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PREFACE



They came from Washington, D.C., New York City, and Los Angeles, as well as places far from the centers of power. They were worldly diplomats and influential commentators, powerful politicians and popular actors, public intellectuals and legendary entrepreneurs, bestselling writers and quiet scholars. They were conservatives, libertarians, and liberals; believers and atheists; young and old; high society and Middle American; white, black, and beige—a panorama of twenty-first-century America. They came from Harvard and Yale, Hillsdale and Grove City, Notre Dame and the University of Chicago. They filled New York’s St. Patrick’s Cathedral that early April morning as they raised their voices in praise of an extraordinary man, William F. Buckley Jr., who had died as he had lived, at his desk, writing.


George Weigel, the author of an illuminating biography of Pope John Paul II, said that Bill Buckley was one of the most publicly influential American Catholics of the twentieth century. His ideas, wrote Weigel, “changed the way Americans think” and “reshaped our politics and our public policy.”1


In his St. Patrick’s homily, principal celebrant Rev. George W. Rutler explained that Bill Buckley’s first formative academy had been his father’s dinner table, where he was taught that the most important things in life are “God, truth, and beauty.” Buckley adamantly opposed Communism all his life not just because it was a tyranny but also because it was a heresy. His categories, Father Rutler said, were not “Right and Left but right and wrong.”2


Nicholas Lemann, a discerning liberal and dean of the Columbia University School of Journalism, said that during the Reagan administration “the 5,000 middle-level officials, journalists and policy intellectuals that it takes to run a government” were “deeply influenced by Buckley’s example.” Some of them had been personally groomed by Buckley, and “most of the rest saw him as a role model.”3


They had been shaped by the mighty stream of words that flowed from Bill Buckley’s Royal typewriter and then PC—a Mississippi River of words. Christopher Buckley, Bill and Pat Buckley’s only child, recounted at the memorial mass how he had gone to the Sterling Library at Yale University to inspect his father’s papers. They totaled 248.8 linear feet, higher than the spire of St. Patrick’s. That did not include the 6,000 newspaper columns, 1,504 Firing Line television programs, and some fifty-five works of fiction and nonfiction.


Christopher leavened his remarks with a wry humor that would have pleased his father and that delighted the congregation of more than two thousand. He revealed that he and the elder Buckley had discussed his funeral service. “If I’m still famous,” his father said, “try to convince the cardinal to do the service at St. Patrick’s. If I’m not, just tuck me away in Stamford.” Christopher acknowledged the many editorial cartoons about his father’s death, including the one showing Bill Buckley at the pearly gates and St. Peter groaning, “I’m going to need a bigger dictionary.” He recalled his father’s appearance on ABC’s Nightline the day he retired from his long-running television program, Firing Line. At the end of the interview Ted Koppel said, “Bill, we have one minute left. Would you care to sum up your thirty-three years in television?” To which Buckley replied, “No.”4


Searching for an epitaph, Christopher recalled that his father once gave an interview to Playboy magazine. Asked why he had agreed to appear in so unconservative a publication, the elder Buckley replied, “In order to communicate with my sixteen-year-old son.” At the interview’s end he was asked what he would like for an epitaph, and he replied, “ ‘I know that my Redeemer liveth.’ ” Only “Pup,” Christopher said, “could manage to work the Book of Job into a Hugh Hefner publication.”5


He ended by quoting from Robert Louis Stevenson’s “Requiem,” one of Bill Buckley’s favorite poems:




Under the wide and starry sky,


Dig the grave and let me lie.


Glad did I live and gladly die,


And I lay me down with a will.


This be the verse you ’grave for me:


Here he lies where he long’d to be;


Home is the sailor, home from the sea,


And the hunter home from the hill.6





In the defiant mission statement in the first issue of National Review, Buckley famously wrote that his magazine would “stand athwart history, yelling Stop.” But, said Michael Barone, editor of the definitive Almanac of American Politics, “Buckley and National Review did more than yell ‘Stop!’ at history; they turned it around, first of all by establishing a coherent and respectable conservatism.” Ideas and words have power, Barone said, “and no one has shown more joie de vivre in deploying the power of ideas and words than William F. Buckley Jr.”7


In his St. Patrick’s eulogy, Henry Kissinger, the former secretary of state and an old friend, reminded the audience that Bill Buckley was not a utopian but a Burkean. “I believe neither in permanent victories nor in permanent defeats,” Buckley would say, but he did believe in permanent values—and striving to preserve them.


