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Praise for The Jazz Age President





“Presidents are ranked wrong. In The Jazz Age President: Defending Warren G. Harding, Ryan Walters mounts a case that Harding deserves to move up—and supplies the evidence to make that case strong. No historian of the 1920s makes the case for Harding after Walters.”


—Amity Shlaes, bestselling author of Coolidge


“He cut taxes and regulations, got the economy roaring, put America first after years of wearisome globalist utopianism, and for all his efforts was derided as unfit for the job. Ryan Walters’s The Jazz Age President: Defending Warren Harding is a long overdue defense of the man who was Trump before Trump, a criminally underrated and unjustly maligned president who in a just, America-first ranking would be regarded as one of America’s greatest presidents. This book is a timely and much needed salvo in the ongoing war to wrest American history back from the socialist ideologues who have dominated it for too long.”


—Robert Spencer, author of Rating America’s Presidents


“Warren Harding is perpetually labeled as one of the ‘bad presidents,’ as a bumbling idiot who couldn’t write a speech, or as a philandering playboy with literal closet affairs, but as Ryan Walters expertly shows, this is unjust. Rather than one of the worst presidents, Harding should be regarded as a man who believed in the original intent of the presidency and who was able to stave off one of the worst economic crises of the twentieth century by doing nothing. You’ll have a new appreciation for Wobbly Warren after reading this book.”


—Brion McClanahan, author of numerous books on American history, including The Founding Fathers Guide to the Constitution and 9 Presidents Who Screwed Up America and Four Who Tried to Save Her
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INTRODUCTION WHY DEFEND WARREN G. HARDING?





“Harding is reckoned a rock-bottom Failure by the experts, and this view is so commonly held that for an historian to argue otherwise is heresy.”


—Thomas Bailey





Tell someone you are writing a book about President Warren G. Harding, and you will get quizzical, even skeptical looks. “Why write a book on him? Wasn’t he a really bad president?” is a typical response. Or, “Didn’t his wife poison him?” That’s another one I’ve heard. My answer is: Why not? Warren Gamaliel Harding, more than any other American president, has been named the worst chief executive in our history. He is the butt of many political jokes, all of them bad. But the “conventional wisdom” on the twenty-ninth president is incorrect. Simply put, Warren Harding deserves defenders to counter what has been a smear campaign against him for nearly a century. I am one of his defenders, few as there are.


As a student of history, I was always familiar with Harding but, like most everyone else, only vaguely so. Back in the 1990s, I was an enthusiastic backer of Patrick J. Buchanan, whose Harding-style “America First” campaign drew me to support his presidential candidacies in 1992, 1996, and 2000. I remember watching coverage of the 1996 campaign on CNN. One conservative commentator, defending Buchanan, referred to Bill Clinton as “the Democrats’ Warren Harding.” Such comparisons never sat well with me even then, but not because the comparison was unfair to Clinton; it was unfair to Warren Harding. But if you had asked me to defend Harding at the time, I would have been very short on ammunition. From careful study over the subsequent years, I’ve found out that most of the tales about President Harding are in the realm of myth, not fact.


A Marion, Ohio, newspaper editor, Warren Gamaliel Harding won election to the presidency in 1920 and served nearly two and a half years before dying in office in August 1923. He had previously served in the Ohio state senate from 1900 to 1904 and had then gone on to serve a two-year term as lieutenant governor. After losing the 1910 election for governor, Harding rebounded in 1914 and won a seat in the U.S. Senate, where he served until his election as president. His political career was just fifteen years, certainly not the satisfaction of his life’s ambition, and they were years filled with heaps of scorn and ridicule.


The more I learned of the jokes, the rumors, and the lies, the more determined I was to right the wrong. The more I studied Harding, the more I admired him. The more I looked into his personality, the more I liked what I found. Harding was staunchly conservative and in favor of “America First.” Coming from humble origins, he was a people person who liked to spend time with average, everyday, ordinary folks, not politicians or stuffy academic types. He loved animals, particularly dogs, and had no tolerance for those who treated them cruelly. Harding came out of small-town America, and he believed it was the heart and soul of the country—a belief rare among presidents.


In many ways, Harding was the personification of the Jazz Age, the name pinned on the decade of the 1920s by F. Scott Fitzgerald. More popularly known as the “roaring twenties,” it was unlike any period in American history. By 1920, for the first time in history, more Americans lived in urban areas than in the countryside, helping push a second industrial revolution that, along with old-fashioned laissez-faire economics, made the economy roar. People were bursting with optimism about the future. No other decade can match the energy of Harding’s era.


The Jazz Age was a transformative period for America, when the old values of the Victorian era were giving way to a new outlook on life. But not everyone looked on the changes with approving eyes. There were those who clung to the morals of the old times that were clearly slipping away. These Victorians characterized this age of a new, emerging America as a period of great moral disintegration, not one of robust dynamism. They believed that old-fashioned mores needed to stay rigidly in place to curb mankind’s natural impulses. And very few of them would be enamored with President Harding. Victorians were prim, proper, prudish, and puritanical—everything Warren Harding was not, at least not in their wary eyes. Despite prevailing opinion, though, Harding was not a moral degenerate; he simply radiated vigor, vitality, and vivaciousness, just like the era in which he served as president. In contrast to Woodrow Wilson and the academic world from which he came, Harding was energetic and had a magnetism that attracted people to him. That same force would stamp the decade with the robustness for which it is known.


Despite his kind, caring, and fun-loving ways, as well as his fierce dedication to America and the American people, Warren Harding is the most maligned president in American history, needlessly wronged by historians, scholars, and political commentators who may acknowledge his kindheartedness but have been merciless with his record as president, as well as loose with the facts of his personal life.


