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This book is dedicated to my son Dexter and my daughter Kelly, beloved of their father.




	History asks:

	“Did the man have integrity?”




	 

	“Did the man have unselfishness?”




	 

	“Did the man have courage?”




	 

	“Did the man have consistency?”





And if the individual under the scrutiny of the historical microscope measured up to an affirmative answer to these questions, then history has set him down as great indeed in the pages of all the years to come.




INTRODUCTION



I was a journalist before I became an author, and all my books tend to reflect the journalistic impulse to discovery. That is, I tend to avoid the beaten path, and choose instead subjects who have been overlooked. That is a rare circumstance for a person who reaches so high an office as the presidency of the United States, but that was the case with Herbert Hoover.

That is not because Hoover’s presidency was insignificant. He led the country in the teeth of the most dire economic crisis in American history, a trauma that, in cause and result, might well be considered the labor pains attendant to the birth of the modern era. At the same time, all of the civilized world was wrestling with the allure and the dangers presented by the isms of the left and the right—communism, fascism, and every stripe of the spectrum in between. In this titanic struggle, Hoover found the resolve to stay off the shoals and steer by his own lights.

Still Hoover remains very much unknown to most Americans. When he is recalled at all, it is in defeat and in caricature—the clay-footed conservative who preached the old dogmas of laissez-faire while the false idols of capital came crashing down; handmaiden to the elite, scourge of the huddled masses.

Hoover himself must take some responsibility for this thin and misleading depiction, by dint of his stinting approach to public life. He disliked speeches, made few public appearances, and never formed that bond to the American people that has been the foundation for every successful presidency. More than that, Hoover’s successor in office was the twentieth century’s most important president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Inevitably, Hoover was overshadowed, his travails ignored, and his moments of success forgotten. In the version of the story written by the winners, Hoover played the foil, the stooge to the princely Squire of Hyde Park.

Certainly Roosevelt joined in this concerted effort to paint Hoover in the most unflattering tones. In the years after he first trounced Hoover, FDR used him repeatedly as the straw man to knock down again. “Back in 1932” became a campaign refrain; nor did Roosevelt confine his hostility to elections. When Democratic chieftain Bernard Baruch proposed drafting Hoover to help organize domestic production during World War II, Roosevelt dismissed the notion. “I’m not Jesus Christ,” the president told Baruch. “I’m not going to raise him from the dead.”

And so Hoover remained buried, condemned as a relic of the past by a forward-looking nation. He was a convenient touchstone, a benchmark by which a new generation could measure its politics and its progress, how far they had come and how much they had changed.

But that time, too, has now passed by, or at least arrived at an uncertain maturity. The confidence of the postwar era, the bland acceptance of government intervention and large-scale public spending, has been replaced by ambivalence, with doubts about the efficacy of government and perplexity over mountainous debt. With America and Europe bound together in protracted economic stagnation, the idea of some alternative strategy takes on a new urgency. With so many predictions turned sour, denizens of this modern moment might want to look back.

This book is not an effort to resurrect Hoover as a forgotten hero ready for a new turn in the sun. His was a failed presidency, and not just because of fate, or poor timing. But I do hope in this work to fill in gaps papered over by homilies and assumptions that are now wearing thin. Not all that’s been discarded in the headlong rush to the future has been trash; not all that we have acquired along the way has been gold.



The passage of time has wrought another, inevitable effect that makes this book unique, and I hope useful. Until now, every portrait of Hoover has necessarily been colored by the passions and polemics of the era. His biographers were all partisans—committed either to his defense, or, more common, to showing his error, and thus burnishing the reputation and legend of Franklin Roosevelt.

That is not the case here. This is the first portrait of Hoover’s presidency to be drawn at a remove, from published documents and oral histories that can be weighed in the scales of time and experience rather than partisan political belief.

Consider, for instance, the question of who started the Depression, and where it began. For those who lived through those difficult years this was a defining issue, freighted with the burden of blame. In the instant, Hoover insisted that the roots lay abroad, that the economic dislocation of the 1930s began with the Great War and the peace settlement struck at Versailles. To the opposition, it was just as obvious that the Depression was homegrown, the product of Republican policies that were implemented in large part by Hoover himself.

Both sides played this game. It seems apparent that Hoover’s insistence on locating the onset of the Depression in Europe was at least in part defensive, and it is equally clear that those who blamed the Republicans—who dominated the boom years but were reviled thereafter—sought to score political points.

In the decades since, studies by a generation of economists reached a rough consensus that the Depression was a global phenomenon rooted at Versailles and exacerbated by the efforts of all the Western democracies to resurrect the prewar gold standard. This rendering certainly does not exonerate Hoover—his great error was to fight to the last in defense of gold. But nor does it condemn him the way the New Deal intellectuals would have it. In fact, adherence to the gold standard was one of the few policies to enjoy a real consensus at the time; even those who abandoned gold did so only reluctantly, and only because they saw no way to hold on. Hoover was wrong, but he was not stupid, and he was certainly not the hidebound dullard of popular myth.

Hoover is certainly not obscure. His name pops up frequently, albeit usually as the prototype of a failed president, or leading the pack in a worst-president contest. But the actual Hoover, once hailed as the exemplar of the Progressive era, elected in a landslide, embodiment of the ideal of the nonpolitician elevated to high office—that Hoover has been lost to the modern era.



I knew little of Hoover when I began this project. My previous books dealt with the nation’s founding era, and with postwar crime and politics—for me the Great Depression was a blank, memorialized solely in my grandmother’s pronouncements about thrift and toil. I began with just one assumption—that there was more to Hoover’s story than the historical caricature marked out above.

At first pass I learned the broad outlines of Hoover’s official portrait—the well-meaning Quaker overwhelmed by historical circumstance, the economic conservative who stood by as the ship of state foundered. Eminent historians vied for the most eloquent condemnation of his tenure; summarizing the consensus version, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., dean of the New Deal interpreters, wrote that Hoover “was portrayed as the embodiment of the illusions and complacencies of the New Era, a cold, self-righteous president who misconceived the problems of his age and determinedly sacrificed human beings on the altar of dogma.” It was a resounding and conclusive verdict.

But as I delved into the books and plumbed contemporary sources to follow the course of his presidency a new Hoover emerged, a character and an executive who contradicts the historical Hoover in two fundamental ways. First, Hoover was not the mild Quaker soul that his friends liked to portray, simply unfortunate to have entered the White House at such an unpropitious moment.

That was a whitewash, the product of the more common arts of hagiography, and of a kind of journalistic decorum no longer practiced today. Hoover was a kindly enough man in person and to his friends, but in the capacity of his office he was surly, easily frustrated, and sometimes vindictive. He regarded enemies and often his friends with suspicion, allowed few to get close to him, and proved inconstant in his alliances. A look inside his White House sanctum found him seething with anger; his advisors counseled that he use fear as a weapon and Hoover embraced it, winning some legislative battles but losing the war for hearts and minds.

The presidency was the first elected office Hoover ever held, and it showed. His status as a political novice served him well in his race against New York governor Al Smith, who was the quintessential politician of the time, a garrulous backslapper who embodied the spirit and the pluck of Gotham’s tenements. But in office Hoover’s nature betrayed him. Through a curious combination of arrogance and personal pique he managed to turn much of his own party against him, and within a year, well before the Depression had fully revealed itself, Hoover had shown himself to be hapless and inept as president.



When the Depression arrived, then, Hoover was already feuding with Congress and with the press. He retained the nominal powers of his office, but not the sinews of popular and political support. The traditional first-blush honeymoon of his presidential term had already been squandered.

This set the stage for the second principal surprise of my research. That was that, contrary to so much written at the time and after, Hoover made an active and energetic response to the economic tsunami that hit the nation. No other officer in his administration was so quick to recognize the implications for employment when the stock market crashed in October, and none was more creative in fashioning a response.

That is not to say Hoover was right in the particulars of his program. And he was hamstrung in his policies by his distinctly antidemocratic tendencies, his penchant for secrecy, and his fearful, even paranoid view of those who might disagree with him. But Hoover was not the complacent, clueless stooge of the moneyed classes that his critics derided then and for a generation after.

More than that, Hoover was right about some of the most critical questions posed by the historic breakdown in the global economy. The first was the most fundamental—was this crisis a death blow to the whole idea of capitalism? Was the economic system that had raised up Western civilization, and which had reached its fullest flower in America, was that system doomed?

For peoples and nations around the globe the answer was yes. The crisis brought on a wave of revolution, and the advent of socialist and fascist alternatives to liberal capitalist democracy. Many Americans reached the same conclusion, and calls for a new order built around a central economic directorate arose from the left and the right. But in the White House Hoover never wavered, rejecting the idea of a planned economy as inimical to personal liberty and insisting that individual initiative remained the mainspring of economic progress. The passing decades have confirmed Hoover’s instinct in the most graphic terms.

Beyond the watershed question of capitalism per se, Hoover made the further judgment that the primary systemic malfunction exposed by the Depression was the collapse of credit. Here again his powers of perception surpassed those of most contemporary observers in or out of government. And while he proved unable to surmount the breakdown brought on by the credit crunch—it is fair to say that, given the scale of the calamity, no single prescription could have overcome it—he did mobilize a creative, even daring institutional response.

That response was creation of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, a multibillion-dollar agency established to thaw frozen assets and open channels of credit by supporting banks and other private institutions with public funds. It was a step that violated Hoover’s closely held proscription against government action in the marketplace, and it engendered stiff opposition in Congress. But Hoover recognized the need and pushed it through.

The RFC stood for decades after as a historical anomaly, a curio from the early days of the Depression, until American policymakers faced a similar crisis in 2008. Then, with the global financial system on the verge of another massive seizure, Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama instituted the Troubled Asset Relief Program, a latter-day reprise of Hoover’s RFC. Economists and politicians still debate whether TARP was the appropriate policy, but it should at least earn Hoover a reprieve from the early verdict that he failed to grasp the significance of the Depression, or to formulate a response.

There are other aspects of the Hoover presidency that have been lost to American political discourse by his historical eclipse, elements less critical to Hoover’s reputation and legacy but still quite relevant to questions of policy and governance. Hoover was, for example, perhaps the greatest pacifist ever to occupy the White House, and his record of amity to the international community, and hostility to the arms industry at home, could stand as a beacon to later generations frustrated with the seemingly inexorable rise and application of American arms.

Similarly, Hoover carved out a subtle and useful thesis on the role of government as a facilitator but not a director in the capitalist system. His guiding principle was “cooperation,” a mode that eschewed equally the antagonism of the left and the determined inaction of the right. Hoover was full of contradictions and often obtuse—he built a bureaucratic empire at the Department of Commerce while counseling against big government—but in this case his preachments fostered an ethos of comity that current-day bureaucrats would do well to emulate.



My sense of Hoover’s progress from the scene of action to the pages of history does not mean I did not rely on prior works of biography and commentary in preparing this book. I did so freely, as the source notes to this volume will attest. The facts and events remain the same, after all; the difference between this version of Hoover and those that came before lie in matters of emphasis and nuance, not in outright revision.

Still, much of the material presented here is being published for the first time. When I began writing there was just a single volume in print devoted to Hoover’s term in the White House, and that a fairly academic summary, rather than the sort of internal and chronological account presented here. This gave me the opportunity to offer a fresh look at a presidency marked by action, conflict, and momentous crisis.

I strove at the same time to fashion a more personal portrait of Hoover than was previously available. Hoover was an intensely private individual—an unfortunate trait in such a public man—and always careful to keep his personal thoughts and feelings out of the public record.

I was fortunate, then, both in recounting Hoover’s presidency and exploring his character, to have at my disposal several texts that were either unavailable or largely overlooked in prior Hoover scholarship. They are the diaries kept by several key friends and associates, documents maintained at the Herbert Hoover Presidential Library, in West Branch, Iowa, and in the archives at the Hoover Institution, founded at Stanford in 1919 by Hoover himself.

