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Praise for David Pietrusza’s 1920


“A colorful, nonacademic account ... Most of all, there are the characters. Pietrusza draws them sharply: the imperious Wilson, the obliging Harding, the dour and honest Coolidge and the ambitious and dissembling Franklin Roosevelt. Fans of political history will enjoy this book.”

—Seattle Times


 



“Fascinating and compelling ... Highly recommended.”

—Library Journal


 



“An ably popular treatment that fans of campaign histories will enjoy.”

—Booklist


 



“More than just a story of six men who either already had been president or would be, this is the story of America as it moved into the modern age.”

—Denver Post


 



“A very vivid portrait of each of these presidents.”

—Ann Compton, ABC News

 



“Through a lens trained on a long-ago election, David Pietrusza’s 1920: The Year of Six Presidents, delivers a rich and compelling narrative of American politics. Exploring a year when giant figures of American history were waxing and waning, he deftly explains how we ended up with a presidential showdown between two largely unknown—yet surprisingly randy—editors of small-town Ohio newspapers, which Warren Harding won principally by being ‘nice.’”

—David O. Stewart, author of The Summer of 1787: 
The Men Who Invented the Constitution


 



“Sweeping and original.”

—The History Book Club

 



“In 1920: The Year of the Six Presidents, writer David Pietrusza shows the right way to pull together disparate characters into a coherent narrative ... this book portrays an America that has stopped looking backward and has begun to craft a new country and a new world role.”

—The Washington Times 


“An absolutely wonderful book ... I loved [it], absolutely marvelous, absolutely wonderful research ... just a great read, marvelously done, brilliantly constructed and really integrates the entire story of one year—1920 ... if I were teaching a history class of early twentieth century America this is the book I would use ... It reads like a novel but it’s fact ... a great book.”—John Rothman, KGO (San Francisco)

 



“I just love 1920: The Year of Six Presidents by David Pietrusza. It’s not historical fiction, but plain old history that zips along like good fiction. I just wish I’d read it before I wrote my book.”

—Jonah Goldberg, National Review Online

 



“With a storyteller’s eye for characters and drama, Pietrusza re-creates America at a post-World War I turning point, when the country wanted steady leadership but got scandal instead.”

—Washington CEO Magazine


 




“A fine and lively recommendation both for high school and college collections strong in American history and politics in particular, or even public lending libraries.”

—California Bookwatch


 




“Pietrusza’s volume brings the vivid history of the 1920 election to life. Both entertaining and insightful, it provides exceptionally well crafted “mini” biographies of the Six Presidents and how their careers intersected that year. The narrative is rich and compelling as it peeks into the backrooms and describes the national mood. Pietrusza’s handling of the personalities, issues, trends and techniques that went on to define American politics in the first half of the 20th century is to be recommended to anyone with an interest in presidential biography or U.S. political history.”

—Dr. Ron Faucheux, former Editor-in-Chief, 
Campaigns and Elections magazine and 
Campaign Insider newsletter; Former Louisiana 
legislator and Secretary of Commerce







[image: 001]





To 
the folly of Man 
and 
the mercy of God
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The Players in Our Drama
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Nan Britton—A small-town girl with a big crush; she’s taken a shine to the next president of the United States, United States Senator Warren G. Harding—and she will bear his child.

 




Heywood Broun—The Republican New York Tribune’s in-house radical. Trenchantly brilliant observer of the 1920 Democratic and Republican conventions.

 




William Jennings Bryan—The “Silver-Tongued Orator of the Platte.” Legendary voice of the old agrarian-based populism. Three-time Democratic presidential nominee. Woodrow Wilson’s disgruntled pacifist Secretary of State. Waiting in the wings in 1920, but the times have passed him by.

 




Carrie Chapman Catt—Prohibitionist. President of the National American Woman Suffrage Association. In August 1920, her battle for women’s votes races to its conclusion.

 




Professor William Estabrook Chancellor—The obsessively racist Ohio college professor whose accusations that Warren Harding is part black tosses the election into last-minute turmoil.

 




Calvin Coolidge—Silent Cal. The taciturn Vermonter who became Massachusetts’s coldly efficient governor. His words following the September 1919 Boston police strike (“There is no right to strike against the public safety by anybody, anywhere, anytime”) transform him into presidential timber. In Chicago, the GOP convention stampedes to anoint him its vice-presidential candidate.

 




Grace Goodhue Coolidge—Calvin’s charming and ever-patient wife. Her husband writes: “She has borne with my infirmities, and I have rejoiced in her graces.” No one disagreed with the assessment.

 




Governor James Middleton Cox—Warren Harding’s feisty Democratic twin, a small-town Ohio newspaper editor who dabbles in state politics, has his own marital troubles, and, when no other candidate proves suitable, wins a presidential nomination of dubious value.

 




Josephus Daniels—The North Carolina segregationist and prohibitionist newspaper baron. Woodrow Wilson’s Secretary of the Navy and FDR’s long-suffering boss.

 




Harry Micajah Daugherty—The unsavory Ohio politico and lobbyist who attaches himself to Warren Harding and rides him all the way to the Attorney Generalship—and ultimately to disgrace.

 




Eugene Victor Debs—Imprisoned anti-war Socialist Party ideologue and editor. “Federal Prisoner 9653” campaigns for the presidency from his Atlanta Penitentiary jail cell—and garners nearly a million votes.

 




Henry Ford—Hero of the American industrial revolution, father of the burgeoning auto industry, pacifist, politician, and, as publisher of the Dearborn Independent, the nation’s premier anti-Semite.

 




Marcus Garvey—Jamaican-born founder of the mass-movement Universal Negro Improvement Association. Self-proclaimed Provisional President of Africa. Garvey launches a black-owned steamship company, numerous other black businesses—and the back-to-Africa movement.

 




Admiral Cary Grayson—Woodrow Wilson’s personal physician. With Edith Wilson, Grayson hides President Wilson’s crippling infirmities from the American people.

 




Florence Kling DeWolfe Harding—”The Duchess.” Warren Harding’s strong-willed older wife. The brains behind his modest newspaper empire. The Duchess prophesizes: “I can see but one word written above his head if they make [Warren] President, and that word is Tragedy.”

 




Senator Warren Gamaliel Harding—Ohio small-town newspaper editor, Republican politician, and serial adulterer. His strengths: He looks like a president, sounds like a president (if you don’t listen too carefully), and is sufficiently vague on most issues to be nominated. “America’s present need,” he intones, “is not heroics, but healing; not nostrums, but normalcy.” America agrees.

 




Colonel George B. Harvey—Publisher of Harper’s Weekly and The North American Review. Wilson’s earliest political backer. Wilson openly repays Harvey with ingratitude and scorn. At the 1920 Republican convention, Harvey will demand to know if Harding’s record contains anything to disqualify him from the presidency. Harding will lie.

 




Will Hays—Indiana-born chairman of the Republican national committee. The nation’s savviest political operative. Presidential timber.

 




William Randolph Hearst—America’s most controversial press baron. Still a radical Democrat, he opposes the League of Nations and toys with third-party presidential schemes.

 




Herbert Hoover—The Great Engineer. International gold-mining adventurer. Multimillionaire. Savior of war-ravaged Europe’s starving masses. Political progressive. A key member of the Wilson administration. A national hero. In 1920, Hoover covets the presidency but has one big problem: He can’t decide if he’s a Republican or a Democrat.

 




J. Edgar Hoover—The ambitious young Justice Department lawyer who orchestrates Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer’s anti-radical crusade.

 




Colonel Edward Mandell House—The brilliant, manipulative little Texan who flatters his way into Woodrow Wilson’s heart. Wilson loved him—until he dumped him.

 




Senator Hiram W. Johnson—Theodore Roosevelt’s 1912 running mate hopes to inherit TR’s progressive mantle. Johnson’s liberalism alienates the right. His “irreconcilable” isolationism alienates the left. His personality alienates everybody. Johnson looked, said one historian, “like a bad-tempered baby.”

 




John T. King—Bridgeport, Connecticut’s Republican boss. He manages TR’s campaign, then Leonard Wood’s. “John supplies the efficiency,” says TR, “and I supply the morals.”

 




Albert D. Lasker—The Texas-born Chicago advertising genius who—despite isolationist misgivings—helps fuel Warren Harding’s 1920 campaign steamroller.

 




Senator Henry Cabot Lodge—The quintessential Boston Brahmin. Author. Classical scholar. Intellectual. Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Lodge’s loathing of Woodrow Wilson (“I never expected to hate anyone in politics with the hatred I feel toward Wilson”) helps fuel his vendetta against Wilson’s League of Nations.

 




Alice Roosevelt Longworth—TR’s daughter, wife of House Speaker Nicholas Longworth, lover of progressive Idaho Senator William E. Borah. The most deliciously acerbic observer of Washington’s social scene—and of Warren Harding.

 




Governor Frank O. Lowden—Illinois’s capable, middle-of-the-road Republican reform governor. A prime contender for the nomination. His presidential ambitions founder on charges of campaign irregularities.

 




Dudley Field Malone—The trusted Wilson crony who quits his lucrative patronage position to protest the imprisonment of suffragettes. Later, he seeks the presidency on a radical third-party ticket.

 




William Gibbs McAdoo—Wall Street lawyer and financier. Secretary of the Treasury. Woodrow Wilson’s son-in-law. McAdoo plans to succeed his father-in-law in the White House. His problem: Wilson has no intention of leaving.

 




H. L. Mencken—The Baltimore Sun’s dyspeptic observer of both major conventions, nearly laid low during the Democratic convention by San Francisco’s creature comforts. The “creator of a new and distinct style of journalism . . . ‘big-city smartass.’”

 




Lucy Mercer—Eleanor Roosevelt’s social secretary. In 1917, Eleanor discovers that Lucy has become too social with Franklin. The affair permanently damages the Roosevelt marriage, but some excuse it. “He deserved a good time,” TR’s sharp-tongued daughter Alice observes; “he was married to Eleanor.”

 




A. Mitchell Palmer—Wilson’s ambitious Attorney General. After an anarchist bomb destroys Palmer’s home, Palmer transforms himself from Quaker progressive to fierce Red-hunter, jailing 10,000 radicals, deporting 556, and warning of a Red uprising—all while gearing up for a presidential run. His chances evaporate when the uprising never occurs.

 




Alice Stokes Paul—Anti-war activist. Hunger-striker. Suffragette leader. Founder of the National Women’s Party. Vengeful forces bar her from enjoying suffrage’s triumph.

 




Mary Allen Hulbert Peck—Engaging, artistically inclined New England widow. Was she Woodrow Wilson’s correspondent, friend, and Bermuda-vacation chum? Or his lover?

 




Senator Boies Penrose—Boss of the Pennsylvania Republican Party and unofficial leader of the national GOP’s stand-pat wing. Is he  manipulating the Republican National Convention from his Philadelphia sickbed?

 




Carrie Fulton Phillips—Marion, Ohio, housewife and friend of Warren and Florence Harding who became Warren’s most dangerous mistress. German sympathizer. She successfully blackmails her lover during the 1920 presidential campaign.

 




William Cooper Procter—Millionaire Ivory Soap manufacturer. Early adversary of Woodrow Wilson. In 1920, Procter manages Leonard Wood’s campaign. His soap floats. His candidate sinks.

 




John R. Rathom—The controversial, rotund, Australian-born Providence Journal publisher who exposes FDR’s scandalously inept handling of an explosive homosexual scandal at the Newport Navy base.

 




Eleanor Roosevelt—TR’s niece. FDR’s fifth cousin and wife. By 1920, their marriage is already seriously frayed from his infidelities. A sheltered child of privilege, her social conscience is just beginning to emerge.

 




Franklin D. Roosevelt—The handsome, jaunty, Harvard-educated dilettante who hopes to parlay his Roosevelt pedigree and charm into the presidency. He’s already retraced TR’s steps as Assistant Secretary of the Navy. Is he mature enough to go farther?

 




Theodore Roosevelt—The Rough Rider himself. President. Historian. Cowboy. Police commissioner. Trust-buster. Explorer. Naturalist. Big-game hunter. Nobel Prize-winner. He has been president once—and wants the job again. Only the hand of God can keep him from the White House in 1920.

 




Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti—Italian immigrant anarchists accused of murder and robbery. Their case explodes into an international cause célèbre.

 




Colonel William J. Simmons—Inspired by D. W. Griffith’s The Birth  of a Nation, this failed ex-preacher creates “The World’s Greatest Secret, Social, Patriotic, Fraternal, Beneficiary Order” of them all—the infamous Ku Klux Klan.

 




Mark Sullivan—America’s foremost political journalist. Republican.

 




William Howard Taft—The seventh president on the scene for the election of 1920. Taft has learned his lesson and wants no part of the White House. Once derided as a hide-bound conservative, Big Bill Taft now personifies moderation: pro–League of Nations and anti-Wilson.