In this book I will tackle eight major myths regarding Warren Harding and his era, the roaring twenties. First, his detractors say he was not intelligent—even dumb, certainly not fit for the presidency (a fact he himself readily admitted). Second, while in the U.S. Senate, before he became president, he was a man of no accomplishments, a backbencher. Third, as a “dark horse” candidate, he was nominated in a “smoke-filled room” by a select group of powerful senators who chose him because he was pliable and could be easily led. Fourth, while president, he allowed his cronies, known as the “Ohio Gang,” to loot the public treasury, a plan that was put in place during the nominating process, well before the presidential election in November 1920. Fifth, during his tenure in the White House, some 882 days, he had no great achievements. Sixth, a notorious womanizer all his life, Harding had relations with mistresses in a closet just off the Oval Office. Seventh, he died in a mysterious way, possibly by poisoning, either by his wife or by his own hand. Eighth, and finally, Harding and his era of excess led directly to the Great Depression of the 1930s. This book will answer and correct each one of these legends.


My goal in writing this book is to produce a work for the general public. Judging by surveys and polls, much of the population knows very little of the real Warren Harding. So rather than do what others have done and write a massive five-hundred-page academic treatise covering every aspect of Harding’s life and administration, my aim is to write a smaller, more concise political profile covering the major aspects of Harding and his presidency, defending him against his critics, and helping to educate those who may know little of the humble newspaperman from Marion, Ohio. In short, I’m interested in setting out what Warren G. Harding got right in both his life and his administration, to show that he was a much better president than advertised.


Defending President Warren Harding may be a daunting task, but it is of particular importance for conservatives in the present time because of Harding’s similarity to former president Donald Trump. In 2016, Trump ran what amounted to a Harding campaign. Harding’s “return to normalcy,” Jared Cohen has written, “was basically the 1920s version of… ‘make America great again.’ ” Both Harding and Trump campaigned on “America First” policies on trade, immigration, foreign policy, and putting the American people first. And, like President Harding, Trump was attacked—in similar ways and for similar reasons. The establishment despises those with such a viewpoint; it always has. So it’s important for those who hold similar values to defend President Harding and the issues for which he stood.1


Hopefully, change is on the horizon. The Warren G. Harding Home and Memorial in Marion, Ohio, recently underwent a major renovation and expansion to fully restore it to its original likeness in 1920, when Harding ran his famous “front porch campaign.” A new Warren Harding presidential center recently opened in Marion near the site of Harding’s home. So interest in Harding and his presidency should certainly increase in the future and, with any luck, people will realize what they’ve been told about President Warren Harding does not reflect historical truth.


Over the decades there have been gentle pushes forward from those with open, honest minds who have looked at the evidence. John W. Dean’s book on Harding for Arthur Schlesinger’s American Presidents series has helped begin to turn the tide in recent years, but while there have been a few articles, columns, and book chapters, there have been few major book-length works aimed at restoring Harding’s reputation. My undertaking, then, is to stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before me and take another step in the right direction, and to uncover why Warren Harding is so maligned by “mainstream scholars.” Why do people say what they say about him? Where does it all come from?


But with all the good that may come from this book, there will also be some bad, as most assuredly I will get tagged with the dreaded label “historical revisionist,” or worse. As Thomas Bailey observed in Presidential Greatness, “Harding is reckoned a rock-bottom Failure by the experts, and this view is so commonly held that for an historian to argue otherwise is heresy.”2 Presidential historian Michael Beschloss once told the New York Times in regards to Harding, “If you had to reach for a great revisionist mountain to climb, that would be it.”3 So in this book I shall be committing historical heresy, ascending the Everest of historical revisionism. But “revisionist history” is not really an accurate description of this book. The true revisionists are those scholars and journalists—some beginning while Harding was alive, others emerging soon after his death in 1923 and before his papers were made public in 1964—who are responsible for the campaign to smear and besmirch our twenty-ninth president and his legacy, causing his reputation to suffer and pushing him to the bottom of presidential rankings. I am simply trying to restore Harding to what he once was in the eyes of the American people: a beloved president. So if I am to be labeled by journalists and historians, I hope it will be as a historical protector and restorer.










PROLOGUE THE MOST MALIGNED PRESIDENT IN AMERICAN HISTORY





“No president has managed to sink in history’s estimation to a level below that of Warren Gamaliel Harding.”


—Robert W. Merry





The United States found itself in the midst of turmoil not seen since the days of civil war. The nation had endured a decades-long period of progressive reforms that changed the relationship between citizen and government. A war in a distant, foreign land saw the loss of over 100,000 soldiers, and new laws imprisoned those who dared to speak out against it. A horrific bout of a new strand of influenza took the lives of nearly 700,000 Americans, infecting as much as a quarter of the entire population and spreading fear across the country. An economic depression drove up both unemployment and the cost of living, and wartime taxes and government spending remained sky-high two years after the conflict had ended. A summer of discontent and violence disrupted domestic tranquility—a tumultuous period that included labor strikes, acts of terrorism, and the lynching of scores of citizens simply because of the color of their skin. And to make matters worse, the sitting president, who had been campaigning across the country to win support for an unpopular peace treaty in the midst of a nasty fight with the Senate, had suffered a debilitating stroke that remained hidden from the public for months, effectively bringing his administration to a screeching halt, leaving the nation a ship adrift at sea without a rudder.


The majority of the American people, already saturated by twenty years of change, had reached the breaking point and were more than ready for new leadership and a new direction. The recent international crusade had simply been too much. When the long-awaited national Election Day finally arrived, the people threw out the ruling party and selected a new president who pledged a return to more normal times. He vowed to make no new reforms—and to heal the nation of its economic and social disruptions. And he succeeded in a shorter period of time than anyone had thought possible. After he instituted a program of retrenchment, the economy rebounded rapidly, soon growing at a rate scarcely ever seen in the history of the country, while unemployment eventually fell to a level no one had thought possible. Much of the violence subsided as the new chief executive called for new laws and a new crackdown on vigilante justice to make American democracy as inclusive as it was boasted to be. Those who had suffered the loss of their liberty simply for having the audacity to exercise it were redeemed. For the most part, the nation was calm and at peace, even jubilant, for the next decade.