These extensive diaries include those kept by Hoover’s presidential physician, Navy Lieutenant Joel Boone; Hoover press secretary Ted Joslin, whose daily entries enhance the account he gave in his 1934 memoir Hoover Off the Record; Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson, also augmenting a published memoir; the daily diary of Hoover’s associate and longtime personal financial manager Edgar Rickard; and the exceptionally detailed journal maintained by James MacLafferty, a former congressman who entered into Hoover’s service as a covert liaison with lawmakers and party activists.

I also had the benefit of the personal letters Hoover’s wife, the former Lou Henry, wrote to her son Allan. Both Lou and Herbert Hoover agreed that they would keep all personal correspondence out of the public realm, but sometime after the death of his mother Allan Hoover decided it would serve the interest of history to place his correspondence with his mother in the collection at West Branch. Lou’s reflections on her husband’s feelings and motives provide the most intimate possible insights into her husband’s trials in high office.

Together with an extensive historical record, these personal diaries allowed me to portray an embattled chief executive wrestling with some of the greatest challenges ever to confront any American president. It is a story that has remained hidden from view, overshadowed by the natural resentments of a people who suffered through stunning, unprecedented privation, and by the masterful performance of the far more gifted politician who followed Hoover in office.

I endeavor here to restore Hoover to a new generation as a person and as a leader, a man beset by personal contradictions that compromised his tenure in office, but who remained a person of integrity, principle, and even wisdom. He presided over the nation in a time of crisis that may feel all too familiar; in his successes and in his failures, modern readers will find much that resonates today.




PART I



THE RISE AND FALL OF HERBERT HOOVER





ONE



HE DID NOT CHOOSE

WHEN THE NEWS CAME, STARTLING, unexpected, it found Herbert Hoover in his favorite haunt, under the soaring stands of first-growth redwoods that were the distinguishing feature of the Bohemian Grove. Established as an annual frolic hosted by actors and journalists on a hillside north of San Francisco and close by the Russian River, the club had already evolved into a rustic redoubt for the elite; now it suited Hoover’s sensibilities, and his self-image.

From hardscrabble beginnings on the Iowa prairie, Hoover had come far, attaining the status of globe-trotting millionaire and, for the past eight years, secretary of commerce, a key member in the cabinet of two successive presidents. A lifelong outdoorsman, Hoover valued the quiet majesty of the deep woods, and maintained his own rural retreat in southern Oregon. But he liked as well the trappings of success that marked his exceptional progress, and the companionship of the powerful and accomplished men—women were not invited—who, like Hoover, made the annual trek north into the woods.

By 1926, Hoover had graduated from esteemed guest at the Bohemian Grove to majordomo of the newest of more than a score of satellite camps tented among the roots of the towering trees. Now, Hoover and two college friends were settled into a collection of small log cabins on Kitchen Hill, close by a clearing filled with plank tables where the men shared their daily communal breakfast. Hoover and his friends named their hideaway the “Cave Man Camp.”

It was all about fun and games—Hoover especially enjoyed the martinis, poured from a three-foot shaker, that were the pride of the Halcyon Camp nearby. Yet Hoover shared with the club and its members a paradox that was never far below the surface. The motto of the Bohemian Grove was “Weaving Spiders Come Not Here”—a phrase lifted from Shakespeare to suggest that these sylvan grounds were not the place for the prosaic plots of business and politics. Each year, emphasizing the same theme, the club opened its summer season with an elaborate, ritualized bonfire dubbed the “Cremation of Care.” But for Hoover, even more than most of his fellow Bohemians, care was constant, and business was never truly banished.

All this was brought to bear on August 2, 1927, when a courier delivered the seminal telegram. It was telling that the message did not emanate from the man who prompted it—Hoover’s boss, Calvin Coolidge—but from the Associated Press, which sought Hoover’s reaction. The telegram displayed the staccato brevity of the medium: “President Coolidge issued statement as follows Quote I do not choose to run for president in 1928 Unquote Please telephone or telegraph your views of Presidents statement.”

Word of the surprise telegram spread quickly through the camp, and a crowd of men made their way to Hoover’s homey cabin to learn what he had to say. The AP cable was followed by hundreds more—so many that the switchboard operator at the Grove had to send out for help. Most of these missives called for Hoover to announce his candidacy for the nation’s top office, but Hoover answered with caution. “I regret the suggestion” that the president might stand down, Hoover said in a statement for reporters. In case the implication was unclear, Hoover added: “President Coolidge should be renominated and re-elected.”

That same day Hoover sent out a telegram of his own—this one a private communication—instructing a cohort of friends and political backers in New York to “sit tight.” There might well be a campaign, but any more now would appear unseemly. There should be no demonstrations of any kind until Coolidge had clarified his cryptic utterance.

This was for show. Hoover wanted to conceal his ambition, from the public but also from President Coolidge, whose real motives remained obscure. But that same night, Hoover made a hasty exit from his summer retreat to conduct a secret, midnight meeting with Ralph Arnold, Hoover’s principal political booster in California. They met at the train depot in Santa Rosa, the town closest to the Grove, then quickly retired to a booth in a nearby tavern that offered more privacy. Arnold, a Stanford friend and fellow geologist, had taken the train north on short notice to seek permission to put Hoover’s network of home-state political backers into motion; that night, Hoover gave Arnold his blessing. Herbert Hoover’s campaign for the presidency got under way that night.

As if to confirm the decision, the next day Hoover ordered his personal secretary to distribute to Hoover intimates around the country a secret code, a cipher that would be employed for sensitive political communications.

Hoover was being surreptitious, but not without reason. Just what did Coolidge mean by “choose,” anyway? His statement was less than it seemed, some politicos held, and left the door open for a draft. “I can understand his not choosing to be a candidate,” one Republican senator interpreted of Coolidge’s utterance, but “I do not see how he can decline if selected.” Charles Dawes, Coolidge’s vice president, saw the statement as nothing more than a ploy. The president “ardently desired” another term, Dawes said.

Coolidge himself did nothing to dispel the confusion he’d instigated. For the rest of that week, and through the months of political jockeying that followed, journalists, pundits, and kingmakers all took turns pressing the president for clarification. True to his moniker, Silent Cal spurned them all.



Despite the jolt of the Coolidge announcement, Hoover stuck to the schedule of his Western sojourn. His next stop was Palo Alto, which represented as much of a home as the world-traveled Hoover could claim. He’d attended college at Stanford—was a member of its pioneer class, in fact, and later a principal benefactor—and it was there, during his last year at school, he’d met his wife, Lou. Twenty years later, in 1919, returning to the United States from more than a decade abroad, he and Lou raised a house close by the campus. It never became their primary residence—Hoover stayed there only in the summers, and rarely more than weeks at a time—but it served as a touchstone, a home that Lou designed from the ground up, one place they could truly call their own.

Hoover was accompanied on this Western swing by George Akerson, one of several personal aides who were in constant attendance on the man they affectionately referred to as “The Chief.” And at Palo Alto he joined with Allan, the younger of two sons he raised with Lou. Allan was then enrolled at Stanford, following in his parents’ footsteps.

Together at the Palo Alto house Hoover and Akerson composed careful communications to Hoover’s friends and political supporters. Every move should be weighed carefully, they were instructed, but precincts should be quietly sounded, and political prospects assayed. This had all come as something of a shock. Hoover had entertained thoughts of the presidency in the past, but the years of government service had begun to wear on him. Had Coolidge decided to remain in office—and few believed his tenancy in jeopardy, should he run for a second full term—Hoover might well have resigned. Now Coolidge had opened the door, and Hoover’s prospects had changed dramatically. He wanted to be prepared, but he did not want to be hasty.

For now, Hoover would stick to his schedule, which called for a visit to another paradisiacal California locale—Catalina, the jewel of the Channel Islands, off the coast near Los Angeles. Technically this was official business, an inspection of facilities maintained by the federal Bureau of Fisheries, a division of the Commerce Department. In truth, he was bound for a weekend of fishing, a passion of his from an early age. Fishing provided Hoover a rare respite in a life crammed with meetings, agendas, deadlines, and obligations, affording moments of solitude for thought and introspection. On this particular occasion, Hoover had much to ponder.



Hoover’s base of operations on Catalina Island was the Avalon Tuna Club, thirty years old and already legendary among devotees of the still novel sport of deep-sea fishing with a rod and reel. Hollywood figures like John Barrymore and Cecil B. DeMille frequented the place; more important to Hoover, so did Theodore Roosevelt, the nation’s most famous sportsman and the lodestar of Hoover’s early political career. Hoover had been fascinated with the strategy and elaborate gear of the fisherman ever since the fateful afternoon in his youth when a kindly old angler found a teenaged Hoover fishing with worms and gave him a handful of used trout flies.

Hoover developed some curious habits for a fisherman; he rarely changed into outdoors gear, preferring his workaday, blue-serge suits and the high, starched shirt collars that were already fading from use even as formal wear. But he fished streams all over the country and in 1926 was elected president of the Izaak Walton League, one of the nation’s first conservation organizations, named for the seventeenth-century angler and author. By the summer of 1927 Hoover was a freshwater expert, but he’d yet to snag one of the elusive Pacific sailfish, famous for leaping clear out of the water when fighting off a fisherman’s strike.

Accompanied by his son Allan, Hoover trolled off Catalina for two full days. They sighted schools of tuna and swordfish but landed not a single one. Hoover loved the lore of sport fishing and could trade stories for days, but the actual business of fishing he considered a solitary pursuit, to be spent alone and in silence; that would afford him plenty of time to consider his political prospects.

Even more than with most men, to plumb the nature of Hoover’s contemplation is an act of sheer speculation. Hoover was an intensely private person, resentful of intrusions on his time and his thoughts, guarded in his communications, and averse to creating diaries or other memoranda that might divulge glimpses of an inner life. But we know the circumstances he faced, and we know something of the way his mind worked.

Hoover was a geologist by training and an engineer by trade, an industrial entrepreneur who made his fortune by exploiting underutilized and sometimes abandoned mining operations. Such enterprises involved deliberation and risk, a process Lou Hoover described in a letter to one of her sons. In considering an electoral contest, Lou wrote, Hoover approached it “just as he takes everything, which means in his own particular engineering way.”

Lou went on to explain: for an election or even an appointed post, Hoover’s method was to consider who might be available for the job, and whether he himself was the best fitted for the position. Should the answer be in the affirmative—and for Hoover that was often the case—then “he looked at the possibility of success.” It was always a question of probability; there were no certainties, not with “ever so many perfectly indeterminable factors.”

But this was just the beginning. Having made the decision to go ahead, “then, characteristically, he began to study all the points in favor of the other party, all against himself. Just as he used to study all the adverse factors in a mine that had to be developed. And always he saw all the possible ones, even the ones that never materialized, so that he could be ready to combat them if he did.” Here, on the cusp where decision led to action, was where the darkness would set in. It was “the position he would get in in engineering projects about this time—of being very pessimistic. He sees all the possible advantage that may come to the other side, all the wise steps they could take, all the possible misfortunes that might befall his own cause.”

To Lou this was all part of her husband’s exceptional mind going through its process, working toward an ultimate resolution. To others, however, it was an element of personality, a distinguishing factor. William Allen White, the Kansas editor, Progressive spokesman, and an early Hoover booster, considered Hoover to be “constitutionally gloomy,” possessed of a “perverse acerbity.” Another observer remarked that Hoover carried “an unpleasant dourness about him.”

Whether intrinsic to Hoover’s character or an element of strategy, this phase of dark premonition could be maddening. But those close to him, like Hoover himself, simply had to ride it out. “I should begin to wonder what the prospects were myself,” Lou confessed to her two sons, “were I not so accustomed to see this phase come on.” Instead, she had learned that this darkness was preamble to a certain clarity. Lou came “to realize that was when he built up all possible protection against these very same possible advantages against him.” Thus girded, Hoover would sally forth.



