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FOREWORD


Baseball fans should be grateful for this comprehensive biography of one of the game’s most towering and dominating figures.


Those of us who cut our baseball teeth during what we perceived to be the golden days of the 1930s and 1940s have an indelible image of the man who personified the national game to us. The Czar. Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis. The craggy-faced, white-thatched, Godlike figure whose chin seemed to be perpetually perched on a box seat railing at a World Series, All-Star Game, or other contest of baseball significance.


Behind that sober image, however, lay a vastly more complicated reality as David Pietrusza tells us in this work. The image was a carefully cultivated one, shrewdly promoted by one of the master showmen of his era. Landis’ czardom was based, in large part, on symbolism. The banning for life of the eight criminally-acquitted “Black Sox” defendants was the master stroke in his effort to save baseball from public disgrace at its hour of maximum peril. The author points out how this dramatic move saved baseball from joining boxing as a perpetually discredited enterprise. And it was followed by others throughout his lengthy tenure.


The waxing and waning of Judge Landis’ wrath was carefully tailored to the public’s temperature. Seemingly inconsistent approaches were taken, from time to time, by baseball’s “Judge and Jury” in what appeared to be similar cases. No compulsion seemed to exist to “treat like cases alike” as the varied responses to alleged wrongdoing in the Joe Gedeon and Rube Benton cases illustrate.


Self-promotion, which began during Landis’ tenure on the federal bench, was a hallmark of his commissionership as well. Although he studiously eschewed judicial robes, he was never one to overlook an opportunity to catch the public eye, no matter what the cause. His judicial forays against Standard Oil and John D. Rockefeller, embellished by a $29 million fine (later reversed), were matched by his patriotic zeal in cases involving Socialist Party leaders and IWW chieftain “Big Bill” Haywood.


Yet can there be any doubt that Judge Landis truly “saved” professional baseball in the aftermath of the scandals which led up to the notorious 1919 World Series? Or that his stewardship established an image of the game as unsullied and truly worthy of its designation as “the national pastime” throughout his 24-year tenure? Since his time, baseball—owners, players, and fans—have searched for his like to preserve and perpetuate that status. And, by and large, they have failed.


There are many peculiarities of the man and his mission set forth in this instructive work. Landis’ persistent effort to retain both his federal judgeship and the baseball commissionership, almost leading to his impeachment from the judiciary, bespeaks streaks of both stubbornness and avarice that are difficult for us to justify. His eventual resignation from his bench, on the other hand, illustrates Landis’ capacity to know just how far he could push the limits of his personal agenda. The farcical feud with The Sporting News head J. G. Taylor Spink over the publishing of an official baseball guide from 1942 to 1945 is another puzzling episode of pique over what was but a minor challenge to the czar’s domain.


But Landis’ sense of limits served him well in his treatment of allegations made against two of the game’s giants, Ty Cobb and Tris Speaker, for alleged pre-1919 betting on their clubs’ games. Landis chose to ease these two stars, in the twilight of their respective careers, quietly off the stage rather than pillory them for practices that were not viewed as seriously prior to his own iron-handed rule.


On the other hand, his feuds with Ban Johnson, Babe Ruth, Rogers Hornsby, and Branch Rickey were battles to the bitter end, with little quarter shown. Moreover, Landis’ opposition to gamblers of all stripes and to those associated with horse racing and his support of Prohibition were legendary. His hard line on pre-1919 fixers and post-1919 ballplayer bettors like Shufflin’ Phil Douglas and the Cozy Dolan-Jimmy O’Connell duo provided the game with a genuine deterrent capability as to those subsequently tempted.


Sadly, the Judge chose to walk too precarious a tight rope on the issue of breaking the color line in baseball. He responded to the temper of the times and the recalcitrance of most owners when it came to question of major league contracts for African-American ballplayers. That development would have to await Landis’ death and the path-finding action of the Dodgers’ Branch Rickey in signing Jackie Robinson in 1946. But what an opportunity was missed by Landis truly to underscore baseball’s status as a “national pastime” by taking an earlier lead role on this battlefield of racial progress.


It was, however, Landis’ pragmatism that had helped to thrust him forward as the leading candidate for the commissioner’s job in the first place. In 1915, the Federal League had sued the existing major leagues for anti-trust violations, bringing into question the validity of the reserve clause and other restrictive provisions of baseball’s player contracts. The case was assigned to Landis who, after hearing the evidence, stalled in making a decision until the upstart league collapsed of its own weight and settled out of court. It was not to be the last time that the Judge was credited with “saving” baseball, but in this instance, it also advanced the cause for his eventually being tapped for the com-missioner’s position.


A major contribution of this work is the examination of Landis’ pre-commissioner contacts with the world of politics. His first full-time job was a patronage position in the office of the Indiana Secretary of State for whose election he had campaigned. Later, after a brief stint in law practice, the 26-year-old Landis went to Washington as a personal aide to Charles Gresham, a Republican-turned-Democrat who was appointed secretary of state in the administration of President Grover Cleveland (“the favorite Democrat of many Republicans”). Upon Gresham’s death in 1895, Landis declined Cleveland’s offer to become minister to Venezuela and returned to Chicago to practice law and rejoin the progressive wing of the Republican Party. By then, his older brother, Charles, had been elected a Republican congressman from Indiana, soon to be followed by brother Frederick in another Hoosier house of representatives seat. Both brothers unseated GOP incumbents and neither was to have a lengthy stint in office. Ultimately it was as a Teddy Roosevelt Republican that Landis himself gained appointment to the federal bench. Thereafter he was to flirt with the notion of seeking higher office—as Chicago mayor, governor of Illinois, and even, in flights of fancy, the presidency and vice presidency—but never made a leap into the maelstrom of elective politics.


Despite his resisting a yen for elective politics, his popularity within the constituency which counted remained high during his tenure.


Years following Judge Landis’ death, former American League pitcher Elden Auker is quoted in this work as noting:




“He was . . . the best thing that happened to baseball. I wish we had him today.”