Surely an American president able to calm such turbulent national waters and achieve such extraordinary accomplishments should rightfully be regarded as one of the nation’s greatest. But sadly that is not the case, for the American president whose remarkable achievements I have just outlined is none other than Warren Gamaliel Harding, the most maligned and slandered chief executive in U.S. history, the occupant of the White House who has, with little doubt, received more scorn and abuse than any other. Rather than being praised for his accomplishments, he is the butt of political jokes, frequently subjected to ridicule, and almost never missing from a “Worst Presidents” list. Historians have labeled him “Worst President Ever,” “Dead Last,” “Unfit,” “Corrupt,” “Immoral,” “Incompetent,” “Inept,” “Shallow,” “An Amiable Fool,” and a “Notorious Womanizer.” Many contemporaries were equally cruel. The Baltimore journalist H. L. Mencken once said of Harding, “No other such complete and dreadful nitwit is to be found in the pages of American history.”1 To Teddy Roosevelt’s oldest child, Alice Roosevelt Longworth, he was simply a “slob.”2 To Rexford Tugwell, a member of FDR’s esteemed “brain trust,” he was “shady” and “demeaned” the White House.3 In our modern era, Harding is used as a stick to beat other presidents. In 1981, Ralph Nader said of the new chief executive, “Ronald Reagan is the most ignorant President since Warren Harding.”4 Such is the historical reputation of the twenty-ninth president of the United States.


Despite his popularity as a newspaper editor and politician in Ohio, his popularity as president of the United States, and his likable, good-natured personality, the nation’s scholars have always tended to judge Harding very harshly. To Nathan Miller, author of Star-Spangled Men: America’s Ten Worst Presidents, Harding was “a prime example of incompetence, sloth, and feeble good nature in the White House.”5 University of Texas history professor Lewis L. Gould wrote that Harding’s performance as president “fell well short of the high standards of his office.”6 Paula Fass’s essay on Harding in The American Presidency, edited by Alan Brinkley and Davis Dyer, opens with this sentence: “The presidency of Warren G. Harding began in mediocrity and ended in corruption.”7 Historian Elaine Weiss calls him “quite the bumbler.”8 West Virginia University professor Robert E. DiClerico wrote that the nation’s current presidential primary process has not “yielded a nominee whose overall level of competence was as deficient as Warren Harding’s.” In fact, he claimed, “Warren Harding proved to be the most inept president in this century.”9 Harding was the “most disgraced president in the country’s history,” in the judgment of William J. Ridings and Stuart B. McIver in their 1997 book Rating the Presidents.10 He was “in far over his head.” Such judgments of Harding are not exceptions; they are the rule.


Even Hollywood movies take shots at Harding and liberties with his legacy, most particularly his alleged womanizing. The 1994 film Cobb, a baseball movie based on the fanciful tales of reporter Al Stump, depicts a bawdy party scene, which viewers would most likely surmise was in the White House, complete with half-naked gals, booze, and poker. Tommy Lee Jones, playing the part of Ty Cobb and narrating the film, praises Harding, who “had the best broads and threw the best damn parties,” in contrast to his successor, Calvin Coolidge, “who wasn’t any damn fun at all.” Six years later, Thirteen Days, a film about the Kennedy White House during the Cuban missile crisis, managed to slip in a joke about Harding. As several of JFK’s cabinet secretaries are being directed into the White House through a secret underground tunnel so as to avoid detection by the media, one remarks, “I hear ole Warren Harding used to get his girls in through here.” Aside from the fact that known tunnels under the White House weren’t built until World War II, these depictions are not accurate representations of the Harding presidency or the man’s character.


A sleazy version of Harding was also featured in the first season of the HBO series Boardwalk Empire. His actual character, played by Malachy Cleary, appears in only one scene of one episode, where Harding, then the Republican nominee for president, is introduced by Harry Daugherty to the show’s main character, the gangster “Nucky” Thompson. Harding’s mistress, Nan Britton, along with baby Elizabeth, tries to enter the gathering. In the scene, Harding’s popularity is accurately represented, though his morals and intelligence are not. In a later scene of the same episode, Nan Britton reads a steamy, amateurish poem Harding has written for her, then excuses herself to use the ladies’ room. At that point “Nucky” comments, in reference to the poem’s author, “That imbecile is going to be the next president of the United States.”


While James Buchanan is sometimes awarded the title of “worst president,” it is Warren Harding who has been subject to more mockery and who has finished last in a majority of presidential rankings. In fact, Harding finished dead last in every one of the six major polls of presidential historians from 1948 to 1996. “Warren G. Harding occupies an unenviable position in the pantheon of United States presidents,” write Ridings and McIver. “He has been voted the worst chief executive in every presidential poll ever conducted.” Ridings and McIver rank him last in their own poll, too. Only in recent years has the Harding star risen, and only very slightly. In a 2005 survey by the Wall Street Journal Harding managed to move up one notch. In two C-SPAN surveys in 2000 and 2017, Harding managed to get off the bottom rung but remained in the “failure” category, up by only four spots.11


These low marks shouldn’t surprise anyone, given Harding’s reputation among scholars, writers, and teachers of history. Columnist Douglas Alan Cohn called him a “dupe.” Harding, he wrote, “looked the role, but was otherwise not presidential, and his corruption-filled administration seemed to be the result of his devil-may-care, easygoing, can’t say ‘no’ approach to life that carried over to governing.”12 David C. Whitney wrote that Harding’s presidency “stands as a black mark in American history.”13 And Kenneth C. Davis described him as “indecisive,” “lazy,” “intellectually weak,” and “incompetent.” Harding’s reputation is so bad that he is not even mentioned in the fifteen-part 1999 ABC News documentary The Century: America’s Time. Nor is Calvin Coolidge—or the economic boom they created and presided over.14