“We must do what we can,” Buckley once wrote Kissinger, “to bring hammer blows against the bell jar that protects the dreamers from reality.” And then came this typically sinuous sentence: “The ideal scenario is that pounding from without we can effect resonances, which will one day crack through to the latent impulses of those who dream within bringing to life a circuit which will spare the republic.”8


Shifting from the philosophical to the personal, Kissinger revealed how much Buckley’s friendship had meant to him—as it had to so many. When things were really difficult, Kissinger said—“and I mean really difficult”—he did not have to look around to know that Bill Buckley would “always be there beside me.” With tears in his eyes, the veteran diplomat recalled “Bill’s special serenity” in his final years. Let us all give thanks, he said, to “a benign Providence that enabled us to walk part of our way with this noble, gentle, and valiant man who was truly touched by the grace of God.”9


In the weeks following his death on February 27, 2008, the encomiums poured forth.


“He is irreplaceable,” remarked radio talkmeister Rush Limbaugh, who described Bill Buckley as his “greatest inspiration” from the age of twelve, when he read his first Buckley column in the local St. Louis newspaper. Limbaugh recalled that when he was invited to an editorial dinner at Buckley’s Park Avenue home, he had his driver go around the block a couple of times “while I built up the courage to actually enter the place.”10


“Before Buckley,” wrote William Kristol, editor of the neoconservative Weekly Standard, “there was no American conservative movement. There were interesting (if mostly little-known) conservative thinkers. Plenty of Americans had conservative inclinations and sentiments. But Buckley created conservatism as a political and intellectual movement.”11


“He united the fragments of American conservatism,” wrote Michael Kinsley, founder of the liberal website Slate, “and paved the way for Goldwater and then Reagan.”12


“Without Bill—if he had decided to become an academic or a businessman or something else,” said Hugh Kenner, a biographer of Ezra Pound and a frequent contributor to National Review, “without him, there probably would be no respectable conservative movement in this country.”13


“Facing him,” wrote Christopher Hitchens, the archliberal writer and militant atheist who had often appeared on Firing Line,




one confronted somebody who had striven to take the “cold” out of the phrase “Cold War”; who had backed Joseph McCarthy, praised General Franco, opposed the Civil Rights Act, advocated rather than merely supported the intervention in Vietnam, and seemed meanwhile to embody a character hovering somewhere between Skull-and-Bones and his former CIA boss Howard Hunt. On the other hand, this was the same man who had picked an open fight with the John Birch Society, taken on the fringe anti-Semites and weirdo isolationists of the old Right, and helped to condition the Republican comeback of 1980. Was he really, as he once claimed, yelling “stop” at the locomotive of history, or was he a closet “progressive”?4





It is a provocative suggestion, but the late Tim Russert, then the moderator of NBC’s Meet the Press, rightly emphasized that Bill Buckley was “a conservative and proud of it.” He understood the rhythms of history, said Russert: “that there was a race worth running in 1964 with Barry Goldwater that would probably be unsuccessful but it would lay the groundwork for a successive takeover of the Republican Party, and the White House, to wit Ronald Reagan—and he was right.”15


Not everyone was so complimentary, even within the conservative movement.


Christopher Westley, a professor of economics and contributor to the libertarian website LewRockwell.com, wrote disapprovingly that Buckley urged conservatives to embrace a large centralized government as “a necessary strategy to defeat the Soviets.” Lew Rockwell himself described Buckley as the “enforcer of welfare-state discipline on the right,” an “enabler of neoconservatism,” and a “thoroughly bad ideological influence in general.”16


The prominent paleoconservative academic Paul Gottfried quoted anti-immigration advocates Peter Brimelow and Larry Auster, who argued that Buckley had become “the captive of a leftward-moving American culture.” Gottfried insisted that Buckley “had handed over American conservatism to neoconservative adventurers from the Left,” making neoconservatism “the only permissible form of thinking on the right.”17


A more favorable reading was offered by President Ronald Reagan at National Review’s thirtieth anniversary in 1985, when he said that the magazine and its indefatigable editor “didn’t just part the Red Sea—you rolled it back, dried it up and left exposed, for all the world to see, the naked desert that is statism.”


And then, as if that were not enough, the president said, “You gave the world something different, something in its weariness it desperately needed, the sound of laughter and the sight of the rich, green uplands of freedom.”18


What shaped this polymathic, polysyllabic man, who almost single-handedly created an intellectual and political movement, uniting the several fragments of American conservatism and paving the way for Ronald Reagan, the most influential political leader in America in the second half of the twentieth century? To begin with, there were his closely knit, unshakably conservative family and his unwavering Roman Catholic faith.










