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NOTE TO READER:

This edition presents The Autobiography of Calvin Coolidge as Coolidge wrote it, preserving the spelling and punctuation that appeared in the first edition, which Cosmopolitan Book Corporation published in 1929.






INTRODUCTION TO THE NEW EDITION HE LIVED BY EXAMPLE


BY AMITY SHLAES AND MATTHEW DENHART

Presidents loom over America, and so must their monuments. That was the conviction of the sculptor Gutzon Borglum as he laid his dynamite at Mount Rushmore in the summer of 1927. At Rushmore, Borglum would blast and hack at the mountain until it yielded up the visages of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and Theodore Roosevelt—each face sixty feet tall. The president at the time, Calvin Coolidge, happened to be in South Dakota and rode up the mountain on a horse named Mistletoe to preside at the groundbreaking of Borglum’s gargantuan project. The sculptor, elated, and doubtless aiming to please the president, told the crowd that one day a mega-bust of Coolidge could join those of his four predecessors in the granite. “This colossus is our mark,” Borglum later said, the mark of a great civilization built by great men.

But Coolidge wanted no colossus. The film footage from the groundbreaking ceremony shows the thirtieth president duly delivering remarks—and then turning off from the scene, rather too quickly. The reporters present guessed that the fifty-five-year-old chief executive was worried about another matter. Coolidge had come to the presidency in 1923 upon the death of Warren Harding. Americans had given him a resounding victory when he ran for office on his own in 1924. Polls suggested Coolidge remained overwhelmingly popular leading up to 1928. Now, therefore, his fellow politicians and his party were pressuring Coolidge to announce he would run again.

A few days before his ride up Rushmore, Coolidge had sought to end the election discussion. The president asked his deputy to type up and hand out a statement to the reporters in attendance at the Summer White House, a temporary office in the high school at Rapid City. The statement was a single line: “I do not choose to run for President in nineteen twenty eight.”

The statement had not halted the pressure. The pressmen could not believe what they read and commenced pestering Coolidge, following him everywhere, even between the pines up to Rushmore. What leader turns his back on a guaranteed reelection? Surely, Coolidge did not mean what he wrote. Perhaps the president would reverse his position in a few days—a call from Republican leadership to South Dakota might change his mind. Or perhaps, the pressmen speculated, Coolidge suffered from some unannounced and grave malady—poor health could be the reason for Coolidge’s unexpected retreat.

The reason for Coolidge’s decision not to run was indeed health—not the president’s health but the health of our democracy. In fact, Coolidge’s decision to walk away from Rushmore and his decision to walk away from the presidency were linked. They came out of his own conviction, one different from the sculptor’s. In the Coolidge conviction, the power of America lay not in great men but in great institutions, institutions in turn built on their own bedrock, the rock of principle. Because of those institutions, American citizens enjoyed rights and freedoms, he later wrote, that made them the “peer of kings.” Such people were best governed by principles, not potentates. The continued success of the nation depended on the popular commitment to those principles and institutions, not to men. “The progress of America has been due to the spirit of the people,” Coolidge said at Rushmore. Hero worship might make Americans forget that laws mattered more than men. Like Washington, who doubtless would have bridled at the sight of himself on the skyline, Coolidge believed presidents were there to preside, not rule. Modesty in a president was wisest.

Coolidge would make the case for the primacy of such principles in the autobiography in your hands. “It is a great advantage to a President, and a major source of safety to the country,” Coolidge wrote, “for him to know that he is not a great man.” The longer a president stayed in office, the closer he moved toward tyranny. Another safeguard, therefore, was to rotate the office holder. “The chances of having wise and faithful public service are increased by a change in the Presidential office after a moderate length of time,” Coolidge elaborated. In South Dakota and after, Coolidge stuck to his decision about the presidency. No amount of berating or cajoling changed his mind. Following the March 1929 inauguration of Herbert Hoover, he and Mrs. Coolidge rode the train back to New England, returning to their modest duplex on Massasoit Street in Northampton, Massachusetts.

The South Dakota summer was not the final time Coolidge rejected the grandiose. In 1931 the former president traveled to Marion, Ohio, to dedicate another vast monument, a marble-pillared shrine to his predecessor, Warren Harding. His own grave, Coolidge determined, would be different. When he passed away, in January 1933, the Coolidge family, respecting his wishes, laid the president to rest in the Coolidge row in the modest cemetery at his birthplace, Plymouth Notch, Vermont. The tallest stone in the row is that of Coolidge’s grandfather, Calvin Galusha Coolidge. Coolidge’s own gravestone stands no higher than that of his wife, Grace. The only sign that the grave is a former president’s is the presidential seal chiseled into the granite.



COOLIDGE’S STUDIED MODESTY SEEMS strange in our day. Perhaps that is one reason Coolidge gets scant space in our history books. Some authors take Coolidge’s restraint for weakness and make a stereotype of him: Silent Cal, a Puritan throwback, an arch-conservative, a man with no skill in newer media. Others treat the president from New England as a kind of seat warmer between giants such as Theodore Roosevelt and his cousin Franklin. These authors dismiss Coolidge as an accident, emphasizing that only the death of Harding put him in office in the first place. Still others blame Coolidge for causing the Great Depression of the 1930s, though the evidence for this allegation is missing. As often as anything else, Coolidge is simply forgotten.

But Coolidge should not be forgotten. For in many respects Coolidge confounds stereotype. As governor, for example, the “arch-conservative” Coolidge backed a number of progressive measures and counseled against legislating as an ideologue: “Don’t hesitate to be as revolutionary as science. Don’t hesitate to be as reactionary as the multiplication table.” Perhaps because he knew what it was like to live in Plymouth, to which the railroad had not chosen to come, this old-fashioned president exhibited a modern passion for technology and networks. Because so few radio recordings exist, few today know that Coolidge starred in what is today known as Franklin Roosevelt’s medium, radio. Coolidge’s nasal voice cut through the airwaves like wire, it was said. As president, “Silent Cal” gave hundreds of press conferences and established “a record for speechmaking in the last two decades,” the New York Times reported in February 1929. Coolidge devoted much time to his speeches and only rarely allowed others to write them. You will find several of his most important speeches in the appendix to this edition of his autobiography.