Taking Lou as our guide, we can venture out with Hoover on his fishing cruise off Catalina Island and consider with him the prospects for his ascension to the nation’s highest office. The fact was, the November election, more than a year distant, was the easy part of the equation. The Republican Party had dominated American politics for a generation, controlling the White House since before the turn of the century with the sole exception of Woodrow Wilson, who reached the presidency only due to Republican strife, and whose long and tragic decline had left his Democratic Party in disarray. Since Wilson, the GOP had presided over a decade of unprecedented prosperity. Most observers expected a repeat of 1924—a Republican landslide.

The political question of the moment was who would capture the Republican nomination, and here the drama became more intriguing. Calvin Coolidge had emerged as the Republican leader largely by accident—first as a last-minute selection for vice president, and then assuming the top job after Warren Harding died in office. Coolidge had proved a surprisingly able chief executive, staid and sure-footed, a counterpoint to the heyday of America’s adolescence—the Jazz Age—over which he presided. But his circumspect conservatism spoke for just one wing of the party, and sidelined the Progressive, Teddy Roosevelt Republicans. Nor had he cultivated anything like an heir; to the end, Coolidge would maintain a warm connection to the American public, but to the pretenders to his office, and particularly to Herbert Hoover, he would remain aloof.

Aside from Coolidge, the party leadership consisted primarily of a pride of senatorial lions, all longtime pols, some of them renowned orators and each of them commanding genuine allegiance in their home districts, but none with a national following. Perhaps the strongest of the Republican hopefuls was Vice President Charles Dawes, earthy and voluble, a true American hybrid businessman-diplomat. Dawes was named America’s first budget director in 1921, and in 1925 he won the Nobel Prize for his work to reschedule European payments on the debts left over from the world war. But Dawes was prone to gaffes, and had managed to incur over four years the enduring enmity of his boss, Coolidge. Few accorded him a real shot at the prize.

And then there was Hoover. At fifty-three years of age he was a unique character in American public life, universally known but still a largely private figure—an unknown quantity full of promise and ineffable appeal. Unlike the career politicians that he liked to disparage, Hoover had a story outside the drawing rooms where the party hacks did their business. He’d been orphaned at an early age, worked his way through school, and made his fortune in faraway lands.

In his commercial success Hoover joined the ranks of the self-made businessmen who were the titans of the era—men like Henry Ford and Thomas Edison, masters of technology in a time when factories and mass production were changing the social landscape of America. Massive, elaborate machines, the behemoths traced by the brushes of Diego Rivera and Thomas Hart Benton, were driving bigger, richer, and more powerful business firms; machines and the engineers who made them were creating new jobs for tens of thousands of industrial workers, while displacing tens of thousands more who found their skills suddenly outdated. As a mining engineer and as an administrator, Hoover was a technocrat who allayed the fears of a future suddenly present; as a public figure he could offer a vision grounded in real-world experience.

More than that, Hoover enjoyed unrivaled moral stature at home and the world over, an enduring legacy of his exploits during the cataclysm of the world war. While the other “great men” of his generation were manufacturing munitions or commanding soldiers, Hoover was marshaling humanitarian relief projects, first providing aid to Americans stranded by the outbreak of hostilities, and then collecting foodstuffs for starving masses beggared by the clashing armies. In occupied Belgium, and later across all of Europe, Hoover directed sprawling volunteer agencies that fed literally millions of civilians. Aided by a legion of volunteers who were proud to call him their Chief, Hoover headed off impending famine and directed something akin to an ad hoc Marshall Plan for postwar Europe.

When America finally entered the war in 1917, President Wilson asked Hoover to set aside Belgian Relief and come to Washington to administer the wartime Food Administration. The fighting had devastated European farming operations, and someone had to coordinate U.S. food production with aid to Europe and the Allied armies. Hoover did so with what became his hallmark, a commitment to voluntary action as opposed to coercive enforcement. “Our conception of the problem is that we should assemble the voluntary effort of the people,” Hoover declared at the outset. “We propose to mobilize the spirit of self-denial and self-sacrifice in this country.”

Over the next twelve months he achieved dramatic results by exhortation under the slogan “Food Will Win the War.” In the process, Hoover made himself a household name; every homemaker in the country adopted his regime of Meatless Mondays and Wheatless Wednesdays, and the term “Hooverize” entered the dictionary as a synonym for economizing on food.

His efforts then, and his service with the American mission during the peace talks at Versailles, marked him as an American leader of a different stripe. No less a sage than John Maynard Keynes, who conferred with Hoover during the Versailles caucuses, wrote soon after that, “Mr. Hoover was the only man who emerged from the ordeal of Paris with an enhanced reputation.” At home in America, Hoover’s wartime accomplishments were renowned as feats of vision, personal drive, and administrative mastery. A writer for Collier’s dubbed Hoover “the supreme illustration of American character.” From his more rarefied seat on the Supreme Court, Justice Louis Brandeis agreed that Hoover was “the biggest figure injected into Washington life by the war.”

By the close of the war, Hoover’s profile loomed so large that in 1920 he saw his name entered as a candidate in presidential primaries for both parties. It was a heady experience for a man not yet fifty years old, but the “Hoover boom” was clearly premature and easily derailed by party insiders. In the years that followed, rather than cultivate political favors or connections, Hoover had sought renown for diligent and efficient civil service. He had never made an overt bid for elected office or publicly expressed any interest in doing so.

Yet here was Hoover, distinguished as the most active, the most effective, and the highest-profile public official of his time—“Secretary of Everything,” the newspapers called him, or, as one Washington wag put it, “Secretary of Commerce and Under Secretary of all the other departments.” His bureaucratic claim-jumping grated on his fellow cabinet members, but his activist approach and the apparent success of his policies gave him an exclusive claim—with the possible exception of Andrew Mellon, the wealthy but colorless secretary of the treasury—as author of the unparalleled economic success of the Roaring Twenties.

His reputation as a problem solver only grew during his years at Commerce, and was burnished again in the spring of 1927, when heavy rains drenched the Midwest and the mighty Mississippi breached hundreds of levees. Flooding in six states inundated millions of acres and made hundreds of thousands refugees in their own country. Faced with devastation and prospective famine, President Coolidge granted Hoover emergency powers and dispatched him to the flood zone. For the next three months, operating from a base camp atop the Chickasaw Bluffs outside Memphis or crisscrossing the region in a private rail car, Hoover coordinated the efforts of Red Cross aid workers, National Guardsmen, and thousands of individual volunteers. This jury-rigged relief army, so akin to Hoover’s wartime agencies, erected more than 150 refugee camps and laid groundwork for resurrection of the Southern economy, all the while keeping Hoover’s name in national headlines. By the time Coolidge announced in August that he might step aside, Hoover backers could choose from several colloquial titles for their champion—“The Great Engineer,” “The Great Humanitarian,” or now, “The Master of Emergencies.”



All of this was to the good. Hoover had a national reputation colored in the storybook hues of humble beginnings and charitable works. But Hoover knew this plunge into politics entailed more than just a campaign for office. With a little luck, and with few genuine rivals in the field, his personal stature might even carry him to the White House. What then? A life far more public than the one he led as a cabinet secretary. Constant press attention, constant scrutiny. It was a prospect that gave Hoover pause. He was, after all, a man whose temper boiled at the slightest affront, who disputed every nuance of interpretation through a medium—the partisan press—that added its own distinct shading to every picture. Even aside from the ordeal of public life, Hoover reviled the horse-trading, the backslapping, and the constant compromises that were intrinsic to the democratic process. “Nothing could be more abhorrent to me in the wide world than to go into politics in any shape or form,” Hoover wrote in 1916.

Three years later, having actually ventured into public office as head of the wartime Food Administration under Woodrow Wilson, Hoover remained adamant in his aversion to politics. Answering a suggestion that he toss his hat in the presidential ring, Hoover insisted, “The whole idea fills my soul with complete revulsion.” There was little chance he would prevail, Hoover contended, but more than that, he knew himself well enough to know that he was not suited to the job. “I do not . . . have the mental attitude or the politician’s manner that is needed,” he wrote.

That much was plain to anyone who met him. Hoover was profoundly shy, an inward reticence that found outward expression in eyes averted to the ground, in hands that sought in his pockets for keys or coins to jiggle for distraction, in personal manners that were so halting and so encumbered that he often came off as outright rude. While Hoover was still at Commerce Henry Pringle, an astute historian and chronicler of contemporary Washington, recognized him as “abnormally sensitive, filled with an impassioned pride in his personal integrity, and ever apprehensive that he may be made to appear ridiculous.” These themes played out constantly in Hoover’s subconscious; when he was confronted by rivals or disparaged in the press, Hoover simply agonized. “Above all,” Hoover explained to a friend, “I am too sensitive to political mud.”

There was another element that undoubtedly gave Hoover pause, as it would most any levelheaded aspirant to such an august post. Simply put, Hoover was in awe of the office. He made no secret of it; in one 1928 speech Hoover averred that, “The Presidency is more than executive responsibility. It is the inspiring symbol of all that is highest in America’s purpose and ideals.” Filling that role was a tall order, and there is little doubt that at times—certainly in the years to come but also in his early musings—Hoover wondered if he were up to the task.

This was the downside, the pessimistic phase of Hoover’s deliberation. High office promised acclaim and real power, but it would cost him personally, even in the best of times. Hoover’s first instinct was to recoil; the price was higher than he was ready to pay.

Still, the kingmakers couldn’t ignore Hoover’s stature, and the invitations kept coming. In 1920, Louis Wehle, like Hoover a member of Woodrow Wilson’s wartime administration, approached Hoover to propose that he run for president as a Democrat on a ticket with the man who would become his nemesis, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. The idea wasn’t so outlandish at the time; Hoover and Roosevelt lived in the same Washington neighborhood and traveled in the same social circles. Having posed the question, Wehle waited while Hoover gave it close consideration. There were many reasons for Hoover to hesitate, first among them that the Democrats had little chance for success that year. But when he finally declined, Hoover cited a different concern. He told Wehle, “I don’t believe that I want to get into a situation where I have to deal with political bosses.”

Yet throughout that same primary season of 1920, Hoover continued to entertain overtures from both political parties, countenanced the formation of Hoover for President clubs in precincts all around the country, and saw his name placed on the ballot in several key states. Hoover always disclaimed interest in these early ventures, but the direction of his inclinations was becoming clear. For all his diffidence, Hoover was drawn inexorably to the public arena.

This raises one more factor that was certainly part of Hoover’s deliberation that August weekend off the California coast, though there may be a genuine question whether the prospective candidate even recognized it. That factor was Hoover’s personal ambition, a latent but constant and powerful impulse that lay deep in his consciousness. Hoover always couched his public career in terms of sacrifice and service; to seek office for its own sake, he believed, would “imply entry upon a road of self-seeking,” and in taking such a step, he felt, “I would not be myself.” But the yen for power and place remained. It was obscured by a steely and vigilant sense of personal decorum, but some who knew Hoover considered it among his most salient personal traits.

To Eugene Meyer, a financier who was a friend in Washington and later joined Hoover’s administration, “Hoover was always ambitious politically from the beginning.” He did not attribute this impression to any specific instance, but he could sense Hoover’s hunger for higher office. “You could smell it,” Meyer told an interviewer years later. A British diplomat, surveying the political scene in America in 1922, got the same impression, informing his home office that Hoover “has his eyes firmly fixed on the White House.” Four years later, State Department official William R. Castle, later a principal bureaucratic ally of Hoover’s, was more judgmental. “He seems to be insanely ambitious for personal power,” Castle told a friend.