CHAPTER 1 GROWING UP CONSERVATIVE



William Frank Buckley Jr. was born in New York City on November 24, 1925, the sixth of the ten children of William F. Buckley Sr., a strong-willed Texan and Irish Catholic, and Aloise Steiner Buckley, the devoutly Catholic daughter of a successful New Orleans business executive. After graduating from the University of Texas, the senior Buckley made and lost a fortune in the oil fields of Mexico and then regained it in Venezuela.


In search of financing for his business ventures, he moved his large family (and two Mexican nurses) to Paris and then to London in the late 1920s and early 1930s. All of which explains, at least in part, Bill Buckley’s unique accent. Until he was three, Billy Buckley was monolingual—in Spanish. His first formal schooling was in French. At five, he was enrolled in a Catholic boarding school in England. In 1933, when he was seven, the Buckley family finally settled down in Sharon, Connecticut, where Will Buckley “went full-bore on implementing his pedagogical ideas.”1


“There was nothing complicated about Father’s theory of child-rearing,” wrote Aloise Buckley Heath, the oldest daughter. “He brought up his sons and daughters to be absolutely perfect.”2 The son who came closest to perfection was Billy Buckley, who strove from the earliest age to please his father.


Disdaining public education for his children, Will Buckley set up his own school at Great Elm—the family home—employing a small army of private tutors. There was professional instruction in apologetics, art, calligraphy, harmony, painting, piano, speech, and typing. There were tutors in French, Latin, Spanish, and English. There were two full-time teachers, tests, grades, class hours, and requirements for graduation. Several neighborhood children also attended the Buckley “school.”


What education did not occur in the classroom, writes Buckley biographer John B. Judis, took place at the dining table. The father made the children defend their intellectual and political positions. Will Buckley’s dinner-table examinations “encouraged a certain kind of performing intelligence among his children.” They succeeded or failed not simply by saying the right thing but by “saying it well—with wit and with style.”3 From a very early age, Billy Buckley did both. At six, according to his father, he wrote the king of England demanding that Britain pay her World War I debt.


The summers were near heaven for Billy and his siblings. They rode horses, swam in the pool, played golf or tennis, and sailed. This idyll was interrupted for forty-five minutes of piano practice every day except for the Fourth of July, Thanksgiving, Christmas—and one’s birthday. There were five pianos and an organ in the house. “It was never absolutely clear,” Bill Buckley later wrote, “whether the sound was worse when all the pianos were being exercised jointly or when only one of them was being played.”4


In the mid-1930s, according to biographers Linda Bridges and John R. Coyne Jr., Will Buckley started taking his family to Camden, South Carolina, for part of the winter. He bought a house far out of town—so far that it was named Kamschatka, after the distant Siberian peninsula. “It was in Camden that the young Buckleys became acquainted with the Southern part of their heritage.”5 Most of that came from Aloise Buckley, who considered herself a “Daughter of the Confederacy.” Will Buckley was a Texan, not a southerner. His grandfather had emigrated from Ireland to Canada in the 1840s and then moved his family to San Diego, Texas, a small town only a hundred miles north of the Mexican border.


The dominant personality of the family was “Father”—Will Buckley, who loved America, trusted the free market, and hated Communism with equal passion. He detested Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. He did not try to mold his children into exact copies of himself, but saw to it that they were prepared, intellectually and morally, to make a difference in whatever profession they chose.


“He worshiped three earthly things,” Bill Buckley later wrote, “learning, beauty, and his family.” He was “the most admirable man I ever knew.”6 There was a special relationship between the father and his precocious son. Bill became “the apple of his father’s eye,” Jane Buckley Smith remarked. “Father loved us all,” Reid Buckley said, “he respected us for our various talents, but Bill combined the intellectual brilliance with the moral control.”7


The Buckleys were ardently Roman Catholic. While attending St. John’s Beaumont, a Catholic school in England run by Jesuits, young Bill went to mass every day, praying for the health of his mother, who was in the midst of a difficult pregnancy. He achieved a special reverence for “Our Lady” (Mary, the mother of God), who “became in my mind an indispensable character in the heavenly cloister.” He prayed the rosary daily for the rest of his life. It was at this time—he was thirteen—that Buckley developed what he called “a deep and permanent involvement in Catholic Christianity,” a statement critical to understanding his unfailing charity as an adult—except in the case of Gore Vidal and Lowell Weicker.8 When he was sixteen, he wrote his mother that probably the “greatest contribution you have given me is your faith. I can now rely on God in almost any matter.” Years later, in his one and only book about his faith, he wrote, “I was baptized a Catholic and reared as one by devoted parents whose emotional and intellectual energies never cloyed. My faith has not wavered.”9


At the same time, he did not hesitate to speak his mind to anyone. Within two days of his arrival at St. John’s, he called at the office of the school president, a distinguished scholar, and told him there were several things about the school he did not like. The president was so shocked by the young American’s boldness that he was “too paralyzed to speak,” affording Bill the opportunity to explain the deficiencies of the venerable school.10