The extent to which commentators distort Coolidge is evident in the way they cite one of his more famous lines: “The chief business of the American people is business.” Coolidge’s detractors seize on this statement—which they often misquote as “the business of America is business”—to portray the president as a tool of big business, concerned with nothing but material success. They fail to mention that in the same speech, delivered in 1925, Coolidge said, “The chief ideal of the American people is idealism.” He added that Americans are not “absorbed by material motives,” that “there are many other things that we want very much more.” In another speech, Coolidge acknowledged that “we live in an age of science and of abounding accumulation of material things” but also said that “the things of the spirit come first.”

Coolidge’s restraint did not come out of weakness. The restraint reflected discipline, which is why those who like Coolidge call him the Great Refrainer. Today Americans expect presidents to charge ahead, waving multipoint plans to address the issues confronting their people. Coolidge knew what the Framers knew: that there exist many problems the government cannot solve, and there is much an executive should not attempt. The principles Coolidge recognized as key—civility, bipartisanship, federalism, government thrift, and respect for enterprise and religious faith—are ones many Americans long to see revived. These principles come straight from the Founders and served as the basis for our civilization long before that. “Men do not make laws,” Coolidge once told the Massachusetts senate. “They do but discover them.”

As important, however, is the fashion in which Coolidge advanced his principles. He did not merely talk them up, as a radio host might. Rather, he lived by example.

This book, composed as Coolidge was leaving Washington, demonstrates dramatically the power of such a life. Watching his father preside at the Plymouth Notch town meetings, the quiet red-haired boy saw that more was achieved when citizens worked together. He made a habit of practicing civility. Coolidge did not attend law school—his family found the tuition too pricey. Coolidge “read law,” preparing for the Massachusetts bar by clerking at the Northampton firm of Hammond and Field. As he carried his books between the office and Forbes Library, where he studied cases and pored over old law texts, Coolidge developed a great respect for America’s common-law tradition and the value of gradual change. By nature more solicitor than barrister, the young attorney chose to settle and save his clients money rather than rage, litigate, and bill.

Coolidge entered political life in a dramatic era, when, as today, flamboyant postures struck by politicians drew votes. Coolidge preferred to work his way up from within—within his party, that is. That party was the progressive party of the era, the Republican Party. Starting in city government in Northampton, the young attorney moved step by step from state representative on to mayor of Northampton, state senator, president of the senate, lieutenant governor, and, eventually, governor of the Bay State. Whether in work or in politics, Coolidge eschewed marketing himself for a promotion. Instead, as he told his friend Dwight Morrow, he determined to do such a good job that others—employers, voters—would give him that promotion. And they did.

New laws might be necessary, Coolidge saw as legislator, but older laws needed a chance: “Give administration a chance to catch up with legislation,” he counseled in 1914, in his inaugural speech as president of the Massachusetts state senate. Sometimes, Coolidge said, the problem was simply too many laws: “It is much more important to kill bad bills than to pass good ones,” he wrote to his father once.

An event in September 1919, when Coolidge was serving as Massachusetts governor, tested Coolidge’s willingness to stand on principle. The immigrant vote had propelled him to office. Irish Americans had come out especially strong for Coolidge, and the Republican Party counted on their votes in that fall’s election. When the Boston police, largely Irish Americans, walked out on strike, they doubtless expected some lenience from the governor. With the police off the job, rioting ensued, and the police approached Coolidge about negotiating their return. But the governor noted that the police contract permitted no such strike. Just because the police didn’t like conditions in Boston did not mean they could strike. Coolidge backed up the police commissioner in the firing of the strikers, knowing full well the move might lose him the election that was to come just months later. “There is no right to strike against the public safety,” Coolidge wrote in a terse telegram to labor leader Samuel Gompers, “by anybody, anywhere, any time.”

The national mood that Coolidge confronted when he arrived in Washington as vice president in 1921 bore striking similarities to our own. Then, as now, the federal household reeled under the burden of an unpredicted debt, in that case generated by World War I. Then, as now, the expansion of what we would call entitlements seemed inevitable: two powerful groups, farmers—then far more numerous—and veterans, sought greater and more systematic spending in their behalf. Then, as now, Americans divided, with progressives demanding radical laws and radical new institutions. Then, as now, racial tensions ran high, and indeed even higher than today: in the 1920s the Ku Klux Klan was lynching black Americans. Then, as now, the federal government seemed bound to take over work that heretofore had belonged to the states or towns.

From the moment he learned he would be president—in the first hours of August 3, 1923—Coolidge determined to bring America back to a commonsense course, not by lecturing the country but, again, by exemplifying key principles. His father was a notary public and swore Coolidge in by lamplight: a symbol of the authority of the local even in the gravest matters of our republic. Arriving in Washington, Coolidge promised to bring divided Americans together, and he worked with his political opponents to do so. America had prevailed in World War I, but its status as new world power was far from assured. That assurance would come only if the federal household were in better shape than that of Britain. Coolidge therefore committed to reducing the federal debt, telling Americans: “I am for economy. After that I am for more economy.” Finally, the new president recognized the power of commerce. He committed to fostering conditions that would allow the private sector to grow, including cutting burdensome income taxes. Growth, Coolidge reasoned, would not only fill federal coffers but also improve the quality of life for all citizens, including the disadvantaged. Idealism and economic growth did not clash, as we are told today. Rather, they worked together.

As president, Coolidge bent his energies to seeing through laws that would advance his principles. He signed legislation that made all Native Americans citizens for the first time. Coolidge’s support for African Americans was strong and explicit. When a correspondent wrote to ask him whether it was appropriate for a black American to run for Congress, Coolidge issued and published a scalding response, writing that he was “amazed” that anyone would doubt black Americans’ right to participate to the fullest extent in politics. Coolidge believed the nation owed African Americans an opportunity to advance through education. Normally parsimonious, he supported an appropriation to benefit the medical school at Howard University, a federally chartered historically black institution in Washington, D.C. He also spoke at Howard’s commencement.