The longer he stayed in Washington, the longer he toiled in the proximity of the White House, the more the hunger grew. Hoover continued to profess his disdain for politics, but even among close friends, Hoover’s desire was becoming apparent. Edgar Rickard, a longtime associate of Hoover’s who handled business affairs for him and for Lou, marked the progress of Hoover’s political leanings in his personal diary. As early as 1926, Rickard discerned that, “the Chief’s ideas have been more and more influenced by political concern than heretofore, which I do not like to record.” A year later, he found that Hoover continued his “intense” interest in politics.

Rickard discussed his apprehensions with a mutual friend. “He also senses that the Chief has a tendency to weigh his mode of life and daily activities from a political standpoint,” Rickard noted. This was a disappointment to men who believed, as Hoover did himself, that his motives were uniformly altruistic, but Rickard and his friend decided that it came with the territory. “It cannot be avoided,” Rickard’s friend observed, “if he is to succeed to a higher place.” With Coolidge bowing out, that “higher place” was vacant, there for the taking.

While Hoover may have succeeded in concealing his ambition—at least from himself—he cultivated a sense of duty that served in its place. He had already made his fortune, he told close friends; now he sought “some job of public service;” he was ready, he said, to “get into the big game somewhere.” The term “service” was key: it was not acclaim Hoover was seeking, just a way to help raise up his fellow Americans.

Hoover’s long and trying experience abroad provided him ample material for this internal subterfuge. Returning to America after Versailles, he was convinced that the “miasmic infections” of hate and fear, bred of “the boiling social and economic cauldron of Europe,” threatened American progress and independence. “I came to believe,” he wrote later, “that through public service I could contribute something to ward off the evils” he’d seen.

At the same time, Hoover’s work as an engineer overseas had instilled in him the tenets of the Progressive movement that dominated American politics at the turn of the century. Along with a generation of idealistic reformers, Hoover was convinced that technology and logic, applied on a macro scale, were the only answer to the “great theories spun by dreamers”—social and political theories that could lead to “social and political havoc.” Engineers especially, with all their expertise in the discipline of efficiency, were naturally suited to lead a social and economic reformation. Their training, Hoover believed, placed them in “a position of disinterested service.” Among his many posts, Hoover accepted in 1919 the presidency of the American Institute of Mining Engineers; that same year he helped launch, and became head of, the new Federated American Engineering Societies. This was more than a simple trade society, Hoover emphasized: it was “created for the sole purpose of public service.”

Hoover preached this gospel of progress early in his postwar period, when he found himself beset by magazines seeking stories and speaker programs seeking keynoters. This gave rise, by Hoover’s own count, to thirty-one press statements, twenty-eight magazine profiles, forty-nine public addresses, and nine appearances before committees of Congress. Finally, in 1923, Hoover distilled his thinking in a slim volume titled American Individualism. Hailed in The New York Times as “among the few great formulations of American political theory,” the book established Hoover as an intellect to be reckoned with—and as a man on a mission.

All these elements, some clearly defined and others intangible but just as powerful, mingled in Hoover’s mind as he considered making a White House bid. Squinting against the afternoon sun, lulled by the rise and fall of the rolling Pacific swells, Hoover turned them over carefully in his mind, searching for pitfalls, weighing the risks. Just what weight he assigned to the different, sometimes competing factors he never spelled out. What is clear is that, after two tedious days on the ocean, Hoover landed no sailfish—that conquest would have to wait—but he’d made up his mind to enter the race.




TWO



A POLITICAL DIPTYCH

HERBERT HOOVER’S CONQUEST OF A hostile Republican Party, and the resounding victory he registered in the presidential election, is one of the more remarkable stories in the annals of American politics. It was a function of time and place, a constellation of factors that allowed an avowed outsider to usurp the conventional party organizations at a time when parties were central to the electoral process.

Hoover’s triumph was also a function of Hoover himself, his character and his extraordinary trajectory. He was a nettlesome, idiosyncratic loner, peevish, restless, rarely at ease when not wielding a fishing pole. But he was also driven, broadly capable, and supremely confident of his own acumen. He was able to surmount what seemed to be impossible odds largely because he believed he could, and was able to inspire that belief in others.

Thus, upon his return east in the summer of 1927, Hoover was a sort of political diptych—a long-shot outsider, and the front-runner on the inside track. He was an outsider in the sense that he was scorned by the party regulars, who had united behind Coolidge but had failed to coalesce around any of his potential successors. And he was front-runner because, in practical terms, nobody from either party could match Hoover’s name recognition or public stature.

This dual profile was especially useful given the particular contours of American politics at the time. The defining political event of the period was Teapot Dome, the oil-field kickback scandal that shattered the Harding administration and may have led to Harding’s death in office, of a heart attack, at age fifty-three. When a Senate inquiry and the show trial that followed exposed bribery and a desperate cover-up, the public turned against the stalwarts of both parties. It was only by the most assiduous cultivation of his good-government credentials that Hoover, a prominent member of the Harding cabinet, had managed to avoid the general taint.

Hoover recognized the value of his unique, inside-out political stature and he was determined to maintain it as long as possible. He waged a concerted drive for the nomination and the presidency, but it looked like no campaign anyone had ever seen. He outlined his vision in a conference that August in New York with his friend Ed Rickard. “He will make no move publicly toward securing nomination,” Rickard explained in his diary entry that night. “He will not resign from Commerce; he will not have a political manager nor a national committee, nor does he desire any funds raised.” It would be a noncampaign, a stealth operation that would upend the conventional political process.

But a campaign nonetheless. Over the next several months Hoover and his aides mobilized a national network of friends and disciples that had been building since Hoover’s war relief efforts, former aides and volunteers who were now business and community leaders in their own right. As with Ralph Arnold in California, these Hoover acolytes worked quietly, each developing his own informal organization and helping sustain the claim that Hoover was simply answering the call of a popular movement.

At the same time, Hoover quietly assembled a team of the most sophisticated political operators in the Republican Party, fixers and fundraisers so unsavory that Hoover tried to obscure these connections even in the face of congressional inquiry. Some had been directly involved in Teapot Dome; others were implicated during the campaign for making bribes to secure convention delegates for Hoover. Watching his friend orchestrate these dubious contacts, Edgar Rickard voiced concerns that he dared not even raise with Hoover. “I know that Chief does not want to have them working for him,” Rickard mused, “but [he] can hardly help himself.”

•  •  •

A third contingent in Hoover’s ad hoc organization consisted of aspiring government officials hungry for a more activist administration. Some came from the legislature and others from the bureaucracy; one was a sitting member of the Coolidge cabinet. Prominent among these were two dynamic and enterprising young prosecutors, Mabel Walker Willebrandt and Bill Donovan, deputy attorneys general who were blazing new trails in federal justice administration.

Willebrandt was a character ahead of her time, a prototype of the liberated woman Gloria Steinem would conjure for a later generation. Bold and independent, Willebrandt was just thirty-one years old in 1921 when her appointment to lead Prohibition enforcement at the Department of Justice made her the highest-ranking woman in the federal government. She brought to the job a piercing intellect and a steely zeal—she began each day with an ice-cold bath before she sallied forth to administer justice. During the period of Hoover’s presidential run Willebrandt was famous, controversial, and among bootleggers and their corrupt friends in government nationwide widely feared.

Bill Donovan was not so famous as Willebrandt, but he’s better known today, legendary as the founding director, under Franklin Roosevelt, of the Office of Strategic Services, forerunner to the CIA. But Donovan was Willebrandt’s equal at Justice, a deputy attorney general. And he was a genuine war hero, having collected the Distinguished Service Cross, the Distinguished Service Medal, the Congressional Medal of Honor, a Silver Star, a Purple Heart, and perhaps his most enduring accolade, the nickname “Wild Bill” Donovan, for his exploits as a infantry commander in France.

Hoover and Donovan first collaborated when Donovan took over the antitrust division at Justice. Until then prosecutors stood ready to challenge any instance of collusion between firms which might bear on product prices. Donovan brought a more nuanced approach, encouraging a degree of cooperation between firms—just the sort of policy innovation Hoover was pushing for at Commerce. In effect, Donovan became a cross-agency partner with Hoover. The two had personal ties as well, Donovan having studied law under Harlan Stone, the attorney general under Coolidge and a Hoover ally in the Coolidge cabinet. Hoover sponsored Donovan’s membership at the exclusive Cosmos Club in Washington, and attended dinners with Lou at Donovan’s Georgetown home, just a mile from the Hoover house on S Street.

Donovan and Willebrandt saw Hoover as a candidate who would transcend the tawdry nature of party and sectional politics; other young strivers in the Hoover camp were simply opportunistic. Principal among these was Walter F. Brown, a Progressive Republican who, like Hoover, backed Theodore Roosevelt when he split the party to launch his Bull Moose campaign for president in 1912. In the years since, Brown learned to play an insider’s game, backing Warren Harding for president and becoming the undisputed political boss of Toledo, Ohio.

Early in 1927, even before Coolidge announced his retirement, Hoover brought Brown to Washington as assistant secretary of commerce. It was the most overt political maneuver of the incipient campaign, and the press took notice, labeling Brown “slick, suave, smooth, poker-faced.” The maneuver raised hackles in Congress as well. Charles Brand, an Ohio Republican who knew Brown firsthand, lodged a protest in March of 1928. Hoover’s department “is now honeycombed with politics,” Brand declared from the floor of the House. “We have seen Mr. Hoover come out into Ohio and pick up an ex-political city boss and bring him down here and make him an assistant secretary of commerce, next in position to himself.” Brand denounced Hoover for “using money out of the United States Treasury for the purpose of a private political campaign” and called for his resignation; Hoover offered no public response.

Other politicos who enlisted for Hoover included James Good, a former congressman who became one of several campaign managers; Walter Newton, a sitting representative from Minnesota, who drafted and scheduled speakers to appear at Hoover rallies; and Hubert Work, Coolidge’s secretary of interior. Work, a former physician and veteran party activist, began working for Hoover in secret and later emerged as the head of the campaign.



While Hoover wrestled to keep a handle on this unwieldy operation, he sought to finesse one of the few genuine obstacles that stood in his path to the White House. That was his wife, Lou, his helpmate in every endeavor since their marriage in February 1899. Lou had enrolled at Stanford two years after Hoover and pursued the same course of study, but she set aside any thoughts of pursuing her profession as his career took off. When journalist Paul Leach was invited to dinner with the Hoovers in 1928, he asked Lou if she indeed had a degree in geology. “That is correct,” Lou replied, “but I have majored in Herbert Hoover since.”

That was a more involved task than for most wives, even the most dutiful, for Bert Hoover, as he was known at home and to his friends, was a singularly distracted husband. Like the archetypal absentminded professor, Hoover tended to forget—to pay bills, to answer invitations, even to keep hold of personal belongings. Lou learned to search “coat pockets or books and out-of-the-way places” for receipts and other telltale slips of paper. And when Hoover traveled out, Lou explained to a friend, “he always returns with about a fourth of his impediments missing. Clothing, shoes, toilet articles and above all, books, get simply scattered by the wayside! So the family moral is never to let him be in possession of anything we should mind him losing.”

If Lou fussed over Bert Hoover like a mother hen, that should not be taken to indicate a retiring nature, or even a homebody. Tall, lanky, and athletic, with dark brows and striking pale blue eyes, she learned from her father to hunt and fish, and packed a pistol when she and Bert were besieged in China during the Boxer Rebellion. In later years she proved as much an activist as her husband, jumping in when he did to assist American travelers stranded by the outbreak of the world war, and then, after returning with her children to California, raising funds to support Belgian Relief. When Bert was called to Washington, Lou joined him there and took command of their twenty-two-room, three-story mansion on S Street, in the tony Dupont Circle district.

She also made time to pursue a slate of causes, including women’s athletics and the Girl Scouts, of which she served as national president from 1922 to 1925. Lou was thoroughly modern but she was no feminist: she wrote checks to support the League of Women Voters in the years after women won the right to vote, but steered clear of the more radical National Women’s Party.