I sense that a residue of that feeling persists, but it is a minority view. In 1993 I was among those asked to meet with the baseball owners’ search committee appointed to recommend a new commissioner following the untimely death of my friend, Bart Giamatti, and the brief and unhappy reign of Fay Vincent. After an exchange of pleasantries at our Chicago hotel get-together, I asked the assembled executives:




“Are you folks really sure you want a commissioner?”





I had in mind, obviously, my model of a Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis, empowered to act against anything, “detrimental to the best interests . . . of baseball” as he saw it. It was evident then, and remains so this day, that they were not, in fact, looking, for such a person. And baseball remains the poorer for such an attitude.


Dick Thornburgh
April 1998
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INTRODUCTION


For more than a third of a century, I have followed the game that Kenesaw Mountain Landis once so autocratically ruled. For the better part of a decade I have had the honor to write professionally about our national pastime.


In that time, I have been barely able to escape Mr. Landis. First and foremost, he, of course, materializes in any historical perspective of baseball’s commissionership. When we discuss that office, when we envision an all-powerful czar acting in the best interests of the game, our mind’s eye does not envision a Ford Frick or a Fay Vincent, it conjures up only one individual—a scowling, little, white-haired man named Kenesaw Mountain Landis.


It is simply impossible to discuss the office, to envision or debate it, without at least subconsciously thinking of its dictatorial first occupant. For good or ill, he is the model against whom all his successors are compared.


And it is not merely in regard with the commissionership that we continue meeting Kenesaw Landis. He appears in any discussion of baseball gambling. We debate his banning of Joe Jackson and Buck Weaver. And increasingly—not decreasingly—he is a central figure in discussions of baseball’s race relations and its once long-standing Jim Crow tradition.


Yet, we know Landis—and we do not know him. While everyone remembers the unique name of Kenesaw Mountain Landis and has a vague picture of the man who dominated Organized Baseball for a quarter century, that is about it. Too often we can barely see beyond the caricatures that first he—and later others—created.


Increasingly we have lost more of the detail and texture of this extraordinary figure. Remarkably, only one biography of Landis—J. G. Taylor Spink’s Judge Landis and Twenty-Five Years of Baseball—has previously been published. That was in 1947, barely three years after the Judge’s death. And although we routinely greet numerous biographies of all sorts of baseball luminaries (can one explain why not too long ago two studies of Honus Wagner appeared in a single year? Or two of Dizzy Dean?), no full-scale portrait has since been written of baseball’s most powerful individual.


And so, until Judge and Jury no Landis biography has featured new perspectives on such topics as the Byzantine plotting surrounding his appointment; the Judge’s handling of the Black Sox scandal; his banishment of numerous other players, such as Bennie Kauff or Phil Douglas; his power struggles with Babe Ruth, Branch Rickey, and American League president Ban Johnson; or his attitudes and actions on racial segregation.


That is bad enough. But Judge Landis and Twenty-Five Years of Baseball was by no means a true biography. The volume’s title is instructive, although to be absolutely accurate it should have more properly read Judge Landis’ Twenty-Five Years of Baseball. The reason: Taylor Spink’s seminal book explains almost nothing about the Kenesaw Mountain Landis that existed before its central character’s involvement with the national pastime. A mere 28 pages are devoted to the more than 50 years Kenesaw Landis lived before baseball turned to him. Hence, when one gets down to brass tacks, Judge and Jury is not the second but the first full biography of this remarkable figure.


The years of Landis’ life that Spink ignored are important years, fascinating years. If we do not know what Kenesaw Landis accomplished in that time period, we will not fully understand what compelled baseball to turn to this man, why it rejected so many other viable candidates, and chose as its savior someone who otherwise would now be a largely long-forgotten midwestern federal judge.


The judge baseball picked was, of course, a fan of the national pastime (as he showed in the Federal League case of 1915). But any number of mere fans—or judges or politicians—could have been selected. Baseball’s magnates anointed Landis because he had established himself as a remarkable national figure. We remember him today as the “grandstanding” jurist who in 1907 fined the Standard Oil company a record $29 million (a fine later overturned), but Landis’ judicial career was far more than a single high-profile case nearly a decade and a half before his commissionership.


By overlooking Landis’ pre-baseball career, we not only fail to understand why he was chosen, we also deprive ourselves of the pleasure of viewing numerous fascinating slices of American history—a peak inside the State Department of the 1890s; instances of murder, vice, and corruption in pre-Prohibition but still wide-open Chicago; Landis’ often-harsh and often-controversial (but oddly enough frequently humane) treatment of anti-war activists during the First World War; an unsuccessful bomb plot against him; and the bleeding-heart progressivism that cause a United States senator to call for his impeachment.


Beyond amassing a piquant resumé, Judge Landis accumulated something else on the federal bench—the public’s trust. The man in the street did not feel that way about most judges, and certainly not about most federal jurists. His decisions and his populist manner (he never wore judicial robes) attracted attention. He could, in fact, temper justice with extreme leniency and sentiment. Yet conversely, the Judge could also impose the harshest of sentences and, for good measure, announce them with massive doses of sarcasm and vitriol. Often the same case revealed both sides of the Landis personality. The quiver of his judicial style had many arrows, and Kenesaw Landis chose each carefully as he masterfully cultivated public opinion.


In dealing with Landis’ pre-baseball life and career we approach this biography in the standard chronological format. But in dealing with his baseball career a different approach is often mandated. There are certain episodes—the machinations that surrounded his appointment; the Judge’s confrontation with Babe Ruth; the Cobb-Speaker imbroglio; the banning of Jimmy O’Connell and Cozy Dolan—that we rightfully devote entire chapters to. To interrupt them with other incidents, or to switch back-and-forth between topics such as his policing of the farm system; gambling in baseball; his overall style; his little-known personal life; or his racial attitudes would soon prove counterproductive. Accordingly, we have reserved a good number of chapters to topical treatments of those issues.


Of those subjects, we hear most today of Landis and baseball’s segregation. Increasingly, modern observers have created the image of Kenesaw Landis as the George Wallace of baseball, standing in the doorway of every ballpark in the country, an unyielding racist who prevented the game’s integration.