Coolidge took the opportunity of the 150th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence to give a speech underscoring the rights of all Americans. The Declaration and the Constitution assured those rights; no storm of legislative activity could add to the commitment already made. “If all men are created equal, that is final,” he said in that speech. “If they are endowed with inalienable rights, that is final. If governments derive their just power from the consent of the governed, that is final.” He concluded, “No advance, no progress can be made beyond these propositions.” Coolidge backed restriction in immigration not out of xenophobia but because he believed that America needed to settle down after the ruction and tragedy of World War I. He saw value in an America that itself lived by example. As many the world over attest, the symbol of the American “city on a hill” can have more power to reduce tyranny overseas than the arrival of gunboats or missiles. At Omaha, speaking to the American Legion in 1925, Coolidge told a vast crowd that whether Americans had come over on the Mayflower three centuries ago or in the steerage of an immigrant ship three years ago, “we are all now in the same boat.”

Delegation was another principle Coolidge prized, and he followed the lead of his Treasury secretary, Andrew Mellon, in cutting taxes, bringing the key top marginal income tax rate down to 25 percent. The tax reductions inspired business, and in fact more money flowed into federal coffers than simple arithmetic had predicted. But Coolidge, warier than Mellon of what we could call a supply-side experiment, believed that federal budget cuts must accompany tax cuts. Coolidge cut the federal budget rather than contenting himself with reducing its increase.

To signal his commitment to government thrift, Coolidge demonstrated thrift in his private life. The White House entertainment spending seemed to him extravagant—it was time to serve fewer hams, he informed an astounded housekeeper. Likening his budget cutting to his father’s work in Vermont, he called the tiny cuts he made here and there “cheese paring.” Even the White House pets did not escape the Coolidge thrift campaign. Other first families give their pets lovable names—Barney, the Bush dog; Socks, the Clinton cat. Not the Coolidges: when the president received twin lion cubs as a gift, Coolidge pointedly named the pair “Tax Reduction” and “Budget Bureau.”

When the president encountered a bill that increased federal spending, he generally vetoed it—even with the knowledge that Congress might override his veto. Vetoing spending on veterans was particularly tough, but Coolidge believed that it was wrong for the government to favor interest groups, even much-loved groups. The farm lobby, powerful even then, expected a president from Vermont to support agricultural subsidy. After all, Vermonters know privation firsthand: the land in Plymouth was scarcely arable, and it was said that the farmers of Vermont “farmed rocks.” Yet Coolidge vetoed farm subsidies twice, commenting that it was not up to the government to help an individual group.

The greatest domestic test for a president who advocates federal restraint is humanitarian disaster—a pandemic or a Katrina. In 1927 just such a disaster struck: the Great Mississippi River Flood, which displaced hundreds of thousands. Coolidge knew that if he went to the flood sites, the political pressure to back broad federal rescue money would be as unstoppable as the river waters. So Coolidge stayed away from the disaster zone, to the disapproval of many, who painted him as cruel or lazy. Senator Thaddeus Caraway of Arkansas, furious at Coolidge’s refusal to call an extra session of Congress or authorize a new disaster law, commented icily, “I venture to say that if a similar disaster had affected New England that the president would have had no hesitation in calling an extra session.”

The autumn brought to Coolidge an irony of biblical proportion. Disaster did affect New England: a second flood inundated Coolidge’s own Vermont, destroying the rail lines and dozens of covered bridges, and drowning the lieutenant governor, carried away when he exited his car in Barre. Coolidge agonized—poring over aerial pictures of flooding in his own Windsor County—yet chose to live by example and stayed away. After all, he was president of the United States, not president of Vermont. Some Vermonters understood: “He can’t do for his own, you see, more than he did for the others,” a citizen told a reporter.

All presidents have flaws. Coolidge’s flaw, as that of his party, was his inconsistency on foreign economic policy. U.S. policy at the time was to help other nations by promoting economic growth. But tariffs that Coolidge backed kept European nations from recovering from World War I and hurt developing democracies. The damage of tariff increases that Coolidge permitted to be levied on Cuba would be felt for many decades.

Ultimately, presidents should be judged on their own terms—on whether they achieve what they set out to do. In most areas, Coolidge did achieve what he set out to do. Joblessness in the 1920s stayed low, often below 5 percent. Wages rose. Every year he forced the federal budget down some more, so that when he left office the budget was lower than when he had taken office, a record for a peacetime president. By the time Coolidge left Washington, the national debt had dropped by one-third from its postwar high, assuring American economic primacy in the world.

Economic growth in the Coolidge years averaged 4 percent a year, a level we can only aspire to today. Automobiles and electricity came even to working-class families. Veterans never got bonuses on a scale they sought, but many did get jobs. Many farmers headed for the cities and found lucrative jobs in steel or auto plants. African Americans—some of those brutally displaced by the Great Mississippi River Flood—found jobs in the North. The number of lynchings nationwide dropped. In Coolidge’s time, indoor plumbing, a key marker of the escape from poverty, became the rule rather than the exception. Innovators patented new ideas at a rate still admired in the twenty-first century. Because of automation resulting from such innovation, factories could do in five days what they had previously done in six. That meant families got a gift in time as well: Saturday. Thanks to Coolidge, the 1920s, contra progressive historians, were no champagne bubble but a decade to replicate.



AMERICANS RECOGNIZED COOLIDGE’S SUCCESS. The 1924 presidential election was a tough three-party contest. The Progressive Party’s Robert La Follette gained nearly 17 percent of the vote. Yet Coolidge not only won in 1924; he pulled an absolute majority of votes, defeating the third party and Democrats combined. In 1928, after failing to persuade Coolidge to run again, the frustrated Republicans nominated his secretary of commerce, Herbert Hoover, who sailed to victory on a plan of “continuation of Coolidge policies.”