For all Lou’s varied interests, Bert came to rely on her to provide him a safe and stable oasis in a very busy life. Her task was complicated by her indulgence of their growing boys. The whole family was partial to pets—Bert used to feed his favorite dog, a German shepherd named King Tut, from his breakfast plate—but Allan took it to extremes, collecting cats, birds, turtles, and two white ducks that he trained to sit on the front porch. At one point his menagerie also included two alligators—the gift of a family friend—but before the year was out, the pair was surrendered to the Washington Zoo. Lou had a staff of servants at her command, but she also had the gardens to keep track of, and guests for nearly every meal, and her own charities and causes to pursue.

Lou Hoover considered these various responsibilities part and parcel of her marriage to her increasingly important husband. But she regarded his engagement with electoral politics with some trepidation. Writing to her sons in April 1927, before any concerted campaign got under way, Lou was clearly becoming unsettled at the prospect. “I should like it if the friends who started this talk about the presidency would see it through or drop the subject . . . when we had never wanted it in the first place.” Lou was clearly not among those who sensed her husband’s larger ambitions. “Daddy had fought it off altogether as long as he had the strength.”



By early 1928 the implications of Hoover’s gathering momentum were becoming inescapable, even to so reluctant an observer as his wife, Lou. “Affairs are going with uncanny rapidity toward making your Daddy president,” Lou Hoover wrote in January. “Even he is perfectly amazed at it, and sometimes says it just does not seem possible that this can all be happening on its own impetus, and practically without any effort on his part.”

It’s hard to read that last line without wondering at the degree to which Hoover was deceiving Lou—or perhaps even himself. Clearly he was showing one face to his growing team of campaign operatives, and another at home. But that may simply demonstrate the depth of Hoover’s allegiance to the idea that he was answering the call of the American people, and not just personal ambition. At any rate, Lou adopted the official doctrine of the campaign. “Daddy himself is just going along running the Department of Commerce,” Lou told her sons. Hoover’s own engagement in the campaign, she said, was limited to “listening to accounts of what is being done by his friends, and giving them advice sometimes. Dr. [Hubert] Work is concerning himself most about it, and whole heaps of other friends.”

Another letter, undated but apparently written just a week or two later, suggests that Lou was indulging in a little self-deception as well. With her husband now the acknowledged front-runner, Lou was reconciling herself to a change of station. “Politics goes along just as well as can be expected,” Lou told her younger son. “Part of the time my inclination is to believe those people who say nothing in this world can stop him now.” Here it was Lou’s turn to feign indifference. “I am not the least excited about it . . . It really does not worry me at all, the possibility of winning, I mean.” This was the sound of Lou whistling in the dark. “I think we can go ahead and live our own lives fairly easily, and that there is no need to be quite as imprisoned in a glass cage as the last few generations have been.”

Lou delved further into her efforts to make sense emotionally of developments that would change the life of her family in ways profound and unforeseen. This she made clear in a letter written in the months before the Republican nominating convention. The letter was prompted by a brainstorm, a flash of insight she decided to share with her sons.

“I have just been having a new conception of this game of Daddy’s which I think will make it much easier for us to live through,” Lou wrote. She said the idea was still taking shape in her mind. “It is simply, that it is a game of Daddy’s—a game of Daddy’s.”

Lou then described her sense of how the game was being played. “He is not going to be elected because he is the most important man in the country, or the best . . . but because he, and a certain lot of his friends particularly, have learned how to get a certain few delegates. This is all an election amounts to in the end—influencing a few very keynote men, for one or another reason that especially appeals to each—all political reasons, mostly, personally political, that is. ‘The people’ and the man’s qualifications have nothing to do with it.”

The election, the advisors, “the people”—those were Bert’s business. Lou’s concern was how she and her sons should handle life in the shadow of politics. “The most important things will go on just the same,” Lou wrote bravely—but she promptly contradicted herself: “a whole lot of very wonderful things we would love to do, we can if this [campaign] fails, but would have to forego doing if it wins.” Ultimately, Lou fell back on her abiding faith in her husband and his endeavors. “As I said in starting, I am going to take it all as his game—and help when I can—realizing that whether he wins or loses he will have great vitality left to go on doing many splendid things for years to come, and be happy doing them, and we happy watching and helping.”



Hoover’s mastery of the political game was put to the test that June at the Republican convention in Kansas City. Hoover did not attend in person, but he sent out a raft of political operatives from what the press was now calling a “well-oiled Hoover machine.” They faced off against the party’s core leadership—several favorite-son senators hoping to capitalize on a deadlocked convention, and a broader, unfocused group clinging to the hope that Calvin Coolidge might yet “choose” to run after all.

The most critical maneuvers at Kansas City lay in settling the status of several contested delegations from the South. From the time of the Civil War, electoral politics in the old Confederacy had been dominated by the Democrats, who preached white supremacy and barred blacks from the polls. Yet Republicans remained a meaningful presence in the South, largely on the strength of GOP control of the presidency. So long as the head of the party resided in the White House, political functionaries in Washington and in the state party organizations got to dispense thousands of local federal jobs, most in the postal service but also in the Justice Department and a variety of other agencies.

In addition, and crucially, state-level Republican Party organizations selected delegates to the national convention. That meant that every four years Southern delegations accounted for as many as a third of all convention delegates, and their votes could easily decide the presidential nomination. Theodore Roosevelt failed to win the Southern delegations in 1912 and lost the nomination to William Howard Taft; Coolidge cultivated them in 1924 and thwarted better-funded opponents.

But if the local parties were influential, they were themselves divided over race. Some were almost exclusively black, with a few whites mixed in; these came to be known as black-and-tan, “tan” being slang for whites who consorted with blacks. They were opposed by reformers who argued that mixed-race organizations could never mount a meaningful challenge to Democrats in the South. Some of these white activists were genuinely seeking to foster political change while others were plainly racist, but the effect was the same: these “lily-whites” formed their own rival parties, and sent their own slates of delegates to Kansas City.

In the week before the convention opened, then, the officers of the national committee were charged with deciding which delegates would be seated. Here Mabel Walker Willebrandt stepped in to play a critical role for Hoover. Through two days of party caucuses she orchestrated a string of victories—seating twenty-two delegates for Hoover out of twenty-four contested spots. She neatly sidestepped the question of race, choosing whom to support simply on the basis of their allegiance to her candidate. For Mississippi it was the black-and-tans; for Texas it was the lily-whites—both delegations committed to Hoover. It was all part of the “game” Lou Hoover described; Bert’s choice of delegates was not guided by race, but by expedience.

These contests over delegates were critical but they were also preliminary. According to the arcane rules of the convention the decisions of the national committee had to be confirmed by the Credentials Committee. Here once again, the Hoover forces proved adroit, and in the afternoon of the convention’s official opening day Mabel Willebrandt was elected chairman of that panel. The review of delegate status commenced at three o’clock that afternoon and dragged on until well after midnight, and Willebrandt proved indefatigable and unstoppable. Commanding a two-to-one majority on the fifty-member committee, she won a blanket endorsement of the National Committee votes confirming the Hoover delegates.

Willebrandt delivered these results before the full convention the following morning. Despite just four hours sleep she appeared “as fresh and unruffled and, apparently at least, as unwearied as any of the carefree women in the stage boxes,” a New York Times correspondent recorded. Dressed in a black two-piece frock with “crisp white collar and cuffs,” Time magazine judged her to be “shapely, smartly dressed, full of vitality.”

Her ten-minute report, and the delegate selections, were approved handily, and with it, Hoover’s nomination was all but assured. The only real question was who would stand for vice president; in that day, running mates were selected independently. The laurel went to Charles Curtis, senator from Kansas, one of the favorite sons who announced against Hoover early on. Curtis was a curio in American politics, a Native American, the son of a Kaw Indian who played his heritage for folksy charm but always hewed close to the Republican party line.



When Hoover’s nomination was announced on the radio it was after midnight in Washington, but the street in front of the Hoover home was soon jammed with gawkers, and his lawn ringed with a circle of news photographers. The candidate stayed true to form, stepping out on the porch to acknowledge the crowd but declining to make any public statement. When he finally broke his silence weeks later, it was only to declare that he would not speak a word on politics until his official “notification” by the party in August. Further queries were referred to Hubert Work, who informed reporters that this campaign would be “quiet, dignified, instructive, and educational.”

Hoover’s reticence seemed ill-suited to courting public favor. But at a time when popular culture was awash in fads and bathtub gin, voters appeared attuned to sober leadership, and the press was happy to go along. “Hoover brings character and promise to the Republican ticket,” the Cleveland Plain Dealer enthused. “He is a new kind of candidate in a day surfeited with old forms and old habits in politics.” The editors of the Idaho Statesman shared the sense of Hoover as fitted to the times: “Here is a case, if ever there was one, of the presidency seeking the man instead of the man seeking the presidency.”

Herbert Hoover finally broke his silence on Saturday, August 11, when he traveled home to Palo Alto to make formal acceptance of his party’s nomination. He met his public and embraced his future before a crowd of seventy-five thousand on the sun-splashed turf of the Stanford football stadium. It felt like a pep rally, with daytime fireworks, airplanes swooping between tethered miniature blimps, and half a dozen bands led by John Philip Sousa, then seventy-four years old and at the height of his fame.

Hoover had made hundreds, perhaps thousands of appearances in what was already a long public career, but this would be his first political speech, designed not just to argue a point but to capture votes. He labored over it for weeks, and it gave a fair survey of his thinking and the case he would press over the coming weeks.

It opened with the campaign centerpiece, postwar prosperity. It was a theme Hoover would hammer on, and to which the Democrats could have little response. The Peace of Versailles, Hoover recalled, was followed by a severe depression—“a precipitant nation-wide deflation which in half a year crashed the prices of commodities by nearly one-half. Agriculture was prostrated; land was unsalable; commerce and industry were stagnated; our foreign trade ebbed away; five millions of unemployed walked our streets. . . . Fear of the future haunted every heart.”

That was 1921, the year the Republicans were returned to power. What ensued were seven years of growing prosperity, which Hoover reviewed in its minutiae. Lower taxes, with the largest cuts “made in the particular interest of small taxpayers.” GNP up 25 percent. Exports up 58 percent. Three million new homes, six million new telephones, seven million radio sets, fourteen million cars. And then the question, a staple for prosperous incumbents ever since: “Every man has a right to ask of us whether the United States is a better place for him, his wife, and his children to live in, because the Republican Party has conducted the government for nearly eight years.”

In one passage Hoover didn’t mention himself or the race, but turned to a disquisition on “the fundamental correctness of our economic system.” In its rapid economic recovery, America had far outdistanced even her allies—and Hoover explained why. It was in “the hardworking character of our people,” but it was also in understanding the proper roles of government and business, and in “the stronger growth of associations of workers, farmers, business men, and professional men with a desire to cure their own abuses and a purpose to serve the public interest.” Cooperation was key. Cooperation between firms, cooperation among associations, cooperation with government. This was the Progressive ideal, updated, streamlined, and put into action by Hoover at Commerce. The implication was clear: Hoover would bring the gospel of cooperation right into the White House.

The speech was a bit like Hoover himself—deliberate, earnest, thorough. He touched on the key constituencies he sought to connect with: agriculture, “the most urgent economic problem in our nation today,” which he addressed at some length; organized labor; and women, whose recent addition to the electorate “means higher political standards.” He vowed to defend the tariff—truly a litmus issue for a Republican—as a principal support for American living standards. And he touched on his own record at Commerce. For seven years he had worked to “build up a system of cooperation between government and business,” efforts that were “successful beyond any expectation . . . without interference or regulation by the government.”

Prohibition warranted a special mention. Hoover offered the conclusive declaration, “I do not favor the repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment,” but he added a subtle distinction, setting moral overtones aside and classing the question as one of efficient execution. Prohibition was the law of the land, and as president he would enforce the law with vigor. “Crime and disobedience of law cannot be permitted to break down the Constitution.” Anything less would be “nullification”—fighting words for the wets.