As we passed the hundredth anniversary of his election to the presidency in 2020, Harding continued to receive heaps of abuse in the press. Just in the last few years, with the release of erotic letters Harding once wrote to a lover, numerous articles and one salacious book have appeared to sully his reputation further. The book, authored by Eleanor Herman, brims with scandalous tales about a sex life that “involved a rotating buffet of delectable young women.”15 But perhaps a headline on Politico’s website said it all: “America’s Horniest President.”16 Harding, who in truth had perhaps two mistresses in his lifetime and none while in the White House, is depicted as being far worse than Democratic presidents who had women issues—it now seems as if FDR, JFK, LBJ, and Bill Clinton, all of whom had an abundance of dalliances, never existed. With such a vast amount of mistreatment piled on Harding by historians and journalists, it’s easy to see why the public would have such an unbalanced view of him.


It is certainly within the realm of possibility that at least some of the negative opinion about President Harding is due to political differences. Harding’s status as the consummate conservative president has obviously led to many of the assaults by historians who do not share his worldview. Writing in 1966, Thomas Bailey, a scholar of the presidency and American foreign policy, noted that Harding is “generally downgraded by the experts, themselves largely Democrats who admire Wilson and the League of Nations which Harding spurned.”17 Robert Spencer, who ranked Harding as the ninth best president in his book Rating America’s Presidents, agrees, writing, “Harding’s presidency deserves an honest reassessment, but that is unlikely to happen given the fact that most historians today share Wilson’s messianic globalism and visions of massive state control.”18


In fact, polling has revealed that most of academia consists of liberal-leaning professors. Naturally, they often give bad marks to conservative presidents in comparison with those who supported expanding government. “Harding is an underrated president because he is being ranked by those who overrate the capabilities of the federal government,” explains Professor Burton Folsom.19 But in an interesting 1982 survey that divided the scholarly respondents into “conservative” and “liberal” categories, both groups picked Harding as the worst president,20 which can only mean that the many false and sensationalist writings about Harding that emerged soon after his death in August 1923, as well as those still appearing in the media, are continuing to have an impact. As this book will demonstrate, the bulk of those lies, rumors, and smears directed at Harding, which later generations took as fact without any attempt at corroboration or balance, came from left-wing journalists and Democratic politicians.


For students of the modern presidency, presidential success seems to center on “the vision thing,” as President George H. W. Bush described it. Progressive, forward-looking, idealistic presidents, such as Woodrow Wilson, certainly had it; Harding most certainly did not, his detractors continually tell us. Charles F. Faber and Richard B. Faber, in The American Presidents Ranked by Performance, assert that Harding “was not an inspirational leader” and “did not provide energetic and creative leadership” as president. He “did not have an organized plan laid out” for the accomplishment of a list of goals and “was not much concerned about long-range planning, being more interested in the present than in the future.… Lacking charisma, Harding did not inspire people. They followed him mainly because he and they wanted to go in the same direction.”21 According to the Miller Center at the University of Virginia, which studies the American presidency, “Most historians regard Harding as the worst President in the nation’s history. In the end, it was not his corrupt friends, but rather, Harding’s own lack of vision that was most responsible for the tarnished legacy.”22


“Lack of vision.” “The vision thing.” It’s the weapon used most often against conservative presidents, who are regularly denounced for a lack of action to implement an ambitious vision. As Gould has written, scholars deride Harding as a conservative who “failed to use the powers of the institution in the forceful manner of Franklin D. Roosevelt during the New Deal.” Harding and his conservative successors are seen as “actual detriments to the forward progress of the president.”23 William E. Leuchtenburg, a scholar of Franklin D. Roosevelt, agreed, writing that with Harding and the Republicans of the 1920s, “the expansion of the presidency all but ground to a halt.” Conservatives have no great and far-reaching vision, it is widely held in academia, so therefore they cannot and will not forcefully use the awesome powers of the presidency for the common good.24


It is true that a “conservative vision” for the nation can almost be considered an oxymoron. Conservatives such as Harding seek a restrained government that remains within its constitutional bounds and a presidency that resides within its clearly defined limitations, rather than a “grand vision” of “new powers” for a “new nation.” But Harding did not actually suffer from a lack of vision; his vision was just not what his many progressive cynics wanted to see from their president. As Charles and Richard Faber have conceded, “Harding was no visionary, but he knew he wanted a nation of peace and prosperity and a world without war. This was a sufficient vision for his countrymen at the time.”25


Harding’s campaign promise to “return to normalcy” was not so much about returning the country to what it once was before the era of progressivism, a state of affairs more in line with the vision of the “founding fathers,” a term not coined by Harding but certainly made more popular by him, as it was about a return to normal times, reestablishing order in what had become a very chaotic time. Harding did take the office of the presidency—which was never meant to be an active office constantly pushing unwanted and unnecessary change on the people, but more of an administrator overseeing the operations of the executive branch, most specifically foreign affairs—back in the direction the founders intended. In fact, when he campaigned for the presidency, Harding did not promise any major reforms. As he said in perhaps his most famous campaign speech in May 1920, “America’s present need is not heroics, but healing; not nostrums, but normalcy; not revolution, but restoration.…” The country had experienced enough change during the Progressive Era. “The world,” he said, “needs to be reminded that all human ills are not curable by legislation.”26


When Harding took the presidential oath of office on March 4, 1921, America was in decline as it emerged from World War I. The economy was deteriorating, tumbling into what some economists have labeled “the Forgotten Depression.” Unemployment, federal spending, the national debt, and the cost of living had all soared to levels not seen in a generation. Manufacturing production had declined significantly, as had overall economic growth. Farmers were hurting as much as industrial workers. To make matters worse, the new income tax, initially sold as a “tax the rich” scheme in 1913, now touched everyone, with some rates seeing a ten-fold increase by 1918. There were also a host of problems in U.S. foreign relations and the nation’s social fabric.


