regularly in the Doland Times-Record. H. H. Humphrey invited readers to “hear the phonograph that baffled James Montgomery Flagg.” The Edison people had challenged the famed artist and illustrator to go to Carnegie Hall and listen to the great soprano Anna Case, and then to an Edison record, and to tell which one was real. He couldn’t. Hubert Sr. duplicated the experiment, booking an opera performer touring the Midwest into the Doland Opera House, where she sang behind a curtain either before or after the town pharmacist had played a recording of her voice. It is doubtful whether the druggist made a profit on his phonographs—or even that he expected to. He could afford his extravagances as long as times were good; the reckoning would come soon enough.


The elder Humphrey was a born pedagogue. He would often close the drugstore late at night, come home, roust the children from bed, and read to them from one of the treasured volumes in his library—a biography of Thomas Jefferson or Abraham Lincoln or Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Frances would sit in his lap while Pinky sat raptly by his side.31 Pinky was his father’s prize student, the receptacle of the ideals and passions he could barely disclose to his stolid wife. Increasingly, the father kept his younger son close by. The pharmacy opened up at 7:00 a.m. and stayed open until 10 or 11 or even midnight. By age eight Pinky was working in the store before school, when the men from Montgomery Ward’s and the First National Security Bank and Newberry’s and Gamble’s would drift in for coffee, rolls, and talk. By the time he was ten, his father would have him working the soda fountain, perched on a little platform to get his head above the counter. Rather than running off to see his friends, Hubert would often stay late listening to the worldly talk in the ice cream parlor, which he regarded, even later in life, as a setting little short of the Athenian agora. Only rarely did any of the men get hot under the collar. “Dialogue and conversation,” Humphrey later wrote, “meant having something to say but drawing out others; being passionately concerned with the people and the issues but tempering that passion with respect for those who thought differently.”32


It was the elder Humphrey who thought differently: he was a Democrat in a sea of Republicans. Hubert Sr. said that he pledged himself to the party the first time he heard William Jennings Bryan speak, perhaps during the 1896 presidential campaign, when he would have been fourteen. At least twice a year, Hubert recalled, his father would recite to the family Bryan’s “Cross of Gold” speech, the thunderous oration on monetary policy and the gold standard that the Nebraska crusader delivered at the party convention that year.33 Today that speech has come down to us for its stupefying peroration: “You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold!” But the address was much more than its concluding line; the journalist William Allen White, otherwise a Bryan critic, recalled the event as “the first time in my life and in the life of a generation in which any man large enough to lead a national party had made his cause that of the poor and the oppressed.”34 Bryan defied the business interests that then dominated both the Democratic and Republican Parties. “My friends,” he cried, “it is simply a question that we shall decide upon which side shall the Democratic Party fight. Upon the side of the idle holders of idle capital, or upon the side of the struggling masses?”35 That was the essence of Hubert Sr.’s worldview.


The elder Humphrey was a compassionate man who automatically sided with the underdog. “In our home,” he once wrote to an inquiring journalist, “high-hatting anyone was strictly taboo.”36 If anything, the poor were to be treated with greater deference than the privileged. In his autobiography, Hubert Humphrey wrote that he once walked into the pharmacy with a friend from the shantytown at the edge of Doland and said, “Dad, Jonathan here doesn’t have any shoes, and his feet are so cold they’re blue.”37 His father immediately took some money from the cash register and led the boy down the street to buy him socks and boots. The only Black people young Hubert ever encountered in Doland were the ones in the work crews that came to grade the county road that ran through town. Hubert adopted them as playmates and they happily reciprocated, letting him ride around in their mule-driven dump trucks and buying his newspapers, lest Hubert return home with unsold copies. Christine was appalled; Humphrey doesn’t recount his father’s reaction, but he surely would have approved this unthinking egalitarianism.38


Hubert Sr. was a serious thinker who embraced the precepts of populism. Populists like Bryan regarded farmers and small businessmen as America’s real producers of wealth, and finance—which for them meant above all the Chicago Board of Trade, which set commodity prices—as the chief predator of a free-market jungle. They favored cheap credit—thus the silver standard; the breakup of “trusts” and combines; the establishment of an income tax; and the direct election of senators (then appointed by state legislatures). Populism appealed to men and women who felt crushed by the system. For that very reason, the upstanding citizens of Main Street regarded it as an abomination. Hubert Humphrey Sr. was one of the exceptions. “My father was a total populist,” Hubert would say in 1942. “He wanted to break everything up.”39


Radicalism flourished in the Upper Midwest in the period from the 1890s to the outbreak of World War I. The Non-Partisan League (NPL), which had been born out of the North Dakota Socialist Party, deeply shaped politics in the Dakotas and Minnesota into the 1920s, forging alliances with Democrats and Republicans and electing many candidates to statewide office. Hostile to Wall Street like the Populists but fundamentally socialist in outlook, the NPL advocated state ownership of grain elevators and flour mills and state regulation of railroads.40 As a young man in Wallace, Hubert Sr. had tried to organize a branch of the league. That must have particularly horrified Christine.


Populism effectively subsumed the Democratic Party during the generation in which Bryan served as the party standard-bearer. But for all his appeal to the little man, Bryan was a back-looking figure who never found a language in which to speak to the nation’s rapidly growing population of urban workers. In 1912 Bryan was finally elbowed aside as the Democratic nominee by the scholarly and genteel Woodrow Wilson, an unapologetic member of the national elite who did not preach class warfare, as Bryan had. Yet Wilson’s idealism, his deep belief in the goodness of man, and above all of Americans, held a romantic appeal equal in its own way to Bryan’s. Real radicals regarded Wilson as a servant of the ruling class; but Hubert Sr., while open to radical ideas, idolized the courtly academic. The New Freedom, Wilson’s collection of speeches from the 1912 campaign, served as the Humphrey family’s political bible; Hubert Sr. would read passages to the children as he did with Bryan. “The laws of this country do not prevent the strong from crushing the weak,” the Princeton political scientist declared. The old Jeffersonian dictum that the government that governs least governs best no longer applied to a world of giant institutions. “The law has to step in and create new conditions under which we may live.”41


Hubert Sr.’s politics were a compound of Bryan’s scorn for Wall Street and big business, Wilson’s faith in a benevolent but limited state, and his very own sense of decency. Only once did Doland divide sharply enough to allow, or compel, the elder Humphrey to take a stand according to these principles. In 1927 or 1928, when he was serving as mayor, a private firm in Huron sought to buy the town’s electric plant, promising to lower rates and expand service. At a raucous meeting in the opera house, Mayor Humphrey reminded his fellow citizens that the electric plant had always provided good service and warned them against the blandishments of this new suitor. His friends and neighbors thought he was throwing money away, and the vote went against him. Young Hubert had been away on a Boy Scout camping trip. When he came back and paid a visit to Thompson’s butcher shop—to buy some wieners, he recalled—Mr. Thompson said, “Your dad almost got beaten up last night.”42 Perhaps that was hyperbole—but not in Hubert Humphrey’s memory.