Coolidge went to elaborate lengths to demonstrate modesty and advance constitutional principles even after the presidency. The sculptor Borglum, sensing Coolidge’s ambivalence at the sight of Rushmore, asked Coolidge to write text about America’s Founding that would be included at the Rushmore monument. Coolidge at first agreed but, disliking Borglum’s audacious edits of his work, withdrew from the project. When friends and supporters raised funds for a Coolidge Library, the president chose to spend the money not on his own legacy but as a gift to the institution in which his wife, Grace, had long been involved, the Clarke School for the Deaf in Northampton, Massachusetts. As he explicitly states in this book, Coolidge believed former presidents should not live off the federal purse. As a result, there is no federally funded Coolidge Presidential Library. At the Calvin Coolidge Presidential Foundation, we seek to honor the president’s intentions and currently operate without federal aid. Still, it is our business—our obligation—to convey Coolidge policies and principles through his person. For a century on, Coolidge ideas have not lost relevance. Quite the contrary: in an age of exploding debt, increasingly centralized government power, and fierce partisan division, Calvin Coolidge offers important insights for citizens and political leaders alike.

There is no better place to begin to take in those insights than in Coolidge’s autobiography. This slim volume offers a first glimpse into the expansive Coolidge legacy—modest, determined, virtuous, and, in its way, monumental.


Amity Shlaes is the author of Coolidge, The Forgotten Man, and Great Society, among other books. She chairs the Calvin Coolidge Presidential Foundation.

Matthew Denhart is president of the Calvin Coolidge Presidential Foundation.








TIMELINE

July 4, 1872

John Calvin Coolidge is born to John Coolidge and Victoria Moor Coolidge in Plymouth Notch, Vermont. A sister, Abigail Gratia (Abbie) Coolidge, is born in 1875.

March 14, 1885

Calvin’s mother, Victoria, dies.

1886–1890

Coolidge attends boarding school at Black River Academy in Ludlow, Vermont.

March 6, 1890

Calvin’s sister, Abbie, dies at age fourteen, probably of appendicitis.

Autumn 1891

Coolidge enrolls in Amherst College, graduating cum laude in 1895. Though shy, he makes a name for himself on campus as a debater.

September 1895

The Coolidge family decides against law school. Coolidge will “read law,” an old common-law country practice of learning at a firm, at Hammond and Field in Northampton, Massachusetts. He drops “John” from his name, becoming simply “Calvin Coolidge.”

1897–1904

Coolidge begins his climb in Bay State law and politics, opening his own law practice and serving in various local political positions, including Republican city ward committeeman, city councilman, city solicitor, clerk of courts of Hampshire County, and Republican city committee chairman for Northampton.

October 4, 1905

Coolidge marries Grace Anna Goodhue, a trainee at the Clarke School for the Deaf. The Coolidges rent half of a two-family home at 21 Massasoit Street in Northampton.

September 7, 1906

A son, John Coolidge, is born to Calvin and Grace.

1906–1909

Coolidge is elected to and serves two terms in the Massachusetts House of Representatives.

April 13, 1908

A second son, Calvin Coolidge Jr., is born to Calvin and Grace.

1909–1911

Coolidge is elected mayor of Northampton and serves two terms.

1911–1915

Coolidge is elected to and serves multiple terms in the Massachusetts senate. An important mentor is Senator W. Murray Crane, who leads the famous paper company Crane’s.

February 3, 1913

The Sixteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution is ratified, establishing Congress’s right to impose a federal income tax.

April 8, 1913

The Seventeenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution is ratified, allowing voters to cast direct votes for U.S. senators rather than having state legislatures choose a state’s representatives to the U.S. Senate.

January 7, 1914

Calvin Coolidge delivers the speech “Have Faith in Massachusetts” on becoming president of the Massachusetts senate. Coolidge advises: “Don’t hesitate to be as revolutionary as science. Don’t hesitate to be as reactionary as the multiplication table. Don’t expect to help the weak by pulling down the strong.”

1915–1918

Coolidge is elected lieutenant governor of Massachusetts and serves two terms.

November 5, 1918

Coolidge is elected governor of Massachusetts at age forty-six.

November 11, 1918

Armistice Day marks the end of the First World War.

January 16, 1919

The Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution is ratified, establishing the prohibition of alcohol in the United States.

June 4, 1919

The Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution is ratified, granting women the right to vote.

September 3, 1919

Governor Coolidge delivers a speech celebrating the 250th anniversary of the settling of Westfield, Massachusetts. He highlights the importance of the U.S. Constitution as a unifying document.

September 1919

The Boston police force breaks its contract and walks out on strike to protest low wages and poor conditions. The move prompts strong action by Governor Coolidge to ensure law and order. Coolidge calls out the Massachusetts State Guard and fires the policemen. Coolidge’s handling of the crisis catapults him to national prominence.

November 1919

Coolidge is reelected governor of Massachusetts.

June 12, 1920

With the United States mired in debt from World War I, burdened by high taxes, and vying with Britain to become the world’s leading economic power, the Republican National Convention nominates candidates for president and vice president who emphasize economic programs to sustain prosperity: Warren Harding and Calvin Coolidge, respectively. The Harding-Coolidge campaign runs with the promise of less uncertain business conditions, lower taxes, budgetary rigor, and “a return to normalcy.”

November 2, 1920

Harding is elected president of the United States; Coolidge is elected vice president. The Coolidges move to Washington, D.C., and take up residence in the New Willard Hotel.

June 10, 1921

The Budget and Accounting Act of 1921 gives the president his own research staff via the new Bureau of the Budget, and wider authority to manage the federal budget. The new tools make it easier for Presidents Harding and Coolidge to restrain congressional spending.

August 10, 1922

Vice President Coolidge delivers the speech “Limitations of the Law” in San Francisco. Coolidge says, “There is no justification for public interference with purely private concerns.”

August 3, 1923

The unexpected news of President Harding’s death reaches the Coolidges while they vacation in Plymouth Notch. Coolidge is sworn into the office of president by his father, John Coolidge, a notary public. The humility displayed in this event becomes a hallmark of the Coolidge presidency.