The torrent of problems that faced the country was daunting, but even that fact is denied to diminish President Harding’s accomplishments. Jeremy Rabkin of Cornell University has written, “No one ranks Warren G. Harding among our great presidents. His administration did not face the sorts of challenges that call for heroic leadership. Harding came to office when the Great War had already been won—and President Wilson’s peace treaty had already been rejected by the Senate.” Professor DiClerico has asserted along the same lines that “the judgement of history might have been more charitable” to Harding if there “had been some overriding achievement” in his administration.27


But this attitude doesn’t accurately reflect reality. In addition to a shattered economy, the country seemed to be coming apart socially, with public disorder culminating in what was known as the “Red Summer” of racial violence in 1919, a period of race riots and lynchings perpetrated against African Americans across the country. A pervasive fear of Bolshevism had spread with the emergence of the Soviet Union two years earlier and an influx of immigrants from eastern Europe, heightened by anarchist violence, acts of terrorism, and labor unrest, also thought to be the work of communists. President Harding became a national healer, and it’s this important aspect of his presidency that is not given its due by historians. He worked to heal the racial divisions in the country, calm an anxious public, and restore domestic tranquility. He also demonstrated forgiveness toward many anti-war “radicals” who had been jailed for standing in opposition to Wilson’s War. As we will see, Harding’s accomplishments as president are actually quite impressive.


As for the scandals that scholars converge on in their denunciations of the Harding presidency, they certainly tarnish Harding’s record, but not as badly as many historians have tried to claim. There were three major scandals during the Harding years: scams in the Justice Department and the new Veterans Bureau and, of course, Teapot Dome. All of them concerned personal theft in one form or another, but not by Warren Harding. Harding, a man of great personal warmth, humor, and good will who unreservedly trusted his closest friends, must be held responsible for those he appointed to office. But there are notable differences between Harding’s administration and those of other scandal-ridden presidents: Harding did not personally benefit from any of the schemes; much of the underhanded conduct remained undisclosed to Harding, and to the public until after his death in 1923; and when he found out about two of the scandals, he acted against those who had violated the public trust.


Despite the opinions of historians, scholars, and much of the general public today, the gracious and well-liked Warren Harding was popular with the people during his presidency. He won his election by the largest popular vote in American history up to that time, and when he died on August 2, 1923, two and a half years into his presidency, the outpouring of affection rose to a level not seen since the assassination of Lincoln.


While serving as president, Harding reopened the White House to visitors after it had been closed by Woodrow Wilson. A caring man who loved his “countrymen,” he was quite a contrast to his stuffily arrogant, intellectual predecessor, whose pompous self-righteousness, as much as his devastating stroke, derailed his administration. President Wilson believed he was the smartest man in any room he entered, and he wanted everyone to know it. Harding once said of himself, in all humility, that he did not think he was fit for the presidency; Woodrow Wilson would have never made such a statement. And the facts tell a story different from what we might expect: the humble Harding, who was no intellectual, restored the nation to greatness—after Wilson, with all his academic prowess, had nearly wrecked it.


Given the truth about his administration, President Warren Harding deserves better than he has received from his detractors, including credit for calming national waters and righting the ship of state by rebuilding the economy and restoring domestic tranquility and setting the roaring twenties in motion. Although his own personal faults and the scandals in his administration, which he was not a part of, will deny him a spot on Mount Rushmore, he does not deserve to be ranked last or dismissed as a failure. And if his full story is told accurately, his star should rise considerably. Despite his own personal failings, Harding was a good man and a very good president.


In humility, though, I must admit that I am far from the first to figure this out. It may seem that hostile academics have a lock on scholarly opinion on Warren Harding, but some are beginning to push back against that consensus. Although finding optimistic appraisals of Warren Harding is a rarity, lately there has been a slight uptick in positive stories and assessments of his presidency. Concern over the state of today’s economy and the skyrocketing national debt has caused a few scholars, mainly conservatives and libertarians, to take another look at the roaring twenties, a time of massive economic growth, budget surpluses, and a dwindling national debt, and rightfully conclude that Harding wasn’t so bad after all, at least in his management of the economy.


Professor Robert F. Martin reached essentially the same conclusion that his colleagues had: although Harding’s “lowly station in the pantheon of presidents is not unwarranted” because “he brought to the presidency limited vision, an undisciplined intellect, and little talent or inclination for strong leadership,” Harding also possessed some good qualities. He “brought to the office commitment to the nation and to his job, sound political instincts, and fundamental, though flawed, decency.” Harding’s critics, he wrote, “have often exaggerated his weaknesses and underestimated his strengths.”28


Steven F. Hayward, in The Politically Incorrect Guide to the Presidents, Part Two: From Wilson to Obama, assessed Harding very positively, giving him a “constitutional grade” of B+. “An unbiased assessment of Harding would conclude that, all in all, he was the kind of president the Founders had in mind—unassuming, not out to remake the nation or the world according to some fanciful ‘vision,’ working hard at administering the laws while showing Congress the proper deference when he recommended measures for their attention.”29


In his book Recarving Rushmore, Ivan Eland ranks Harding number six, the second president listed in his “good” category. Harding, explains Eland, “generally set good economic policies,” “advocated a very restrained foreign policy,” “tried to heal the domestic wounds from World War I,” and is “overly faulted” for the scandals of his administration.30


Robert W. Merry wrote in Where They Stand, “No president has managed to sink in history’s estimation to a level below that of Warren Gamaliel Harding.” Writing for National Interest in 2018, Merry concluded that such an opinion is wrong, as are most of the presidential surveys, which “identify Warren G. Harding of Ohio as the worst ever. This is ridiculous. Harding presided over very robust economic times. Not only that, but he inherited a devastating economic recession when he was elected in 1920 and quickly turned bad times into good times, including a 14 percent GDP growth rate in 1922. Labor and racial unrest declined markedly during his watch. He led the country into no troublesome wars.”31