 




Joseph P. Tumulty—The savvy New Jersey Irish Catholic politico who serves as Wilson’s loyal and efficient personal secretary.

 




Wayne B. Wheeler—Wily boss of the Anti-Saloon League. He bestows prohibition upon a thirsty nation.

 




Edith Bolling Galt Wilson—“America’s First Female President.” The Washington, D.C., jeweler’s widow who became Woodrow Wilson’s second wife. Their whirlwind courtship provokes scandalous Washington whispers. With her husband incapacitated, she rules the nation.

 




Woodrow Wilson—Brilliant, eloquent, progressive, and self-confident. But also bigoted, self-centered, stubborn, and messianic. He grandly envisions a League of Nations to prevent future wars, but can’t sell the idea, either at home or abroad. Compromising article after article of his Fourteen Points, he sows the seeds of another war. “Woodrow Wilson is an exile from the hearts of his people,” says Gene Debs. “The betrayal of his ideals makes him the most pathetic figure in the world.” An October 1919 stroke leaves him too crippled to lead the nation, but the nation is never told. Fantastically, he hopes for an unprecedented third term.

 




General Leonard Wood—A law-and-order Man on Horseback. Heir to TR’s “Rough Rider” traditions. Early favorite for the 1920 Republican nomination.






Chapter 1
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“DISCOVER A COMMON HATE”

The President of the United States lay bleeding on the bathroom floor.

He could not move.

He could not speak.

He lay abed for weeks, an unshaven, listless old man, never to recover.

Less than a year before, the world was his, the nation he led victorious in war, the world’s peoples begging him to fashion the peace, create a new world order, end the killing.

Their cheers had been loud. They had not been long. Plans lay ruined, dreams shattered.

Woodrow Wilson lay bleeding on the bathroom floor—thirteen months to the day before the 1920 presidential election.
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Woodrow Wilson thought thirteen his lucky number.

His very name contained thirteen letters.

He taught at Princeton for thirteen years.

As the thirteenth president of Princeton, he presided over thirteen hundred students.

When an influential backer first boomed him for president, the man listed thirteen of Wilson’s qualifications.

Thirteen miles measured the distance from his home to his first campaign office.

The Electoral College formally elected him on January 13, 1913. Thirteen governors and thirteen state militias marched in his inaugural parade. Princeton students marched thirteen abreast.

When he landed in Europe to make peace, it was on Friday, the 13th—by design.

When he returned to Europe to finalize that peace, it was the 13th—again by design.

Woodrow Wilson lay bleeding on the bathroom floor—thirteen months to the day before the 1920 presidential election.
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Six presidents—Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt, Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, Herbert Hoover, Franklin Roosevelt—would compete in that election, men whose rule spanned five defining decades of American history, whose eras and personas ranged from Normalcy to New Deal, from Trust-Buster to Silent Cal, from Great War to Great Depression, all six vying in a single contest.

Never before, and never again, had so many presidents jostled so closely, in a battle marked by tradition and by innovation, influenced by old bosses and by new voters, by high principle and low scandal, by fear and by hope.

1920—the year of the six presidents, the election that witnessed the birth of modern America.
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But of all the six presidents in our drama, merely one actually was president in 1920—and he lay bleeding on the bathroom floor on October 2, 1919, exactly thirteen months before election day, 1920.
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And so we start with him.

Three accidents of birth had fashioned Woodrow Wilson. His Scotch blood made him “canny, tenacious, cold, and perhaps a little exclusive”— as he himself confessed. His Southern roots bestowed fierce loyalty to the Democratic Party and a deep, powerful dose of Anglo-Saxon racism. His religious background provided a profoundly moral outlook, and though there is no evil in righteousness, there is in self-righteousness, which Wilson possessed in abundance. As his press secretary, Ray Stannard Baker, once phrased it, “He is a good hater.”

Born in Staunton, Virginia, on December 28, 1856, Thomas Woodrow Wilson grew up in Augusta, Georgia. His parents, Presbyterian minister Dr. Joseph Ruggles Wilson and Janet “Jessie” Woodrow, came from clerical families. Thoroughly Southern in sympathy, they bequeathed their loyalties to a son who never forgot hearing with dread the news of Lincoln’s election and later of seeing a defeated Jefferson Davis paraded in handcuffs.

Dyslexic, Woodrow initially displayed little brilliance. But he persisted, taught himself shorthand, and attended Charlotte, North Carolina’s Davidson College before graduating from Princeton in 1879. He studied law at the University of Virginia, then enrolled at Johns Hopkins where, in 1886, he obtained a doctorate in political science. His dissertation, “Congressional Government,” earned him a publishing contract and a reputation as a rising author and scholar.

He taught at Bryn Mawr and Wesleyan before returning to Princeton in 1890 as a professor of jurisprudence and political science, establishing himself as the university’s most popular and influential lecturer. If academicians can be stars, Professor Wilson was a star.

He was a charismatic instructor and great orator. To look at him, you would think his voice thin, reedy, prissy. It was not. It was a rich baritone, manly and forceful. Its very sound convinced audiences as much as his high-flown ideas and ideals. It convinced them and made them say: This was a leader. This was the sound of the future.

In June 1902, university trustees unanimously elected him university president, Princeton’s first without formal theological training. Wilson modernized and reformed the once-sleepy campus, improving its academic standing and democratizing its aristocratic institutions. Yet he remained a political conservative, as his biographer Arthur Link noted, “a foe of Bryanism, governmental regulation, and the restrictive practices of labor unions.”

He had already established a solid imperious streak, so focused on the importance of his ideals (and of their guardian—himself) that he ignored the feelings of even his closest supporters. Once, he summoned his staunchest admirers—from New York, from Philadelphia, from Baltimore, from Chicago—and, for two full hours, proceeded to lecture them on his plans for the university. No conversation. No questions. No answers. And no thanks for interrupting their schedules and traveling to Princeton. Finished, he bade them a terse good morning and showed them the door. It was the same when he was president. To a group of senators and congressmen, he delivered an hour-long lecture. Again, there was no dialogue. They were there to hear, admire, and obey. Even Mississippi Senator John Sharp Williams, an ardent Wilson loyalist, snorted “And he calls that a conference.”

At Princeton, Wilson lost two bitter battles. The first involved his plan to integrate undergraduates and resident faculty on an English “quad” model. Opposed by faculty and alumni, compromise was in order. Wilson didn’t and wouldn’t. When his best friend among the faculty, John Grier Hibben, urged negotiation, Wilson cut him finally and irretrievably dead, a pattern he repeated ceaselessly—a stubborn refusal to compromise followed by the jettisoning of old disciples who failed to blindly obey their master.

Wilson’s second major altercation involved Graduate School Dean Andrew F. West. West wanted a new residential graduate campus built somewhat distant from the main campus. Wilson wanted it at Princeton’s center and somehow managed to transform this petty academic squabble into a national moral concern. “Will America tolerate the seclusion of graduate students?” he thundered. “Will America tolerate the idea of having graduate students set apart?”

One doubts if America cared then—or ever—about such issues, but the controversy accelerated Wilson’s transition from hidebound conservative to idealistic progressive. Wilson won the war of high-flown rhetoric, but West trumped him in the donation department. First, he secured $500,000 from Procter and Gamble’s William Cooper Procter (Procter’s wife had been West’s student at a Cincinnati high school), the offer hinging on not using Wilson’s site. Then, West received an $800,000 bequest from the estate of alumnus Isaac C. Wyman, whose will stipulated  that the money be used to build the school near where his father fought in the Revolutionary War Battle of Princeton. These massive cash infusions tipped the scales. “We have beaten the living,” Wilson admitted, “but we cannot fight the dead. The game is up.”

Enter Colonel George Harvey, the conservative Democratic publisher of both the North American Review and Harper’s Weekly. Harvey had grown rich under the tutelage of Wall Street financiers William Whitney and Thomas Fortune Ryan. Present at Wilson’s inaugural as university president, he departed Princeton, convinced that Wilson was a great man, the embodiment of the leadership Democrats needed to recapture the White House. He ordered that each front page of Harper’s Weekly run the banner headline FOR PRESIDENT—WOODROW WILSON, helping elevate the only hitherto moderately well-known academic to a position as a reasonably viable presidential possibility. On January 18, 1908, the New York World front-paged that same message. Anonymously, Harvey had written that too.

But first, Wilson needed to win some other elective office, and the New Jersey governorship would do just fine. In 1910, Harvey persuaded James Smith Jr., the state’s most powerful Democratic boss (he controlled Newark’s Essex County), to nominate Wilson.

Both Harvey and Smith thought Wilson still to be conservative, and Smith thought Wilson could be trusted not to attack his machine. Wilson vowed that he would not, providing he remained “absolutely free in the matters of measures of men.”

Wilson won comfortably. Democrats captured the traditionally Republican state legislature. Here lay great opportunities and pitfalls. Would Wilson prove conservative or progressive? How strong would he push for a reform agenda against the Machine Democrats in the legislature? Wilson, however, faced an even more dangerous dilemma. State legislators still elected United States senators at that time—the Sixteenth Amendment, providing for their direct popular election, was not yet in force—but New Jersey had just held its first advisory primary on the subject. No one—particularly Democrats, who thought the legislature would remain Republican—took the vote seriously. Accordingly, few people voted, and the “people’s choice” was Democrat James E. Martine, a long-time political joke alternately known as “Farmer Jim,” “The Sage of  Cedar Brook,” and “The Farmer Orator.” Smith, who had served in the United States Senate in the 1890s, now saw an opportunity to return to Washington. He asked Wilson for support. Wilson said no, writing Colonel Harvey:
I have learned to have a very high opinion of Senator Smith. But his election would be intolerable to the very people who elected me and gave us a majority in the legislature. It was no Democratic victory. It was a victory of the “Progressives” of both parties, who are determined to live no longer under either of the political organizations that have controlled the two parties of the State....





The bewhiskered, bespectacled Martine became a United States Senator, but the bigger winner was Wilson. His high-profile break with the bosses made progressives forget (or at least forgive) his conservative, bossridden origins. Next came a flurry of progressive reforms—the initiative and referendum (both derided in Wilson’s academic days), a corruptpractices act, regulation of public utilities, and direct primaries. Wilson earned even more antipathy from the state’s Democratic machines. On July 25, 1911, State Democratic Chairman James R. Nugent—Jim Smith’s nephew—publicly raised a toast: “To the Governor of New Jersey, the commander-in-chief of the Militia, an ingrate and a liar. I mean Woodrow Wilson. I repeat, he’s an ingrate and a liar.” Wilson got Nugent fired, but Nugent and Smith soon had their revenge, sandbagging their own candidates to hand the legislature back to the GOP. Better the Republicans, they thought, than the Honorable Woodrow Wilson.

Wilson had now established (albeit rather late) solid progressive credentials and an image as the bookish but manly professor valiantly combating the bosses. He also had some problems. Losing his legislative majority was one. The impending end of his gubernatorial career was another: New Jersey law limited him to a single three-year term. He now focused on the biggest prize of all: the White House.

Moving leftward, Wilson quickly distanced himself from Colonel Harvey, whose conservative politics now embarrassed him. Wilson—as he had cast off Senator Smith and Jim Nugent—now jettisoned not only Harvey but also another conservative Democratic press baron and ally,  Louisville Courier-Journal publisher Colonel Henry “Marse Henry” Watterson. As Wilson’s brother-in-law, Stockton Axson, later observed:
Those who have loved Mr. Wilson without cessation have often wished, for his own sake as well as for the sake of former friends, that he could extend the olive branch or accept [one]. They have seen him torn, bleeding, and writhing under a severed friendship, and have wished, and sometimes even advised, that he go to the estranged friend with open hands and say: never mind the past; never mind how we have differed; let’s forget all that; let’s be friends again and happy. But Woodrow Wilson would never do that. Perhaps he could not. In time the pain would pass and it would be as if the former friend were dead. He did not hate him; he simply ignored him in his mind and consciousness. Occasionally he might refer to him, seldom with bitterness, but with what was worse—that impersonality of fate, like the thunder cloud from which the bolt of lightning has stricken a man dead and then passed on, with neither anger nor remorse.





As Harvey and Watterson exited, the shadowy but talented Colonel Edward Mandell House entered. House had money, brains, breeding, an English education, and a talent for politics, having helped elect four separate Texas governors. Recognizing his own limitations of personality and health, he never ran for office himself. Still, House possessed a powerful ego and lofty objections. “My ambition,” he once explained, “has been so great that it has never seemed to me worthwhile to strive to satisfy it.”

He grew bored with electing Texas governors. Longing to elect a Democratic president, he reasoned that the ideal candidate would be of Southern birth, yet sufficiently progressive to suit the rest of the nation. Wilson fit the bill. In November 1911, House arranged a meeting, thus beginning, in his overblown description, “the strangest and most fruitful personal alliance in human history.”