1924

Sales of a new apparatus, the radio, reach $350 million, an exponential increase from the level at the start of the decade.

May 15, 1924

Coolidge vetoes a bill to give bonuses to veterans of the First World War, fearing that the bonuses will overstretch the budget. In his veto message, Coolidge writes, “The gratitude of the nation to these veterans cannot be expressed in dollars and cents.” He continues: “Patriotism can neither be bought nor sold. It is not hire and salary. It is not material, but spiritual.” Congress later overrides Coolidge’s veto.

May 24, 1924

With overwhelming bipartisan support, Congress passes the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act, halting most immigration from eastern and southern Europe, as well as from Japan. Coolidge signs the bill into law, noting his regret over, in particular, the Japanese exclusion provision, which he calls “deplorable.”

June 2, 1924

Coolidge signs legislation cutting tax rates and promises to “bend his energies” for further cuts in future legislation.

June 2, 1924

Coolidge signs the Indian Citizenship Act, which declares that “all non-citizen Indians born within the territorial limits of the United States be, and they are hereby, declared to be citizens of the United States.”

June 6, 1924

Coolidge delivers the commencement speech at Howard University in Washington, D.C., a historically black college.

July 7, 1924

Coolidge’s younger son, Calvin Jr., dies of sepsis from a blister sustained while playing tennis on the White House court.

October 26, 1924

Coolidge delivers his “Discriminating Benevolence” speech over the phone from the White House to an audience of the Federation of Jewish Philanthropic Societies of New York City, remarking, “I regard a good budget as among the noblest monuments of virtue.” He commends the community leaders, telling them, “I want you to know that I feel you are making good citizens, that you are strengthening the government, that you are demonstrating the supremacy of the spiritual life and helping establish the Kingdom of God on earth.”

November 4, 1924

Coolidge is elected president in a landslide, earning an absolute majority of the popular vote in a three-way race with Democrat John W. Davis and Progressive Party candidate Robert La Follette.

November 1924

Macy’s holds its first Thanksgiving Day Parade.

1925

Sears, Roebuck opens its first direct retail store, expanding to more than 300 stores nationwide by the end of the decade. Chain stores spring up widely during the 1920s as consumers become more confident in the prosperous economy.

October 6, 1925

In Omaha, Nebraska, Coolidge delivers the speech “Toleration and Liberalism,” a call for unity among all citizens, whatever their ethnic background. Coolidge says: “Whether one traces his Americanism back three centuries to the Mayflower, or three years to the steerage, is not half so important as whether his Americanism of today is real and genuine. No matter by what various crafts we came here, we are all now in the same boat.”

February 1926

Coolidge signs the Revenue Act of 1926, decreasing the top marginal income tax rate to 25 percent.

March 18, 1926

Coolidge’s father, Colonel John Coolidge, dies in Plymouth Notch.

May 1926

A general strike paralyzes British industry and political life after mine owners threaten to cut pay and increase hours. Troubled Britain increasingly provides a contrast to the United States, where productivity gains are strong enough that industry is shifting from the traditional six-day workweek to a new five-day-a-week model, with paid vacations becoming more common. American economic primacy is solidifying.

July 5, 1926

Coolidge delivers “The Inspiration of the Declaration” speech in Philadelphia to celebrate the 150th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. He asserts: “If all men are created equal, that is final. If they are endowed with inalienable rights, that is final. If governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed, that is final. No advance, no progress can be made beyond these propositions.”

February 25, 1927

Coolidge vetoes the McNary-Haugen Farm Relief Act, by which the federal government would fix agricultural prices and then buy farmers’ products at those artificially high prices.

Spring 1927

The Mississippi River floods to unprecedented levels, displacing hundreds of thousands of people in Mississippi, Arkansas, and Louisiana. Like President Grover Cleveland before him, Coolidge refrains from traveling to flood sites, wary of setting a precedent of large-scale federal rescues during natural disasters.

Fall 1927

Flooding in Coolidge’s own Vermont causes damage and destruction throughout the state. As he did earlier in the year after the Mississippi flood, the president stays away from the disaster site and pursues a restrained federal response.

August 2, 1927

Coolidge announces, “I do not choose to run for President in nineteen twenty-eight,” via handwritten slips of paper given to reporters in Rapid City, South Dakota, the site of the 1927 Summer White House.

October 20, 1927

The Ford Model A comes to market, the second mass model produced by the Ford Motor Company. The previous Model T automobile was available for eighteen years.

May 23, 1928

Coolidge vetoes the McNary-Haugen Act for a second time.

May 26, 1928

Coolidge is presented with a bill to use federal resources to dam the Tennessee River to generate energy. The president uses the pocket veto to block the bill.

September 21, 1928

Coolidge delivers a brief speech at Bennington, fondly proclaiming, “Vermont is a state I love.” The speech follows two days of touring the Green Mountain State to see the progress of recovery efforts after the previous year’s devastating flood.

November 6, 1928

Coolidge’s secretary of commerce, Herbert Hoover, is elected president of the United States.

January 17, 1929

Coolidge signs the Kellogg-Briand Pact into law. Under the treaty, sixty-two nations agree to renounce war as a means of international policy.

March 4, 1929

Coolidge leaves office, having balanced the federal budget every year while president. Coolidge’s budget efforts have resulted in a significant reduction in the size of the national debt and a decrease in overall federal spending. The national debt falls by a third during the Coolidge presidency, from $22.3 billion in 1923 to $16.9 billion in 1929. The Coolidges return via rail to Northampton.

May 1929

The Autobiography of Calvin Coolidge is published for the first time.

Autumn 1929

The stock market crashes.

1930

The Coolidges move to a more private Northampton home, the Beeches.

June 1930–June 1931

Coolidge writes a syndicated daily newspaper column, “Calvin Coolidge Says.”

1932

Unemployment rises past 20 percent. New York governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt is elected U.S. president. Roosevelt’s “New Deal” promises active government and progressivism.