For American foreign policy critic Justin Raimondo, Harding is an American president worthy of study and emulation today precisely because he was not a “warmonger”:




Although derided by modern historians, who favor more dramatic figures such as the warmonger FDR, the crusading Wilson, and the authoritarian Lincoln, Harding presided over a period of peace and prosperity. He repaired our relations with Latin America, where Wilson’s promiscuous interventions had alienated the natives, cut military spending, beat back the naval lobby, and energetically pursued disarmament initiatives. He rejected the meddlesome ambitions of the League of Nations, and kept the US focused on solving its problems on the home front rather than trying to export “democracy” to the farthest darkest corners of the globe.32





Conservative commentator, author, and three-time presidential candidate Patrick J. Buchanan, who, like Trump, ran on Harding’s “America First” agenda, has praised Harding and questioned the presidential rankings and those who create them:




Now consider one of the men whom all the raters judge a “failure” and among our worst presidents, Warren G. Harding.


Harding served five months less than JFK, before dying in office in 1923. Yet his diplomatic and economic triumphs were of the first order. He negotiated the greatest disarmament treaty of the century, the Washington Naval Agreement, which gave the United States superiority in battleships and left us and Great Britain with capital-ship strength more than three times as great as Japan’s. Even Tokyo conceded a U.S. diplomatic victory.


With Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon, Harding cut Wilson’s wartime income tax rates, which had gone as high as 63 percent, to 25 percent, ended the stagflation of the Wilson presidency and set off the greatest boom of the century, the Roaring Twenties. When Harding took his oath, unemployment was at 12 percent. When he died, 29 months later, it was at 3 percent. This is a failure?





Polls like these, he concludes, “[tell] us more about who has been doing the ranking” than they do about real history. Real history, in contrast, is the objective of this book.33










CHAPTER 1 THE LEAGUE





“I am quite convinced as the most bitter ‘irreconcilable’ that the country does not want the Versailles League.”


—Warren Harding





The nation was overjoyed with the news: at 11:00 a.m. on November 11, 1918, the Armistice went into effect, halting the killing that had consumed Europe since the summer of 1914 and involved the United States for the previous seventeen months. The Great War was over. Ten million soldiers lay dead, along with eight million civilians. Twenty million were wounded, many severely so. There was scarcely a family in Europe untouched by the war; the entire continent, the homeland they knew so well, would be redrawn in the chaotic aftermath. Three of continental Europe’s longest-standing and most powerful monarchies had been toppled. The German kaiser, the emperor of Austria-Hungary, and the Russian tsar were all gone, one way or another. The ancient Ottoman Empire, the long-suffering “sick man of Europe,” had finally fallen as well.


The world that emerged after the guns fell silent and the smoke cleared was far different from the innocence that had prevailed in 1914. When war had come that summer, no one could have believed the ravages that awaited Europe, or the fact that America would eventually be drawn into the conflict. There had been no existential sense of dread in the minds of most people, in Europe or the United States, at the outbreak of the war. Most Americans had seen it as yet another European interfamily squabble, certainly nothing that would require the intervention of the New World, while most Europeans had thought it would be a short war, over perhaps by Christmas.


In those pre-war days, the general mindset on war was certainly different—different from our mindset today, no doubt, but also different from what it would be just four years later. A prevailing attitude in those antebellum days was that war was generally good, a healthy development when it came, even a cleansing process. War would strengthen a nation, not weaken it. Former U.S. president Theodore Roosevelt, a hero of the Spanish-American War of 1898, wanted America to enter the European conflict immediately in 1914 and tried his best to gain command of an army division in France in 1917 when the nation did finally declare war. Journalist Evan Thomas has branded him a “war lover,” and he certainly was one. “All the great masterful races have been fighting races,” declared Roosevelt at the Naval War College in 1897, “and the minute that a race loses the hard fighting virtues it has lost its proud right to stand as the equal to the best.” The consequences of the full-scale industrialized war that broke out in the summer of 1914 destroyed that notion forever.1


What Americans came to know as World War I was not quite over on that day in November when the Armistice was announced. Unbeknownst to most American citizens at the time, U.S. forces were part of an international coalition fighting in Russia on one side of a civil war that pitted Bolshevik Communists, the Reds (soon to be called Soviets), against anti-Communist forces known as the Whites. Approximately eleven thousand U.S. troops did their part to try to stop the imposition of a Bolshevik government in Moscow, with American losses near three thousand by the time it was over—only to see Lenin’s new regime emerge triumphant.


But that didn’t matter to those jubilant in the streets in the fall of 1918. “The Armistice made everyone crazy,” wrote historian Nell Irvin Painter. “It was like Mardi Gras all over the country.” One contemporary writer noted that the area of Chicago known as “The Loop” resembled “a nuthouse on fire. The sidewalks were swollen with people, the streets were clogged, and autoists honked their horns, and motor men donged bells in vain. Tons of paper and confetti blizzarded from the upper stories of buildings and sundry noise-makers echoed an insistent racket. People sang, shouted until it seemed that their lungs would burst from their mouths.” When Mary Roberts Rinehart, who had been a war correspondent in Belgium, returned home after the war, she was amazed at what she found. “I was gazing with a sort of terror at an America I hardly knew, a jazzed America, drinking, dancing, spending; developing a cult of ugliness and calling it modernity, and throwing aside the simplicities and charms of living in pursuit of a new god called Smartness.”2