They seemed more like friends than political allies, more like brothers than friends. House could offer excellent advice, arrange meetings, forge alliances, and clear any path for his new front man. But more important,  House generated enough trust (almost unlimited at first) in the normally aloof Wilson for the schoolmaster–politician to take the little colonel’s counsel, to let House work his magic: to make him president.

House capitalized on Wilson’s vanity, but also on his more sinister traits, his pettiness, his vindictiveness, his ability to hold a grudge and never let go. “Never begin by arguing [with Wilson],” House once explained. “Discover a common hate, exploit it, get the president warmed up, and then start your business.”

President-maker was a great ambition. But in 1912, House hinted at even higher, darker—or at least more bizarre—dreams. Anonymously, he published a rather badly written novel, Philip Dru: Administrator. House’s character Dru, a West Point graduate-turned-social-worker, busted trusts, reformed the tariff, overhauled the national banking system, and enacted a federal income tax (still not yet constitutional in 1912). There was nothing particularly remarkable about any of these things (they, in fact, matched Wilson’s New Freedom very nicely) except that Philip Dru was not merely the president, he was a military dictator. “He comes,” wrote House, “panoplied in justice and with the light of reason in his eyes. He comes as the advocate of equal opportunity, and he comes with the power to enforce his will.” And after enforcing that will domestically, Dru turned to foreign affairs to work his weal there as well.

Pretty heady stuff, and even headier in November 1912, when vacationing President-elect Wilson brought Philip Dru along for light reading. In the interim, however, Wilson’s presidential path was by no means assured. The 1896, 1900, 1904, and 1908 elections had proven uniformly disastrous for Democrats. They had tried and failed with William Jennings Bryan’s prairie populism. They stumbled even more miserably with Judge Alton Parker’s Eastern conservatism. The year 1912, however, promised success. The bitter personal rift between William Howard Taft and Theodore Roosevelt had split the Republican Party. Whoever the Democrats nominated would have an excellent shot at the White House.

There was nothing inevitable about its being Wilson, however. Speaker of the House Champ Clark of Missouri enjoyed the support of many old Bryanites. Also running were two relative conservatives, sixty-six-year-old Ohio Governor Judson Harmon (formerly Grover Cleveland’s Attorney General) and pudgy, greasy-haired House Majority  Leader Oscar W. Underwood of Alabama, a tenacious low-tariff man, along with dark horse Indiana Governor Thomas R. Marshall (“Bitterness may induce the Democrats to nominate a dark horse, and my enemies will tell you I am the blackest one you ever saw”). None seemed particularly inspiring, which only encouraged Bryan to hope that the party might yet turn to him again.

Wilson had begun running almost immediately upon becoming governor, undertaking a well-received three-week Western speaking tour in May 1911. Newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst offered support, but Hearst was too controversial and too radical. “Tell Mr. Hearst to go to hell,” sneered Wilson. Hearst threw his support to Clark (“a man’s man”), spewing editorial venom on Wilson, dismissing him as an overrated intellect and a pro-English snob. Clark crushed Wilson nearly three to one in Illinois’s key primary and entered the July 1912 Baltimore convention with a formidable delegate lead: Clark 413, Wilson 274, Underwood 91, Harmon 57, Marshall 30.

But two thirds of the delegates—724—were needed to nominate. A simple majority of the 1,085 delegates (which Clark reached only on the tenth ballot) wasn’t enough. Eventually Clark peaked, and on the thirtieth ballot Wilson passed him. On the forty-sixth, he won. For vice-president, the convention selected Thomas Marshall, who proved as realistic regarding the vice-presidency as he did about the presidential nomination. “Once there were two brothers,” he observed. “One ran away to sea, the other was elected vice president. Neither one of them was heard of again.”

Wilson was less modest. During the campaign, he curtly informed an aide, “I wish it to be clearly understood that I owe you nothing. Remember that God ordained that I should be the next president of the United States. Neither you nor any other mortal could have prevented that.”

The general election proved far easier than the nomination, though Theodore Roosevelt still overshadowed Wilson. “I do not [excite the public imagination],” Wilson explained. “He [TR] is a real, vivid person ... I am a vague, conjectural personality, more made up of opinions and academic prepossessions than of human traits and red corpuscles.” Wilson received just 41.8 percent of the popular vote, less than Bryan’s  lowest total; but with Roosevelt and Taft ripping each other to pieces, Wilson garnered 435 electoral votes to TR’s 88 and Taft’s pathetic 8.

As president, erstwhile conservative Wilson now implemented much of the progressive agenda: the Underwood Tariff and the Federal Farm Loan Act, a Federal Reserve System, the Federal Trade Commission, a workmen’s compensation system, the banning of child labor, and improved conditions and wages for railroad workers.

In August 1914 his life came crashing to the ground. On the first day of the month, Germany declared war on Imperial Russia ... and World War I began. On August 6, Woodrow Wilson’s wife, Ellen Axson Wilson, died of Bright’s disease. But there was more to it than that. As she lay dying, White House physician Dr. Cary Grayson wrote: “The chief cause of Mrs. Wilson’s present critical condition is a chronic kidney disease ... developed as one of the results of a nervous breakdown.”

The Axsons had a history of mental illness. Ellen’s father had undergone a similar breakdown. Her brother, Stockton, suffered from depression. The White House had proven too much for this gentle Southern lady. By May 1914, she was a wreck. By June, she no longer retained food. Ellen Wilson was just 50 years old; she and her husband had been married for 29 years.

Her death crushed him. “Oh my God,” he cried, “what am I going to do? What am I going to do?” Many of his associates feared a collapse. Wilson survived. His Scotch–Irish sense of duty pulled him through. The Progressive agenda remained unfulfilled. Europe, engulfed in war, threatened to drag America into the morass. Wilson had to get through it.

He would not be alone for long. In March 1915—through Dr. Grayson and through Wilson’s cousin, Helen Bones—he met a local widow, a Mrs. Edith Bolling Galt. Edith and Helen were at the White House one day, when Dr. Grayson and the president returned, muddy and disheveled, from golf. After they tidied up, everyone took tea in the Oval Room. “I can’t say I foresaw in the first minute what was going to happen,” Helen Bones recalled. “It may have taken ten minutes.”

A whirlwind courtship followed—as whirlwind as possible when the suitor is virtually a prisoner of the White House and his office. The couple met when they could. Two months later, he told Edith he loved  her. She professed shock. “Oh, you can’t love me,” she protested; “you don’t really know me. And it is less than a year since your wife died.”

“I know you feel that,” he replied. “But, little girl, in this place time is not measured by weeks, or months, or years, but by deep human experience; and since her death I have lived a lifetime of loneliness and heartache. I was afraid, knowing you, I would shock you; but I would be less than a gentleman if I continued to make opportunities to see you without telling you what I have told my daughters and Helen: that I want you to be my wife.”

The relationship intensified. Presidential depression shifted to schoolboy giddiness. The general public remained ignorant of it all. Wilson’s closest advisers did not. They were not pleased. White House Chief Usher Irwin “Ike” Hoover wrote in his memoirs:
The President was simply obsessed. He put aside practically everything, dealing only with the most important matters of state. Requests for appointments were put off with the explanation that he had important business to attend to. Cabinet officers, Senators, officials generally were all treated the same. It had always been difficult to get appointments with him; it was now harder than ever, and important state matters were held in abeyance while he wrote to the lady of his choice. When one realizes that at this time there was a war raging in Europe, not to mention a Presidential campaign approaching, one can imagine how preoccupied he must have been. There was much anxiety among his political friends, who just had to accept the inevitable, but who began to look about for a way to postpone it until after the election, for fear lest the people would not approve.





Many did not approve—or, at least, they scoffed. “What did the new Mrs. Wilson do when the President proposed?” joked British Embassy attaché Major Charles Crauford-Stuart.

The ribald answer: “She fell out of bed with surprise.”

Colonel House and Treasury Secretary William Gibbs McAdoo had not reached the pinnacles of power only to tumble downward because of a president acting like a lovesick swain. McAdoo, a wealthy railroad  executive, was not only a member of Wilson’s cabinet; he was his son-in-law, having married the president’s youngest daughter Eleanor in May 1914. McAdoo, along with House, plotted to prevent any Wilson remarriage—and went about it as irresponsibly as possible.

Woodrow and Ellen Wilson had been a devoted couple—some might say a passionate couple—as witnessed by this letter from Wilson in 1902 to his wife of 17 years:
How do you expect me to keep my head, you dear thing ... when you lavish upon me such delicious praise? Surely there was never such a lover before, and even after all these years it seems almost too good to be true that you are my lover. All I can say in return is that I love you as you deserve to be loved—as much as you can possibly want to be loved.





Then, in 1906, a period of “marked depression” debilitated Ellen. The following January, her husband, vacationing—alone—in Bermuda, made the acquaintance of forty-four-year-old Mary Allen Hulbert Peck, wife of a Pittsfield, Massachusetts, woolen manufacturer. Mrs. Peck was artistic and intellectual enough to fascinate Wilson and enough of a good listener to provide the support and comfort he needed. “She was,” wrote Wilson’s daughter Eleanor, “a charming woman, with great intelligence and humor.” She was also a woman whose own marriage was unraveling.

Whether Wilson and Mary Peck became lovers remains unknown. Some say yes; some say no. For years, they exchanged correspondence (227 letters survive). And considering that he lived either in New Jersey or Washington and she in New England or New York, they met in person a significant number of times—ninety times. Ellen Wilson knew of their relationship, or, at least, knew what Woodrow told her of it. She did not particularly care for it—or for Mary Peck, whom she met on several occasions—and termed the episode the one unhappiness in her marriage.

Ellen was not the only one in the know. In 1912, the Wilson–Peck friendship threatened to derail Wilson’s presidential effort. Supposedly, during Mary’s recent divorce proceedings, a judge had seen one of Wilson’s letters to her and had not liked what he read. In Chicago, in April 1912, unknown persons broke into Wilson’s Hotel Sherman suite and stole his valise,  allegedly to purloin incriminating correspondence from Mrs. Peck. Theodore Roosevelt, always the nineteenth-century gentleman, refused to profit from the issue. “What’s more,” he rationalized, “it won’t work. You can’t cast a man as Romeo who looks and acts like the apothecary’s clerk.”

To frighten his father-in-law into abandoning his burgeoning love affair with Edith Galt, McAdoo fabricated a story that he had received anonymous correspondence from Los Angeles alleging that Mrs. Peck was circulating Wilson’s letters to her. The news frightened the hell out of Wilson. On Saturday morning, September 18, 1915, he wrote Edith begging to see her at her Twentieth Street home that night at eight—an unprecedented request, since they always met at the White House. Wilson arrived. They talked. Correspondence flew back and forth for the next twenty-four hours. Edith pledged to stand by her skittish president, “not for duty, not for pity, not for honor—but for love—trusting protecting, comprehending love.”

Edith provided Wilson with the courage he desperately needed, and cemented his love for her. McAdoo’s strategy had backfired miserably. On Sunday, September 19, 1915, Wilson wrote:
My noble, incomparable Edith,

I do not know how to express or analyze the conflicting emotions that have surged like a storm through my heart all night long. I only know that first and foremost in all my thoughts has been the glorious confirmation you gave me last night—without effort, unconsciously, as of course—of all I have ever thought of your mind and heart.

You have the greatest soul, the noblest nature, the sweetest, most loving heart I have ever known, and my love, my reverence, my admiration for you, have increased in one evening as I should have thought only a lifetime of intimate, loving association could have increased them.

You are more wonderful and lovely in my eyes than you ever were before; and my pride and joy and gratitude that you should love me with such a perfect love are beyond all expression, except in some great poem which I cannot write.

Your own,

Woodrow






Yet Wilson’s spirit remained troubled. On Monday, September 20, he composed a partly enigmatic, partly damning document—a series of notes or talking points—that he, no doubt, hoped would never be made public, but that he must have feared very likely would be if the Peck letters were made public:


Analysis of the Statement

Admission

Even while it lasted I knew and made explicit what it did not mean.

It did not last, but friendship and genuine admiration ensued....

These letters disclose a passage of folly and gross impertinence in my life. I am deeply ashamed and repentant. Neither in act nor even in thought was the purity or honor of the lady concerned touched or sullied, and my offense she has generously forgiven. Neither was my utter allegiance to my incomparable wife in anyway by the least jot abated. She, too, knew and understood and has forgiven, little as I deserved the generous indulgence. But none of this lessens the blame or the deep humiliating grief and shame I suffer, that I should have so erred and forgotten the standards of honorable behavior by which I should have been bound.

These letters are genuine, and I am now ashamed of them—not because the lady to whom they are addressed was not worthy of the most sincere admiration and affection, but because I did not have the moral right to offer her ardent affection which they express. I am happy to remember that the only thing that at all relieves the pain and shame with which this correspondence could ever in the least degree affect is the honor of the noble lady to whom I then had the distinction and happiness to be married.