January 5, 1933

Coolidge dies at age sixty at the Beeches. The Wall Street Journal comments that although the New Deal might undo some of Coolidge’s achievements, “in due time, the good fortune of the United States to have had such a man as Calvin Coolidge in just the years he filled that office will be more clearly realized than it has yet been.”

September 16, 1956

The Forbes Library in Northampton, which possesses many of the papers and other ephemera related to Calvin Coolidge, dedicates the Calvin Coolidge Memorial Room.

July 8, 1957

Former first lady Grace Coolidge dies at age seventy-eight.

1960

President Coolidge’s son John Coolidge and a group of friends and supporters found the Coolidge Foundation to preserve the legacy of Coolidge’s time in office. The foundation begins a long partnership with the state of Vermont at the historic birthplace site in Plymouth Notch.

1981

President Ronald Reagan places a portrait of Coolidge in the White House Cabinet Room.

May 31, 2000

Coolidge’s elder son, John Coolidge, dies at age ninety-three.






1 SCENES OF MY CHILDHOOD


The town of Plymouth lies on the easterly slope of the Green Mountains, about twenty miles west of the Connecticut River and somewhat south of the central part of Vermont. This part of the state is made up of a series of narrow valleys and high hills, some of which rank as mountains that must reach an elevation of at least twenty-five hundred feet.

Its westerly boundary is along the summit of the main range to where it falls off into the watershed of Lake Champlain and the St. Lawrence River. At one point a little rill comes down a mountain until it strikes a rock, where it divides, part running north into the Ottauquechee and part south into the Black River, both of which later turn easterly to reach the Connecticut.

In its natural state this territory was all covered with evergreen and hardwood trees. It had large deposits of limestone, occasionally mixed with marble, and some granite. There were sporadic outcroppings of iron ore, and the sands of some of the streams showed considerable traces of gold. The soil was hard and rocky, but when cultivated supported a good growth of vegetation.

During colonial times this region lay in an unbroken wilderness, until the coming of the French and Indian War, when a military road was cut through under the direction of General Amherst, running from Charlestown, New Hampshire, to Fort Ticonderoga, New York. This line of march lay through the south part of the town, crossing the Black River at the head of the two beautiful lakes and running over the hill towards the valley of the Otter Creek.

When settlers began to come in around the time of the Revolution, the grandfather of my grandfather, Captain John Coolidge, located a farm near the height of land westward from the river along this military road, where he settled in about 1780.

He had served in the Revolutionary army and may have learned of this region from some of his comrades who had known it in the old French wars, or who had passed over it in the campaign against Burgoyne, which culminated at Saratoga.

He had five children and acquired five farms, so that each of his descendants was provided with a homestead. His oldest son Calvin came into possession of the one which I now own, where it is said that Captain John spent his declining years. He lies buried beside his wife in the little neighborhood cemetery not far distant.

The early settlers of Plymouth appear to have come mostly from Massachusetts, though some of them had stopped on the way in New Hampshire. They were English Puritan stock, and their choice of a habitation stamps them with a courageous pioneering spirit.

Their first buildings were log houses, the remains of which were visible in some places in my early boyhood, though they had long since been given over to the sheltering of domestic animals. The town must have settled up with considerable rapidity, for as early as 1840 it had about fourteen hundred inhabitants scattered about the valleys and on the sides of the hills, which the mountains divided into a considerable number of different neighborhoods, each with a well-developed local community spirit.

As time went on, much land was cleared of forest, very substantial buildings of wood construction were erected, saw mills and grist mills were located along the streams, and the sale of lumber and lime, farm products and domestic animals, brought considerable money into the town, which was laid out for improvements or found its way into the country store. It was a hard but wholesome life, under which the people suffered many privations and enjoyed many advantages, without any clear realization of the existence of either one of them.

They were a hardy self-contained people. Most of them are gone now and their old homesteads are reverting to the wilderness. They went forth to conquer where the trees were thicker, the fields larger, and the problems more difficult. I have seen their descendants scattered all over the country, especially in the middle west, and as far south as the Gulf of Mexico and westward to the Pacific slope.

It was into this community that I was born on the 4th day of July, 1872. My parents then lived in a five room, story and a half cottage attached to the post office and general store, of which my father was the proprietor. While they intended to name me for my father, they always called me Calvin, so the John became discarded.

Our house was well shaded with maple trees and had a yard in front enclosed with a picket fence, in which grew a mountain ash, a plum tree, and the customary purple lilac bushes. In the summertime my mother planted her flower bed there.

Her parents, who were prosperous farmers, lived in the large house across the road, which had been built for a hotel and still has the old hall in it where public dances were held in former days and a spacious corner on the front side known as the bar room, indicating what had been sold there before my grandfather Moor bought the premises. On an adjoining farm, about sixty-five rods distant,I lived my grandfather and grandmother Coolidge. Within view were two more collections of farm buildings, three dwelling houses with their barns, a church, a school house and a blacksmith shop. A little out of sight dwelt the local butter tub maker and beyond him the shoemaker.

This locality was known as The Notch, being situated at the head of a valley in an irregular bowl of hills. The scene was one of much natural beauty, of which I think the inhabitants had little realization, though they all loved it because it was their home and were always ready to contend that it surpassed all the surrounding communities and compared favorably with any other place on earth.

My sister Abbie was born in the same house in April, 1875. We lived there until 1876, when the place was bought across the road, which had about two acres of land with a house and a number of barns and a blacksmith shop. About it were a considerable number of good apple trees. I think the price paid was $375. Almost at once the principal barn was sold for $100, to be moved away. My father was a good trader.

Some repairs were made on the inside, and black walnut furniture was brought from Boston to furnish the parlor and sitting room. It was a plain square-sided house with a long ell, to which the horse barn was soon added. The outside has since been remodeled and the piazza built. A young woman was always employed to do the house work. Whatever was needed never failed to be provided.