It’s a convenient image. Unfortunately, it oversimplifies the issue and—by shifting all or most of the blame to Landis—exculpates the rest of baseball for its actions, inactions, and attitudes. If truth be told, few in baseball wished to integrate, a fact revealed by the many teams that did not hire even token blacks until years following Landis’ death.


Much of the discussion of Landis and the issue of race has centered on the Judge’s supposed quashing of Bill Veeck’s 1942 plan to purchase the threadbare Philadelphia Phillies and restock the team with star Negro Leaguers. Veeck’s actions would have shattered baseball’s color line.


It’s a good story—and clearly establishes Landis as a prime villain in the drama of baseball’s racial integration. Good stories, however, are not necesarily true stories. Recent scholarship (virtually unreported in the mainstream media) has done much to debunk Veeck’s contentions. “I think most people today,” historian Jules Tygiel summarizes, “believe that [Veeck’s story] was never the case.”


And just as it is significant to reexamine Landis’ role in Bill Veeck’s allegations, it is important to further probe his role in the rest of the story of baseball’s color bar. Landis is certainly not a hero in the drama, bit it makes little sense to overestimate his perfidy—and to do so on such slim evidence. There is enough blame to go around. The creation of demon-figures may make for good theater. It does not make for good history.


It used to be the common wisdom that Judge Landis stepped up to the plate in 1920 and saved baseball from the consequences of the Black Sox scandal. That was somewhat simplistic—but it was largely true. His forceful actions, coupled with his carefully cultivated public persona of forceful honesty, did help to restore baseball’s good name. We take it for granted that baseball is honest, that we can count on it being free from gamblers and corruption. We take it for granted because of Kenesaw Landis. Before his advent fans had a naive faith in the game. He changed that naive belief into a reality. In 1920 baseball shared the sporting public’s favor with just one other professional sport. It was not football, not basketball, certainly not hockey or soccer. It was boxing. The gentlemanly art of self-defense has since traveled the road baseball could have traveled, a road of fan suspicion, of wondering if each contest was fixed, if each hero was a puppet on the strings of outside interests. Landis’ often harsh methods—most significantly in the Buck Weaver case—prevented the game from becoming the tawdry business boxing soon descended to.


All in all, this diminutive judge remains as big a part of the baseball firmament as much—if not more—than almost anyone who has played the game. If one were to sculpt baseball’s version of Mount Rushmore, it would contain Babe Ruth, Ty Cobb, Jackie Robinson, and—learning over a granite rail, peering across the prairies at some far distant ballgame—Kenesaw Mountain Landis. A half century after his death, the Judge’s game is still honest. That is his legacy, and it is no small accomplishment.


David Pietrusza
February 1998





CHAPTER 1



“I HAD AN AMBITION TO BECOME THE HEAD OF SOMETHING”


[image: Images]


Physically Kenesaw Mountain Landis was not a mountain.


But he was named for one.


In November of 1862, Dr. Abraham Hoch Landis, the father of the future lord of baseball, left his home in Millville, Ohio, 25 miles north of Cincinnati, as an assistant surgeon with the 35th Ohio Infantry Regiment. The Civil War would eventually take the 41-year-old Dr. Landis to northern Georgia and provide his son with an unusual given name.


The war was not at all kind to this country doctor. Landis saw much of death and human suffering. Chickamauga, for example, was a disaster for the Union. Fought in northern Georgia in September 1863, over 16,000 Northern troops were either killed, wounded, or taken captive. The 35th Ohio lost half its men. Dr. Landis himself was taken prisoner and, along with 46 other surgeons, was sent by way of Atlanta to Richmond’s infamous Libby prison. His fellow prisoners’ suffering shocked the doctor. “The mere appearance of their faces told us starvation and exposure were closing the work of death . . .” he noted.1


Released in an exchange of prisoners, he returned to the 35th Ohio and was one of 100,000 men who moved from Tennessee into Georgia as William Tecumseh Sherman struck deeper into a dying South. Sherman, however, found himself confronted by General Joseph Johnston’s tenacious and skillful retreat. Normally, Sherman would have tried outflanking Johnston. But horrifically muddy roads made that impossible. Waiting out the rebels also seemed out of the question, as Union soldiers grew ever more restive from their slow pace. Finally in late June 1864, Sherman flung 16,000 troops into a desperate frontal assault on Johnston’s well dug-in 18,000-man force, just 20 miles northwest of Atlanta.


The result was the Battle of Kennesaw Mountain, one of the worst Union defeats of the entire war. The Confederates lost just 800 men, while federal casualties amounted to 2,500. Most famous among the wounded was Ambrose Bierce, the future acerbic humorist, but the most significant for Abraham Landis was a teen-aged infantryman being treated at Landis’ surgical headquarters. “A 12-pound cannonball, apparently spent, was bounding toward the group,” Kenesaw once recounted. “Nobody paid any attention to it. But it struck my father’s left leg, just below the knee, and shattered it horribly. . . . He had to keep his fellow surgeons off with a gun, in order to keep them from amputating it.”2


In August the 35th Ohio was mustered out of service, and the crippled Landis returned to Millville.3 Badly mangled, he was unable to immediately resume the practice of medicine. “When I was six years old,” recalled Kenesaw, “eight years after that battle, I remember distinctly how he was still going through special exercises, trying to regain more use of the injured leg.”4


So the Battle of Kennesaw Mountain was never far from Dr. Landis’ mind—not even on November 20, 1866 when his wife, Mary Kumler Landis, gave birth to their sixth child and fourth son.