His letters to Peck were not made public. Wilson announced his engagement to Edith on October 6, 1915. They wed at the bride’s home at 8:30 P.M., Saturday, December 18, 1915. The public did not seem to care.

Of course, they might have been concerned with bigger events—say, world wars.

“It would be an irony of fate,” Wilson had remarked, “if my administration had to deal chiefly with foreign affairs.” In fact, it did. In 1916,  Wilson ran for re-election on a platform of peace, uniting his normally fractious party about him. “I agree with the American people,” said William Jennings Bryan, who had quit as Wilson’s Secretary of State when Wilson seemed too aggressive toward Germany, “in thanking God we have a President who has kept—who will keep—us out of war.”

Democrats knew where they stood. Republicans did not. Roosevelt and the Progressives had returned to the Republican Party, but only grudgingly. The Rough Rider wanted war. Many in his party did not. The Republican candidate in 1916 was Charles Evans Hughes, former Associate Justice of the United States Supreme Court and previously a reform governor of New York. Sometimes he echoed Roosevelt. Other times (particularly before German audiences), he advocated peace and neutrality. Critics dubbed him “Charles Evasive Hughes.”

Hughes looked like a winner. On Sunday, November 5, two days before the election, Wilson sent Secretary of State Robert Lansing a fantastic proposal for a quick abdication of the Oval Office, allowing Hughes four extra months in office. If Hughes won, Lansing should resign; Wilson would then appoint Hughes as Lansing’s successor. Then, Vice President Marshall would resign, placing Hughes next in line for the White House (the secretary of state was next in the order of succession at the time). Finally, Wilson would quit, giving Hughes the four months. It was wartime. The country could ill afford a powerless lame-duck president and a lengthy transition period. But, Wilson being Wilson, he would not have concocted such a stratagem without inviting another inescapable conclusion: the Lord of Princeton was picking up his marbles and going home.

On Election Night, Hughes seized the lead, even carrying New Jersey. The West, however, remained solidly Democratic. Whoever won Republican stronghold California would be president, and early returns favored Hughes. The New York Times headlined “THE PRESIDENT-ELECT—CHARLES EVANS HUGHES.” Instead, Hughes, who had alienated California’s progressive Republican Senator Hiram Johnson, lost the Golden State by 3,800 votes.

“’Tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide as a church door,” twanged Vice President Marshall, “but ’tis enough. ’Twill serve.”

Marshall and Wilson were safe, but a key member of Wilson’s inner  circle wasn’t: his secretary, Joseph P. Tumulty. At Jim Nugent’s request, Tumulty, a Jersey City attorney, had joined Wilson’s 1910 gubernatorial campaign. An academician like Wilson needed someone like Tumulty to guide him through New Jersey’s often-fractious politics. Tumulty performed so skillfully that Wilson retained him as his private secretary (i.e., his chief of staff) both as governor and as president. Educated, mildly progressive, and intensely loyal, Tumulty possessed one major problem: he was Catholic.

At first, this was an advantage. When Wilson knifed New Jersey’s urban Catholic bosses, he needed a Papist at his side to defuse suspicions of anti-Catholicism. And Wilson, perhaps from sheer orneriness, seemed to relish having a close Catholic adviser, boasting in 1910 that he would “ram” Tumulty’s appointment down opponents’ throats. By 1916, however, national anti-Catholic sentiment was on the rise. Tumulty had become a political liability. Additionally, the new Mrs. Wilson, jealous of her husband’s old guard, wanted Tumulty banished. Wilson turned on Tumulty, as he had on Smith and Harvey and Watterson, planning to mothball him to the obscure Board of General Appraisers. You “could not know what this means to me and to mine,” Tumulty begged. “I am grateful for having been associated so closely with so great a man. I am heart-sick that the end should be like this.” Wilson, for once repaying loyalty with loyalty, let Tumulty stay.

Edith Wilson failed to engineer Tumulty’s exile, but her influence remained in the ascent. Wilson shared the most secret conversations and documents with this jeweler’s widow, a woman completely inexperienced and uneducated in affairs of state and politics, soliciting and valuing her advice on the most sensitive and complex issues. Even Colonel House was being shunted aside. To his diary in November 1915, House complained: “No one can see him to explain matters or get his advice. Therefore they come to me and I have to do it at long-range which is difficult and unsatisfactory. The President lacks executive ability and does not get the best results from his Cabinet or those around him.”

“Wilson,” journalist William Allen White once explained, “in his gayest hours, in his times of greatest happiness, stood always aloof, distrusting men instinctively. It was this suspicion of men, founded upon ignorance  of men, which led Wilson always to question the strong, to fraternize with the meek, and to break ruthlessly and irrevocably, without defense or explanation, any friendship which threatened his own prestige.”

Or, as White phrased it most succinctly, “Wilson trusted only errand boys.”

War was fast approaching. November 1916 had seen Wilson reelected on the slogan “He kept us out of war.” In January 1917, Berlin resumed unrestricted submarine warfare. In February, the British released the “Zimmermann Note,” revealing Germany’s plan to incite Mexican and Japanese attacks on the United States. Inaugurated again in March, the next month Wilson asked for a declaration of war on Germany, “to make the world safe for democracy.”

The nation was not particularly prepared for war. Not until June did the first American troops land on French soil; not until November (i.e., not until after the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia and pulled out of the war) did doughboys see combat.

Nevertheless, the Central Powers were being bled white, and the hundreds of thousands of fresh American troops tipped the balance. So did Wilson’s rhetoric, his idealism, his vision of a post-war democratic world—his Fourteen Points, a heady stew of self-determination, disarmament, and international cooperation that helped bring Germany to the peace table. On November 9, 1918, the Kaiser abdicated. At 11:11 A.M. on November 11, 1918, the killing stopped.

Woodrow Wilson’s crusade was just beginning.






Chapter 2

[image: 009]

“SOMETHING QUEER WAS HAPPENING”

Woodrow Wilson wanted to go to Europe, to negotiate a just peace, to remake the world, to outlaw war.

Nobody—save Mrs. Wilson—liked the idea. Presidents did not go to Europe. Presidents never crossed the nation’s borders (try telling Teddy Roosevelt the Canal Zone wasn’t American). But in the days following the Armistice, Wilson’s obsession grew.

At Hoboken, New Jersey, just before noon on Wednesday, December 4, 1918, he boarded the 700-foot-long George Washington, the former German liner Kaiser Wilhelm. The battleship Pennsylvania escorted it across the Atlantic, as did a flotilla of ten destroyers. Although the war was over, this remained a dangerous voyage, the waters still filled with mines and possibly harboring German U-boat commanders ignorant of the Armistice.

Aboard were Woodrow and Edith Wilson, eight Secret Service men, Secretary of State Robert Lansing, and retired diplomat Henry White, the only Republican on Wilson’s peace commission. White, as Secret Service agent Colonel Robert Starling put it, was “one of the most engaging men I have ever met,” but he had no standing with either the Republicans, who now controlled the Congress, or the general public. Merely a nice old man, he would not resist anything Woodrow Wilson might say or propose. Already in Europe were such key administrative figures as Colonel House, George Creel, financier Bernard Baruch, and Food Administrator Herbert Hoover.

Just before dawn on Friday, December 13, Wilson’s flotilla neared the French coast and caught the faint sparkling of lights onshore. A few hours later, nine more immense American battleships came into view—the New York, the Texas, the Arizona, the Arkansas, the Florida, the Nevada, the Wyoming, the Utah, and the Oklahoma. Each thundered a 21-gun salute. Twenty-one destroyers (twelve American, nine French) and two cruisers (both French) joined them. “The ocean,” Ike Hoover wrote home, had become “one moving mass of ships as far as the eye can see.”

Woodrow Wilson was about to land in Europe.

A tumultuous crowd greeted him at Brest. A bigger crowd cried Vive l’Amérique! Vive le Président! in Paris. London cheered. As did Rome and Turin and Milan. “It was a reception,” Secretary of State Lansing wrote, “which might have turned the head of a man far less responsive than the President was to public applause, and have given him an exalted opinion of his own power of accomplishment and of his individual responsibility to mankind. It is fair, I think, to assume that this was the effect on the President. It was the natural one.”

At Buckingham Palace, Wilson moralistically lectured King George V on how only a “community of ideals and interests,” rather than ancestry or language, bound their two nations together. “I could not bear him,” the monarch complained. “An entirely cold academic professor—an odious man.”

Or, as French Premier Georges Clemenceau phrased it, “I never knew anyone to talk more like Jesus Christ, and act more like Lloyd George.”

The United States’ peace commission included not just Wilson and Henry White, but also Colonel House, Secretary of State Lansing, and General Tasker H. Bliss, a member of the Supreme War Council in Paris. But it didn’t really matter who was along for the ride, for Woodrow Wilson was the American delegation—and, more than that, or at least so he thought, the conscience of the world.

Even Colonel House didn’t count. Of anyone, he might have helped Wilson the most. But Wilson was not about to share this grand stage with lesser actors. Ike Hoover recalled how the situation deteriorated:
Colonel House would seek out the President ... as had always been his custom and his privilege. But now ... the President  seemed to have lost patience. Once when the Colonel called him on the telephone and asked for an appointment, I heard him say, “I wish he would leave me alone!” at the same time granting the request. Lost confidence was followed by a suspicion of treachery, the President feeling that House was trying to make himself too conspicuous and important. How foreign this was to the truth! Colonel House saw the situation coming on, but he was helpless. There was nothing that he had done for which amends could be made. I am sure [that] if there were[,] he would have gone to the very limit of his endurance in his loyalty and his faithfulness to the President. No one was more loyal than he.





It was House who should have negotiated the treaty. No sitting president should have sat day after day, week after week, in Paris, listening to minute details of European boundaries, harangued by diplomats settling scores of centuries-old grudges at a single conference. He should have been above the fray, an ocean away, not its center.

Wilson’s Fourteen Points, compelling and inspiring as abstractions, proved difficult, if not impossible, to apply in reality. Their most powerful promise, the self-determination of nations, was particularly incendiary. “The phrase is simply loaded with dynamite,” mused Robert Lansing en route to Paris. “What a pity it was ever uttered! What misery it will cause!” He was right. Europe’s multitude of nationalities had not settled in neat little areas. They overlapped, creating minorities within minorities within minorities. Poland and Germany feuded over Silesia; Italy and the new Kingdom of Jugo-Slavia battled over the Adriatic port city of Fiume. Greece and Turkey and Italy presented competing claims in the Aegean.

The Fourteen Points also targeted secret diplomacy. “Open covenants of peace, openly arrived at” were all well and good—for the future. But what of the secret agreements that had brought Italy and Japan into the just-concluded war? Italy loudly demanded territory all over the eastern Mediterranean. Japan, having seized China’s Shantung Province from Germany, was determined to keep it, no matter how many Chinese lived there.

“Freedom of navigation upon the seas”? Britain had starved Berlin  into submission with a vise-like naval blockade that remained in force even after the war. London wasn’t about to surrender so powerful a weapon. Nor did it relish taking orders from any international organization regarding Ireland and India, or, indeed, any portion of its huge empire. France, having lost a million men and fearing a war of revenge, demanded a Germany crippled by reparations, annexations, and armament restrictions. “Please do not misunderstand me,” the aged Clemenceau informed Wilson; “we too came into the world with the noble instincts and the lofty inspirations which you express so eloquently. We have become what we are because we have been shaped by the rough hand of the world in which we have to live[,] and we have survived only because we are a tough bunch.”

There was the colonial question. France, Britain, Japan, Italy, South Africa, Belgium, Australia, and even the United States all coveted chunks of the defunct German and Ottoman empires. If the self-determination of nations had any validity, those territories’ inhabitants should determine their own destinies. But they would not.

And reparations. Who would pay for the war—or, more realistically, how much would defeated Germany pay? Allied diplomats, reflecting the will of their respective electorates, wanted Germany, irrespective of its ability to do so, to pay. On the very day Wilson landed at Brest, Britain reelected its prime minister, David Lloyd George. His platform: Squeeze Germany “until the pips squeak.”

Wilson ultimately fell into the same trap. South Africa’s Jan Christiaan Smuts proposed adding Allied veterans’ pensions to the reparation bill, and Wilson thought it a fine idea. When an economist called the idea illogical, he screamed: “Logic! Logic! I don’t give a damn for logic. I am going to include pensions.” The cost of reparations doubled.

As Clemenceau observed, it is “much easier to make war than peace.”

Harder still, if one arrived at the peace table carrying one grotesquely heavy piece of baggage: Point XIV, “a general association of nations ... for the purpose of affording mutual guarantees of political independence and territorial integrity to great and small states alike.”