IN THE ARMY AND AT YALE



At fourteen, he followed his brothers to the Millbrook School, a small Protestant preparatory school in nearby New York where he boarded during the week. There Bill honed his writing and debating skills—often with the faculty. He once appeared uninvited at a faculty meeting to report that one of his teachers had deprived him of the right to express his political views in class. He proceeded to expound to the stunned faculty “on the virtues of isolationism, the dignity of the Catholic Church, and the political ignorance of the school staff.”11


In his last year at Millbrook, he began reading—at his father’s urging—the works of Albert Jay Nock, a radical libertarian who was a frequent luncheon guest at Great Elm. Born in 1870 in Scranton, Pennsylvania, author-editor Nock was a fiercely independent intellectual and severe critic of the state and of unbridled materialism. Ordained in the Episcopal Church in 1897, he served as pastor at several churches before leaving the clergy to take up a career in journalism. He was editor of American Magazine and then the Nation before becoming, in 1920, coeditor of the original Freeman, a magazine of politics and economics. When the Freeman stopped publishing for financial reasons, Nock became a freelance writer, writing pieces for a host of prominent publications and authoring several books. He penned biographies of his favorite thinkers, including Thomas Jefferson and Henry George, the leader of the “Single Tax” movement in the nineteenth century. Nock himself opposed progressive taxation.




[image: Image]

Chicago History Museum


ALBERT JAY NOCK


Rejecting the welfare state





Nock’s last and best-known book, Memoirs of a Superfluous Man, was published in 1943, the year Buckley completed high school. In the years to come, Buckley would frequently quote from Nock’s Memoirs. In the book, Nock invents what he calls “Epstein’s Law” as an explanation of human activity: “Man tends always to satisfy his needs with the least possible exertion.” As a result, Nock holds out little hope for any effective political reform. Yet he expresses an almost mystical belief in a “Remnant” of elite writers and thinkers who will one day build a new and free society on the ruins of the modern welfare state (initiated by his least favorite president, Franklin Roosevelt). Memoirs resonates with the conviction that, like the ancient Hebrew prophet, modern-day Isaiahs will emerge to proclaim the truth about man, the state, and liberty.12


A number of leading figures of the postwar Right admired Nock, including Russell Kirk, Robert Nisbet, and Frank Chodorov. They were drawn by his cutting wit—he once wrote that dogs were “natural-born New Dealers,” content with whatever their masters gave them—and responded to his gospel of individual freedom.13 Bill Buckley also admired these traits, as well Nock’s passionate antistatism, his radical rhetoric, and his willingness to stick by his ideas regardless of whether they were out of step with the times. Buckley later admitted to publisher Henry Regnery that on several occasions he had made “a mental resolution” to do a book on Nock—“he has always fascinated me.”14


Albert Jay Nock—the ultimate individualist—was the first of four conservative writers who would have a profound influence on Bill Buckley. Notably, the man who became synonymous with the term conservative subtitled one collection of his articles and essays Reflections of a Libertarian Journalist.


When Buckley graduated from Millbrook in 1943 at the head of his class, he was only seventeen, and not eligible for the draft. Not wanting to start at Yale and then leave in the middle of the school year, he spent a few months at the University of Mexico improving his Spanish before he was inducted into the army in July 1944.


Will Buckley had adamantly opposed America’s entry into World War II, and his children shared his isolationist, America First views. But with Pearl Harbor, the patriotism of the Buckleys came to the fore, with John serving in the army in North Africa and France, and Jim in the navy in the Pacific.


Bill Buckley described his military service as “brief and bloodless,” but it was also a rite of passage for the outspoken young conservative.15 He did his basic training at Camp Wheeler, outside Macon, Georgia, and then in January 1945, at the age of nineteen, he entered the OCS (officers’ candidate school) at Fort Benning, Georgia. Although the physical regimen was very demanding, the brash young candidate found it more difficult to be properly deferential to his superiors—and to keep his political opinions to himself. “He was very vocal about his feelings about the Democrats in general and Roosevelt in particular,” recalled a friend.16 His outspokenness did not sit well with his commanders, trained as they were to keep politics and the military separate.


After graduating from OCS—following an extended debate by Buckley’s commanding officers, who at last decided to pass him—he spent the next months as an infantry training officer at Fort Gordon, Georgia. While there he was given a singular and ironic responsibility: he was assigned to the army honor guard that stood by when the body of President Franklin D. Roosevelt was carried to the train that would take him back to Washington, D.C. With the completion of his training, Buckley was sent to Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio because of his Spanish proficiency to participate in counterintelligence activities, but he arrived the day the Japanese surrendered.