While in theory I was always urged to work and to save, in practice I was permitted to do my share of playing and wasting. My playthings often lay in the road to be run over, and my ball game often interfered with my filling the wood box. I have been taken out of bed to do penance for such derelictions.

My father, John Calvin Coolidge, ran the country store. He was successful. The annual rent of the whole place was $40. I have heard him say that his merchandise bills were about $10,000 yearly. He had no other expenses. His profits were about $100 per month on the average, so he must have sold on a very close margin.

He trusted nearly everybody, but lost a surprisingly small amount. Sometimes people he had not seen for years would return and pay him the whole bill.

He went to Boston in the spring and fall to buy goods. He took the midnight train from Ludlow when they did not have sleeping cars, arriving in the city early in the morning, which saved him his hotel bill.

He was a good business man, a very hard worker, and did not like to see things wasted. He kept the store about thirteen years and sold it to my mother’s brother, who became a prosperous merchant.

In addition to his business ability my father was very skillful with his hands. He worked with a carriage maker for a short time when he was young, and the best buggy he had for twenty years was one he made himself. He had a complete set of tools, ample to do all kinds of building and carpenter work. He knew how to lay bricks and was an excellent stone mason.

Following his sale of the store about the time my grandfather died, besides running the farm, he opened the old blacksmith shop which stood upon the place across the road to which we had moved. He hired a blacksmith at $1 per day, who was a large-framed powerful man with a black beard, said to be sometimes quarrelsome.

I have seen him unaided throw a refractory horse to the ground when it objected to being shod. But he was always kind to me, letting me fuss around the shop, leaving his own row to do three or four hills for me so that I could more easily keep up with the rest of the men in hoeing time, or favoring me in some way in the hay field as he helped on the farm in busy times.

He always pitched the hay on to the ox cart and I raked after. If I was getting behind he slowed up a little. He was a big-hearted man. I wish I could see that blacksmith again. The iron work for farm wagons and sleds was fashioned and put on in the shop, oxen and horses brought there for shoeing, and metal parts of farm implements often repaired. My father seemed to like to work in the shop, but did not go there much except when a difficult piece of work was required, like welding a broken steel section rod of a mowing machine, which had to be done with great precision or it would break again.

He kept tools for mending shoes and harnesses and repairing water pipes and tinware. He knew how to perform all kinds of delicate operations on domestic animals. The lines he laid out were true and straight, and the curves regular. The work he did endured.

If there was any physical requirement of country life which he could not perform, I do not know what it was. From watching him and assisting him, I gained an intimate knowledge of all this kind of work.

It seems impossible that any man could adequately describe his mother. I can not describe mine.

On the side of her father, Hiram Dunlap Moor, she was Scotch with a mixture of Welsh and English. Her mother, Abigail (Franklin) Moor, was chiefly of the old New England stock. She bore the name of two Empresses, Victoria Josephine. She was of a very light and fair complexion with a rich growth of brown hair that had a glint of gold in it. Her hands and features were regular and finely modeled. The older people always told me how beautiful she was in her youth.

She was practically an invalid ever after I could remember her, but used what strength she had in lavish care upon me and my sister, who was three years younger. There was a touch of mysticism and poetry in her nature which made her love to gaze at the purple sunsets and watch the evening stars.

Whatever was grand and beautiful in form and color attracted her. It seemed as though the rich green tints of the foliage and the blossoms of the flowers came for her in the springtime, and in the autumn it was for her that the mountain sides were struck with crimson and with gold.

When she knew that her end was near she called us children to her bedside, where we knelt down to receive her final parting blessing.

In an hour she was gone. It was her thirty-ninth birthday. I was twelve years old. We laid her away in the blustering snows of March. The greatest grief that can come to a boy came to me. Life was never to seem the same again.II

Five years and forty-one years later almost to a day my sister and my father followed her. It always seemed to me that the boy I lost was her image. They all rest together on the sheltered hillside among five generations of the Coolidge family.

My grandfather, Calvin Galusha Coolidge, died when I was six years old. He was a spare man over six feet tall, of a nature which caused people to confide in him, and of a character which made him a constant choice for public office. His mother and her family showed a marked trace of Indian blood. I never saw her, but he took me one time to see her sister, his very aged aunt, whom we found sitting in the chimney corner smoking a clay pipe.

This was so uncommon that I always remembered it. I thought tobacco was only for men, though I had seen old ladies outside our neighborhood buy snuff at the store.

He was an expert horseman and loved to raise colts and puppies. He kept peacocks and other gay-colored fowl and had a yard and garden filled with scarlet flowers. But he never cared to hunt or fish. He found great amusement in practical jokes and could entice a man into a nest of bees and make him think he went there of his own accord.

He and my grandmother brought up as their own children the boy and girl of his only sister, whose parents died when they were less than two years old. He made them no charge, but managed their inheritance and turned it all over to them with the income, besides giving the boy $800 of his own money when he was eighteen years old, the same as he did my father. He was fond of riding horseback and taught me to ride standing up behind him. Some of the horses he bred and sold became famous. In his mind, the only real, respectable way to get a living was from tilling the soil. He therefore did not exactly approve having his son go into trade.

In order to tie me to the land, in his last sickness he executed a deed to me for life of forty acres, called the Lime Kiln lot, on the west part of his farm, with the remainder to my lineal descendants, thinking that as I could not sell it, and my creditors could not get it, it would be necessary for me to cultivate it. He also gave me a mare colt and a heifer calf, which came of stock that had belonged to his grandfather.

Two days after I was two months old, my father was elected to the state legislature. By a curious coincidence, when my son was the same age I was elected to the same office in Massachusetts. He was reelected twice, the term being two years, and, while he was serving, my grandfather took my mother and me to visit him at Montpelier.

I think I was three years and four months old, but I always remembered the experience. Grandfather carried me to the State House and sat me in the Governor’s chair, which did not impress me so much as a stuffed catamount that was in the capital museum. That was the first of the great many journeys which I have since made to legislative halls.