There was one topic where Hoover allowed himself to exceed the bounds of expertise, and venture into the hyperbole of a typical stump speech. That was on the question of poverty. Hoover was quite specific: the poverty he had in mind was “the grinding by undernourishment, cold, and ignorance,” the kind of destitution he had encountered in the relief work that had made him famous. As a technocrat, as a bureaucrat, as the handyman of the Republican cabinet, Hoover vowed that, “We in America today are nearer to the final triumph over poverty than ever before in the history of any land. The poorhouse is vanishing from among us.”

It was, of course, rash to the point of reckless, defying even the Bible’s express admonition that the poor will be with us always. And this at a time when, for all the advances Hoover touted in his speech, large sectors of American society had been bypassed by the surge of prosperity, left behind in city tenements, in Appalachian hamlets, in mining camps and sharecropper shacks. Hoover appears to have recognized that his reach was exceeding his grasp, for he promptly added a caveat. “We have not yet reached the goal,” he acknowledged, “but given a chance to go forward with the policies of the last eight years, we shall soon with the help of God be in sight of the day when poverty will be banished from this nation.” The implications were inescapable, and in the years to come would color Hoover in tones of naïveté and hubris that he never quite deserved.




THREE



FLASHPOINTS, AND A LANDSLIDE

HERBERT HOOVER OPENED HIS 1928 campaign for president with a late-August visit to his hometown of West Branch, a farming village located west of the Cedar River in southeast Iowa. It was a sentimental destination but it was also strategic, plotted to remind voters that this worldly executive and cosmopolitan bureaucrat had begun life in a humble Quaker village.

That afternoon West Branch was swamped with an estimated fifteen thousand visitors. Most were farmers from Iowa and Illinois; most were attending a presidential rally for the first time. They wandered through town to find the tiny, two-room cottage where Hoover was born, then gathered under a huge white tent to see the candidate deliver his address. It was just the sort of speech one might expect for such an occasion—relatively brief, tailored to a rural audience, and, on personal matters, highly selective.

Hoover recalled for his listeners, and for a national radio audience still learning his story, the first ten years of his life, when he and his siblings cut wood for fuel, fished with bait in Wapsinonoc Creek, and hunted the fields for prairie chickens. Conjuring the spirit of Norman Rockwell, then painting covers for The Saturday Evening Post, Hoover said of his childhood, “It is the entry to life which I could wish for every American boy and girl.” West Branch was, he remembered, a “Republican village,” home to “self-reliant, rugged, God-fearing people of indomitable courage,” men and women who had tamed a wild frontier.

It was not the full précis of Hoover’s remarkable story arc—orphan boy to wealthy mining engineer, and thence to the highest councils of the government—but it served to soften the edges of a man whose own friends feared that he appeared “too much of a machine.” Who could hear the tales of children traipsing through the fields, of icy sledding on a winter morning, of the young Hoover’s “wonder at the growing crops,” without kindling a sense of amity for a boy who had come so far?

Yet there was so much of the story that Hoover didn’t tell—that day or ever after. There was hardly a mention of his parents; there was a single reference to his “Aunt Hannah,” and a tip of the hat to Mollie Carran, his teacher in the first grade, but not a word about Hoover’s mother, Hulda. Indeed, in a three-volume memoir published toward the end of his life, Hoover refers to his mother only twice. Hulda is recalled as if from some fairy tale—“a sweet-faced woman who for two years kept the little family of four together.” Again, just in that phrase, so much unsaid: the “little family of four” being the widow Hulda and her three children; the “two years” (in truth it was three and a half) being the period between the death of Hoover’s father and Hulda’s own decease.



It’s hard to say whether Hoover painted his Iowa childhood in halcyon tones because that’s what he actually remembered, or because he considered it a sign of weakness, or somehow wrong, to dwell on the adversity he faced. But there’s no question a full accounting of his youth would convey quite a different feel than the stories he liked to share.

Hoover’s father, Jesse, was a tradesman, a small-time entrepreneur who ran a blacksmith shop. He was moderately successful, and in 1879 he closed the smithy, opened a farm supply store, and moved his family into a two-story house with a parlor and a new, oil-burning stove. By now there were three children: Thad, then nine years old; “Bertie,” aged five; and their sister, Mary, a toddler of three.

Of his early family life Bert Hoover recalled very little. His mother was known for “an unusually fine intelligence and quick wit,” and she ran her crowded little household with “stern but kindly discipline.” At the same time, Hulda was active in the community, a member of Young People’s Christian Association and an officer in the local chapter of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union. Privation was always present. Clothes were homespun and hand-dyed; one year, when coffee was just too expensive, Jesse made do with a brew steeped from roasted wheat and sorghum.

Like most people in West Branch, Jesse and Hulda were Quakers. Sundays were spent in the Friends clapboard meetinghouse, where services were observed largely in silence as the members waited for “the spirit” to move them to declamation. This was “strong training in patience,” which Bert Hoover recalled years later as “intense repression upon a ten-year-old boy who might not even count his toes.”

Life was precarious in those early days on the prairie. Hoover suffered and sweated through all the plagues sent his way: mumps, measles, croup, diphtheria, chicken pox. Nor were the maladies confined to children. In December 1880, just over a year after moving his family to their new abode, Jess Hoover came home with a fever. As his condition grew worse, Hulda sent the children off to stay with an uncle. Late on a cold Monday night she sent a messenger to retrieve them, but it was too late. By the time they arrived home Jesse Hoover was dead. An obituary memorialized his “pleasant, sunshiny disposition,” but this was largely lost on young Bert. “My recollection of my father” he wrote later, “is of necessity dim indeed.”

Jesse’s demise seemed to awaken a venturesome spirit in Hulda. Even before his death she had broken with strict tradition and begun singing hymns in church, persisting even when some Friends walked out of the meeting in protest. Now, following a schism among the local Quakers, Hulda fell in with the “fast” branch of the Friends, who embraced singing and sermons at the services. She proved so gifted a speaker that she was appointed to preach at the Quaker meeting in Springdale, four miles east of West Branch, by consensus of the congregation there. Before long Hulda was traveling as far as Kansas to deliver her sermons.

In the summer of 1881 Hulda farmed out her three children to give her time to travel the preaching circuit. Bert landed with an uncle, Laban Miles, U.S. Indian agent to the Osage tribe, in Oklahoma, for a period of “eight or nine months.” Bert boarded with the three Miles children, attended the Indian school, and learned from his new friends to make bows and arrows. The next summer found him living in an earthen dugout as ward of another uncle, a brother of Hulda’s who was breaking sod for a new farm in northwest Iowa, three hundred miles from West Branch.

Even when Hulda had the children home with her, life was far more chaotic than before. “I have so much to do all the time,” Hulda wrote in the fall of 1883. “I just keep myself ready first for service of my master”—that being God and the church—“then to work at whatever I can do to earn a little to add to our living, and then the care of my little ones.” In this accounting, at least, the children came last.

By this time the loss of his father and the disorder surrounding him began to take a toll on Bert’s progress in school. After he completed third grade, in June 1883, his teachers decided to have him repeat the year. Hulda’s attempts at guidance had little effect. “I have often tried to get Berttie to write,” she told her sister later that year, “but he always says he can’t write good enough.”

That November, with the hard Iowa winter setting in, Hulda wrote her sister again, to express concern for an ailing sibling and to report that, “I never had better health in my life.” Three months later, she made a midweek visit to Springdale to prepare for an upcoming meeting. Hardy as ever, Hulda returned to West Branch on foot. She caught cold that night, and for two weeks, despite the ministrations of her neighbors, she steadily declined. On Sunday morning, February 24, diagnosed with typhoid and pneumonia, Hulda Hoover died. Thad, Bert, and Mary were now orphans.

The following year the children were divided, each sent off to live with different relatives, a separation none of them wanted and which they sought for years to remedy. Bert lived for the next eighteen months with yet another uncle, Allan Hoover, on a farm about a mile north of West Branch. He developed a special love for his Aunt Millie, and bragged about her cooking ever after. But in the evenings, in the empty silences of the Iowa prairie, young Bert Hoover missed his mother terribly, and on many nights he cried himself to sleep.

•  •  •

Candidate Hoover did not tarry long on this sentimental layover in Iowa. He made a quick side trip to Cedar Rapids to address a conference of agriculture journalists, and then he was back on the train, talking strategy with Bill Donovan on the long run to Washington.

Arriving in the capital, Hoover opened two separate headquarters for his campaign, one in a rented mansion and a second in the Barr Building, a new office tower close by the White House, where Hubert Work set up shop. But after this brief flurry of action Hoover seemed to fade from the scene. For the balance of the race his entire public role consisted of venturing forth every week or two to give a speech—a grand total of five appearances—before heading quickly back to Washington.

Even at headquarters, Hoover continued to play cat-and-mouse with the newspaper correspondents. Instead of formal press conferences, Hoover would make occasional, unscheduled appearances in the “small, uncurtained ground-floor reception room” that was converted into a press office. The room was ringed with desks and typewriters for fifty reporters, all hungry for scraps of news. Once or twice a week, Hoover would drop in unannounced, stride to the center of the room, take a seat, and field questions. As the correspondents chimed in, Hoover’s answers were abrupt, curt, and always off the record. Once the queries trailed off Hoover would depart, without signal or salutation, “as suddenly as he came.”

Hoover’s isolation appeared all the more stark by comparison with his counterpart, Al Smith, the Democratic nominee. A four-term governor of New York, Smith was raised in the immigrant, predominantly Catholic tenements of the East Side and learned his politics from the ward heelers at Tammany Hall. He spoke in the lilting brogue of the streets, his long face split by a toothy smile and crowned with his trademark brown derby.

With Hoover holed up in Washington, Smith spent September and October on the road, making speeches at train stations and auditoriums across the country. To Thomas Stokes, a young reporter covering his first national campaign, the contrast was startling. At the outset he was assigned to cover Smith and had “one of the most enjoyable experiences of my life.” The garrulous Smith clearly liked what he was doing—the banter, the daily press conferences, and the speeches, which were always salted with spur-of-the-moment amendments that “made it fresh and alive.”

Stokes was then transferred to the Hoover campaign. The difference was immediately apparent. “There was much formality” at the Hoover headquarters, Stokes observed. The candidate was largely absent, and staffers eyed the correspondents with suspicion. “The whole prospect was gloomy and forbidding.” This came as a surprise to Stokes, who had attended Hoover’s press conferences at Commerce, where the secretary was “easy, fluent, expressive.” Now Stokes saw “the almost physical horror, the evident recoil, when Herbert Hoover made a public speech. He was a timid person before a crowd.”

Hoover’s aversion to the podium was an extraordinary defect in the makeup of a candidate in an era when oration was the principal weapon of political combat. But it was there for anyone to see. “There are probably few such lamentably bad public speakers in the United States as Herbert Hoover,” historian and journalist Henry Pringle pronounced in the cover story of a national magazine at the height of the campaign. “When hundreds of people are in front of him, inhibitions seem to rise in his throat and choke his vocal cords. One hand is kept in his pocket, usually jingling two half-dollars placed there to ease his nerves. He has not a single gesture.”

Ad-lib was simply not in his repertoire; nor eye contact. Hoover’s aides sometimes used a tall lectern to force him to raise his head, but to no avail. “He reads—his chin down against his shirt front—rapidly and quite without expression,” Pringle reported.

These differences in style distinguished Al Smith as a natural politician, and Hoover as an unlikely one, but that was not enough to decide this contest. America in 1928 was still predominantly rural, and while Smith was strong in the cities, Hoover assembled an electoral team of field operatives and proxy speakers that reached into every section of the country. It was a strategy that won him wide support, but it also generated the only real controversy in the campaign.