Actually Dr. Landis’ morbid fascination with the site of his personal disaster might have been a positive development, for the Landises were involved both in a general domestic dispute over what to name the newcomer and a specific debate over Abraham’s suggestion to name the child after himself. “For months after I was born,” Kenesaw later recalled, “my folks couldn’t agree on a name for me. I lay there in a basket and my aunts and uncles would come in every night and argue with my mother and father about what I should be called. It got to be a community problem. The blacksmith thought I ought to be named Abraham, for my father, but my mother vowed she wouldn’t have a son of hers shackled with a name like that.”5


Indeed, Mary Landis must have truly hated the name Abraham—not to mention all the other proposals—for when her husband finally suggested, “Let us call him Kenesaw Mountain,” she agreed.6


The name must not have always gone over well among young Landis’ often cruel contemporaries. “They called me every damn thing they could think of,” contended Kenesaw.7


As queer as this nomenclature may seem to modern ears, it was not nearly so foreign to 19th-century ones. Civil War veterans often named children after engagements in which they had fought. One child found himself christened Malvern Hill Barnum. In Boston, the legend went, two brothers were named “Sixth Corps” and “Army of the Potomac.”8


With that in mind, we—and he—may consider ourselves lucky that baseball’s first commissioner was Kenesaw Mountain Landis and not Libby Prison Landis or 35th Ohio Regiment Landis.


The spelling of the name provides some interesting history. The child was named “Kenesaw Mountain,” but we have recorded the battle as being “Kennesaw Mountain” — and in fact that is the modern spelling of the battle and the location. Most historians have explained the difference as a mere misspelling, but this is an oversimplification. Actually, there were two spellings of the name—Kennesaw and Kenesaw. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, Kenesaw was as acceptable as the now-standard Kennesaw. Abraham Landis was not guilty of a misspelling, he simply paid his money and took his choice. He chose Kenesaw.9


To understand Kenesaw Mountain Landis one must comprehend his family—and how highly visible, idea-oriented, and flamboyant it was. No one ever accused Kenesaw Landis of being shy. Most saw him as a hopeless ham, whose flair for the dramatic often outshone his legal or judicial acumen. Staring down from his judge’s bench or glaring across his commissioner’s desk at club owners, Landis possessed a stage presence that many actors would have given their Screen Actors Guild card to possess. He never hesitated to employ it.


Ultimately Kenesaw Landis would establish a reputation as a religious skeptic—perhaps even an atheist, but he sprang from highly religious roots. The Landises were originally Swiss Mennonites. Distant ancestor Hans Landis was beheaded at Geneva in September 1614 for his faith. Authorities later imprisoned Hans’ son Felix and so mistreated him he died from jail’s ill effects. Soon afterword, the Landises left Switzerland, relocating most likely in the Germanic Alsatian region near Strasbourg. These Catholic lands were, however, only marginally more hospitable, and shortly before the American Revolution eight Landis brothers sailed for the New World, settling in Pennsylvania. One, Frederick, was Kenesaw Mountain Landis’ great-grandfather.10


Frederick’s son Phillip and his second wife Elizabeth Hoch were among the earliest settlers of Butler County, Ohio, where, their youngest son, Abraham Landis, was born at Hickory Flats, Ohio, on February 14, 1821. Educated in a log cabin schoolhouse, Abraham later studied medicine under a Dr. Rigdon of Hamilton, Ohio, and graduated from Cincinnati’s Ohio Medical College in 1849.11 In Millville on September 17, 1850, he took Mary Kumler as his bride. Shortly thereafter they moved back to Millville, living in a humble three-room brick cottage constructed atop a hillside overlooking Indian Creek.12 It would later serve as Kenesaw’s birthplace.13


Abraham Landis was not marrying down. The Kumlers were a distinguished clan, particularly in matters of religion. Mary Kumler’s grandfather, Henry Kumler, Sr., had come from a family of “some means.” Raised in the German Reformed Church, in 1815 he converted to the United Brethren in Christ and devoted himself to the propagation of its faith. He circuit rode long distances for the “U B of C” (as Kenesaw would later flippantly refer to the sect) and became a church bishop in 1825. Sixteen years later, one of his 12 children, Henry Jr., followed in his footsteps as a church bishop. In January 1855 Henry Jr., his brother Dr. D. C. Kumler (Mary Kumler’s father), and Daniel Kumler Flickinger (a grandson of Henry Sr. by his daughter Hannah)14 were the first three United Brethren missionaries to visit Africa. Another of Henry Sr.’s grandsons (by his daughter Susannah), Franklin Abia Zeller Kumler, distinguished himself, as president of two colleges and won election to the Society of Science, Letters and Arts of London, England. The Kumlers were clearly not a family to be trifled with.15


Five children had already been born to Abraham and Mary Kumler Landis prior to Kenesaw’s arrival: Catherine Jeannette (born August 15, 1851), Sarah Frances Q. (December 28, 1853), Walter (April 15, 1856), Charles Beary (July 9, 1858), and John Howard (October 10, 1860). Another son, Frederick Daniel (August 18, 1872), would follow Kenesaw.


On his mother’s side, Landis was descended from Bible-believing clergymen. While he failed to inherit his ancestors’ religious zeal, Kenesaw did inherit their I-am-speaking-from-Holy-Writ mein. But evangelism was not the only family strain influencing Kenesaw.


Landis’ four brothers all dabbled successfully in a pair of very public avocations: journalism and politics. Two of his brothers ultimately won election to Congress. Both interests they inherited from Abraham Landis. Originally a Whig, Dr. Landis became a lifelong and staunch Republican. He also had a flair for writing, sending back numerous dispatches of his wartime experiences to various Northern newspapers and periodicals. The combination of those two pursuits with evangelism would eventually give physically small Kenesaw Mountain Landis the presence to cow criminals, industrial monopolists, or baseball owners—in fact, just about anybody he came in contact with.16


Kenesaw’s oldest brother, Walter Kumler “Happy Jack” Landis, set the journalistic pattern for his younger siblings, starting in that profession with the Logansport Journal and continuing on with the Marion Chronicle, the Indianapolis Journal & Sentinel, and the Cincinnati Commercial Tribune.17


Walter, a lifelong bachelor, was not beyond employing every journalistic trick required to obtain a story. Once at the Commercial Tribune he and Gid Thompson, a reporter at the rival Enquirer, rushed out independently of each other to the rail yards to interview a woman, Della Shellabarger, about a suspected murder. When Thompson arrived, Shellabarger informed him that a police detective named Kratz had warned her against speaking to anyone else about the case. Kratz, she added, was in the railroad car’s drawing room. Thompson demanded to see him—and discovered “Kratz” was actually Landis. From then Walter Landis’ fellow journalists knew him as “Detective Kratz.”18