This “general association” became the League of Nations, the lodestone of the peace as far as Woodrow Wilson was concerned. Wilson would abandon principle after principle to implement his League. After  all, it made sense: If the treaty possessed flaws, the League could repair them. This naïve delusion drove his actions. If Japan threatened to boycott the League if it didn’t get Shantung, it got Shantung. If Britain wanted Iraq and France wanted Togoland, what was the harm?

Still, the negotiations were ugly. On February 7, Wilson threatened to sail home. “I am disgusted,” fumed Clemenceau; “Wilson acts like a cook who keeps her trunk ready in the hallway. Every day[,] he threatens to leave.”

Aside from territorial issues, Japan exhibited a remarkable indifference to conference affairs. That changed on February 13, 1919, when Baron Nobuaki Makino lobbed a grenade into the proceedings: “The equality of nations being a basic principle of the League of Nations, the High Contracting Parties agree to accord, as soon as possible, to all alien nationals of States [who are] members of the League equal and just treatment in every respect, making no distinction, either in law or in fact, on account of their race or nationality.” Britain, ruling over various discontented races and making all sorts of distinctions between them, wanted no part of that. Arch-racist Australian Premier Billy Hughes vowed to head home. Makino’s proposal threatened not only American exclusion of Oriental immigrants but its entire Jim Crow system. Colonel House warned Wilson: “If this ... should pass ..., it would surely raise the race issue throughout the world.” The proposition died in April.

On February 14, 1919, Wilson finally did leave, to confer with—and alienate—Congress. He then returned to France, meeting House at Brest on March 13. House detailed his own actions in Wilson’s absence, working with the British and French to resolve sticking points that Wilson had been unable to untangle. Wilson felt betrayed. “House has given away everything I had won before we left Paris,” he confided to Edith. “He has compromised on every side, and so I have to start all over again. ...” House had done no such thing. Though relishing his presence at the conference and now less circumspect about speaking to the press, House’s crime was not disloyalty, but honesty. Seeing the great stakes and tremendous risks involved, House shifted from flattery to frankness, increasingly tendering Wilson advice that he did not want to hear. It was a dangerous game.

Wilson also faced another major foreign policy conundrum: Russia. After seizing power (with German help) in November 1917, Lenin’s Bolsheviks had pulled the country out of the Great War. Wilson and the Allies reacted by launching a half-hearted intervention in support of the confused, often mutually hostile patchwork of White armies, hoping to return Russia to the Allied fold. The effort accomplished nearly nothing, but continued after the Armistice (fifteen thousand American troops eventually served in Siberia and the Russian far north), alienating not only America’s pro-Soviet radicals but large numbers of progressives, liberals, and isolationists.

In March 1919, Wilson secretly dispatched Assistant Secretary of State William C. Bullitt, a twenty-eight-year-old Philadelphia socialite and a protégé of Colonel House, to Russia to confer with Lenin’s government. The Bolsheviks charmed the left-leaning Bullitt and offered him a deal: If the Allies would recognize their legitimacy, lift their blockade, withdraw their troops, and halt funding for the White armies, Lenin would allow the Whites to retain what territory they had (fairly sizable chunks in 1919), declare an amnesty, and even honor a portion of Russia’s foreign debts. The terms were decent. That the Bolsheviks said they would not propose this deal publicly, but would only react to it if proposed by the Allies, should have made Bullitt suspicious. It did not. Bullitt sped back to Paris with the proposal. Wilson said he had a headache and was too busy to see him. Even House had little interest. American intervention continued to stumble along. Bullitt resigned in May.

By now, the important work of the conference lay in the hands of the Big Four—Wilson, Lloyd George, Clemenceau, and Italian Prime Minister Vittorio Orlando. Wilson, alone of the Four, attended sessions without a single staff member to assist him. Worse, he forbade his delegation to even see transcripts of the sessions. So much for “open covenants of peace, openly arrived at.”

On April 3, 1919, Wilson took ill: very, very ill. His fever reached 103 degrees. His body was racked with pain. A horrid cough kept him fitfully awake. Finally came violent diarrhea. Dr. Grayson thought Wilson had influenza—or, at least, that is what he said. Rumors flew of poison.

The truth may have been even worse. Woodrow Wilson was acting very strangely. Ike Hoover wrote:


Even while lying in bed he manifested peculiarities, one of which was to limit the use of all the automobiles to strictly official purposes, when previously he had been so liberal ... in view of the long hours we were working. When he got back on the job, his peculiar ideas were even more pronounced. He now became obsessed with the idea that every French employee about the place was a spy for the French Government. Nothing we could say could disabuse his mind of this thought. He insisted [that] they all understood English, when, as a matter of fact, there was just one of them among the two dozen or more who understood a single word of English. About this time[,] he also acquired the peculiar notion that he was personally responsible for all the property in the furnished palace he was occupying. He raised quite a fuss on two occasions when he noticed [that] articles of furniture had been removed. Upon investigation—for no one else noticed the change—it was learned that the custodian of the property for the French owner had seen fit to do a little rearranging. Coming from the President, whom we all knew so well, these were very funny things, and we could but surmise that something queer was happening in his mind.



One thing is certain: He was never the same after this little spell of sickness.

Wilson had suffered a stroke—not his first. In actuality, his health had been unsteady for years, so fragile that he probably should have retired from Princeton, let alone ever run for governor or president. An 1896 stroke had temporarily hampered his control of his right hand. A 1906 stroke had briefly blinded his left eye and permanently robbed him of everything but its peripheral vision.

His health never fully recovered—and his judgment may have similarly suffered. In 1906, his personal ophthalmologist, Dr. George E. Schweinitz, diagnosed him with arteriosclerosis. From the very beginning of Wilson’s White House tenure, Admiral Grayson had carefully husbanded Wilson’s strength, as if he might wear down, or even collapse, at any moment. Working just three or four hours a day, Wilson enjoyed long automobile rides, golfed, whiled away time at theaters, took it very easy each summer—and rested completely on the Sabbath.

In Paris, Wilson’s peculiarities continued. After lunch on May 1, something was bothering him. In his quarters, he finally informed Admiral Grayson what it was:
I don’t like the way the colors of this furniture fight each other. The greens and the reds are all mixed up here and there is no harmony. Here is a big purple high-backed covered chair, which is like the Purple Cow, strayed off to itself, and it is placed where the light shines on it too brightly. If you will give me a lift, we will move this next to the wall where the light from the window will give it a subdued effect. And here are two chairs, one green and the other red. This will never do. Over in the right-hand corner at our meetings are the British together; in the left-hand corner the Americans; in the middle the French are seated. When we meet every day[,] it would amuse you to see us walk to our respective corners just as if we were school children occupying our regular seats. Now, we will put all the reds over here in the American corner, next to the red sofa; the greens we will put over here for the Britishers; the odds and ends we will put here in the center for the French, and we will harmonize them as much as possible. The other chairs that do not harmonize we will put on the edge where the experts can occupy them when they are called in before the Big Three.





Dr. Grayson recorded that Wilson seemed much more relaxed once the furniture had been moved.

Such incidents subsided, but so did Wilson’s mental vigor, his flexibility, his physical energy. “When he returned [to the negotiations],” recalled Herbert Hoover:
... he was drawn, exhausted, and haggard. He sometimes groped for ideas. His mind constantly strove for previous decisions and precedents in even minor matters. He clung to them.

Prior to that time in all matters with which I had to deal, he was incisive, quick to grasp essentials, unhesitating in conclusions, and most willing to take advice. After the time I mention, ... I found that we had to push against an unwilling mind. And at  times, when I just had to get decisions, our constant resort was to find a “precedent.”





While the president’s staff hunted for precedents, everything on the negotiating table revolved around the League. If France wanted to demilitarize the Rhineland (or even create a separate puppet Rhenish state) or annex the coal-rich Saarland, it held the League over Wilson’s head. When, for domestic political purposes, the president wanted concessions to recognize American prerogatives under the Monroe Doctrine, France and Britain dragged their heels. They had no territorial interests in the Western Hemisphere, but realized that the League was the best bargaining chip they could have.

The Italians somehow never realized that; and because they never threatened to sabotage the League, Wilson held to principle, rejecting Italian demands for Fiume. Wilson even went over Orlando’s head, issuing “An Appeal to the Italian People,” grandly asking their support against their own government. The ploy backfired, transforming Wilson into the most-hated man in Italy. Orlando stalked home in protest. Noticing a week later that he wasn’t missed, he slunk back.

Also slinking out was Colonel House. Edith Wilson confronted House with a newspaper article praising him as “the brains of the commission” and accused him of planting such stories through his son-in-law and secretary, Gordon Auchincloss. It was another plunge downward in the deteriorating House–Wilson relationship. House never again visited Wilson’s Paris quarters.

Lloyd George had second thoughts about the harshness of the peace treaty’s terms, but Clemenceau wouldn’t budge. Wilson listlessly ignored the debate. The Germans couldn’t sabotage his League—they couldn’t even join it until 1926—and were, thus, of no consequence.

Finally, on June 28, 1919, the convening powers solemnly affixed signatures to the 15-part, 214-page, 440-article treaty. Germany expected to negotiate terms, to ameliorate its conditions. It couldn’t. There would be no bargaining. It was a Diktat, take it or else.

Germany forfeited its colonial empire, 10 percent of its population, 13 percent of its territory and economic output, 25 percent of its coal production, 75 percent of its iron-ore production, the great bulk of its army  and navy, and all of its deadly submarine fleet. The Rhineland, to be occupied for fifteen years, would then be permanently demilitarized. France obtained the Saarland’s coal deposits for fifteen years. Article 231—the “war guilt clause”—branded upon Germany the total blame for the Great War. Germany would pay an unknown amount of reparations—a sum fixed in 1921 at $33 billion.

Wilson now had his treaty. He did not necessarily have his League. House urged conciliation with the Senate, which would have to confirm Wilson’s treaty and, thus, his international association of nations. “House,” Wilson lectured, “I have found [that] one can never get anything in this life worthwhile without fighting for it.” House reminded him that Anglo-Saxon civilization had been constructed on compromise.

And so they parted, not agreeing on that or much else anymore.






Chapter 3

[image: 010]

“I SEEM TO HAVE GONE TO PIECES”

Woodrow Wilson returned home.

It was a rough voyage. For half the passage, the George Washington’s passengers were confined to quarters. Influenza broke out, though the Wilsons themselves remained unaffected. Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin Roosevelt and his wife Eleanor were aboard, and while Edith Wilson found them to be “delightful companions,” the Roosevelts found the president off-putting, ignoring invitations to shipboard events, keeping to himself.

Roosevelt hoped to learn about the treaty firsthand from his president. Wilson ignored him for the most part, only occasionally sharing some thoughts. He revealed to FDR that he never read the newspapers, only excerpts from them compiled by Tumulty. He contended that “the United States must go in [the League] or it will break the heart of the world, for she is the only nation that all feel is disinterested and all trust”; but that was mere podium rhetoric. As usual, he refused to discuss substantive matters with anyone outside his tight little circle. Wilson, Eleanor later wrote, “seemed to have very little interest in making himself popular with groups of people whom he touched.” The trip’s most amusing moment came when a troupe of sailors adorned in chorus-girl drag performed for the presidential party, and one rouged dancer boldly chucked Wilson on the chin. Roosevelt never forgot Wilson’s shocked expression.

Just off Cape Ann, on Monday, February 24, fog shrouded the coast. The George Washington and its destroyer escort, the Harding, risked  running aground. Roosevelt, taking the bridge with the George Washington’s captain, drew upon his local yachting experiences and guessed they were off Marblehead. Actually, they were off Thacher Island, near Rockport to the north, but press reports generously contended that FDR was “nearly accurate.” Within an hour, the fog lifted completely, and the ships steamed south to Boston.

The party received a tumultuous, unprecedented welcome, nearly akin to the adulation Wilson had witnessed in Rome and Paris. Shops were closed. A half million flag-waving, cheering souls lined Boston streets. But the atmosphere was edgy, nervous. Sharpshooters manned fishing boats near Commonwealth Pier, where the presidential party arrived aboard the Coast Guard cutter Ossipee. Police searched docks for explosives. They arrested twenty-two members of the National Women’s Party who planned to burn copies of Wilson’s speeches at the Boston Commons. While the president lunched, police noticed a suspicious character nearby. They searched thirty-one-year-old Andrew J. Rogosky of Worcester, found a blackjack and a .32-caliber revolver, and promptly arrested him.

At Mechanics Hall, tenor John McCormack sang for the overflow crowd and Governor Calvin Coolidge twanged a brief presidential introduction, fitting neatly on three notecards. Realizing that more was needed, he turned to Wilson, flashed a rare smiled, and said:
We welcome him as the representative of a great people, as a great statesman, as one to whom we have entrusted our destinies and one whom we are sure we will support in the future in the working out of those destinies, as Massachusetts has supported him in the past.





It was all downhill from there.