The young Hubert had not known his father when he was scrambling to survive and dragging his young wife back and forth across the Midwest. He did not regard his father’s exotic interests as unaffordable extravagances, as his mother did. He worshiped the father he knew—wise, generous, principled, and loving. Idealization was in young Hubert’s nature; he loved his father as uncritically as he loved Doland. Yet he was hardly alone in feeling that way about either the town or the man. Neighbors old enough to have known the elder Humphrey confirm the son’s portrait of a small-town philosopher with a questing mind and a kindly nature.43 What is remarkable is that the reverence Hubert felt toward his father scarcely waned as he grew older and learned to compare him to other men. “Dad set high standards for me,” he would write at age fifty-five. “The one fear I’ve had all my life was that I would disappoint him.”44


Humphrey’s love of his fellow man, his habit of idealization, his faith in what was good, guarded him all his life from the cynicism that is the occupational hazard of the politician. But it also made him vulnerable. He was inclined to put more faith in promises than he should have, and then to suffer bitter disappointment when his hopes were dashed. He was often taken aback by the toughness of politics and could not muster toughness on his own behalf. He was, so to speak, deficient in cruelty. Not all fathers return love for love. The great mentor of his adult life, Lyndon Johnson, learned how to turn Humphrey’s generosity and deference to his own advantage. Johnson did not suffer from father-love: his father had let him down, and he never forgave or forgot. That gave Johnson the capacity for cruelty that Humphrey so conspicuously lacked. 
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Loss


“I thought it was the end of the world.”


To grow up in paradise is to risk expulsion. Hubert Humphrey had been raised in a world that had the beauty and simplicity of folklore; and then the forces of history intruded. The Depression came much earlier to farm country than it did to Wall Street, and when it did, the Humphreys came very close to sharing in the general ruin. That peculiar pattern, of harmonious small-town life upended by immense and impersonal forces, would shape Humphrey’s politics for the rest of his life. Humphrey would later write that while his father incarnated the Puritan ethic and the twenties’ gospel of success, “these myths could not stand up against the reality of failure everywhere.”1


The second decade of the twentieth century had been a boom time for American farmers; the wheat farmers of the Upper Midwest had plowed up land previously considered marginal and had taken out large loans to buy new equipment. And then, very quickly, European agriculture had recovered from the wreckage of war. American crop prices collapsed; the gross income of American farmers dropped 70 percent between 1919 and 1921. After a decade of rising fortune in Doland, the Humphreys faced desperate times. Since farmers no longer had the cash to buy cold remedies or paint or school supplies, Hubert Sr. took a course in veterinary medicine to learn how to vaccinate hogs and cattle. The pharmacy began to specialize in products such as Humphrey’s Get-’Em-Quick Louse Exterminator, to delouse poultry and livestock (active ingredients: naphthalene, nicotine, tobacco powder, and sulfur).2 Hubert often accompanied his father into the countryside to distribute the anti-cholera serum and vaccines farmers wanted for their cattle, hogs, and poultry. Sometimes he went on his own, which meant helping a farmer flip over a two-hundred-pound hog to insert the needle.


One day young Hubert came home from school and found his parents standing with a stranger under the big cottonwood tree on their front lawn. His mother was crying. She told him they were surrendering the house, on which they had stopped making payments months before. In his memoirs, Humphrey writes, “My father talked to the man for a short time, signed a paper, and then the man went away. Afterward, Dad wept.”3 Hubert had to leave the house in which he had grown up, whose every detail was etched in his mind. The Humphreys moved across town to a humble prefabricated house with an oddly unfinished look; the porch didn’t even have a roof.4 Other Dolandites must have suffered similar losses of status during this terrible time; but to Hubert the episode felt cataclysmic. At that moment, he later wrote, “for all practical purposes the joys of childhood came to an end.” He learned for the first time that his father, whom he had never known to cry, was not omnipotent and could be overborne by forces larger than himself, and that life was far more fragile than he had ever imagined. The title of this chapter in Humphrey’s memoirs is “The Loss of Home”—not “a” home or house, but “home.”


Writing more than forty years later, Humphrey recalled the date of this terrible event as 1927, when he was fifteen or sixteen. In fact, according to a recent biographer, the transaction occurred in October 1922, when Hubert would have been only eleven.5 The idyll of boyhood was in fact much shorter than Humphrey recalled. The shock of loss hit him at a time when he would have been much more vulnerable. He discovered at an earlier age the bitter feeling of humiliation. The older Humphrey was not, of course, dissembling. Our memories exist in the form of a story we tell ourselves. The shattering of Humphrey’s pastorale so early did not fit with his inner narrative of Doland and of his life; so, presumably, he preserved his idealization by moving the catastrophe to a later period.


Soon enough, almost everyone in Midwestern farm country had a story like the Humphreys—or much worse. By 1925, 175 banks across South Dakota had closed their doors.6 In 1926, the State Bank of Doland, which had seemed as firmly fixed in the town landscape as the grain elevators or the water tower, went under. That was where Hubert Sr. had kept the proceeds from the pharmacy, and where Hubert Jr. had kept all the money he had earned from his jobs. As one bank after another went under, farmers lost their life savings. Farmers who had taken out mortgages to expand production found that they could no longer meet their monthly payments. Over the course of the 1920s about a third of South Dakota farmers would lose their farms to the banks. Out on his rounds, the teenaged Humphrey saw abandoned plots, collapsing barns, broken-down equipment. He saw the fear, the sense of helplessness, etched on the faces of his neighbors, men and women who had always seemed to him indomitable. The bottom had suddenly dropped out on everyone.7


Hubert graduated from high school as class valedictorian in 1929. The obvious next step was to join his older brother, Ralph, at Dakota Wesleyan, a Methodist college in Mitchell, South Dakota. Alternatively, Hubert could have gone to Brookings State in nearby Brookings. His father, however, wanted him to go to the University of Minnesota. He never said why, but Hubert intuited that his father regretted that he had not been able to follow his own brothers there. Perhaps Hubert Sr. could not bear the idea that his namesake and alter ego would wind up behind a pharmacy counter as he had. That fall the two men drove the three hundred miles to Minneapolis in the family’s new green Model A—a profligate purchase at a moment of economic collapse.