Although still not sufficiently deferential to his superiors—at least in their opinion—Bill Buckley did learn how to get along better with the men around him. In a mature letter of self-examination, he wrote to his father:




I don’t know whether you were aware of this while I was in Millbrook, but I was not very popular with boys…. I determined that the principal reasons for this revolved around my extreme dogmatism—particularly in matters concerning politics and the Catholic Church. I could not understand another point of view….


When I went into the Army, I learned the importance of tolerance, and the importance of a sense of proportion about all matters—even in regard to religion, morality etc…. I learned… that regardless of the individual’s dogmas, the most important thing as far as I was concerned was the personality: would his friendship broaden your horizon or provide you with intellectual entertainment? I found that there were actually very few prerequisites to the good friend: he had to have a good sense of humor, a pleasant personality and a certain number of common interests.17





Bill Buckley had learned, as biographer John Judis writes, to distinguish “the rules of personal friendship from those of political combat.”18 It was a critical lesson he would apply at Yale University and afterward.


At Yale, Buckley majored in economics, established himself as one of the best debaters in the university’s history, and was tapped by Skull and Bones, the prestigious secret society for seniors, making him one of the biggest men on campus. But his overriding ambition was to be chairman of the Yale Daily News. “I have never run across anything I wanted so much in all my life,” he wrote his father, “as the chairmanship of the News.”19 He would exhibit the same single-mindedness six years later when he determined that what America needed more than anything else was a conservative journal of opinion.


Following his unanimous election, Buckley began his year as chairman (editor-in-chief) of the newspaper on February 1, 1949. Pre-Buckley, the Yale Daily News had resembled most college papers, reporting the results of fraternity elections, the latest administration press releases, and the ups and downs of the football, basketball, and other athletic teams. But now the News sent reporters to New York and Washington to cover national stories while Chairman Bill editorialized about Yale’s educational flaws, the dangers of Communism, the virtues of capitalism, and the many mistakes of President Harry Truman. “There is no indication,” Buckley wrote, “that the majority of his backers have elevated Mr. Truman to the White House to lead the United States to socialism.”20 Elsewhere he encouraged the Young Republicans, who were holding a two-day convention nearby, to reassert “the principles of freedom of enterprise [and] anti–New Dealism.”21


Buckley editorialized often about the Soviet threat. He once asked, “Will Russia have too long to wait before she spurns [he surely meant ‘thumbs’] her nose at conference and diplomacy and invades Finland and Yugoslavia and maybe even Western Germany and France?”22 If the language seems overheated, note that in the preceding year there had been a Communist coup in Czechoslovakia, Moscow had blockaded West Berlin, the Communist Party of France had become that nation’s largest political party, and Whittaker Chambers had named Alger Hiss as a Communist spy.


In another editorial, Buckley wondered why anybody would be shocked that spokesmen for the Communist Party of the United States had declared that in the event of war with Russia, American Communists would side with the Soviet Union. “We must here assert a well-known fact,” he wrote. “[T]he Communist Party of the United States is an agent of Soviet Russia.”23 And after defending pre–World War II isolationism as a “sane” policy, he noted that the “world division into two ideological camps” made such isolationism in 1949 “impossible.”24


When a reader challenged an editorial’s argument that Yale University had the right, as a private institution, to exclude any and all minorities, Buckley did not back down, anticipating conservative arguments of the 1960s about civil rights legislation. We believe, he wrote, that “discrimination of sorts [is] indispensable to the free society…. Human beings are equal only in the eyes of God.”25


In view of what was to come, it is significant that Bill Buckley’s collegiate editorials reflected the ideas of what would become the three major strains of American conservatism in the 1950s and 1960s—traditionalism, libertarianism, and anti-Communism.


He wrote pointed commentaries about “the godless materialism” whose advance threatened civilization, about liberal hypocrites who protested the appearance of musicians who had performed in Nazi Germany but overlooked the appearances of pro-Soviet musicians like Dmitri Shostakovich, and about the views of popular Yale sociologist Raymond Kennedy, who was fond of saying that religion was a “matter of ghosts, spirits, and emotions.”26


Anticipating a major theme of his first book, God and Man at Yale, Buckley wrote in the News that while Professor Kennedy was entitled to his own beliefs, he was not entitled to “undermin[e] religion through bawdy and slapstick humor, through circumspect allusions and emotive innuendos,” particularly among freshmen and sophomores.27 Buckley was quickly caught up in contention—in the 1940s, biographer Judis points out, students were expected to defer to their professors, not criticize them publicly. Among the irate letters to the editor was one from Professor Kennedy, who warned the twenty-three-year-old Buckley that his views would get him into trouble.28


Buckley shrugged off the warning from a liberal professor for whom he had little regard, but he was disturbed by the open discontent of several Daily News editors who called a meeting to discuss whether the chairman should submit his editorials to the whole board for approval. At the meeting, Buckley seized the offensive and called for a vote of confidence, discombobulating his colleagues, who decided not to force a vote. In a spirit of compromise, Buckley agreed to state that the editorials represented his personal views and to post for comment future editorials that might be considered controversial.29 He prevailed and learned a key lesson: editorial control of a newspaper, or a magazine, must rest with one person, not a board.