Charles Beary Landis, the stockiest of the five brothers, graduated from Wabash College. In 1883 he followed Walter into journalism, also with the Logansport Journal—a paper then owned by Daniel P. Baldwin, who had served as Indiana’s attorney general from 1880 throughl882. There Charles held the grand title of city editor, although in actuality he was the paper’s solitary employee. An active Republican in an era when newspapers were openly and proudly partisan, Charles tackled opponents mercilessly. In 1884, for example, a local Democrat, H. J. Roach, picked a fight with the young journalist for remarks Charles had made in the Logansport Journal impugning Roach’s moral integrity. Bystanders had to separate the pair. On the urging of Journal editor W. D. Pratt, Charles became his own boss in 1887, purchasing the Delphi (Indiana) Journal. From 1894 through 1896 he served as president of the Indiana Republican Editorial Association.


Some around Logansport considered John Howard Landis to have possessed an “intellectual superiority” over his brothers and to have been more “thorough and painstaking.” He lacked, however, their flair and one observer thought him “less showy.”19


John also harbored journalistic ambitions, but his enthusiasm began to decline after his participation in a December 1878 Logansport High School Literary Society debate. He took the negative in the question, “Resolved, that the Pen is Mightier than the Sword”—and lost.


At one point he wrote a novel. But when he sent the manuscript to a friend for “candid” review, she found it totally lacking “the element of love.” Not only did he not publish the work, he also never contacted her again.20


Graduating from high school in 1879, John spent the next decade drifting from position to position. In 1885 he entered the railway postal service, passing his entrance exam (which relied on accuracy in sorting 1661 cards) with only 12 mistakes, a grade of 99.5 percent (90 percent was passing). The following February, however, he contracted malaria. When he recovered, he moved to Minneapolis where he became an accountant in a plumbing firm operated by an old Logansport school chum. Finally John entered the medical profession, graduating in 1890 from his father’s alma mater, the Ohio Medical College. Remaining in Cincinnati, he began his practice in that city in 1891.21


Frederick “Buckskin” Landis was the youngest of the seven Landis children—and perhaps the most dramatic, outstripping even Kenesaw in that regard.


Frederick held the “Buckskin” nickname since age 10 when he had delivered papers from atop his father’s aged horse “Buckskin.” His next career move was even less propitious. Dropping out of high school after his freshman year, he went to work clerking in a local drugstore. Frederick quickly tired of “sweeping out cigar stubs and washing bottles,” however, and returned to school. In 1893 he obtained a law degree from the University of Michigan and that September began practicing in Logansport. But he focused more on politics than law, and when the Logansport Journal’s W. D. Pratt convinced him that journalism was a convenient political stepping stone, he quickly joined the Journal’s staff.22


And what of the two Landis sisters, Kate and Sarah? In an era when few women worked outside the home, the teaching profession was a rare avenue open to women—particularly unmarried women. In 1872 Sarah Frances (usually known as Frances, and to family members as “Frank” or even “Q”) moved back to Seven Mile, Ohio, to take up that spinsteresque profession. In 1880 she took up teaching in Logansport, eventually accepting a position as first grade teacher at that city’s Southside school. The other sister, Kate, attended Ohio’s Otterbein College and regularly won ribbons at the Cass County Horticultural and Mechanical Association for such entries as sweet preserves, catsup, comb honey, and wax flowers. But lest we underestimate her, she is one of the first of the Landises to be recorded in political activity. In October 1884 she served on the Fifth Ward’s Floral Committee in welcoming GOP presidential candidate James G. Blaine to Logansport.


In the decade following the Civil War, Abraham Landis was on the move. In 1869 he relocated the family to Seven Mile, Ohio, where Frederick Landis was born, and then moved to northern Indiana in 1875, settling in the small town of Logansport.23


When in the early 1870s Abraham Landis was considering his move to Logansport, he also pondered such alternatives as Omaha and Chicago. He had even picked out a particular block-sized parcel in the Windy City, but finally decided that Logansport had a greater future as a railroad hub and opted to become a Hoosier.


Years later, after Kenesaw had moved to Chicago and established a law practice in the city, Abraham Landis visited him. One day, Kenesaw, a great walker, and his father went hiking about the city when Abraham spied the parcel he had once considered purchasing. It had become the site of the LaSalle Street rail station. Had Dr. Landis acquired the land he would have become a wealthy man.


“Sir,” Kenesaw jokingly reproved his father, “if it hadn’t been for your bad judgement, I would now be one of those young blades driving down Michigan Avenue in a carriage, instead of spending my youth cooped up in a law office.”24


In Logansport, Dr. Landis served on the board of the Logansport State Hospital for the Insane.25 He also augmented his medical income with a $17-per-month Civil War pension and practiced farming. In October 1878 the doctor even took second place at the Cass County Fair for his half bushel of sweet potatoes. Life was satifying but not easy. Each of the Landis children was expected to pitch in and help with the chores. The work was hard, but years later Kenesaw—never really known for his interest in physical labor—professed not to mind. In 1907 he reminisced to a reporter about his Indiana farm days:




Did you ever cradle wheat? If you haven’t, you don’t know what work is. It is the one thing, besides mowing hay at the back side of a big hay mow on a hot day, calculated to make one lose confidence in Providence.


Nowadays farmers are regular dudes and sit on a spring seat under an umbrella, while a self-binding machine does the work. Now they read Shakespeare and reap their harvests at the same time.


Those were the happiest days of my life. We raised corn mostly, with a little wheat and such, plowing with Bob and Liz. Liz was a lovely character, one of the sweetest mules in the world. Both are dead in their graves—Bob and Liz, too, but it was not until long after did we five boys realize that we had been working just to keep Bob and Liz supplied with enough to eat.26





Eventually Abraham Landis gave up country life, moving to the Logansport outskirts, buying the city block bounded by Seventeenth, Eighteenth, Market, and Broadway and constructing a two-story frame house at 1706 E. Market Street for his large family. It was a huge house, which even after the neighborhood built up around it, stood out in its grandeur.