The elation was due partly to the fact that no one had believed the war would end so quickly, even with the participation of American troops. Soon after arriving in Paris, U.S. general “Black Jack” Pershing had warned the Allies that his soldiers would not be fully trained and operational until 1919. And many had believed the war would probably drag on until at least 1920—including Senator Warren G. Harding of Ohio, who agreed with the assessment that the country would probably need “an Army of five millions of men by January 1, 1920.” He wrote, “Moreover, I have a pretty strong conviction, that under the present plan, we will have an Army that size if the war continues throughout the year.” But now it was over. Still-green American doughboys, arriving by the thousands every day, had made the difference, providing much needed relief to worn out British and French troops and—with a million men on the field—helping to stop the last-ditch German offensive meant to win victory for the kaiser. They also played a vital role in the counter-offensive that pushed Allied forces toward Germany itself.3


The end of the war was the occasion for the festivities, but it was not the only thing that everyone was celebrating. Nearly a year before, a new virus that history has termed the “Spanish flu” had devastated troop encampments in Europe and then spread worldwide. The first known case in the United States, and perhaps the world, emerged at Fort Riley, Kansas, in March 1918. Within a few days, more than 500 were sick. By the time it was over, half a billion people worldwide had contracted the bug and it had killed as many as 100 million, some 5 percent of the world’s population, spreading as far north as the Arctic and to the remotest of the South Pacific islands. It is thought that more than a quarter of the entire populace of the United States was infected, with as many as 675,000 dead in influenza hospitals across the country. Under Woodrow Wilson, the federal government, then deeply entrenched in the war, had done nothing, but state and local governments had instituted severe restrictions and regulations, going so far as to keep the public from schools, theaters, churches, bars, and anywhere else people congregated in order to check the spread as best they could. But by the Armistice, the pandemic seemed to be subsiding, too. People were now free to congregate once again, and they were jubilant to be able to do so.4


Though America had not suffered the same devastation as Europe, the war had had an enormous effect on Americans across the country, regardless of their standing in life, and it had done so in a very short period of time. It wasn’t just the 4.7 million who had served in the American Expeditionary Forces (AEF), the 117,000 dead, the 320,000 sick and wounded, and the millions who worked in war industries. It was also the hardships imposed on the people by their own government. The new income tax, instituted in 1913, had ballooned to catastrophically high rates, with the wealthy paying three-quarters of their income in taxes. And no class of American was immune. Even the poorest citizen paid a minimum of 4 percent to finance the war. The federal budget had grown more than 20-fold, while the national debt shot up to more than 25 times what it had been in 1914. The people also had to deal with the shortages, rationing, and inflation that always come with war.


The government had instituted a draft to press citizens into military service and cracked down on civil liberties with the passage of new laws designed to punish espionage and sedition. In shades of the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798, any criticism of the federal government was swiftly and harshly punished. Despite the clear violation of the protections of the First Amendment, the Supreme Court would eventually uphold the government’s actions because of a “clear and present danger” to the nation. With Wilson’s crusade in Europe finally over in November 1918, Americans were ecstatic that life would be returning to normal very soon. The elation, though, would be short-lived.


With the Armistice in place and hostilities abated, the next phase would be to secure peace. President Wilson decided to do something no other American commander in chief had ever done. He traveled to France in December 1918 to personally represent the United States in the peace talks at the Palace of Versailles outside Paris.


The peace conference faced a monumental task. The assemblage had to deal with a war-ravaged continent, shattered economies, starving and displaced people, angry victims, fallen monarchies, colonial possessions, and hostile nationalities clamoring for independence, not to mention finding of fault and assigning reparations, which would itself be a massive undertaking led by the British economist John Maynard Keynes. The work lasted six months and produced a treaty that virtually ensured another war, as Pennsylvania senator Philander C. Knox, who had served as secretary of state under Wilson’s predecessor, William Howard Taft, warned the president in a Senate speech that proved eerily prophetic. The treaty “does not spell peace but war—war more woeful and devastating than the one we have but now closed. The instrument before us is not the Treaty but the Truce of Versailles,” he said.5


The Treaty of Versailles redrew the map of Europe, created nine new nations, placed the blame for the war on Germany, imposed harsh reparations payments, and created Wilson’s signature League of Nations, a forerunner to the United Nations, crafted for the purpose of solving world disputes—or, as the Wall Street Journal called it, “Mr. Wilson’s pet scheme to ameliorate everything and banish trouble from the world.” That would be the main sticking point in the U.S. Senate, a body controlled by the Republican Party since the mid-term election in November 1918. Needing a vote of two-thirds of the members for ratification, the treaty met with stiff but not insurmountable opposition. A little finesse and goodwill from the White House, and the treaty would likely navigate the one treacherous obstacle in its path.6


The contention centered on Articles X and XI of the Covenant of the League of Nations, which introduced the new concept of global collective security:




The Members of the League undertake to respect and preserve as against external aggression the territorial integrity and existing political independence of all Members of the League. In case of any such aggression or in case of any threat or danger of such aggression the Council shall advise upon the means by which this obligation shall be fulfilled.


Any war or threat of war, whether immediately affecting any of the Members of the League or not, is hereby declared a matter of concern to the whole League, and the League shall take any action that may be deemed wise and effectual to safeguard the peace of nations. In case any such emergency should arise the Secretary General shall on the request of any Member of the League forthwith summon a meeting of the Council.





For independence-minded senators, led by Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, these clauses were more than a little troubling; they represented a vital threat to the sovereignty of the United States. The treaty would obligate the nation to go to war to defend any member nation under threat and potentially call for the mobilization of American troops without the approval of Congress. This was an abdication of congressional prerogatives that Lodge and many other senators would not take lightly.