At the end of his term as News chairman, Buckley wrote a series of editorials titled “What to Do?” in which he called on Yale and other universities to defend free enterprise against the challenge of socialism—another theme of God and Man at Yale. He wrote:




The battle to retain free enterprise as the fundamental economic philosophy for America is being lost, and there are those of us who mind. The battle is even being lost at Yale…. We are losing the battle for a variety of reasons. Perhaps the most influential is the spirit of restlessness, of iconoclasm, of pragmatism that is intellectually au courant and that is warmly embraced by so many evangelistic young intellectuals who find… their most enthusiastic disciples in the cloistered halls of a university, where everything goes in the name of the search for truth and freedom of inquiry.30





For Bill Buckley, the idea of “everything goes” was absurd and to be dismissed out of hand along with pragmatism and its sibling relativism, which were at the root of the restlessness that afflicted so many young intellectuals. The answer, philosophically, was a combination of conservatism, with its emphasis on order and custom, and libertarianism, with its belief in individual freedom. Buckley called on Yale and other colleges to establish “Adam Smith chairs of Political and Economic Philosophy” in which the adherents of free enterprise could present the arguments for the system that had made America the world’s most prosperous and freest nation.


In an editorial coda, Buckley pointed out that his views had been characterized as “reactionary, archaic, malicious and fascist” because, he said, he had “sallied against the stereotype liberalism which, paradoxically enough, has prescribed rigid limits to tolerable opinion in mid-twentieth-century America.” But then, in a quick shift in tone, he admitted that “some of what we got we deserved” because of “the compelling urge to jolt, to ridicule, to pound square on the nose.” “We deeply bemoan our inability,” he sighed, “to allure without antagonizing, to seduce without violating. Especially because we believe in what we preached and would have liked very much for our vision to have been contagious.”


Eschewing bathos—“it does not become us”—he concluded his chairman days with an impudent flourish: “Suffice to say that we enjoyed it all and that we hope for a Republican victory in November.”31


For all the protests Chairman Bill sparked, he did win admirers. Commented longtime professor Paul Weiss, “There was never a time during the years I was at Yale when the paper was read so eagerly.”32 Dean William C. DeVane agreed, congratulating Buckley for “making the News the most lively college newspaper in the country, past or present.”33







BMOC


Buckley found other fields to conquer in college. With his roommate and future brother-in-law, L. Brent Bozell Jr., he formed one of the best debate teams in Yale history, according to debate coach Rollin Osterweis. The teammates were alike in political philosophy but dissimilar in personality and style. The rangy, red-haired Bozell offered eloquent prepared statements while Buckley engaged in “the cut-and-thrust that Firing Line viewers would come to know so well.”34 “They were extremely effective and dedicated,” commented Alan Finberg, president of the Political Union, “and [it] struck some of us as rather unusual that people of their relatively young years could be so fiercely ideological. Many of us wished that we could be as certain about anything as they were about everything.”35


A memorable debate occurred in the fall of 1949 when Oxford University sent over to the colonies a topflight team of Robin Day, a future celebrated journalist, and Anthony Wedgwood-Benn, who would become a leading Labour member of Parliament. Day and Wedgwood-Benn easily swept the American field until they arrived at Yale and encountered Buckley and Bozell. To the amazement of the visiting Brits, the Yale men followed an English style of debate, relying more on wit and eloquence than the usual recitation of facts and figures common to American debaters. Taking the negative side of the topic, “Resolved: the Americans should nationalize all their non-agricultural industries,” Buckley and Bozell routed the Oxford team.36 With his debating as with his writing, Bill Buckley was perfecting his ability to convince and at the same time entertain an audience.


Buckley also found time for classes. He encountered a professor, political scientist Willmoore Kendall, who would join Albert Jay Nock as an early critical influence on his political thinking.