The eighteen-year-old Hubert Humphrey was a shade under six feet, reed-thin, pale, with a hairline already receding slightly above a high forehead. He was terribly polite, awkward, self-conscious, eager to please—a hick from small-town South Dakota in one of the nation’s great public universities. He goggled at the massive campus buildings. Hubert enrolled in classes without any clear plan—French, chemistry, sociology—and did well enough. He joined the debate team but didn’t make the school paper. He learned how to dance and met a girl at a dance who became his first girlfriend. He often hitchhiked home on weekends, and seems not to have made any lasting friends, which was not like him. After the fall semester his father told him he could no longer afford the $10-a-week allowance he had been sending, so Hubert got a job washing dishes for 20 cents an hour at the campus drugstore, where he also cadged enough food to keep from starving.


In June Hubert returned to Doland and went back to work in the drugstore. By this time business was so bad that both Hubert and Ralph agreed to leave school to help their father out. But Hubert Sr. was not the only family member looking out for the young man’s future. Hubert had begun writing regularly to Uncle Harry, who had taken a shine to the young man. At Christmastime, Harry sent a $50 check with a note: “This is something to start you back to school.”8 His father still needed him in the store; but after five years of Depression, small-town South Dakota now felt to him like a terrible dead end. Hubert Sr. gave his son permission to return to Minnesota with an uncharacteristic expression of despair. “There’s only one thing to do here,” Humphrey later recalled his father saying, “and that’s just fade away and go broke.” Hubert promptly hitchhiked back to Minneapolis.9


Hubert Sr. had been keeping the business going by taking out loans that he could no longer repay. In the summer of 1930 he received a dunning letter from a law firm demanding the $66.80 that remained on a loan of $350 he had taken out five years earlier. He sent a $10 check along with a plaintive note: “It has been necessary for me to carry my customers for a long time owing to the crop failures.” He added an appeal to the creditor’s better angels: “There is only one thing that will bring us through and that is an appreciation of our own difficulties and indulgence in the other fellow’s.”10 That was a fine sentiment; but the plain fact was that Hubert Sr. was facing ruin. Later that fall he showed up unannounced in the drugstore where Hubert worked to tell him that the family was leaving for the much bigger city of Huron, forty miles to the south and west, where he had already rented a house. The Humphrey family had slipped another notch down the social order. At the end of March, after he had finished his exams, Hubert rushed home to Huron, where his father had opened a new drugstore. He and Ralph moved into the basement and went to work. Another $50 check from Uncle Harry was not going to return him to college this time; the business could not survive without the boys. Hubert’s future looked very dark: it was not at all clear when the Depression would lift sufficiently for the drugstore to survive without him.


A city of ten thousand, Huron had vastly more to offer than Doland had. The drugstore was located on Dakota Avenue, the main shopping street, a proper paved boulevard lined with shops and cafés and banks and even hotels and movie theaters. A four-story office building stood across the street from the pharmacy. But the Huron of 1931 was spiraling downward along with virtually all of rural America. Wheat that had fetched $2.76 a bushel in the palmy days of World War I now sold for 25 cents a bushel. And then, starting in 1930, something much worse than oversupply hit the American farmer, above all in the Upper Midwest and West—drought. Soon there was virtually no wheat crop at all, and thus no farm income. Per capita income in South Dakota dropped to $129 per annum by 1933—about $2.50 a week. Starving cattle wandered over barren fields, feeding on the thistle that blew over the stubble. Farm families piled into wagons and left for the West. Small towns went bankrupt; schools closed. Farm foreclosures averaged twenty thousand a month in the fall of 1931.11


Nineteen thirty-two was a very hard year for Huron, and for the Humphreys. The family drugstore barely hung on. Farmers had no money to pay, so the Humphreys accepted a chunk of beef or a few dozen eggs. Humphrey writes, “We swapped drugs for chickens, plucked and cooked them, made chicken salad, and sold it in sandwiches.” The pharmacy went into the patent medicine business, distributing “Humphrey’s Chest Oil” and “Humphrey’s Sniffles,” as well as a special compound for hogs known as “Humphrey’s BTV,” which stood for “body tone veterinary.” The Humphreys felt that, at worst, these nostrums did more good than harm.12


Hubert gave up his dreams for the future, throwing himself into whatever activities could keep him occupied. He became head of the Beadle County Young Democrats, which must have been a very modest organization. He took over as scoutmaster of the Boy Scout troop at Huron’s Methodist church, holding basketball games in the church basement and bringing the boys to the drugstore to give them something to do. Hubert’s combination of zeal, industry, and leadership would have made him an ideal scoutmaster. In the “Record Book of Troop #6, Huron, South Dakota,” he kept exacting records of every merit badge earned by every member of the troop, listed all their accomplishments, and recorded the names of the teams into which he organized the boys—Panthers, Flying Eagles, Rattlesnakes, Bears. Pinky—for he was still known that way—dated several girls, but he barely had enough money to take them to a movie. He struck one of them as terribly nervous—constantly fidgeting. He gave her a ring, but he didn’t feel ready to marry, and she ended the relationship and married someone else.13


Hubert’s work habits, intelligence, enthusiasm, and personal warmth made him a very good pharmacist. In 1932 Hubert Sr. decided that he would keep Ralph with him and send Hubert to the Capitol College of Pharmacy in Denver—the same training he himself had received in lieu of college. The younger Humphrey must have been very lonely there, for in one of his letters Hubert Sr. thanks him for writing every day. “Your letters to me, Hubert, are regular love letters,” his father wrote. “Well, Hubert, I return to you all the love and affection a father can bestow upon a son.” He offered shrewd pointers on the men who would examine his son. (“Vila is susceptible to flattery.”)14 Hubert applied almost superhuman zeal to the task of committing the vast lexicon of pharmaceutical names and dosages to memory. Incredibly, he completed a two-year program in six months. But he did so at a real cost to himself. He told his sister Frances that right before the exam he almost fainted out of nervous tension. “Some of the emotional and spiritual things he went through that year to spiritually and physically survive changed him,” Frances later said. Something essential drained out of him. Her brother, who not long before had looked upon the world with irrepressible good cheer, now had what she called “a nervous stomach.”15


In late 1932 Hubert came back from Denver and assumed his place behind the counter. The wind howled, the dust blew, the farms withered. The young men and women Hubert had met in Minneapolis advanced another year in school. Only one good thing happened: he met Muriel Buck at a dance at Huron College, where she was a student. Muriel was not put off by Hubert’s nervousness, his poverty, his high seriousness. She and a friend started dropping by the drugstore, and Hubert worked up the courage to ask her for a date. This posed logistical problems, since Hubert worked all day and all night, save when he was running Troop #6 or directing the fortunes of the Young Democrats. But they found opportunities to go dancing. Soon they were writing one another love letters when Muriel went off to the family cabin in the summer.