The most divisive of Hoover’s surrogates was Mabel Walker Willebrandt, the deputy attorney general who proved so useful in Kansas City. Willebrandt always insisted that she did not allow politics to color her endeavors as a prosecutor, but she forced the issue just after the convention in late June when she staged a spectacular booze raid in Al Smith’s hometown of New York. Assembling in secret and deploying just after midnight, a strike force of 160 state and federal agents ranged up and down Broadway, padlocking the city’s swankiest and most famous nightclubs, driving crowds of patrons into the street and jailing scores of club owners and staff.

The raid took place the day before Smith accepted the Democratic nomination in Dallas. The timing alone was enough for the newspapers. Reporters dubbed Willebrandt “Mad Mabel” and “a modern Portia,” and immediately ascribed the raids to campaign politics. To some the obvious goal was to slam Al Smith on his home turf, spotlighting his supposed willingness to ignore the law of the land. To others it was simply an effort to impress Herbert Hoover, whose candidacy Willebrandt had already endorsed. One prominent Democrat complained of Willebrandt “using her office for political effect.”

Willebrandt made headlines again in September. This time there was no question of mixing politics with official business; by now Willebrandt was on the stump, rallying the forces of temperance to the Hoover cause. Addressing a convention of Methodist ministers in Springfield, Ohio, the firebrand attorney scored New York as “the center . . . of lawlessness and disregard of the Constitution.”

Willebrandt believed that Smith, wet and Catholic, would bring the same sensibility to the White House. “The inevitable result of his leadership would be to increase disregard for law, evasion of responsibility for enforcement, and large avenues of nullification of the Constitution,” Willebrandt warned. “No dry Congress could prevent that.”

The speech was widely reported and caused an immediate uproar, stoked again two weeks later when Smith made a major speech denouncing a “whispering campaign” to destroy his candidacy. Willebrandt had not actually mentioned Smith’s Catholicism, but the religious overtones were easy to assert. “There’s separation of church and state for you,” Smith protested.

Their public duel now caught fire in the press. The New York Daily News led the chorus with an editorial suggesting that Willebrandt be muzzled, but, “no one in authority puts brakes on her ninety-seven horsepower tongue.” But she found supporters as well. One New Jersey paper sang her praises in verse:

Snarling foes will not unnerve her

As they scorn her from the Dark

May the Grace of God preserve her

Prohibition’s Joan of Arc.

Smith’s challenge to Willebrandt sent reporters scurrying back to the Hoover campaign for reaction. They caught up with the candidate at one of his rare press conferences. The exchange went as follows:

Q: Would you dispose of Mrs. Willebrandt in a word or two—her connection with you or the national committee?

A: I don’t think I ought to go into that either. I am not managing this campaign.

Q: Mr. Hoover, you said in connection with Mrs. Willebrandt that you are not managing this campaign. Do you mean it is up to Dr. Work?

A: I would rather you would not bring these matters up to me.

Hubert Work met the same questions at a separate news conference. His answers were no more convincing: “She is a sort of free lance, and of course you know she is a Justice Department official. I don’t know where she speaks or when she speaks or anything about it.”



Hoover and his campaign manager were just as furtive in their pursuit of their most ambitious goal of the 1928 election—to make dramatic gains, and political history, by carrying one or more states in old Dixie.

The principal agent of this stratagem was Horace Mann, a longtime associate of Claudius Huston’s from Tennessee. Colonel Mann, as he liked to be called, was a large man with a pleasant voice and an instinctive feel for the racial undertones of Southern politics. He operated largely undercover, working with the lily-white factions in several states and quietly dispensing cash to local chieftains in key districts. He reported occasionally to Huston and occasionally to Work, but always sought to present himself as a power in his own right.

Hubert Work was careful to distance Mann from himself and from the Republican National Committee by having the Tennessee colonel set up his own offices, keep his own books, and spend funds without consulting the party organization. Their cover was blown in late August, however, when party officials opened a Hoover campaign office in Louisiana. Hoover’s state manager, aptly named A. O. Cotton, told reporters that he was reporting to Horace Mann, and that he had budgeted $70,000 for the Louisiana campaign. Queried that same day in Washington, Work and other party officials denied any formal connection with Mann; a week later they acknowledged him as the “southern division manager” for the RNC. The connection remained murky, however, and subsequent press accounts called Mann “Hoover’s mystery man,” or, on one occasion, “Hoover’s political viceroy in the South.”

Horace Mann’s strategy was to exploit Southern fears of Al Smith as a wet, Catholic urbanite and thereby encourage mass defections from the Democratic Party. The trick was to get these crossover voters—“Hoovercrats,” they came to be known—to disregard the long alliance between Republicans and black Americans. This Mann attempted by encouraging black Democrats to publicize their support for Smith, and by promoting lily-white Republican leaders, all to convince Southern white voters they might safely vote Republican.

This would appear a patently racist strategy, but ethical judgments were never that simple in the moral fun house of the Deep South. Several black advisors to the Hoover campaign explicitly endorsed the strategy as the best chance to oust the Democrats, even if Southern blacks would have to watch from the sidelines.

The Democrats countered with race-baiting of their own. It was a nasty campaign, underscored by allegations that Mann coordinated his efforts with the Ku Klux Klan. Hoover might have been friendly with blacks, the wizards of the Klan figured, but the wet and Catholic Al Smith presented a bigger threat.

Another Republican operator in the South was Bascom Slemp, a Virginia politico and onetime secretary to Calvin Coolidge. As Hoover was well aware, Slemp had been exposed, just a few years before, for peddling influence and selling public offices, but nobody had more sway than Slemp in Virginia. On July 20 the affiliation was made official when Hubert Work announced he was putting Slemp on the RNC staff as assistant to the chairman.

Most of Slemp’s campaign activities took place out of sight, but one particular service he did for Hoover and the party was exposed two years later in hearings before Congress. Slemp, it turned out, acted as a secret conduit between E. C. Jameson, a New York insurance executive, and James Cannon, a bishop with the Methodist Episcopal Church, a veteran of the political wars in Virginia and, in 1928, the nation’s most influential defender of Prohibition. Jameson found an immediate affinity with Cannon, and eventually supplied $65,000 to Cannon’s operation.

Slight, shrewd, and severe, Cannon was only too happy to repay his sponsors, denouncing Al Smith’s Catholic Church as “the mother of ignorance, superstition, intolerance and sin.” His base was in Virginia but Cannon’s influence reached much further. In early August, for example, he traveled to Florida to address a convention sponsored by the Anti-Saloon League, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, and the Methodist Ministers of Jacksonville. It was the kickoff to a “Dry Democrats” drive that spawned pro-Hoover and anti-Smith clubs across the state. They catered to different constituencies but shared the same goal, and fostered a Republican groundswell.



These were the flashpoints of the 1928 election, but they did not define the contest. For all their differences in demeanor, Hoover and Smith shared the same fundamental outlook. Both considered themselves inheritors of the Progressive movement, both were skeptical of bureaucracy, and both sought to reduce taxes and trim spending. More important, both were friendly toward business and wanted to minimize government intervention in the market. Their only real division was Prohibition, which Hoover endorsed and which Smith heartily opposed.

This policy accord reflected a general sense of satisfaction on the part of the American people. The year 1928 marked the crest of a tide of prosperity that had been rising since 1921, a circumstance for which Hoover and the Republicans claimed much credit. Smith recognized he could not break in upon this policy redoubt, and he didn’t try. Instead he emphasized his urban roots and his affinity with working people. Smith was an engaging character, a harbinger of where America was headed, but there was little chance he would win the White House that year.

For his part, Hoover made prosperity his core message. At his few carefully scripted appearances Hoover dwelt at length on the many facets of America’s economic success, which he credited to a “progressive economic system” and “vigorous cooperation by the government.” To Hoover, cooperation was the key. It was “a new policy in government,” which he had introduced at Commerce to foster efficiency and growth, “not by law or regulation, but by purely voluntary action.” This modern mode supplanted the strife that characterized the other industrialized economies and helped preserve the unique American values of personal freedom and individual initiative. By standing as an oracle of progress, Hoover kept the focus narrow, and the outcome foreordained.

When the voting commenced the wisdom of this simple approach was quickly confirmed. The first returns arrived from the villages of New Ashford, Massachusetts, and Mount Washington, New Hampshire, where polls had closed early; they reported two to one for Hoover.

That result set the tone for the day. Hoover won in a landslide, collecting 21 million votes to Smith’s 15 million, with an electoral college advantage of 444 to 87. Hoover had garnered more votes than any prior president—owing to a larger electorate, but also to a commanding victory. Republicans increased their majorities in both houses of Congress, achieving a margin of over 100 seats in the House and 16 in the Senate. Al Smith had captured many of the great cities previously considered Republican turf—New York, St. Louis, Boston, San Francisco—and made inroads in many more, but there was no question the vote represented a resounding victory for Hoover and his party.

Hoover’s most pronounced success came in the South, where he took Virginia, North Carolina, Florida, and Texas, delivering them to the Republican column for the first time since Reconstruction. There were other highlights to his sweeping victory; outside the South, the only states he failed to carry were Massachusetts and Rhode Island. Most remarkably, Hoover carried Al Smith’s home state of New York.

The months that followed were marked by quiet confidence in a nation unified behind its brainy, earnest leader. “The whole country was a vast, expectant gallery, its eyes focused on Washington,” the journalist Ann O’Hare McCormick observed soon after. “We had summoned a great engineer to solve our problems for us; now we sat back comfortably and confidently to watch the problems being solved.” For McCormick the emphasis was not the “problems”—they did not appear especially urgent—so much as the idea that Hoover represented something new, a leader who would elevate science and intellect above crass ideology. “Almost with the air of giving genius its chance, we waited for the performance to begin.”

There was no sense of foreboding, no indication of the powerful economic storms that lay just over the horizon. Few from either party would dispute Hoover’s assessment, during a campaign statement in September, that “no dangers lie in store.” Fewer still recalled the statement of Hoover’s campaign manager in September, warning of the dangers that would attend putting the reins of power into Democratic hands.

Hubert Work was discussing the issue of tariff protection, but then shifted to the general state of the economy. The remarkable prosperity of the postwar decade was founded on personal credit, and could be suddenly washed away. “Today a large amount of our people have more at stake than their profits or their jobs,” Work told reporters at a Boston news conference. “They owe money on their homes, their radios, their automobiles, their electric washing machine and many other luxuries.

“They have laid wagers on continuing prosperity,” Work cautioned. “Let there be a break in the endless chain of prosperity and this whole structure of personal credit will collapse and bury millions beneath it with hardship unprecedented in any former period of depression.”

At the time, Work’s statement was taken in the spirit it was intended—as a partisan political blast. It was only later, in hindsight, that the Denver physician-turned-politico would look like a soothsayer.




FOUR



“HOOVER THE SILENT”

HERBERT HOOVER MARKED HIS RESOUNDING electoral triumph with another disappearing act—he set sail aboard a U.S. Navy dreadnought for a two-month goodwill tour of South America. It was a masterful bit of news management, allowing Hoover to emphasize a new, more pacific foreign policy—as opposed to the Big Stick of Teddy Roosevelt—while evading the queries of the Washington press corps. In that day the interregnum between presidential administrations was six weeks longer than now, and Hoover was loath to endure four months of daily speculation over cabinet appointments. “I should keep entirely out of Washington” until the inauguration, Hoover explained at the time to a friend. “It is partially with this in mind that I have undertaken the South American journey.”

The tour was a success, to judge by the great crowds that turned out in Lima and Buenos Aires and Rio de Janeiro. But the time abroad did nothing to ease the burdens that awaited the president-elect. In fact, during Hoover’s absence the forces that would soon drive the American economy into crisis were rapidly gathering force.