During his last illness he would have me read to him the first chapter of the Gospel of John, which he had read to his grandfather. I could do very well until I came to the word “comprehended,” with which I always had difficulty. On taking the oath as President in 1925, I placed my hand on that Book of the Bible in memory of my first reading it.

So far as I know, neither he nor any other members of my family ever entertained any ambitions in my behalf. He evidently wished me to stay on the land. My own wish was to keep store, as my father had done.

They all taught me to be faithful over a few things. If they had any idea that such a training might some day make me a ruler over many things, it was not disclosed to me. It was my father in later years who wished me to enter the law, but when I finally left home for that purpose the parting was very hard for him to bear.

The neighborhood around The Notch was made up of people of exemplary habits. Their speech was clean and their lives were above reproach. They had no mortgages on their farms. If any debts were contracted they were promptly paid. Credit was good and there was money in the savings bank.

The break of day saw them stirring. Their industry continued until twilight. They kept up no church organization, and as there was little regular preaching the outward manifestation of religion through public profession had little opportunity, but they were without exception a people of faith and charity and of good works. They cherished the teachings of the Bible and sought to live in accordance with its precepts.

The conduct of the young people was modest and respectful. For most of the time during my boyhood regular Sunday school classes were held in the church which my grandmother Coolidge superintended until in her advanced years she was superseded by my father. She was a constant reader of the Bible and a devoted member of the church, who daily sought for divine guidance in prayer.III

I stayed with her at the farm much of the time and she had much to do with shaping the thought of my early years. She had a benign influence over all who came in contact with her. The Puritan severity of her convictions was tempered by the sweetness of a womanly charity. There were none whom she ever knew that had not in some way benefited by her kindness.

Her maiden name was Sarah Almeda Brewer. When she married my grandfather she was twenty and he was twenty-eight years old. She was accustomed to tell me that from his experience and observations he had come to have great faith in good blood, and that he chose her for his wife not only because he loved her, but because her family, which he had seen for three generations, were people of ability and character.

While he would have looked upon rank as only pretense, he looked upon merit with great respect. His judgment was vindicated by the fact that more of her kin folks than he could have realized had been and were to become people of merited distinction.

The prevailing dress in our neighborhood was that of the countryside. While my father wore a business suit with a white shirt, collar and cuffs, which he always kept clean, the men generally had colored shirts and outer garments of brown or blue drilling. But they all had good clothes for any important occasions.

I was clad in a gingham shirt with overalls in the summer, when I liked to go barefooted. In the winter these were changed for heavy wool garments and thick cowhide boots, which lasted a year.

My grandmother Coolidge spun woolen yarn, from which she knitted us stockings and mittens. I have seen her weave cloth, and when I was ten years old I had a frock which came from her loom. We had linen sheets and table cloths and woolen bed blankets, which she had spun and woven in earlier days. I have some of them now. My grandfather Coolidge wore a blue woolen frock much of the time, which is a most convenient garment for that region. It is cut like a shirt, going on over the head, with flaps that reach to the knees.

When I went to visit the old home in later years I liked to wear the one he left, with some fine calfskin boots about two sizes too large for me, which were made for him when he went to the Vermont legislature about 1858. When news pictures began to be taken of me there, I found that among the public this was generally supposed to be a makeup costume, which it was not, so I have since been obliged to forego the comfort of wearing it. In public life it is sometimes necessary in order to appear really natural to be actually artificial.

Perhaps some glimpse of these pictures may have caused an English writer to refer to me as a Vermont backwoodsman. I wonder if he describes his King as a Scotchman when he sees him in kilts.

To those of his country who remember that Burgoyne sent home a dispatch saying that the Green Mountains were the abode of the most warlike race on the continent, who hung like a thunder cloud on his left—which was fully borne out by what they helped to do to him at Bennington and Saratoga—I presume the term of Vermont backwoodsman still carries the implication of reproach. But in this country it is an appellation which from General Ethan Allen to Admiral George Dewey has not been without some distinction.IV

While the form of government under which the Plymouth people lived was that of a republic, it had a strong democratic trend. The smallest unit was then the school district. Early in my boyhood the women were given a vote on school questions in both the district and town meetings.

The district meeting was held in the evening at the school house each year. The officers were chosen and the rate of the school tax was fixed by popular vote. The board and room of the teacher for two-week periods was then assigned to the lowest bidders. The rates ran from about fifty cents each week in the summer to as high as $1.25 in the winter.

The town officers were chosen annually at the March meeting. Here again the rate of taxes was fixed by popular vote. The bonded debt was rather large, coming down, as I was told, from expenses during the war and the costs of reconstructing roads and bridges after the disastrous freshet of 1869.V

The more substantial farmers wanted to raise a large tax to reduce the debt. I noticed my father did not vote on this subject and I inquired his reason. He said that while he could afford to pay a high rate, he did not wish to place so large a burden on those who were less able, and so was leaving them to make their own decision.

In those days there were about two hundred and fifty qualified voters, not over twenty-five of which were Democrats, and the rest Republicans. They had their spirited contests in their elections, but not along party lines.

One of the patriarchs of the town, who was a Democrat, served many years as Moderator by unanimous choice. He was a man of sound common sense and an excellent presiding officer, but without much book learning.

When he read that part of the call for the meeting which recited that it was to act “on the following questions, viz.,” he always read it “to act upon the following questions, vizley.” This caused him to be referred to at times by the irreverent as Old Vizley.

I was accustomed to carry apples and popcorn balls to the town meetings to sell, mainly because my grandmother said my father had done so when he was a boy, and I was exceedingly anxious to grow up to be like him.

On the even years in September came the Freemen’s meeting. This was a state election, at which the town representative to the legislature was chosen. They also voted for county and state officers and for a Representative to the Congress, and on each fourth year for Presidential electors.VI I attended all of these meetings until I left home and followed them with interest for many of the succeeding years.

Careful provision was made for the administration of justice through local authorities. Those charged with petty crimes and misdemeanors were brought before one of the five Justices of the Peace, who had power to try and sentence with or without calling a jury. He also had a like jurisdiction in civil matters of a small amount.
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