The Bucks were Huron gentry. Muriel’s father, Andrew, was a banker who had invested in land and founded a wholesale business in butter, eggs, and poultry. He, too, had faced desperate straits when the banks went under, but he had managed to pay off his debts and sell the firm to a larger company. Andrew sat on the board of a local bank, served as a deacon of the Presbyterian church, and adhered to the small-town Republican creed against which Hubert’s father had waged a lonely struggle. Economic conditions would never improve, he wrote his business partner, “so long as we are burdening ourselves with new taxes, and giving away and spending recklessly millions of Federal money.”


Muriel was a refined young woman, demure and polite, pretty without being particularly striking. She played piano extremely well, but she could also sew and cook and keep house. She was levelheaded, unlike Hubert, who could soar up into the stars and then sink down into the dumps. While almost anything could move Hubert to tears, Muriel was dry-eyed. Earthbound though she was, however, Muriel may also have responded to the ambitions simmering in her young swain, because she had hopes for herself that made her look beyond the confines of their small town. Beneath her photo in the Huron High School yearbook of 1930, she wrote, “I’ll do something bye and bye, and I’ll be famous before I die.” She and Hubert adored one another. They missed each other terribly when they were apart and peppered their letters with endearments. “I just want to tell you again,” Hubert wrote in one—because he had already told her so many times—“that I am so deliciously in love with you.”16 If he was going to be stuck in Huron for the rest of his life, at least he would have a partner he loved.


Andrew Buck’s doctrine of small government and self-reliance held sway in Washington as it did in South Dakota. President Herbert Hoover, though not the heartless servant of the plutocracy that he is now often seen to be, was in thrall to a Republican ideology that exalted free markets and “rugged individualism” even as the Depression felled even the most rugged of individuals. He rejected proposals to prop up the rural economy. As farm income cratered, Hoover finally agreed to authorize a $500 million fund to purchase surplus grain at well above market prices; but that sum was so inadequate that the funds were depleted without making a dent in farm prices. (By late 1932 South Dakota farmers had received a grand total of $368,000 in subsidy payments.) The farm radicalism of an earlier generation now roared back to life. In May 1932, Midwestern farmers convened in Des Moines to establish the Farmers’ Holiday Association, calling on farmers to withhold sales—a “holiday”—until they received a “fair valuation” based on pre–World War I prices. In August, farmers across the Midwest vowed to begin withholding produce from the market. The movement in South Dakota was based in Huron, and in August the Humphreys, father and son, watched an angry crowd of five thousand farmers march to a meeting in the city’s main square. If a revolution or even mob violence broke out, Hubert Sr. warned, they and their little store would not be spared—“not because we had ever been well-to-do, but simply because, when people lose everything they have, they turn on those who have a little and are visible.”17


That summer, when the Democratic Party met to nominate the governor of New York, Franklin D. Roosevelt, the party adopted a farm plank that promised “enactment of every constitutional measure that will aid the farmer to receive for basic farm commodities prices in excess of cost.” In 1928 Hubert Sr. had seen Roosevelt place Al Smith’s name in nomination, and he had come home a passionate FDR man. Now the Humphreys had a new household hero. Hoover had won 58 percent of the vote in 1928, but FDR administered such a drubbing that the incumbent was able to carry only six states, all in the Northeast, the Republican heartland. Even South Dakota gave FDR 63.6 percent of its vote.


Within days of taking office, on March 4, 1933, Roosevelt introduced the Farm Relief Act; it passed on May 12. The bill established an Agricultural Adjustment Administration that was authorized to do exactly what farmers had been demanding since 1923: purchase surplus produce and pay farmers to keep it out of the marketplace. Milo Reno, the rafter-raising head of the Farmers’ Holiday Association, had planned to call for another boycott May 13; when FDR signed the new law, Reno called off the strike. Despite the terrible hardship in rural America, the movement fizzled out in 1933. As one historian notes, “A growing conviction that the administration had concern for the farmers’ welfare and the slow improvement of farm prices had driven pickets from the highway—they would never return.”18


The new mechanisms of active government were being assembled just as a cataclysm of biblical proportions struck the prairie. On the morning of November 12, 1933, the skies over eastern South Dakota began, unaccountably, to darken. A great black cloud appeared on the horizon. A “darkness more intense than that of night” blotted out the sun, as the Evening Huronite would poetically observe the following day.19 Then came a high-pitched whine, the sound of a great mass whirling through the sky. And then—the apocalypse. The worst dust storm in the history of the nation swept over farms and cities, burying plows and covering storefronts in a dense sand that consisted of the aerosolized, desiccated soil of the Great Plains, by then three years into its catastrophic drought. Roofs blew off homes; cars, blind in the darkness, slammed into one another on the roads.


Hubert Humphrey watched the storm approach from the pharmacy. “It looked like a terrible smoke cloud,” he would say years later. “Debris—thistles and tumbleweeds—came before the storm. I thought it was the end of the world.” The “black blizzard” was not the first to hit eastern South Dakota, but it was by far the worst. Farmers in the region felt that they had been afflicted by a series of Old Testament plagues: first the collapse of prices, then the Depression, drought, and swarms of grasshoppers, which, as Humphrey recalled, “ate the paint off the buildings” when there was nothing else left to consume.20 In the aftermath of this latest cataclysm, not only had farming become impossible but great masses of cattle, their stomachs lined with dirt, died within weeks. The rural economy had been obliterated. What Humphrey would recall, decades later, was the sense of helplessness and futility that the dust storm left in its wake. “That dust got all the way inside you,” he told the Doland High School graduating class of 1968—“into your eyes and throat and lungs… and then into your thoughts and hopes. I remember that it didn’t seem worth holding your head up.”21


There wasn’t any help to speak of. A relief program run by the state and partly funded by the federal government was then providing a few hours of employment a week for 17,000 South Dakotans. This had been plainly inadequate even before the dust storm hit. Over the summer, Governor Tom Berry had shocked FDR with pictures of the drought and the grasshopper plague; the president had authorized $60 million in drought relief, with $23 million to go to South Dakota.22 A yet greater mass of funds from the National Industrial Recovery Act, which had in turn established the Civil Works Administration (CWA) with an initial budget of $3.3 billion, had not yet reached the Upper Midwest. Yet the catastrophe provoked an astonishingly rapid response. On November 18, six days after the storm, state authorities notified the relief recipients that they would be transferred, effective immediately, to Civil Works. They would be paid 50 cents an hour, double the federal minimum wage that the government had just established, for thirty hours a week.