“We had a big house . . . ,” Kenesaw’s nephew Lincoln Landis recalled, “with a parlor, high ceilings, large living room, sitting room and probably six or seven or eight bedrooms, when I lived in it. We had a coal furnace in the basement and a very large yard.”27


Yet the Landises (or “the Landii” as some called them) were by no means settled financially and reacted accordingly. “This splendid American family,” wrote one contemporary, “practiced thrift from their very youth and did it in the most charming manner. Nobody ever heard a Landis complain. It was thought wonderful that the Landises . . . should walk clear down town from Twenty-sixth street when a street car was running right along beside them. But they did.”28


It was, to be sure, a talented and ambitious family, but even then Kenesaw stood out. There was just something about him, a lord-of-the-manor air, a bearing that marked him as, well, different. His siblings respectfully nicknamed him the “Squire” for his lordly manner—and in the family, at least, the nickname stuck for the rest of his life.


Whoever named him had not mistaken his intentions. “I do remember,” he once remarked, “that when I was a youngster, I had an ambition to become the head of something. I mean the man who was responsible to nothing except his own conscience.”29


It was not surprising that someone with such a keen sense of self also had a keen sense of history. It was Kenesaw’s favorite subject in school, with a particular interest in another Hoosier schoolboy, Abraham Lincoln. But Kenesaw’s curiosity clearly failed to extend to things mathematical, specifically to matters of algebra.


When Kenesaw reached algebra class, he reached the end of his secondary education. Algebra so frustrated him, that in 1882 the 15-year-old dropped out of high school. His previous work experience had been as a paperboy for $1 per week. For this worldly sum he arose before each sunrise to load up “like a pack mule”30 and peddle the Logansport Morning Journal,31 the city’s official Republican paper.32


But a single dollar per week was nothing to be satisfied with, and Kenesaw secured a full-time, $3-per-week junior clerk’s position at Logansport’s principal grocery store.


The oddest thing about Kenesaw’s decision to leave school was his father’s ignorance of it for six full months. When Dr. Landis (by now sporting a long white beard and looking strangely like abolitionist John Brown) finally found out, he was aghast. But try as he might he could not persuade his son to return to his studies.


Kenesaw, however, needed little persuading to leave the confines of the general store. Even in the early 1880s $3 per week did not go far, and any young man who strove to be “responsible to nothing except his own conscience” could hardly be satisfied sweeping sawdust or stocking soda crackers and calico.


In the next few years Kenesaw would bounce from job to job, slowly increasing his responsibilities and rapidly expanding his ambitions.


He left his budding mercantile career for a $5-per-week job as errand boy in the dispatcher’s office of the Vandalia Railroad. Before long he requested a transfer—to the post of brakeman.


“Well,” Kenesaw explained to the Vandalia’s local superintendent, “I am kind of tired of Logansport and I want to see something of the world. If I was a brakeman why I would probably get as far as Delphi, Indiana, and maybe even to Indianapolis.”


Taking a withering look at the puny young man (Landis never grew to be taller than 5’6” with an adult weight at little more than 130 pounds), the superintendent turned to another employee, and snarlingly barked: “Look at the little squirt who wants to be a brakeman.”33


Then turning back to Landis he pronounced, “You will be no brakeman on this line or any other, if I can prevent it. If you have got to break your fool neck, you can do it easier in some other way.”34


Landis now saw that the railroader’s life was not for him and went to work for his brother Charles at the Logansport Journal. The young Squire’s work at the Journal sometimes required him to cover proceedings at Cass County’s old Greek Revival courthouse, where the newfangled art of shorthand court reporting caught his eye.


Here was a job with a future, or at least a present. Landis cajoled incumbent court reporter John J. O’Connor to instruct a small class of local lads in the subject and before long was good enough to land the position of official circuit court reporter in Indiana’s Lake County, serving there from 1883 to 1886. “I may not have been much of a judge, nor baseball official,” he once wrote, “but I do pride myself on having been a real shorthand reporter.”35


But to think the ambitious, hyperkinetic Landis was all work and no play would be a substantial mistake. Kenesaw was quite the local athlete, making up for his small stature with an unusual dexterity. Despite his height he played first base for the Goosetown semi-pro club. “Our favorite enemy was the New Jerusalem team,” he once recalled. “It was an endless feud between us. However, we licked them no oftener than we were licked.” He supposedly declined a chance to turn pro, arguing that he played “merely for sport and the love of the game.” At age 17 he even became the team’s manager.36


Kenesaw also took to a new sport that was sweeping America, racing on the old high-wheeled or “ordinary” (so named because the later lower models were thought to be “extraordinary”) bicycle. Riding these unstable contraptions high above the treacherous unpaved roads of the time, on unforgiving solid rubber tires (the pneumatic tire had not yet been invented), was not for the faint of heart. “Only the very athletic and committed set out on long rides,” noted one historian of the sport, “and long-distance records were hailed in the newspapers as great achievements.”37 Indiana was a cycling hotbed and Landis competed at numerous county fairs. He sought every advantage. Prior to one key competition in another town, he purchased 20 racing medals from a curio dealer and ostentatiously wore them upon his chest. The display cowed the local competition and helped give him an edge.


Knowing how to compete against sparse competition was also helpful. “There were three contestants in the bicycle race at Delphi last Friday,” noted the Logansport Sunday Critic in July 1884, “Sam Patterson, Squire Landis and Emil Keller; therefore, S. P., S. L., and E. K. won the prizes. Lucky boys!”38


But even on Indiana’s flat terrain, Landis couldn’t race in the winter, so he invested what small savings he had in another 19th-century fad: roller skating. It was not the Squire’s first brush with the “entertainment” industry; earlier he had ushered for free at the local opera house, so he might see such popular acts as minstrel George Primrose. In November 1886 he and an associate, Eugene Mulholland, converted a Logansport meeting hall into the Broadway Rink. The venture, proved a financial failure (the fad for roller skating had already largely passed), and Landis found his enterprise padlocked for non-payment of rent.