By landing in Boston, Wilson had purposely flung a pointed barb at Massachusetts Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, Chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee and the Senate’s de facto majority leader. Colonel House had urged Wilson to present his first exposition of the treaty to members of Lodge’s committee. Instead, acting upon Tumulty’s counsel, he delivered it publicly, in Lodge’s own back yard,  and in belligerent “I-have-fighting-blood-in-me-and-it-is-sometimes-a-delight-to-let-it-have-scope” fashion.

“Any man,” thundered Wilson, “who resists the present tides that run in the world will find himself thrown upon a shore so high and barren that it will seem as if he had been separated from his human kind forever.”

Wilson meant that for Lodge. Lodge meant that for Wilson. Lodge was, in fact, the Republican Wilson—a distinguished academic, a successful politician. Yet there were differences. Wilson had evolved from conservative to progressive, Lodge had moved from good-government independent to party regular. Lodge hated Wilson. In February 1915, Teddy Roosevelt wrote Lodge: “Lord, I am feeling warlike with this administration.” Lodge responded: “I do not wonder that you feel warlike ... I never expected to hate anyone in politics with the hatred I feel toward Wilson.”

His animus merely intensified when Wilson drafted his treaty without consulting him or any other Republican of note. Had Teddy lived, he and Lodge would have attacked the League in tandem. “When Theodore Roosevelt was ill in Roosevelt Hospital,” his sister Corinne recalled, “Senator Lodge wrote, asking if he could see him. ... So Senator Lodge made a night trip to New York and every one of the Lodge reservations ... was arranged in this conference and approved by Theodore Roosevelt.”

Two days after landing in Boston, Wilson (at House’s urging) invited members of the House and Senate Foreign Relations committees to dinner to discuss the treaty. It did not go well. Edith Wilson exacerbated matters by gushing over her husband’s wonderful reception in Boston. Woodrow lectured all. “I feel,” Connecticut Republican Senator Frank Brandegee confessed to the New York Sun, “as if I had been wandering with Alice in Wonderland and had tea with the Mad Hatter. When I awakened this morning[,] I expected the White Rabbit to go to breakfast with me.”

Two days later, Wilson lunched at the White House with members of the Democratic National Committee, hinting that he would not pursue a third term and lambasting League opponents as “blind and little provincial people” with “pygmy minds” who should be “hanged on gibbets as  high as heaven, but pointing in the opposite direction.” His intemperate remarks quickly became public, fueling Lodge and Brandegee’s already raging animosity.

On Monday, March 3, 1919, Lodge checkmated Wilson, announcing a round-robin of thirty-seven Republican senators (two more would shortly join) who pledged to vote against the League in the “form now proposed”—i.e., without formal reservations. Lodge had the votes, and Wilson did not.

“Senator,” Indiana Republican Senator James Watson asked Lodge, “suppose that the President accepts the Treaty with your reservations. Then we are in the League, and once in, our reservations become pure fiction.”

Lodge wasn’t worried. He had seriously studied Wilson. “But, my dear James,” he answered, “you do not take into consideration the hatred that Woodrow Wilson has for me personally. Never under any set of circumstances in this world could he be induced to accept a treaty with Lodge reservations appended to it.”

“But,” Watson retorted, “that seems to me to be a slender thread on which to hang so great a cause.”

“A slender thread!” Lodge exclaimed. “Why, it is as strong as any cable with strands wired and twisted together.”

Even Wilson’s allies questioned his judgment. As the debate accelerated, Franklin Roosevelt wrote Eleanor:
This business of the President and the Secretary of State negotiating and signing a treaty, and then handing it cold to the Senate is all wrong.... If I were doing it, I’d take the Senate, and maybe the House, into my confidence as far as I could. I’d get them committed to a principle and then work out the details in negotiations. In that way the thing could be secured.





On Tuesday evening, March 4, 1919, Wilson delivered an incendiary speech at New York’s Metropolitan Opera House (compounding his gaffes by snubbing a waiting contingent of influential Irish Americans). He sailed for Europe an hour later, eventually signing the Treaty of Versailles on June 28.

When he returned stateside on July 8, it was to a different nation. Public and congressional support for the League, once overwhelming, was dwindling rapidly. Only a sparse throng greeted his arrival in Washington. As he passed by, TR’s daughter, Alice Roosevelt Longworth, crossed her fingers and chanted: “A murrain [plague] on him, a murrain on him, a murrain on him!” Her companion thought they’d both be arrested.

Two days later, Wilson traveled to the Senate to personally present his treaty for ratification, the first time a president had done so since 1789. His speech illustrated his decline, emboldening enemies and disappointing allies. “His audience,” thought Arizona Democrat Henry Fountain Ashurst, “wanted raw meat, he fed them cold turnips.” The Chicago Tribune dismissed his words as mere “blah.”

Still another Wilson stratagem boomeranged on Tuesday, August 19. Having invited members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee for lunch and conversation at the East Room, he stayed in character by lecturing rather than conversing, swaying no one.

Attending was Ohio Republican Warren G. Harding. Despite Wilson’s intellectual reputation and the Senator’s lack of one (Harding even referred to his own “slow mind” in one exchange), Harding held his own.

Contention swirled around Article X of the League Covenant:
The members of the League undertake to respect and preserve as against external aggression the territorial integrity and existing political independence of all Members of the League.





Wilson contended that American obligations under Article X were more moral than legal. Then why, Harding asked, was Article X necessary at all? Why indeed was a League necessary? Would a League sway America’s view of “morality,” bending it “to the prejudices or necessities of the nations of the Old World”? Wilson responded that had America stood morally with the Allies in 1914, Germany would never have started a war—an egregious oversimplification of events.

Wilson had once admitted that though he had trouble speaking oneon-one with anyone, he could convince virtually any crowd, and, indeed, had accomplished that throughout his career—as a teacher, university  president, governor, and president. When he could not spellbind an audience—as he could not at Versailles and with small groups of senators—failure beckoned.

Wilson decided to orate the League of Nations into existence, circumventing opposing senators, embarking on a grand whistle-stop tour designed to directly sway tens of thousands of their constituents. He would avoid the South; he already enjoyed substantial support there. He would avoid the East; even his oratory was no match for that region’s conservative Republicanism. But the middle and far West were up for grabs; and so, on a steamy Wednesday evening, September 3, 1919, he commenced a grueling 22-day, 9,981-mile speaking tour designed to save his League.

He was not up to it. His crusade would have taxed a healthy man, and Wilson was anything but. He had not been well entering the presidency, and he had certainly not been well since his stroke in Paris that April. Admiral Grayson advised against the trip. Other aides suggested building a week’s vacation at the Grand Canyon into the itinerary. Wilson refused: “The people would never forgive me if I took a rest on a trip such as the one I contemplate taking. This is a business trip, pure and simple, and the itinerary must not include rest of any kind.”

Aggravating matters, Wilson had not done his homework. Unprepared for day-after-day, night-after-night stump speaking, aboard his private car he toiled until 11 P.M. each evening refining his thoughts. Not having worked more than three or four hours a day when reasonably healthy, he was now severely overtaxing his limits.

Beyond that, Wilson had no mechanical amplification, no microphones, no loudspeakers, at his disposal. He had to shout out his words, day after day, speech after speech. Finally, on Friday, September 19, at San Diego Stadium, they gave him a newfangled “voice phone” to address the 50,000 enthusiasts crowding the 25,000-seat stadium. It was a crude system, and he had to stand in a glass enclosure, very carefully speaking into two large loudspeaker-like horns suspended overhead. He hated the experience.

But technology was the least of Wilson’s problems. Irish Nationals, incensed by his antipathy to Irish freedom, shadowed him, presenting speakers before and after he hit each town. On Wednesday, September 10,  irreconcilable senators William Borah of Idaho and Hiram Johnson of California initiated an aggressive, well-received counter-tour of their own.

From San Diego, Wilson traveled to Los Angeles—and an awkward meeting. At 1:30 P.M. on Sunday, September 21, Woodrow and Edith took lunch at the city’s Alexandria Hotel. Their guests: Mrs. Mary Peck and her chronically ill adult son, Allen Schoolcraft Hulbert. Both now lived in genteel poverty in Hollywood. Twice, Mary worked as an extra in films, on D. W. Griffith’s The Great Love and Harry Garson’s The Forbidden Woman. Mary claimed not to remember the latter title.

Peck thought Edith “Junoesque.” Edith was less impressed, dismissing the now-fifty-seven-year-old Mary (nine years her senior) as “a faded, sweet-looking woman ... absorbed in an only son.” Secret Service man Colonel Edmund Starling concurred, characterizing Mary as “drab ... how anyone could have cast her in a romantic role was more than I could imagine.”

Mrs. Peck complained of being hounded during the 1916 campaign by a “representative of the Republican Party” to release her correspondence with Wilson. Edith blurted out, regarding the Wilson–Peck rumors, “Where there’s so much smoke, there must be some fire.” It was a very stressful day of rest from the campaign trail.

On Friday, September 12, news arrived from Washington. Former American Peace Commission staff member William C. Bullitt (of the failed peace mission to Russia) had testified before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. He disclosed not only his own disappointments with the treaty, the League, and Woodrow Wilson, but he also alleged that Secretary of State Lansing shared many of his concerns. Wilson was incensed. On Tuesday, September 16, Lansing telegraphed Wilson that Bullitt had resigned. “I told [Bullitt],” Lansing wired Wilson, “that I would say nothing against his resigning since he put it on conscientious grounds, and that I recognized that certain features of the Treaty were bad, as I presumed most everyone did, but that was probably unavoidable in view of conflicting claims and that nothing ought to be done to prevent the speedy restoration of peace by signing the Treaty.”

Certain features of the Treaty were bad?

Lansing’s heresy only compounded Wilson’s fury. “The testimony of Bullitt is a confirmation of the suspicions I have had with reference to  this individual [Lansing],” he exploded to Tumulty. “I found the same attitude of mind ... on the other side. I could find his trail everywhere I went, but they were only suspicions and it would not be fair for me to act upon them. But here in his own statement is a verification at last of everything I have suspected. Think of it! This from a man whom I raised from the level of a subordinate to the great office of Secretary of State of the United States. My God!” Had Wilson not been aboard a train, half a continent from Lansing, he probably would have fired him on the spot.

The Bullitt–Lansing incident only further endangered the president’s already fragile health. Wilson had begun his trip ill. Then, in San Francisco on Wednesday, September 17, his mood fouled by the Lansing–Bullitt episode, his headaches worsened, blinding, dizzying, throbbing. Ray Stannard Baker, Wilson’s press secretary, recorded Edith Wilson’s account of her husband’s ordeal:
The President ... went against the express and urgent advice of his physician.... From the first[,] he had no appetite and could not digest what he did eat because he was under such nervous strain. The Doctor had to feed him liquid and pre-digested foods during the day and night. Soon he could not sleep. The western altitudes affected him: but he would not give up. In Montana the hot dry weather and the dust caused an affection [infection] of the throat & he developed a kind of asthma. The Doctor repeatedly sprayed out his nose and throat: often having to do it in the middle of the night. In Washington he began to have terrible headaches—so blinding, that when he got up to speak he would see double. Yet he would not give in. At several functions in California—one a dinner in which those present smoked inordinately, he suffered frightfully—but made a wonderful speech. He never complained, he never scorned his condition—and he refused the beseeching requests of Dr. Grayson to stop and rest.





Relying on diminishing reserves of energy and will, Wilson soldiered on. After a sluggish beginning, his oratory had peaked in California, where, invigorated by fighting on Hiram Johnson’s home turf, he delivered some of the better speeches of his career. Huge crowds greeted him in  San Francisco. He packed the 12,000-seat Auditorium. Third-term rumors began percolating.

It was all for naught. His personal bravery may have been inspiring, but only those close to him—Edith, Tumulty, Grayson, Colonel Starling—knew about it. The millions reading his words remained largely unimpressed. George Creel termed the trip a “fatal blunder.” Secretary of State Lansing expressed concern about the president’s “undignified expressions about the opposition in the Senate” (in one case, Wilson derided his opponents as “quitters”) and soon came to feel that the whole operation had been counterproductive:
I am sure the performance lost rather than gained support for the Treaty. It came to me from various sources that the public began to consider that the objections had some merit[,] otherwise the President would not have taken so much trouble to answer them. Prior to his western trip[,] the public were disposed to brush the objections aside on the supposition that they were only put forward to discredit the President rather than the Treaty. Thus, the President’s speeches, while they may have won over a few, lost, in my opinion, a great deal of public support, especially as the whole proceeding took on the character of a party issue.





There was some good news. On Thursday, September 25, Arizona Senator Henry Ashurst, leader of a group of eight Democratic reservationists, wired Wilson, pledging support. Similar messages arrived from Senators Robinson of Arkansas and Simmons and Overman of North Carolina. Perhaps, thought Wilson, the tide was finally turning.