In the ensuing days, the number of beneficiaries was increased to 22,500, then 36,000, then 47,000—all the unemployed men (and a very few women) who could be found in the state. On the 24th, a check for $9,031 arrived in Huron to pay the workers of Beadle County for the week. These payments would continue through much of the 1930s. Harry Hopkins, administrator of the CWA, insisted that local authorities find meaningful public projects to replace the make-work that had previously been the lot of the poor. Those projects still live in the collective memory of rural South Dakota. Don Mendel, a retired farmer outside of Doland, recalls his grandfather telling him about his work for the Works Progress Administration (WPA), which, along with the Public Works Administration, would ultimately take over the job-creating role of the CWA. “The farmers around here graveled that road with horses and wagons,” he says, pointing out a window. Harvey Woolman, who still lives on the family farm outside of Huron, says that his father worked on a WPA project to build the Spink County dam.23


That wasn’t the end of the federal largesse. On December 8, Huron received $107,000 for street improvements. On the 9th, 1,600 wheat farmers in the county sent applications to Washington for payment for 42,894 bushels of wheat sequestered from the market. By the middle of December, Washington was paying $630,000 a week to keep South Dakotans—almost all of them farmers—fully employed, and had transferred to the state $3,229,000 in agricultural payments. Business in town was up 70 percent over the year before. On the 23rd, the Huronite was able to write, “Huronians today looked forward to one of the merriest Christmases the community has experienced for several years.”24


The people of South Dakota, like farmers all over the country, and especially in the West, would continue to suffer, for the drought would last through 1934 and drive tens of thousands from their farms, and indeed from the state itself. But they would not starve; and in the ensuing years farm prices would inch upward. Something new had happened. Farmers had suffered immemorially from vast forces they could not control; and immemorially they had been left to their own devices. Herbert Hoover had made an ineffectual gesture at assistance. FDR had shown that the federal government could act, effectively and quickly, to keep the wolf from the door. He had exposed the hollowness of Republican reaction while blunting the force of radicalism. In January 1949, in the first interview he gave after he had become the freshman senator from Minnesota, Hubert Humphrey would say, “I learned more about economics from one dust storm in South Dakota than I did in all my years at college.”25


Hubert kept exchanging letters with Uncle Harry, the most soigné figure in his life. Harry always wrote on the stationery of Washington’s very tony Cosmos Club, to which he belonged. Harry was a high-minded, moralizing Christian Scientist but also an arch and knowing Washingtonian. In 1934 he wrote to say that he had just returned from a trip to Quebec and Montreal—“a city that feels like a real city and has the feel of a metropolis”—and was soon to leave for a conference in Amsterdam. Then he planned to visit France, Switzerland, Italy, and England. These letters must have materialized like a shimmering oasis in the desert of eastern South Dakota. In the summer of 1935, Hubert was looking forward to the first visit of his life to the nation’s capital, where the Boy Scouts would be holding their annual jamboree. At the last minute, the jamboree was canceled owing to a polio outbreak. Uncle Harry, his guardian angel, then intervened once again, sending Hubert a check for the bus fare.26


This twenty-four-year-old unsalaried druggist from the sticks dreamed of Washington the way other children of the Midwest—the ones who read Variety for gossip about the Broadway shows—carried a torch for Manhattan. By a stroke of good fortune that must have felt like predestination, Hubert had arrived at the acme of the second stage of the New Deal. In May Congress had passed legislation that led to the establishment of the WPA; in July, the National Labor Relations Act, guaranteeing workers the right to organize, bargain, and strike; and in August, the epochal Social Security Act, protecting Americans from poverty in old age. Hubert saw the machinery of the New Deal at work. He sat in the Senate gallery and heard Louisiana’s Huey Long, a fantastic figure in white shoes, cream-colored suit, and orange tie, hold forth at splendid length; he visited the monuments and walked in the footsteps of the great men he had only read about in books or heard about from his father. And he was moved as he had never been before. In a letter to Muriel, he wrote, “Washington D.C. thrills me to my very fingertips. I simply revel and beam with delight in this realm of politics and government.” Washington had shown Hubert Humphrey his destiny. “I intend to set my aim at Congress,” he wrote. “Don’t laugh at me, Muriel.” The ambition would have been laughable, if touching, for any other star-struck yokel. But a Humphrey was always prepared to do the hard work. “I need to do more reading, more writing, more thinking, if I ever want to fulfill my dream of being someone in the world.” He needed to read and think “always as a liberal,” like his hero. “Roosevelt,” he wrote, “is a super-man.”27


Humphrey had glimpsed the heavens; now the stony ground of South Dakota felt insufferable. His stomachaches, which had disappeared in Washington, resumed; he was thin as a wraith. For all that he adored Muriel, he kept postponing the wedding day, showing an unaccustomed irresolution. He finally agreed that they would marry September 3, 1936. A signal event occurred only a week beforehand: the FDR campaign bandwagon rolled through Huron. Hubert Sr., who had become a figure in state politics, wangled an invitation for himself and his namesake to FDR’s private railcar. Perhaps they shook the great man’s hand; at any rate, they stood near him and basked in his radiance. The wedding was not quite so dramatic. Hubert and Muriel married at the Presbyterian church at 8:00 a.m. on a weekday, so that Hubert Sr. could hurry back to the drugstore. They began their five-day honeymoon by driving Frances, who needed to catch a train back to George Washington University, from Huron to Minneapolis. They ate in cafeterias as they drove across Minnesota in Hubert Sr.’s car. Hubert hit a cow twelve miles out of Huron and had to have the car pushed all the way home.