Kendall was born in Konowa, Oklahoma, in 1909, the son of a blind Methodist minister. He was a child prodigy who read at the age of two, and graduated from high school at thirteen and the University of Oklahoma at eighteen. He became a Rhodes scholar in 1932, spending the next four years at Oxford and in Europe, where he became sympathetic to Trotskyism. But a stint as a reporter in Madrid during the Spanish Civil War—and his witness of the Communists’ deliberate murder of anyone, including newsboys, who opposed them—turned him against Communism. As historian George Nash writes, “Militant, uncompromising hostility to Communism became one of the dominant features of his thought.”37


Entering the University of Illinois, Kendall received his Ph.D. in political science. His dissertation established him as one of the most original thinkers of political thought in America. He challenged the conventional view that John Locke was the champion of “inalienable” natural rights, arguing rather that Locke was a “majority rule” democrat. In the last analysis, he said, Locke “would entrust to the majority the power of defining individual rights,” a position Kendall adopted.38
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At Yale, where he began teaching in 1947, Kendall also roundly criticized the idea of the “open society” and the notion that all questions are open questions. To the contrary, he argued, all polities, including democracies, have an orthodoxy they have a right to defend against anyone who would fundamentally change it. As Nash puts it, “The nightmare of Spain… taught him the horror of a society without consensus… a society where all people were free to talk—and talked themselves into war.”39 In the late 1940s, Kendall supported legislation outlawing the Communist Party, whose goals violated the public orthodoxy necessary for America’s survival.


In later years, says Georgetown University’s George Carey, Kendall “refined his views considerably in light of the American political system.”40 According to Carey, Kendall argued that the founding fathers placed a premium on achieving consensus “rather than simply counting heads” and intended Congress to express the popular will through such consensus. However, liberals had succeeded in establishing the president as “the most authentic representative of the people’s values and aspirations.”41 As a result, there were “two majorities” in America—the congressional majority based on the values and interests of the thousands of communities across the country, and the presidential majority, which spoke for the people as a mass. Kendall asserted that Congress as an institution was inherently more conservative than the presidency.42


Enrolling in Kendall’s political science seminar, Buckley became a political disciple and personal friend of the “wild Yale don.” Kendall taught the young conservative to read political theory with the close attention to the text that the political philosopher Leo Strauss advocated. “Bill always had so much intellectual energy,” recalled Charles Lichenstein, a graduate student of Kendall, “that he threatened to run off in too many directions simultaneously. Willmoore helped him enormously to focus that energy, target that energy, to encourage a higher degree of discipline.”43


Kendall also exerted an enormous influence on Buckley’s political thought. In fact, Buckley later said, “I attribute whatever political and philosophical insights I have to his tutelage and his friendship.”44


Buckley was genuinely struck by Kendall’s Nock-like metaphor—constantly used in class—that the conservative forces were strung out in isolated outposts over a wide front. As Carey summarizes Kendall’s “battlefield metaphor,” liberals could “easily overrun” those outposts “one at a time because they possessed a general staff to concentrate and coordinate their forces for attack. Only when these conservative outposts united in the recognition of their common enemy would conservatism prevail.”45 Buckley would promote and adhere to a strategy of unity as editor of National Review. Indeed, he would become the commander that conservatism had lacked.


Kendall, with his “militant, uncompromising” hostility to Communism, also reinforced Buckley’s already fervent anti-Communism. What’s more, with his rejection of laissez-faire politics, he provided Buckley with a key argument for the young man’s critique of what in God and Man at Yale would be called “laissez-faire” academic freedom.


Despite the extraordinary effect Kendall had on him, Buckley was of two minds about majority politics. He was an elitist, but also said he would rather be governed by the first two thousand names in the Boston telephone directory rather than the Harvard faculty. As we will see, and consistent with his evolving fusionism, he set aside his libertarianism and accepted a large role for the federal government because of the express need to resist Communism. At the same time, he did not hesitate to criticize the actions of whoever was in the White House, whether he was a Republican or a Democrat—from Harry Truman to George W. Bush.


While Kendall influenced Buckley, the student may have influenced his mentor—with his deeply grounded faith. In 1949 Kendall was, in Buckley’s words, “rather cynical about the great truths” that directed society. But by the mid-1950s Kendall had become “one of the few fine and intensely moral figures of our time.” In 1956 Kendall converted to Roman Catholicism, inspired in part, he said, by the church’s centuries of tradition.46


Like Nock, Kendall delighted in going against the grain. “He was a conservative all right,” Buckley remembered, “but invariably he gave the impression that he was being a conservative because he was surrounded by liberals; that he’d have been a revolutionist if that had been required in order to be socially disruptive.”47


Throughout his time at Yale, Buckley never hesitated to make his own conservative political views known, relishing the controversy they created among students and faculty. Henry Wallace’s third-party 1948 campaign for the presidency inspired him to take direct political action. Although Wallace had little chance of winning the election, he was pro-Soviet and anti-anti-Communist, sufficient reason for Buckley to lead a protest against Wallace’s appearance in the New Haven Arena. Buckley, his sisters Patricia and Jane, and several of his friends dressed up as ultraleftists—the girls wore dark suits and no makeup, the boys dark suits, loud ties, and greased hair—and carried signs saying, “Let’s Prove We Want Peace—Give Russia the Atom Bomb.”