That morning, he reached Denver. Seventy-year-old former governor Alva Adams introduced him to the crowd of fifteen thousand as “a twentieth century Paul ... the greatest prophet of peace.” In late afternoon, at Pueblo’s new City Hall Auditorium, his audience included six thousand striking steel miners. Adams again likened him to the Apostle Paul, adding that Paul had “shattered the heathen idols of ancient Rome.”

At Pueblo, Wilson summoned what strength remained in his worn body, allowing for no compromise, no olive branch toward opponents: 
I find ... that there is an organized propaganda against the League of Nations ... proceeding from exactly the same sources that the organized propaganda proceeded from which threatened this country here and there with disloyalty, and I want to say—I cannot say too often—any man who carries a hyphen about with him carries a dagger that he is ready to plunge into the vitals of this Republic whenever he gets ready. If I can catch any man with a hyphen in this great contest I will know that I have got an enemy of the Republic....

There is no middle course. You cannot go in on a special-privilege basis of your own[,] ... exempted from responsibilities which the other members of the league will carry. We go in upon equal terms or we do not go in at all; and if we do not go in, my fellow citizens, think of the tragedy of that result—the only sufficient guaranty to the peace of the world withheld! Ourselves drawn apart with that dangerous pride which means that we shall be ready to take care of ourselves and that means that we shall maintain great standing armies and an irresistible navy. It always seems to make it difficult for me to say anything, my fellow citizens, when I think of my clients in this case. My clients are the children. My clients are the next generation. They do not know what promises and bonds I undertook when I ordered the armies of the United States to the soil of France, but I know and I intend to redress my pledges to the children; they shall not be sent upon a similar errand.

There is one thing that the American people always rise to and extend their hand to, and that is the truth of justice and of liberty and of peace. We have accepted that truth and we are going to be led by it, and it is going to lead us, and through us the world, out into pastures of quietness and peace such as the world never dreamed of before.





Then as Wilson continued in Pueblo, uttering the words “Germany must never again he allowed ...,” he faltered. The words simply did not come. It wasn’t his voice; it was his brain. His finely tuned mind was failing him. He started again: “A lesson must be taught to Germany.” Again, he stumbled. And then again.

Colonel Starling shuddered at the sight:
I stood close behind him, afraid he might collapse at any moment. Much of his speech was mumbled; he mouthed certain words as if he had never spoken them before. There were long pauses. He had difficulty following the trend of his thought. It was a travesty of his usual brilliant delivery and fine logic. His voice was weak, and every phrase was an effort for his whole body. Once he wept. We left at five o’clock, bound for Wichita. In the cool of the evening[,] the train stopped, and I was called to go with him and Mrs. Wilson for a walk. Doctor Grayson thought the exercise in the open country would do him good.

I followed the two down a dusty country road, until they reached a wooden bridge over a stream. There they paused, staring at the water. Then they returned, the President walking slowly, lifting his feet that were once so light, as if they were weighted and shackled.

Back on the train[,] I crawled into my bunk and slept until early next morning. In the corridor I met [Wilson’s black servant Arthur] Brooks. He told me that during the night the President had suffered what appeared to be a stroke. He was in a state of collapse.

“It’s all over now,” the faithful valet said gloomily.





Wilson begged to continue. He didn’t want to be branded a “quitter.” His body overruled him. His five remaining speeches were canceled. Grayson informed reporters that the president was suffering from “nervous exhaustion,” which was “not alarming”—as if a president suffering from “nervous exhaustion” was not “alarming.” Wilson’s private car, blinds drawn to shut out a curious world, raced toward Washington. “I seem to have gone to pieces,” Wilson told Grayson. But the worst was yet to come.

Secluded at the White House, he rested and hoped for the best. He had always recovered; he might do so once more. On Monday night, October 1, he went to bed, but there was no rest for his worried wife. “I had been sleeping fitfully,” Edith would write:


... getting up every hour or so to see how my husband was. It was so on this night. At five or six in the morning[,] I found him still sleeping normally, as it appeared. Relieved, I dozed off again until after eight. This time I found him sitting on the side of the bed trying to reach a water bottle. As I handed it to him[,] I noticed that his left hand hung loosely. “I have no feeling in that hand,” he said. “Will you rub it? But first help me to the bathroom.”

He moved with great difficulty, and every move brought spasms of pain; but with my help he gained the bathroom. This so alarmed me that I asked if I could leave him long enough to telephone the Doctor. He said yes, and hurrying into my room I reached Dr. Grayson at his home. While at the ’phone[,] I heard a slight noise, and[,] rushing into my husband’s apartment, found him on the bathroom floor unconscious.



He had suffered a massive stroke, falling against the bathtub, cutting his nose and temple. Worse, he had forfeited control of his left side and much of the remaining sight in his left eye. “My God,” cried Admiral Grayson, “the president is paralyzed!”

Grayson summoned a team of prominent specialists. At 10 P.M., he issued a bulletin, admitting that his patient was a “very sick man.”

But the time for truth passed quickly. Soon Grayson was issuing only encouraging statements, downplaying the gravity of the situation.

Secretary of State Lansing reminded Joe Tumulty that the Constitution provided for such a situation: “In case of the removal of the President from office, or his death, resignation, or inability to discharge the powers and duties of the said office, the same shall devolve upon the Vice-President.” Lansing’s suggestion outraged the fearsomely loyal Tumulty. He and Grayson refused to certify the president as incapacitated. Also uncooperative was Vice President Marshall, who feared both Edith Wilson and the very thought of assuming presidential powers. He would do nothing during the entire crisis.

While Wilson lay abed and Marshall hid under his, others maneuvered.

On Tuesday, October 28, 1919, Henry Cabot Lodge received a visitor. Colonel House had dispatched Lieutenant Colonel Stephen Bonsal to Lodge’s Washington home. Bonsal, a noted journalist who had attended  St. Paul’s School with Lodge’s late son-in-law, Representative Augustus Peabody Gardiner, had served as House and Wilson’s interpreter at Versailles. Bonsal and Lodge examined the League Covenant. Lodge penciled in necessary changes. They amounted to barely fifty words. Bonsal, amazed at their reasonableness (particularly compared to Lodge’s previous statements), phoned House, who instructed Bonsal to send the changes to Wilson. Neither House nor Bonsal received the courtesy of a reply. Lodge dug in his heels.

Of course, Wilson may not have been able to reply. As White House Chief Usher Ike Hoover noted:
For at least a month or more[,] not one word, I believe, was mentioned to him about the business of the office[,] and he was so sick [that] he did not take the initiative to inquire. No secretary, no official, no stenographer, no one with business had even seen him. He was lifted out of bed and placed in a comfortable chair for a short while each day. He gradually seemed to get used to his helpless condition. At times Mrs. Wilson would read to him. Finally, when it could no longer be delayed, some matters of importance requiring his signature were read to him and with a pencil, his hand steadied and pointed, he would sign where the hand had been placed. I saw many of these signatures[,] and they were but mere scribbles compared to his normal signature. Even this mechanical process seemed to exhaust him.





Lansing remained alarmed. “If he has only progressed thus far toward recovery during the last month,” he observed on Saturday, November 1, 1919, “I cannot see how he can really conduct the Government for months to come.”

One need not have possessed any inside knowledge to realize that; reading the papers would have done. “I saw a snapshot photograph of him the night he landed in Washington ...,” Warren Harding wrote to his wife’s physician; “it was about the most pathetic picture I have ever seen. He really looked like a perfectly helpless imbecile.”

In late September 1919, with Wilson still in the West, a new British Ambassador, Sir Edward Grey, had arrived in Washington. When Wilson  returned, he was, of course, incapable of receiving visitors. But even when he was, Edith refused to allow Grey entrance unless he dismissed embassy attaché Major Charles Crauford-Stuart, guilty of having circulated the “fell out of bed” version of Woodrow’s marriage proposal. Crauford-Stuart had also gossiped that Edith had accompanied her husband to Paris simply to obtain the social status she, the jeweler’s widow, had never quite attained in Washington. Grey wouldn’t dismiss Crauford-Stuart, and when Eleanor and Franklin Roosevelt entertained Grey, they, too, earned places on Edith’s growing blacklist. Spurning Grey, however, was a major blunder. Dispatched to Washington—on Colonel House’s urgings—to help ratify the League, he could not move Wilson toward compromise if he could not even see him. That December, the frustrated Grey returned to London, the first British ambassador not to be received by a U.S. president.

On Thursday, November 6, 1919, the Foreign Relations Committee approved fourteen reservations proposed by Senator Lodge. They centered on Article X, which, Lodge contended, committed the United States to employ economic or military force to maintain the security and, indeed, the very boundaries of member nations. Was America obliged to fight over Trieste, the Aegean Islands, Shantung Province, or over a hundred other flashpoints? Or to maintain British imperial control of India or—God forbid, to a large chunk of the Massachusetts electorate—of Ireland?

Lodge thus proposed: “The United States assumes no obligation to preserve the territorial integrity of any other country or to interfere in controversies between nations ... or to employ the military or naval forces of the United States ... unless in any particular case the Congress shall by act or joint resolution so provide.”

To Wilson, this was a “knife thrust at the heart of the treaty.” The debate was about far more than what reasonable men could reasonably disagree on: It was about Woodrow Wilson having his way.

Senate Democratic Leader Gilbert Hitchcock of Nebraska had his own doubts about the League, and Wilson had his doubts about Hitchcock (he had undercut him for years), but now Hitchcock gingerly sought to salvage Wilson’s dream. On November 13, 1919, he proposed five relatively harmless alternatives to Lodge’s reservations. Lodge’s Foreign Relations Committee rejected each one.

On Monday, November 17, 1919, Hitchcock and Wilson conferred, their first meeting since the stroke. Wilson was much improved but still pitiably weak. “As he lay in bed,” Hitchcock remembered, “slightly propped up by pillows with the useless left arm concealed beneath the covers[,] I beheld an emaciated old man with a thin white beard which had been permitted to grow.”

He was, nonetheless, feisty and combative, comparing Lodge’s reservations to John C. Calhoun’s antebellum doctrine of nullification. “I could not stand for those changes for a moment,” he fumed, “because it would humiliate the United States before all of the Allied countries.... The United States would suffer the contempt of the world.”

Wilson reserved his contempt for any senator daring to oppose his League. “I want the vote of each, Republican and Democrat, recorded,” he ordered, “because they will have to answer to the country.... They must answer to the people. I am a sick man, lying in this bed, but I am going to debate this issue with these gentlemen in their respective states whenever they come up for re-election if I have breath enough in my body to carry on the fight. I shall do this even if I have to give my life to it. And I will get their political scalps when the truth is known to the people. They have got to account to their constituents for their actions in this matter. I have no doubt as to what the verdict of the people will be when they know the facts. Mind you, Senator, I have no hostility towards these gentlemen but an utter contempt.”

On Tuesday, November 18, 1919, Wilson wrote to Hitchcock’s fellow Senate Democrats, urging defeat of the Lodge reservations. That day, the cabinet met—without Wilson. Instead, he had been wheeled out to the White House lawn. There he sat, absorbing the afternoon sun.

The next day, Wednesday, November 19, 1919, the full Senate voted. By a solid 39–55 vote (35 Republicans and 4 Democrats voted aye; 13 Republicans and 42 Democrats nay), it rejected the treaty as amended by Lodge’s reservations. By a 38–53 vote (1 Republican and 37 Democrats aye; 46 Republicans and 7 Democrats nay), it rejected the original treaty. Wilson had defeated Lodge’s reservations. He had also defeated his own treaty.

The opposition celebrated at an informal gathering at Nick and Alice Longworth’s Massachusetts Avenue home. Irreconcilables like Frank  Brandegee, James A. Reed, William E. Borah, George Moses, and Medill McCormick mingled with reservationists like Lodge, Harding, James Wadsworth, Thomas P. Gore, and Joseph Frelinghuysen. Florence Harding, Alice remembered, “cooked the eggs.”

“We were jubilant,” said Alice, “—too elated to mind the reservationists—now that it was over, they seemed quite as happy as we were.”

On November 24, 1919, Colonel House had former Attorney General Gregory hand-carry a message to Wilson. He advised acquiescing in the reservations and then allowing the Allies to determine if they were acceptable. Wilson never responded, acknowledged receipt, or saw House again. House never again offered him advice.

Having slain Wilson’s League, Congress now focused on Wilson himself, pondering if the sick, grizzled old man on the White House lawn actually ran the country—or had any hope of doing so. “We have petticoat Government!” New Mexico Senator Albert B. Fall exclaimed, “Mrs. Wilson is President!”

Fall had articulated what many senators thought. Edith Wilson virtually ran the country, controlling access to her debilitated husband, filtering information to him, hiding his condition from the public. To ascertain the truth, on Friday, December 5, 1919, Fall and Senator Hitchcock visited the White House, staying for forty-five minutes. Wilson, in bed and wearing a brown sweater, shook hands with both men, showing that his right arm was not paralyzed as rumored. It was as fine a day as Wilson would enjoy for months. “His color was good,” Fall observed. “He was clean-shaven. I understand he now shaves himself. He seemed to me to be in excellent trim, both mentally and physically.”