The new couple moved into a tiny rented house and began to talk about their future. Muriel later said, “Hubert hated the wind, it really bothered him. And the dust! It would depress us terribly. You couldn’t live in that country, you couldn’t exist almost, if you didn’t have some kind of imagination, and ideals that would keep you going.”28 Humphrey had both imagination and ideals. But how to begin the path? He and Muriel concluded that he had to return to the University of Minnesota. Now a new obstacle appeared, one uniquely difficult for Hubert Humphrey to surmount. He was not the only family member with dreams; not, in fact, the only one with dreams of a political career. Hubert Sr. had decided in early 1936 to indulge the great passion of his life by running for the state assembly. In early May, Hubert wrote to Muriel to say that in the Democratic primary his father had carried every precinct in Huron and the surrounding area. That fall he would win the general election. In the very modest world of South Dakota Democratic politics, the fifty-four-year-old novice was a rising star. There was talk in party circles that he might have a shot at the nomination for governor (though no Democrat could actually win). But the plan hinged on Hubert accepting the role behind the drugstore counter that his father would finally forsake. Loyal as he was, how could he refuse? But how could he accept? The father’s life would mean the son’s death. At this time in his life, Humphrey later told a friend, he found himself thinking, “Gosh, I’ll live and die out here and nobody’s ever going to know that I ever was.” He had to get out.29


Yet Hubert could not bring himself to act; another year crawled by. Hubert Sr. began serving in Pierre, for the first time tasting the joys of active politics. How long would it be before his talents had made him a force in the state? Muriel urged Hubert to overcome his scruples and speak directly to his father. One night in August 1937, the twenty-six-year-old Humphrey finally summoned the courage to do so. In order to have some privacy, they sat in the Model A outside the house at midnight, after they had closed the store. “I told him how depressed I was,” Humphrey later wrote, “almost physically ill from the work, the dust storms, the conflict between my desire to do something and my loyalty to him.” His father listened silently, compelled to recognize that he could fulfill his own ambitions only at the cost of his son’s. That was, for a man constituted like Hubert Humphrey Sr., an intolerable proposition. Finally he said, “Hubert, if you aren’t happy, then you ought to do something about it.”30


And he did. In September 1937, Hubert and his parents and Muriel piled into the Model A and drove the ten hours to the University of Minnesota. Hubert would never again live in South Dakota and never again work at the store. His father would serve only one term in the statehouse. Twelve years later, when his son had been elected to Congress, Hubert Sr. would say in an interview, “I think he’s doing just exactly what I’d like to have done if I had the ability. I can see in him the desires I had.”31 


1















3



Books


“[The New Deal philosophy] is not afraid of the new.… It is adventurous, willing to take risks,… everlastingly desirous of going forward and doing something about an unsatisfactory situation.”


The Hubert Humphrey who returned to the University of Minnesota campus in September 1937 was a very different man from the one who had first arrived there eight years earlier. He was a married man of twenty-six. He had spent the previous six years languishing on the prairie. Inside himself, he believed that he could be somebody; now, finally, he had the chance to show the world who he was. Humphrey had an extraordinary mind, though still largely untrained; fierce ambition and bottomless energy; and a winning personality that brought others to his side. He still had no idea what he wanted to study; he just knew that he wanted to study. He signed up for an implausible twenty-one credits; he had, after all, bored his way through a two-year pharmacy program in six months. But since he and Muriel were virtually penniless, they also had to work. Humphrey found a job as a pharmacist and Muriel as a bookkeeper. They took a one-room apartment with a shared bathroom—a “third-floor garret,” Humphrey wrote—and lived off hamburger. For fun they would go dancing or make popcorn and play Monopoly.


In the spring, Humphrey took American Constitutional Development with Evron Kirkpatrick, a scholar fresh from his Yale PhD. The class’s extremely demanding syllabus included foundational texts such as The Federalist Papers and Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America as well as many of the great works of history and government of the era, including Charles Beard’s Economic Interpretation of the Constitution, and Samuel Eliot Morison and Henry Steele Commager’s Growth of the American Republic. The class read dozens of seminal Supreme Court cases and law review articles.1 Though he had received a grounding in history and government at Doland High School and had continued reading under his father’s tutelage, Humphrey would have been encountering most of these texts for the first time. He was dazzled, and utterly enthralled. Humphrey already felt that he knew what he believed; but he barely knew why he believed it, or how others had come to believe it, or to believe something very different. Not every student in class would have cared; but he did, very much. Humphrey devoured everything and talked constantly in class, every bit as irrepressible a force as he had been at Doland.


The class proved to be the catapult that launched Humphrey on his life path. Over the next two years, he would complete three years’ worth of classwork, taking virtually everything the Political Science Department had to offer. The value-neutral social sciences had by now gained firm purchase in American universities, and political science, under the longtime chairmanship of William Anderson, offered a deep immersion in political process. By the mid-thirties, however, the department had diversified. Owing to the burgeoning interest in the practical work of government fostered by the relentless experimentation of FDR’s New Dealers, the department had established the Public Administration Center to train future civil servants.


Anderson had also hired bright young men like Kirkpatrick, and even an avowed Socialist, Benjamin Lippincott, who had studied under Harold Laski at the London School of Economics.2 In 1938, the Minnesota University Press would publish On the Economic Theory of Socialism, which Lippincott coauthored with two colleagues. Lippincott argued that a socialist economy would be not only more just but more efficient than a capitalist one.3 He may have been the first Socialist Humphrey had encountered. But the second-generation pharmacist was not to be shaken from his faith in free enterprise; he was, Lippincott recalled, a thoroughgoing moderate at a moment when it was not only permissible but intellectually fashionable to adopt a radical critique.


Humphrey quickly made friends everywhere. One day in Kirkpatrick’s class he got into an argument with Orville Freeman, the starting fullback on the football team. After Humphrey had buried Freeman under a blizzard of quotations from William Jennings Bryan and Woodrow Wilson, the two continued talking after class, with the spindly older man badgering the younger one with questions and comments about Golden Gopher football, which he followed fanatically. Humphrey invited Freeman to join him on the debate team, which, unlike the football team, went through the season undefeated.4 Freeman and Kirkpatrick, who was a year younger than Humphrey, often joined Hubert and Muriel for popcorn and talked long into the night—frequently about Minnesota politics, a subject that intrigued all of them. For all that he was taking a backbreaking course load and working on the side, Humphrey appeared to spend all his time talking. And he was the kind of talker to whom people listened. One day William Anderson asked Kirkpatrick who the young man was who seemed to be just outside his office window every day surrounded by a knot of listeners. “That’s Hubert Humphrey,” said Kirkpatrick. A different group, Kirkpatrick later recalled, typically surrounded Humphrey in the drugstore.5


The Humphreys had a hard life in Minneapolis. They moved half a dozen times, trying to find a place they could afford with enough room for their first child, Nancy, born in 1938. At one apartment Humphrey earned reduced rent by acting as janitor and handyman. “I swabbed toilets, I repaired the roof, fixed the plumbing, cleaned the sewers, shoveled the snow, and besides that, worked six hours a day in the drugstore for twenty cents an hour,” Humphrey recalled.6 But hard work was second nature for him. He still found time to travel the Midwest on the debate team; to run Delta Sigma Rho, the public speaking fraternity; and to serve on the Labor Committee, which sponsored a conference on labor problems. Humphrey was inexhaustible and omnipresent. And he was, of course, an A student.