Heading for Washington directly upon his return, Hoover was dismayed to find that, in the eight weeks since his departure, prices on the New York Stock Exchange had surged, gaining 25 percent in what analysts were calling the Hoover Boom. Banks and major corporations had committed great sums to support speculators in a rush for fantastic profits. The market was setting records daily for trading volume and volatility. Summing up his reaction in a letter penned ten years later, Hoover recalled, “Immediately [when] I picked up the threads of the American situation, I was appalled at the extent of the boom.”

The jump in market values did not arrive overnight. For several years, as the Roaring Twenties crested, Americans of every rank and class had been captivated by the seemingly inexorable rise in stock prices. At first it appeared a simple reflection of robust economic growth, but it soon took on the near magical quality that so reliably signals an overheated speculative market—steadily rising prices that bear little relation to profits, earnings, or any other familiar measure of value. In an era of excess, the rising market emerged as the greatest fad of all. “You could talk about Prohibition, or Hemingway, or air conditioning, or music, or horses,” a visiting British journalist observed, “but in the end you had to talk about the stock market, and that was when the conversation became serious.”

Alarmed at the huge amounts of cash flowing into the markets, the Federal Reserve early in 1928 raised interest rates in a bid to dampen speculation, at the same time selling government securities to tighten the supply of money. But stock prices kept climbing, as did unemployment, with some business sectors showing persistent weakness. Keeping interest rates high to combat speculation might derail the entire economy. In early August the Fed backed off its tight-money policy and went into a period of virtual inaction. Soon after, with the election of Herbert Hoover, the market took off again.

Hoover was quite out of touch with the state of the economy during his South American sojourn, but he caught up quickly upon his return. His first day back, January 7, he stopped by the White House to brief President Coolidge on his tour. It was just a formality, a gesture of respect from a cabinet secretary who would soon be replacing Coolidge in the executive mansion. But Hoover called again the next day, and this was strictly business; Hoover wanted to talk about the surging market. “I went to Mr. Coolidge and urged that he should ask the Federal Reserve Board to put brakes upon the mis-use of credit for speculative purposes,” Hoover explained later.

This request immediately took Coolidge out of his comfort zone. The president did not accept the idea of the executive branch meddling in the affairs of the Federal Reserve. It violated his conception of constitutional limits on the presidency, and his inclination to let the various departments of the government operate without interference. Nor did Coolidge accept the idea that the markets had entered dangerous territory. “He could not believe that anything was really wrong,” Hoover recounted.



Hoover agreed in theory with strict limits on the role of the executive. But he had always been a policy activist, and he could not sit by in the face of what he perceived as a dire threat. In this instance he put his reticence aside and, by his later telling of the story, requested “permission” from Coolidge to engage directly on the question. It is not clear what authority Coolidge could confer, or how, but it was enough to satisfy Hoover’s scruples, and he promptly contacted key members of the Federal Reserve Board.

According to the account in his memoirs, Hoover made his first approach to Fed chairman Roy Young, a Minnesota banker who had assumed his post just eighteen months before. Hoover said Young shared his concern over excessive speculation in the market. “I conferred several times with him and found him fully alive to the situation,” Hoover wrote. “He agreed to use the full powers of the board to strangle the speculative movement.”

Another Fed governor Hoover buttonholed during this interval was Adolph Miller. One of the original governors of the system, Miller was the board’s only trained economist, a professor at Cornell and then the University of Chicago before his appointment to the Fed in 1914. Argumentative and independent-minded, Miller tended to alienate his fellow governors with lectures on policy. He was also a resident of the Dupont Circle neighborhood in Washington, and a social friend of Hoover’s.

For some time Miller had been pressing the board to strike against the market fever by raising interest rates. By January the board majority was swinging around to that view, but now Miller’s prescription was beginning to shift. He believed stock prices had reached the point that hiking interest rates would no longer bear much influence on the market plungers. Borrowers pursuing a hot stock were paying 20 percent or more for funds, while “legitimate” borrowers seeking business loans were being driven from the market. Raising rates would only injure business, with no effect on speculation. As Miller put it later, “Control by rate action in a speculative gale of such fury as swept the United States in 1929 is a good deal like spitting against the wind.”

Instead of rate hikes, Miller proposed that the board focus more narrowly on the practice of banks extending credit to brokers and stock speculators. He sponsored a policy of “direct pressure,” by which the Federal Reserve would admonish member banks not to lend money to finance stock buys. This regimen was simpler in theory than practice—just how regulators were to restrict the use to which borrowed funds would be put was never fully answered—and the policy was immediately controversial on the board.

To some degree, this division over policy reflected the rudimentary state of the Fed. The system was just fourteen years old, and the board was still feeling out its role and its powers. Some of its principal founders felt the board had no role to play in stabilizing the market, that the system’s sole charge was to fight inflation. The Wall Street Journal championed this strain of orthodoxy when it asserted, “Checking stock speculation is none of the Federal Reserve’s business.” Moreover, some Fed governors had only vague notions of banking and monetary policy. Selected primarily to satisfy regional interests, the Fed governors included two farmers and two lawyers with limited financial experience. Some critics attribute all the ills of the Depression to the ineptitude and stasis of this group.

But others reject the idea that Fed policy could have altered the great dynamics of price and production that threw the global economy into its epochal stall. Experts still disagree over which policies were appropriate, and what results they might have produced. In any event, in this instance it was the academic economist Miller who pushed for direct pressure, and it was his policy that carried the day.

In theory direct pressure would avoid the blunderbuss quality of across-the-board rate hikes. As such it was a new avenue around a policy conundrum, just the sort of innovation a Progressive like Hoover could embrace. As Hoover put it in his memoirs, “Governor Young contended that the banks could curb loans for speculation, just by simply refusing to make such loans. I held with the Governor.”

This statement is, in fact, incorrect. Young was actually among the board minority opposed to direct pressure, and the record shows he made a point of correcting Hoover’s misconception at the time. That Hoover persisted in his error says something of his management style—at Commerce and then as president, he tended to assign a problem to one or another of his subordinates, and then assume that they followed the same policies he would. Hoover may also have been leery, in this rendition, of divulging the full scope of his dealings with Adolph Miller. Writing years later, he exaggerated his contacts with Young, and obscured his contacts with his former neighbor and personal friend.

In any event, on February 4, with the board sharply divided, it voted against raising interest rates and adopted instead the policy of direct pressure. With investors borrowing all the money they could find to finance new stock buys, the Fed put the policy into motion, ordering the reserve banks to restrict lending to “legitimate” purposes. Hoover’s inauguration was still a month away, but already he had taken his first steps to grapple with the looming crisis in the economy.



Hoover had been down this path before. In 1925, with the postwar boom well under way, he became concerned with a recent, sharp rise in the amount of loans made by banks to finance stockbroker operations. These so-called brokers’ loans had averaged about $1 billion per annum through the first part of the decade; they doubled in 1924 as the speculative impulse began to take hold. In 1925, with brokers’ loans approaching $3 billion a year, Hoover decided he ought to do something—anything—to intervene.

Here as later, Hoover raised his concern with Adolph Miller. As Miller recalled it, Hoover burst into Miller’s S Street home on a Sunday afternoon in November, bounded up to his second-floor office, and asked in great urgency, “Are you as worried about this speculation as I am?”

The answer was yes. In this instance, Miller had been urging his fellow governors to raise interest rates to dampen the market fever. But as he would find again in 1928, his was a minority position. The shifts in the financial sector were ambiguous indicators at best, and with recovery proceeding apace, and no sign of price inflation, the board was content to sit tight. In short, Miller told Hoover, he’d been stymied, and the board would continue holding rates down.

Undaunted, Hoover turned to another capital ally, Irvine Lenroot, a senator from Wisconsin and member of the Banking and Currency Committee. Together with Hoover, Lenroot composed a probing letter to D. R. Crissinger, chairman of the Federal Reserve Board, proposing that speculation in New York could spread to commodity markets across the country, threatening “the greatest calamities upon our farmers, our workers, and legitimate business.” The letter drew a haughty response from Crissinger, who dismissed fears of larger impacts from stock speculation. Any damage from inflated values, Crissinger said, would be limited to the speculators themselves.

When Hoover and Lenroot responded with a second letter challenging Fed policy, it provoked real heat among the Fed governors. Crissinger suspected that Lenroot had formed his queries with information from inside the board; he quickly divined that Adolph Miller had been leaking material to Hoover, and that Hoover “had egged on” Lenroot. Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon, an ex-officio member of the Federal Reserve (a dual status now barred by statute), shared Crissinger’s resentment; he was particularly annoyed when Hoover approached him personally to criticize board policy.

That was as far as Hoover went, however. He refrained from taking his critique of the board public, and confined his remarks on speculation to the Commerce Department’s statement on the economic outlook for 1926. Prospects were bright, Hoover offered, but the financial sector’s growing fascination with Wall Street was ominous. “Over-optimism can only land us on the shores of over-depression,” the commerce secretary warned. “What we need is an even keel in our financial controls.”

Hoover raised his fears again two years later, after the Fed governors voted in July 1927 to lower interest rates despite robust economic performance. The policy was designed to prop up the principal economies of Europe, which were struggling to reinstate the prewar gold standard, and needed help to stem a drain of bullion to America. But monetary ease in a U.S. economy risked channeling funds into an already overheated domestic stock market.

When Hoover learned in August of the decision to lower rates he was incensed. “What Europe needed,” he wrote later, “was not credit but disarmament, balancing of budgets, harder work and more production.” This time the commerce secretary went to Crissinger directly, but to no better effect. Crissinger dismissed Hoover’s fears as “parochial,” and promised that the board “would not let the situation get out of hand.” Hoover then raised his concern with President Coolidge and Andrew Mellon. Again, nothing; neither felt Hoover’s sense of alarm, while Coolidge instructed Hoover in his view that Congress had created the Federal Reserve “entirely independent” of the executive branch, and that he was not inclined to interfere.

Hoover was left to commit his fears to writing. He did so in a memo that he delivered to Crissinger at the Fed. “The safety of continued prosperity will depend on caution and resistance to expansion of credit which will further limit speculation,” Hoover wrote. “The real test will be whether we can hold this prosperity together without an era of speculation and extravagance with its inevitable debacle.”



In early 1929, destined now for the nation’s highest office, Hoover kept secret his meetings and deliberations over the market. He did the same with the more prosaic tasks of his layover in Washington—principally, the vetting and interviews attendant to composing the cabinet of his new administration. He conducted this business from a suite of rooms at the Mayflower, an opulent new hotel off Farragut Square, two blocks north of the White House. There Hoover received a steady stream of visitors, not leaving his rooms even to take lunch at home.

Through it all the president-elect said not a word, to the point where copywriters began taking potshots. “Hoover the Silent,” the New York Evening Post headlined; the Times dubbed him “the best listener Washington has had in a generation,” a sobriquet that paid some deference but also implied frustration at Hoover’s unbending reserve.

The press was learning only now that as president Hoover would continue in the detached mode he had established during the campaign. But Hoover’s drawn-out deliberations over filling his cabinet suggested another feature of his coming term—that his predilection for searching out every potential negative would come to haunt him. Candidates were ruled out for reasons of geography or public profile; for too much fame or for not enough; for reasons that Hoover couldn’t or wouldn’t name. All the good men were already occupied, Hoover complained, with jobs or family obligations or both. “Hoover is very surprised and not a little grieved,” Ed Rickard observed, “to find such difficulty filling his cabinet.”

Hoover did not lack executive capacity. At Commerce, and in the relief projects he ran during the war, he was renowned for instinctive leadership and snap decisions. He might agonize over the final outcome, as Lou well recognized, but this lingering hesitation was something new. Close observers felt there was something else at work, some internal voice that stifled the conviction and self-confidence that had marked Hoover for leadership early on. It was as if, having finally attained the high station he sought, he found himself afraid of heights. Formerly sure-footed, he was now tentative.
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