“Well, Mr. President,” Fall supposedly told Wilson, “we have all been praying for you.”

“Which way, Senator?” Wilson retorted acerbically.

Wilson had passed the test. He would remain in office—sick, ineffectual, bitter, but he would remain in office.

His staff loyally continued to bolster his spirits. Taking him for rides, they organized little knots of people to stand and cheer on his return. Wilson’s eyes filled with tears. “You see,” he murmured, “they still love me.”

The Socialist New York Call saw it differently. In March 1920, with perhaps more accuracy than sympathy, it recorded this morbid little scene: 
No sign of applause or greeting came from the citizens, who gazed with frightened eyes upon the haggard, yellow countenance of the Chief Executive of the Nation. The President sat low among the cushions of his car. Suffering carried to the verge of dull apathy shone through the dry, drawn skin of his face. He did not smile. His car rolled through the iron gate, and the people drew deep breaths of pained astonishment when it had passed.





Wilson remained “irascible.” His thought processes remained disordered. Though his car traveled at only fifteen to twenty miles per hour, he was convinced that anyone passing him was speeding, and he ordered Secret Service agents to arrest “speeders” and “bring them back for questioning.” They concocted reasons why they couldn’t, invariably arguing that the offending vehicles were going far too fast to apprehend. Eventually, Wilson, again quite seriously, decided that “he wanted to be a justice of the peace so that he could arrest these drivers and try their cases.” He wrote Attorney General Palmer requesting an opinion.

In 1916 Wilson had threatened to resign before the end of his term if rejected by the voters. He now trotted out a similar stratagem. After having Postmaster General Albert S. Burleson list the Senate’s thirty-five most anti-League senators, Wilson drafted this message for delivery at the Democrats’ January 8, 1920, Jackson Day Dinner: “I challenge the following named gentlemen, members of the Senate of the United States, to resign their seats in that body and take immediate steps to seek re-election to it on the basis of their several records with regards to the ratification of the treaty. For myself, I promise if all of them or a majority of them are re-elected, I [and Vice-President Marshall] will resign. ...” It took great difficulty to prevent him from sending it.

What he finally did send was nearly as inflammatory, a repetition of his disastrous 1918 election strategy, excoriating the Republicans. “The clear and single way out,” he wrote, “is to submit it for determination at the next election to the voters of the nation, to give the next election the form of a great and solemn referendum.”

William Jennings Bryan did speak that night, and his long-standing resentment shredded the president’s leadership. “Our nation,” Bryan chided, “has spent a hundred thousand precious lives and more than  twenty billion dollars to make the world safe for democracy, and the one fundamental principle of democracy is the right of the majority to rule. It applies to the Senate and to the House as well as to the people. A majority of Congress can declare war. Shall we make it more difficult to conclude a treaty than to enter war?”

Wilson’s disgruntled former Secretary of State had “thrust his knife home,” observed the Baltimore News, “and turned it round in the heart of the single great issue on which Mr. Wilson sought to prove the control of his party.”

Wilson physically regressed, in late January contracting severe influenza. Admiral Grayson now finally dared to recommend that he quit. Wilson nearly did go “before the Senate in a wheeled chair for the purpose of resigning.” Edith Wilson talked him out of it.

Had Wilson resigned, he might have saved the treaty. At any rate, other parties made valiant efforts. On Tuesday, January 27, 1920, Senator Hitchcock submitted his own version of an Article X reservation. Republicans rejected it.

On Sunday, February 1, 1920, England and France declared that they would accept the Lodge reservations. When the French ambassador so informed Wilson, he spat back: “No, Ambassador. I shall consent to nothing. The Senate must take its medicine.” On February 9, the Senate, nonetheless, voted to reconsider the treaty and to refer it back to committee.

While Wilson fitfully recuperated (or, rather, failed to recuperate), Secretary of State Lansing, with Tumulty and Grayson’s concurrence, had summoned the cabinet twenty-five times. At least twice, Lansing informed Wilson of his actions. However, on Saturday, February 7, Wilson wrote to Lansing, suddenly expressing shock that cabinet meetings were being called in his absence, citing “constitutional” issues. His tone was petulant and hostile. Even Edith Wilson found her husband’s actions impossible to defend (“the letter as written made him look small”). Wilson laughed and wouldn’t be swayed. On Thursday, February 12, Lansing, angered by Wilson’s “brutal and offensive” message, resigned. The public sympathized with the Secretary of State. Some questioned Wilson’s sanity. Some questioned his judgment in appointing a New York attorney with no foreign-policy experience, Bainbridge Colby,  as Lansing’s replacement. Even Admiral Grayson thought Colby’s appointment odd at best.

The White House attempted damage control. On Tuesday, February 10, Dr. Hugh H. Young of Johns Hopkins, one of the president’s physicians, announced that Wilson was:
... organically sound, able-minded and able-bodied.... The President walks sturdily now without assistance and without fatigue. And he uses the still slightly impaired arm more and more every day. As to his mental vigor, it is simply prodigious. Indeed, I think in many ways the President is in better shape than before the illness came.





The treaty, with the fifteen Lodge reservations attached, returned to the Senate floor on Friday, March 19, 1920. Wilson ordered Senate Democrats to vote no. Defeated 49–35, it was finally, irretrievably dead. “We can always depend on Mr. Wilson,” Frank Brandegee congratulated Lodge. “He never has failed us.”






Chapter 4

[image: 011]

“HE IS THE ONLY CANDIDATE”

Theodore Roosevelt would have relished Woodrow Wilson’s defeat, for if Woodrow Wilson was “a good hater,” so was TR, and the man Colonel Roosevelt hated most of anyone was Professor Wilson.

Teddy Roosevelt. Energetic. Brilliant. Opinionated. Charismatic. Fearless. Independent. Intellectual. Heroic. Enthusiastic. Or, as one British observer once phrased it, more in truth than delicacy, “You must always remember that the president is about six.”

Americans had never known an ex-president like Teddy.

Former chief executives tended to fade into the woodwork. Occasionally, one might return to Congress like John Quincy Adams or Andrew Johnson, make an abortive comeback like Millard Fillmore, or even actually return to the White House like Grover Cleveland; but no ex-president had ever dominated the country, dominated the world, like TR.


Ex-president Theodore Roosevelt wrote books, gave lectures, explored Africa and the Amazon—and now traversed the hardest, most treacherous route of all: the one back to the White House.

Theodore the boy hadn’t started out dominating anything. Weak, myopic, and asthmatic, he transformed himself by work and will. By the time this scion of a patrician old Dutch New York family entered Harvard in 1876, he was an exponent of “the strenuous life,” a creed trumpeting public service, and a spirited, frenzied physical and mental toughness.

At age twenty-three, in 1881, he won election from Manhattan’s “Silk Stocking” 21st District to the State Assembly. He was a reformer,  supporting clean government and slum clearance and making a name for himself doing it. Within three years—and just twenty-six—he became Assembly Minority Leader. On Valentine’s Day 1884, tragedy struck. His twenty-two-year-old wife Alice died of Bright’s disease, just two days after giving birth to their daughter Alice (causing TR to never actually be able to bear hearing the name “Alice”). Just hours previously, TR’s mother had died of typhoid fever. “The light,” he confided to his diary, “has gone out of my life.”

Roosevelt abandoned politics, abandoned Manhattan, fleeing to his working ranch in North Dakota. He was a frontiersman, albeit one whose Bowie knife came from Tiffany’s and who startled ranch hands with the command “Hasten forward quickly there.” Roosevelt rode the range, fought saloon brawls, shot a grizzly bear, captured outlaws, learned the ways of people not of his own social class, and, above all, healed his broken heart.

He published a book about his experiences (not his first—that was in law school) and returned to politics. In 1886, he ran for mayor of New York and lost. A month later, he married again, a childhood friend, twenty-five-year-old Edith Kermit Carow, in London. Ten months later, son Theodore Jr. was born.

Theodore Roosevelt never believed in wasting time.

He wrote prolifically and well, and served as a U.S. Civil Service Commissioner, resigning in 1895 to become New York City Police Commissioner, where he continued his reforming ways, disciplining and toughening a force not always New York’s finest.

Appointed Assistant Secretary of the Navy by William McKinley, he labored to modernize the fleet. When war with Spain arrived in April 1898, Roosevelt leaped to enlist, raising a regiment of “Rough Riders” composed of his former North Dakota ranch hands, various other flotsam and jetsam from the rapidly disappearing American frontier, and Easterners of his own elevated social class. His pace, previously frenetic, was now cyclonic. He stormed San Juan Hill in July 1898 and captured not only a Spanish battlement but the public imagination. That November, he ran for governor. New York’s Republican boss, the wily Tom Platt, wasn’t crazy about having a reformer of TR’s stripe in the executive mansion, but he was less enamored of having a Democrat there. Boss Platt needed a winner, and TR won.

Platt’s fears proved warranted. Roosevelt wouldn’t be bossed, wouldn’t be bought. In November 1899, Vice President Garret Hobart died, and Platt shoved Roosevelt into the vacancy in the 1900 election—and far from Albany. Not everyone approved. Ohio Senator Mark Hanna had engineered McKinley’s ascent to the presidency, but he couldn’t derail Platt’s machinations. “Don’t any of you realize,” he shouted, “that there’s only one life between that madman and the White House?”

In the vice-presidency, even TR might have faded into inertia and oblivion. But as the hand of death made him vice-president, it now made him president. In September 1901, twenty-eight-year-old immigrant anarchist Leon Czolgosz shot McKinley as he was touring Buffalo’s Pan-American Exposition. “Now,” Mark Hanna cursed, “that damn cowboy is president.”

He was right to curse. Teddy Roosevelt would soon overturn the staid conservatism that McKinley and Hanna had represented. Roosevelt battled for railroad regulation, and for pure food and drug acts; forcibly acquired the land for the Panama Canal (from what he termed “a bunch of dagoes” in Colombia); sent the Great White Fleet to circle the globe; won the Nobel Peace Prize for ending the Russo–Japanese War; arbitrated international disputes in Morocco and Venezuela; designated 150 national forests and eighteen national monuments; and, for good measure, reduced the national debt by over $90 million.

Hanna and party conservatives—and they were still powerful—conspired to deny Roosevelt the nomination in 1904; and, as party conventions and not primaries controlled the great majority of delegates, they might well have given TR a tussle. But once again fate intervened: in February 1904, Mark Hanna died of typhoid. And amazingly, that same month, the Democrats’ potentially strongest challenger, financier and former Navy Secretary William C. Whitney, died of appendicitis. Roosevelt won a second term in a walk.

Teddy departed on his own steam in 1908. Still only fifty, he handpicked an heir, his fifty-one-year-old Secretary of War, William Howard Taft, threatening his remaining adversaries in the party: “They’ll take Taft or they’ll get me.”

Taft was a good man, but no Roosevelt. He wasn’t even close. Conservative, self-effacing, judicial in temperament (he wanted to be Chief  Justice of the Supreme Court; his ambitious and demanding wife Helen demanded he be president)—and cartoonishly overweight—that was Big Bill Taft. Taft, who during his presidency weighed three hundred pounds, once reported back from the Philippines, where he was then Governor-General: “Stood trip well. Rode horseback twenty-five miles.”

Secretary of War Elihu Root wired back: “How is the horse?”

Not surprisingly, Roosevelt tired of his idea of Taft as his replacement—actually, of the idea of anyone as his replacement—almost faster than the above-referenced equine must have wearied of Taft. On March 2, 1909—two days before Taft’s inaugural—Collier’s Weekly correspondent Mark Sullivan asked TR, “How do you really think Taft will make out?”

“He’s all right. He means well and he’ll do his best,” TR grudgingly admitted, and then stuck the knife in. “But he’s weak.”

Egos aside, policy divided the two men—personnel, the tariff, anti-trust strategy, and conservation. Despite the fact that Taft, in little more than half the time, had initiated eighty anti-trust actions to Roosevelt’s twenty-five and dedicated more land to conservation than had TR, party progressives rebelled against Taft.

Initially, TR remained uncharacteristically circumspect. Old personal feelings played a part. Calculation might have, too. If TR waited, he might return to the presidency in 1916. But if Roosevelt didn’t challenge Taft, Wisconsin Senator Robert La Follette might. “Fighting Bob” had long enjoyed a reputation as, perhaps, the nation’s orneriest progressive, first as a governor, then in the Senate. He announced a challenge to Taft in June 1911, assuming TR’s support. He didn’t have it; and when he suffered a mental breakdown delivering a speech in Philadelphia in February 1912, the die was cast: La Follette was out. Roosevelt would run.
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