Humphrey graduated Phi Beta Kappa and summa cum laude. He had fallen in love with scholarship; now he thought of teaching, not politics, as his vocation. Humphrey dreamed of going to Princeton, Woodrow Wilson’s alma mater, but he didn’t have the money. Kirkpatrick wrote to his friend Charles Hyneman, an older and more established scholar at Louisiana State University, calling Humphrey “the best student I have had to date at Minnesota.” Hyneman wrote back to say he might be able to offer Humphrey a job as a teaching assistant, for $50 a month, while he pursued his graduate studies. That was a paltry sum, even by Depression standards, for a married man with a child; but it was the best offer available. Humphrey sent in an application. He tried to explain his unusual career arc, writing that he had attended pharmacy school only because “I really doubted that I would ever be able to complete my university education.”


Humphrey was on good terms with the whole department, and five of his professors wrote recommendations for him. All of them remarked on his intelligence, on his kindly and gregarious nature, and on his fascination with practical politics. Kirkpatrick stressed his maturity, his sound judgment, his “real qualities of leadership.” The others found a gentle way of warning Hyneman that this young scholar could be a handful. “Perhaps a bit enthusiastic,” wrote Oliver P. Field. “While he is of the aggressive type,” wrote Joseph R. Starr, “he does not offend in this respect.”7 Humphrey plainly had the makings of something, though perhaps not an academic.


The South was a place Hubert Humphrey had encountered only in books. In August 1939, temporarily leaving Muriel and Nancy behind, he took a train to central Louisiana and then a bus west to Baton Rouge and the LSU campus. The sultry climate, the dense clumps of Spanish moss, the rickety wooden shacks along the road made him feel as if he had left the known world for the tropics. Humphrey had only met a few Black people in his life; in Baton Rouge they were everywhere, but as if behind a screen, for Jim Crow laws enforced a rigid hierarchy. On one side of every streetcar was a sign that read “For Colored Patrons Only.” Every doctor’s office had a “colored” entrance, every bus and train depot had separate waiting rooms. The tiny apartment he took on Highland Avenue near campus was close enough to a Black neighborhood that he saw the open sewage ditches that ran along the streets.


Since Blacks could not enroll and certainly could not teach at LSU, the only person of color Humphrey got to know in Baton Rouge was the baby’s nanny, Maggie. He learned from her the bone-deep suspicion that Black people had for policemen or bill collectors or any other figure of white authority. Of course Humphrey had known about Jim Crow; but he was still appalled to encounter it in person. “No one, I thought, could view black life in Louisiana without shock and outrage,” he later wrote.8 Yet scarcely anyone did. He learned, rather, that the feudal racial arrangements of the South allowed whites to feel that they lived with Black people in far greater intimacy than did northern liberals like him—which, he reflected ruefully, was true. Baton Rouge opened Humphrey’s eyes to the reality of racism not only in the South but in the North.


Yet LSU was itself a monument to big-government liberalism, though not the kind Humphrey was accustomed to. The campus had been the pet project of Governor Huey Long. Humphrey already knew about Long: he had seen him campaign for FDR in 1932, and he had heard him speak in Washington in 1935. Long was a populist who had become governor in 1928 running under the slogan, “Every man a king, but no one wears a crown.” In a state long ruled, and kept in subjection, by the petrochemical industry, Long imposed oil and natural resources taxes to help pay for an ambitious agenda that included asphalted roads and bridges and a new port in New Orleans, free textbooks, public hospitals, and night school to end illiteracy (including among Blacks). And he built a beautiful new university campus in open fields several miles from the state capital. In 1928 LSU had been a backwater with a “C” rating from accreditors. By the time Humphrey arrived, it had a new medical school and grand brick buildings built around a greensward, and, of course, a giant football stadium.9


Long had been elected to the Senate in 1930 (though he continued to serve as governor until 1932). He was almost certainly preparing to run against Roosevelt—from the left—when he was assassinated in Baton Rouge in 1935. Thanks to his lurid ending, the scandals that surrounded his tenure, and the iron control he exercised over state politics, Long was dismissed, at least in the progressive circles Humphrey moved in, as a tin-pot dictator and even a fascist. But Humphrey recognized in Long the kind of Midwestern figure of his childhood who had stood with “the people” against “the interests.” As he would later put it, “Long had the tongue of a demagogue, but he had the heart of a compassionate man.”10 Then and later, the openhearted populism of a Huey Long or a William Jennings Bryan exerted a far stronger pull on Humphrey than did the Fabian socialism he had found at the University of Minnesota.


For a man fascinated by politics, as Humphrey was, Louisiana had the appeal of the truly baroque. The corruption that had smoldered mostly underground in Long’s time exploded in glorious fireworks under the tenure of Richard Leche, an acolyte. When Humphrey arrived on campus, the student newspaper, The Reveille, was purple with details of a scandal that had engulfed the university itself. President James Smith had been arrested by federal agents that summer after evidence emerged that he had spent sums far in excess of his salary; the university had been featherbedding contracts and kicking back several hundred thousand dollars to Smith and his confederates as well as to the governor and his circle. Smith was convicted and imprisoned that November, and Leche two years later.11 If, like Humphrey, you believed devoutly in a government of laws rather than men, the downfall of Longism offered a sharp reminder of the dangers of populism—though also a highly entertaining spectacle.


Life for the Humphreys was even harder in Baton Rouge than it had been in Minneapolis. The drab apartment Humphrey had found consumed $35 of his $50 monthly stipend. When Muriel came down with Nancy, she at once began supporting him, as she had from the time they had married. She found a job as a typist for students and professors in the department, and made ham salad sandwiches that Hubert sold to students for a dime each. Charles Hyneman, who became as close to Humphrey as Evron Kirkpatrick had been, helped him out by asking him to speak at a women’s club event in New Orleans that paid $50. The subject was Louisiana state taxes, about which Humphrey knew absolutely nothing when Hyneman approached him. The host later called Hyneman to say that Humphrey had given the best speech the group had ever heard. She didn’t know that her speaker was so poor that he had spent the night of the talk in the bus station rather than a hotel.