The Squire had other options. That same year he made his first known foray into Republican politics, supporting a friend, Charles F. Griffin, for the post of Indiana secretary of state. Griffin won, and Landis’ reward was a “prominent position” in that department. The appointment, noted the Logansport Sunday Critic, was “highly pleasing to the young Republicans in this city, and secures to Mr. Griffin a worthy and competent assistant.” While in that patronage job on July 13, 1889, he took advantage of then-current Indiana law to secure admission to the bar. After two years Kenesaw left the secretary of state’s office to read law with the firm of Custer and Stevenson in Marion, Indiana, where brother Walter had already set himself up as editor of the local Chronicle.39


“Attorney” certainly sounded better than store clerk, errand boy, bicyclist, roller-rink entrepreneur, or shorthand reporter—but in 19th century Indiana it required little more preparation or qualification. Years later the Logansport Leader explained that Landis had “obtained for himself a certificate of admission to the Indiana bar, under the constitutional provision which did not require an examination.”40


Landis had few pretensions about his admission to the bar. “All a man needed,” he would later admit, “was to prove that he was twenty-one and had a good moral character.”41


His clients—or rather, his prospective clients, also had few illusions about Landis’ qualifications. They stayed away in droves. After a year of less-than-lucrative practice in Marion, Kenesaw realized that being a self-taught lawyer would take him only so far and enrolled in Cincinnati’s YMCA Law School.


Landis performed well enough in his studies (the practice of law does not require discipline in mathematics), but he failed to mix into the school’s fraternity-dominated social life. The reasons were obvious enough. He was not a college graduate; he was not even a high school graduate. And if that were not bad enough, he worked at playing the rube, the hayseed from small town Indiana. Some might have found his act charming, but his more polished classmates did not and blackballed him from the existing fraternity system. Incensed, Landis organized his fellow outcasts, creating a political machine that captured the school elections.42


That sense of ostracism never quite left him. “Because I’m a lawyer, persons naturally think I’m a college graduate,” he once told Cincinnati Post sportswriter Tom Swope. “But I’m not, and I’m proud of it. I don’t go around shouting that I never went to college; I just keep my mouth shut about where I acquired my knowledge of the law.”43


Landis took his senior year not in Cincinnati but at Chicago’s Union Law School (now part of Northwestern University). His legal work was not entirely uniform. “I was very weak on ‘pleading and real property,’ ” he once admitted, “and when the time for my examination approached I knew that I would have to show my hand. So I went to Judge Booth, in whose department those branches of law were taught and confessed that I was not very strong in them.


“ ‘Young man,’ said the Judge grimly, ‘am I to understand that you are under the impression that you are imparting to me any exclusive information?’ ”44


Nonetheless, in June 1891 Landis was one of 60 graduates from Union Law in a ceremony held at the city’s Central Music Hall. He was admitted to the Illinois bar that same year, and despite his flaws in “pleading and real property” his grasp of the law was sound enough that he was soon asked to serve as an assistant on the Union faculty.


The Squire also established a reputation as a reformer. In 1893, along with Clarence C. Darrow and William Bross Lloyd, Kenesaw took the lead in forming the liberal and nonpartisan Chicago Civic Centre Club designed to reform local government.45


Chicago needed reforming. The young attorney’s Chicago was already a wide-open, often violent city. Its earthier districts featured not only the home of the original Mickey Finn (yes, his invention really did incapacitate his customers), but directories touting the charms of the city’s many sporting houses. It was a city of immigration and quick fortunes and violent strikes, with the McCormick Reaper strike and the Pullman strike soon to be etched in citizens’ minds.


But Landis’ career would soon lead him to a faraway—and rather unexpected—detour.





CHAPTER 2



“THE ONLY NATURAL-BORN LAWYER CONNECTED WITH THIS ADMINISTRATION”


[image: Images]


Walter Quinton Gresham was an old family friend of the Landises, but no ordinary family friend—and no ordinary man. Almost forgotten today, in the decades following the Civil War, Gresham was among the most influential and popular figures on the national scene—a man who served in three separate cabinet posts and was considered presidential timber. He would play a significant role in the political life of Kenesaw Mountain Landis.


Gresham had been born to politics. His father had been a backwoods county sheriff and even before his admission to the bar at age 22 he held two appointive political posts. Originally a Whig, Gresham once ran for minor political office as a “Know-Nothing” before joining the infant Republican Party in 1856. Four years later he won election to the Indiana legislature from a normally Democratic district. Gresham soon left the state capital, however, to enlist as a private in the Union Army, quickly winning promotion to the lieutenant colonelcy of his regiment and then to command of a division.


Abraham Landis came under Gresham’s command during Sherman’s advance through Tennessee and Georgia. But they also shared a far more personal war experience. As his regiment moved toward Atlanta Gresham was wounded in the left knee by a rebel sharpshooter. Like Dr. Landis, he was left lame for life. Gresham left the active service but in April 1866 was brevetted a major general of volunteers and commanded the occupation of the Tennessee port city of Natchez.


After returning home, Gresham twice ran for Congress, losing both times. Never again nominated for elective office, his political star rose nonetheless. In 1869 President Grant appointed Gresham a district judge for Indiana, and in 1882 Chester Arthur designated him postmaster general. While in the Post Office Gresham accomplished a task modern observers would find impossible: reducing the rate for a first-class stamp from three cents to two cents. A year later he became secretary of the treasury, but left just four months later to accept another federal judgeship, this time with the Seventh District in Chicago.


Gresham was somewhat of a reformer, and albeit modestly, a bit of a Gilded Age Renaissance Man. The National Cyclopaedia described him as “tolerant of the opinion of others, . . . genial and humorous, widely read in classical literature, a skillful rifle shot, and a learned botanist.”


On the bench Gresham earned the reputation as a foe of railway greed, particularly when he cracked down on shady Wall Street financier Jay Gould’s manipulations of the Wabash rail line. Gresham was so highly regarded that in both 1884 and 1888 he was a credible dark horse candidate for the Republican presidential nomination, losing first to James G. Blaine and then to fellow Hoosier Benjamin Harrison.