A prominent son of Massachusetts, Henry Cabot Lodge had served in the U.S. Senate since 1893, and before that in the state legislature and in the U.S. House. Best friends with Theodore Roosevelt until the latter’s untimely passing in January 1919, Lodge was one of the leaders of the Republican Party and, unofficially at least, the Senate’s majority leader after the GOP takeover of Congress in 1918. Lodge, wrote journalist Edward Lowry, “is a figure apart in the Senate, and, whether the other Senators acknowledge the fact or not, they do allow him a place of his own. He is one of the personalities. Strangers in the galleries always ask to have him pointed out. There is an atmosphere about him of tradition, of legend, myth.”7


As chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Lodge would get the treaty first; it had to pass through his committee before it could receive a floor vote. In a deliberate delaying tactic, Lodge spent a full two weeks publicly reading the treaty to the other members, even though it was in a bound volume for anyone to see. As an astute politician, Lodge knew that the longer he could delay the vote on the treaty in the Senate, the stronger the opposition would grow. The opposition was mainly over the proposed League of Nations, not the other provisions of the treaty. Eventually the Senate broke down into four different groups. The treaty, with the League intact as is, did have its proponents, mostly Democrats, numbering about forty members. Then there was the opposition. The “mild reservationists” were mainly Republicans who were generally in favor but wanted some slight modifications. The “strong reservationists,” led by Lodge, sought major revisions, or they would not support the treaty. Finally there were the irreconcilables, who numbered only about fifteen members, but included such notables as William Borah of Idaho, Hiram Johnson of California, and Robert La Follette of Wisconsin. They vowed not to vote for the treaty under any circumstances.


Senator Harding, a proponent of “America First,” favored the treaty, but, like Lodge, he had strong reservations about the League. He wrote that he wanted “to preserve all of the League proposal which we can accept with safety to the United States, in the hope that the conscience of the Nations may be directed to perfecting a safe plan of cooperation toward maintained peace. But there will be no surrender of things essentially and vitally American.” Lodge, Harding, and the other members of the large “strong reservationist” camp argued that the treaty would be ratified easily if Wilson would simply permit some modifications so that decisions to go to war and to mobilize U.S. troops remained solely in the hands of Congress.8


But Woodrow Wilson, the high-minded moral idealist, was not a compromising man. A Southern Democrat born in Staunton, Virginia, in 1856, he had come of age in the South during the Reconstruction era, where he was instilled with the attitudes of most white Southerners of the time. He was highly educated, first at Davidson College in North Carolina and then in law school at the University of Virginia. After souring on a legal career, he earned a Ph.D. in government from Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore. A born academic, he was first a professor at Princeton, later its president, and then governor of New Jersey from 1911 to 1913 before he entered the White House.9


A deeply religious man, Wilson prayed on his knees twice a day, but along with his piousness went a rigid and uncompromising mindset. He was a moralist who saw the world in black and white, who believed in absolute right and absolute wrong—which had the effect of making him quite stubborn. He was used to getting his way and was known to end friendships if his companion did not agree with his position on a given issue. The Kansas journalist William Allen White noted this dark side of Wilson, writing that he would “break ruthlessly and irrevocably, without defense or explanation, any friendship which threatened his prestige.” Wilson’s Paris press secretary, the journalist Ray Stannard Baker, remarked that Wilson was “a good hater.” King George V referred to him as “an odious man.” He could be petty and vindictive. He was arrogant, self-righteous, and pompous. After his election in 1912, Wilson told an aide, “I wish it to be clearly understood that I owe you nothing. Remember that God ordained that I should be the next president of the United States. Neither you nor any other mortal could have prevented that.” Presidential historian Thomas Bailey described him as an “intellectually arrogant reformer” who was “bent on rocking the boat of big business and browbeating Congress.”10


The latter charge fit Woodrow Wilson perfectly. On the fight over the League, he vowed, “Anyone who opposes me in that, I’ll crush!” When told that without changes his proposal would likely be voted down, Wilson responded that there would be no changes. “The Senate must take its medicine,” he said. The obstinate attitude was justified by the way Wilson saw himself: not so much as a constitutional president but more of a prime minister with complete mastery over Parliament. The mere thought of a meeting with Lodge to discuss changes that would ensure passage of the treaty was unthinkable to Wilson. Lodge should have realized very quickly that Wilson would be more than a little inflexible about his treaty. Wilson safeguarded the treaty like a mother hen hovering over her chicks. He took the unusual step of personally delivering the treaty to the Senate when he returned from Europe; when Lodge asked Wilson if he could take the treaty into the Senate chamber himself, the president quickly responded, “Not on your life.” For Woodrow Wilson this was more than personal. Lodge developed contempt for the president. “I never expected to hate anyone in politics with the hatred I feel toward Wilson,” he said.11


A bit of tact and compromise would most likely have guaranteed that the treaty would sail through the Senate, but Wilson remained dogged in his determination to see his handiwork enacted just as he had crafted it. In his work on the treaty, Wilson referred to himself as “the personal instrument of God.” His grand reception in France, noted his secretary of state, Robert Lansing, had given him “an exalted opinion of his own power of accomplishment and of his individual responsibility to mankind.”12


Despite Wilson’s attitude, in an effort to work out a compromise, members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, including Senator Harding, met with the president in the White House to discuss the League in a conference on August 19, 1919. The main sticking point was America’s obligations to the rest of the world. And at that meeting the former newspaperman got the better of the former college professor. Wilson contended that the obligation the United States had under the League was only “a moral obligation” and that “any decision of the Council would require our assent and… its action would be only in the war of advice.” But Harding did not want American sovereignty to be surrendered “to the prejudices or necessities of the nations of the Old World.” If the treaty imposed only a moral obligation and “each nation was to judge this obligation,” then “the whole thing would amount to nothing.” So what would the United States get out of joining the compact? The exchange exasperated Wilson, who often referred to opponents of his League as having “pygmy minds.” At his next cabinet meeting, Wilson said that Harding “had a disturbingly dull mind, and that it seemed impossible to get any explanation to lodge in it.” And Wilson’s treasury secretary, David Houston, wrote that Harding had an “inability or unwillingness to understand the meaning of the Covenant which he had revealed when the President received the Foreign Affairs Committee in August, 1919. He… indulged in reckless assertions, such as that the League was utterly impotent, that it could not be a preventive of wars, and that Europe was abandoning the League.” In fact, the senator from Ohio understood the treaty quite well.13
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