In April, Buckley and Kendall debated two Wallace supporters on radio. When Nathaniel Colley, one of the Wallaceites, threatened to sue Kendall for an intemperate remark, Buckley challenged Colley to sue him instead and wrote in the Yale Daily News, “The undeniable facts are: [Professor] Nathaniel S. Colley, through his support of Henry Wallace, is—be it unwittingly—furthering the ends of the Soviet Union.”48


Colley did not take the bait, but Buckley was confirmed in his lifelong application of the French revolutionary Danton’s philosophy, “De l’audace, encore de l’audace, et toujours de l’audace.”49


Buckley’s Yale years reached a climax in February 1950 when he was chosen by the faculty (who apparently had not been paying close attention to the Yale Daily News) to be the student speaker at Alumni Day. Rather than writing the expected “good old Yale” speech, he discussed the “policy of educational laissez-faire,” or academic freedom—borrowing from Kendall’s critique of laissez-faire politics. According to Buckley, it was against “academic freedom” to insist that freedom was better than tyranny, the free market better than socialism and central planning, and Christianity better than secular humanism. The problem, Buckley said, was not that all Yale professors were hard-core atheists or socialists but that the administration declined to say that one set of opinions was better than the other.50 For Buckley, it was obvious which was better.


When he submitted a copy of his speech, he was asked by a leading alumnus to alter his “indictment of the administration” because the alumni “simply wouldn’t understand it.” Buckley changed a couple of sentences. When pressed to do more rewriting, he declined and offered to withdraw as speaker. Despite more appeals to soften his criticism, Buckley remained adamant. Finally, Yale president Charles Seymour personally accepted his withdrawal.51


But this was not the final chapter of Bill Buckley’s career at Yale. As part of graduation exercises—he graduated with honors—he was elected by the Yale class council to deliver the class oration. An apprehensive administration hesitated but did not try to persuade the students to select another speaker. Although still vexed over the cancellation of his Alumni Day speech, Buckley did not single out the administration but called on the university to return to promoting Western civilization and praising America as “an oasis of freedom and prosperity.”52


Thank God that’s over, relieved administration officials undoubtedly said to themselves, not realizing they had provided William F. Buckley Jr. with the theme of his first book.







GOD AND MAN AND MARRIAGE



Through his sister Patricia, Bill Buckley met Patricia Taylor of Vancouver, Canada, who was beautiful, as sharp-witted as Bill, and even wealthier. “Pat looks like a queen, she acts like a queen, and is just the match for Billy,” remarked his sister.53 After a brief period of courting, Bill flew to Vancouver for a weekend and on the third day asked Pat if she would marry him. “She rushed upstairs to tell her mother,” Buckley recalled,




and I waited at the bottom of the huge staircase hoping to get the temper of her proud mother’s reaction (her father was out of town), and soon I heard peals of laughter. I waited apprehensively for Pat to advise me what that was all about. The laughter, she revealed, was generated by her mother’s taking the occasion to recall that eight times in the past, Pat had reported her betrothal.54





Bill and Pat—an Anglican—married in July 1950 at the Roman Catholic cathedral in Vancouver and then were blessed by the Anglican bishop at their wedding reception. They would love, honor, and challenge each other for more than five decades, until Pat Buckley’s death in April 2007.


The young couple settled in Hamden, Connecticut, a New Haven suburb, where Buckley taught Spanish part-time at Yale while working on a book dealing with the themes of his never-delivered Alumni Day talk—socialism versus capitalism and secularism versus Christianity at Yale. He was helped by his friend Frank Chodorov, a disciple of the archlibertarian Albert Jay Nock, and Willmoore Kendall, who read the manuscript and made numerous suggestions. Buckley would continue the practice of submitting his latest work-in-progress to selected friends and family members for their comments for the rest of his life.


While settling into his marriage and working on his first book, Buckley was also waiting to hear about a possible new job—a post with the Central Intelligence Agency. Even before his graduation, he had talked to the CIA at the suggestion of Kendall, who offered to introduce Buckley to James Burnham, then a consultant to the agency and someone whom Kendall idolized. When Kendall talked about Burnham in class, Buckley recalled, it was as if he were “describing Wotan.”55
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