Humphrey spent most of his time in Baton Rouge reading, thinking, and writing; intellectually, it would be the most focused period of his life. He decided to write his master’s thesis on “The Political Philosophy of the New Deal.” Though at this time Humphrey expected to pursue his doctorate, he did not write the thesis as an intellectual exercise designed to put him one step further on the academic ladder. Though he was careful to allude to the most up-to-date theories about, for example, the role of pressure groups in the forging of legislation, the text read like a declaration of principle written in a state of heightened urgency. By late 1939 Hitler had annexed Czechoslovakia, neutralized the Soviet Union, and conquered Poland. Democratic America was soon to enter a war with fascist Germany with the future of the world in the balance. Never before had democracy faced such a trial by fire. In his introduction, Humphrey noted that Hitler and FDR had both been raised to power by popular grievance in the face of economic failure. Yet the two nations had responded very differently. The American people had chosen a democratic path dictated both by their political history and by the character and beliefs of the president they had elected.12 FDR was a liberal, as Humphrey understood the word; he had put liberalism to the supreme test, and it had passed. The subject of this study was Hubert Humphrey as much as it was FDR, for in it Humphrey attempted, for the one time in his life, to plumb the historical and intellectual depths of his own political principles.


The philosophy of the New Deal rested on an analysis of the world economic crisis that was different from that of both the acolytes of laissez-faire on the right and socialists on the left. Capitalism had failed, Humphrey wrote, but not in its very nature so much as in its operation. The energies of industrial expansion had waned and given way to “the exploitation of investors and the consuming public by stock market manipulation and monopoly price maintenance.” Here was an echo of the populist anger at Wall Street that Humphrey had absorbed from his father and learned from the hardship of farm life in South Dakota. The New Dealers recognized, Humphrey went on, that “the mechanism had run down temporarily and the solution was to wind it up again, after certain repairs had been made and new parts substituted.”13 (This homely metaphor would have been very winning had Humphrey not lifted it from one of his sources, Louis Hacker’s American Problems of Today, which had appeared a year earlier.14) FDR and his team did not deny the existence of class antagonism, as businessmen did, but neither did they seek, like the Communists, to “enthrone the proletariat” at the acme of an inverted class system; instead they sought to abolish class antagonism by lifting the proletariat into “a different state” through a combination of revitalized growth and a careful plan of national redistribution. They believed that capitalism, guided by government, could solve the problems that capitalism had created.


The New Deal had a philosophy, Humphrey argued, but not an ideology. Its spirit was pragmatic, experimental—the attitude FDR had summed up by saying that novel problems required novel solutions. Here, of all places, the author soared into a rhapsody scarcely consistent with academic neutrality. The New Deal philosophy, he declared, “is not afraid of the new. Neither does it cling to the old. It is adventurous, willing to take risks. It is scientific in temper, everlastingly desirous of going forward and doing something about an unsatisfactory situation, even if one experiment must be abandoned and a new one tried.”15 Hoover’s watchword had been “wait.” FDR’s had been “act.” The reader could hardly mistake the author’s deep sense of identification with the latter.


Though this experimental, incremental temper did not constitute an ideology, neither could it be reduced to that tepid word “reform.” The cumulative effect of the New Deal had been to uproot the older liberalism of the free market in favor of a new “democratic collectivism” that ushered in what Humphrey called “the service state.” That change was revolutionary in American terms, for until that time the grip on the American mind of what New Dealer and author Harold Ickes had called “rugged individualism” had elevated the dog-eat-dog ethos of the marketplace into a governing principle.16 That ethos belonged to a nineteenth-century world of small farmers and shopkeepers. The service state, though brought into being by the exigency of the Depression, was ultimately an adaptation to the new reality of the industrial society that tied farmers and workers to the national economy. Social democracy was a response to the conditions of modern life.


But at what cost? If a “democratic collectivist” accepted the need for a welfare state, was he not also surrendering at least some part of the faith in individual liberty that had always constituted the core of liberalism? The progressives, who sought a government of experts, had been prepared to make that sacrifice; others regarded it as ominous. In The Good Society, published in 1937, Walter Lippmann had written that it was all too easy “to let oneself become enchanted with the notion that the promises of the Providential State can be reconciled with the blessings of liberty.”17 Lippmann warned of the dangers of the new social democracy. But FDR did believe that justice could be reconciled with liberty; and so did the author. Humphrey quoted extensively from the speech that FDR had given in 1932 at the Commonwealth Club of San Francisco, where he had made the case that in a modern, industrial world only an active, though carefully circumscribed, state could protect the liberty of powerless individuals.18


Humphrey devoted a chapter of his thesis to this question. He asked whether it was the case that New Deal programs had limited personal freedom and thus implied an unavoidable trade-off between liberty and well-being. His answer was no: as the New Dealers understood, it was not the state that endangered liberty, but “poverty and ignorance, insecurity and fear.”19 Democracy, with its promise of liberty, could not survive mass immiseration. Roosevelt had rescued American democracy. He had made democracy something real and warm-blooded by bringing government “down to the people” through his programs of public works and farm supports. And he had done so with no sacrifice of personal freedom. Humphrey used the language of “negative” and “positive” liberty later made famous in Isaiah Berlin’s 1958 lecture “Two Concepts of Liberty.” The democratic state had a profound obligation not to impinge upon personal freedom; FDR had respected that obligation. But the modern state also had to facilitate the positive liberty that helps individuals realize their own aspirations for a good life (which was precisely how Berlin would define positive liberty). FDR had done that, too. The modern liberal state, in short, reconciled liberty and justice rather than pitting them against one another.


Humphrey’s thesis adviser, Alexander Daspit, criticized the essay as a work of advocacy rather than neutral analysis and asked for an extensive rewrite. Charles Hyneman told Humphrey that Daspit was leaving for Harvard and could largely be ignored. But you could see his point. Humphrey, like his hero, FDR, was a man of action; he had written his own manifesto. Though his views would evolve over the years as America moved rightward, he would never really depart from the faith in the welfare state—and in capitalism—that he expressed in his thesis.


Humphrey hoped to continue his education at Harvard, and Hyneman wrote a lavish recommendation to Harvard’s dean of graduate studies. He praised Humphrey’s wide reading in the social sciences. “He is unusually quick, imaginative, capable of sharp analysis,” Hyneman observed. “I find him unusually free of dogma; not overly burdened by unverified assumptions. He works hard, persistently, apparently with eagerness.” Humphrey had never kicked the reputation that trailed him to Baton Rouge, and Hyneman conceded that “Humphrey has been criticized as over-inclined to talkativeness.” It was true, Hyneman wrote, that Humphrey “spends a great amount of time in conversation.” Nevertheless, he added, “I consider this quality definitely an advantage rather than a handicap. Talking is an important part of Humphrey’s method of educating himself.” In any case, Hyneman concluded, the passage of time was bound to “subordinate his natural inclination to conversation.” That prediction proved unduly optimistic.
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