Harrison and Gresham had long hated each other. In the 1870s Harrison had appeared as a defense attorney before Gresham. After the prosecuting attorney had presented his evidence, Gresham decided to instruct the jury that the case was so pitifully weak that Harrison’s client should go free.


Before Gresham could begin, however, Harrison bolted up to present his case. Gresham ordered him back down—”My mind is made up . . . and I am ready to instruct the jury without further hearing.”


Harrison, not knowing the reason from Gresham’s comments, grew increasingly agitated and demanded his say. Again, Gresham ordered him to sit down, but Harrison—still oblivious to Gresham’s motivation—insisted on speaking. Finally, Gresham succeeded in silencing Harrison—and in freeing his client.1


The relationship between the two men never recovered from the incident, and Harrison, firmly in control of the Indiana Republican Party, used his influence to hamper Gresham’s political career. But Benjamin Harrison was hardly the only problem Gresham had with the GOP. The Republican Party was the high tariff party—making it popular among protected industrialists and the workers who toiled in their mills but unpopular among many farmers. The GOP’s stand on the tariff bothered Gresham, and he became increasingly disaffected from other Republicans.


In the Midwest, many farmers opposed to the power of the railroads and the magnates of industry banded together to form the Populist Party. In 1892 the nascent party came close to nominating Gresham for president, but he declined that honor. In the final days of the campaign, however, Gresham threw his support to Democrat Grover Cleveland, helping push him over the top.


From a purely theoretical viewpoint Gresham’s decision made little sense. He was leaning increasingly to the left, at one point telling the Populists: “With the exception of your sub-treasury scheme . . . there is no difference [between us], unless it be that many entertain a stronger hope than I do that we are to escape a bloody revolution before this plutocracy of wealth surrenders its hold.” In endorsing Cleveland, Gresham supported one of the most conservative of presidents. Yet Gresham considered Cleveland “an honest, courageous, patriotic man” and appreciated the nominee’s traditionally Democratic low-tariff position. Obviously Cleveland stood the only chance of defeating Benjamin Harrison and that certainly played a large part in Gresham’s decision. Republicans branded their former Cabinet secretary an “ingrate” and a “traitor.”2


Cleveland, however, appreciated Gresham’s move and in March 1893 after his first two choices for secretary of state turned him down, named Gresham to the office. Turning his back even further on the GOP made Gresham uneasy. “I have committed political suicide,” he wrote to a friend. “Some people are unable to understand that a man can deliberately do that.”3


Of course, not only Republicans were vexed by Gresham’s appointment. Democrats were similarly flummoxed. Cleveland “enraged his followers,” by appointing the Republican Gresham, noted Republican congressman James E. Watson. “I never saw a more exultant crowd or witnessed more uproarious enthusiasm than on the day of Cleveland’s inauguration,” Watson would write in his autobiography, “nor saw such a bedraggled and dumfounded, thoroughly mad, exasperated, fierce, and raging lot of people as those same ones were [when Gresham was appointed] on the sixth of March.” Watson—probably correctly—thought that Gresham’s place in the Cabinet played a major role in ultimately destroying Cleveland’s base of support within the patronage-hungry Democratic Party. “The ‘unwashed and unterrified Democracy’ wanted their own people in public positions,” concluded Watson, himself a firm believer in party regularity, “and no renegade Republicans; and in that they were dead right.”4


As Gresham prepared to return to Washington, he had to select a personal secretary to accompany him. His choice was Kenesaw Mountain Landis—a 26-year-old Chicago attorney with no knowledge of foreign affairs or any experience abroad with the exception of having a few African missionaries in the family.


Some biographers have seen Kenesaw’s appointment as a mere favor to Gresham’s old comrade-in-arms, Abraham Landis. That would be a mistake.


For a good portion of his young political life Kenesaw had supported Gresham. In June 1888 he had even braved Benjamin Harrison’s wrath and joined with other Indiana Republican “Young Turks” in traveling to Chicago for the party’s national convention to support Gresham’s presidential bid.5


After graduation from law school, Landis had practiced in Gresham’s court (one source even credits Gresham with urging Landis to take up the law in the first place). He had also spent a great deal of time in Gresham’s chambers. Unable to afford a law library of his own, Landis availed himself of Gresham’s. The judge not only tolerated Kenesaw’s presence, but the more he saw of Landis the more the young man’s intelligence and attitude impressed him. Beyond that, Kenesaw’s skill at shorthand made him a doubly valuable employee, particularly for a personal secretary.6


And there was Gresham’s peculiar situation to consider. He was returning to the Cabinet as a turncoat, a renegade. Republicans saw him as a traitor. Democrats wondered how many of his old loyalties he retained. Gresham needed someone near him he could trust, someone who owed his loyalties first to Gresham and not to either party. That man—however young or inexperienced he might be—was Landis.


Why Landis turned his back on his party was another question. His career was not at an end; it was barely beginning. He had served under Republican secretary of state Charles F. Griffin (1887-1891) at Indianapolis. His brothers were active in the party of Lincoln. Was it merely the question of a regular income—$2,000 per year at federal expense? Or had the Squire, who shared Gresham’s feelings on the tariff question, meant to permanently turn Democrat? Or did he merely view this as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity despite the risk of becoming a young man without a party? Most likely it was the latter. Returning to good Republican graces might just not be as big a problem as some feared.


The State Department Landis entered was full of promise—and pitfalls. Gresham’s tenure as America’s foreign policy chief was an often-nervous prelude to an era of United States imperialism. Gresham, like Cleveland, desired an expansion of American commercial interests and fueling stations abroad. But neither coveted an overseas empire. “A free government cannot pursue an imperial policy,” Gresham believed. “We acquire territory with the sole expectation of bringing it into the Union as a State.”


Accordingly, one of Gresham’s first acts was to derail Benjamin Harrison’s planned grab of the former Kingdom of Hawaii, recalling a treaty of annexation from the Senate. In Cuba, the administration supported a policy of maintaining Spanish rule but at the same time increasing native autonomy.


But the nonexpansionist Gresham was hardly a weakling in foreign policy. Gresham’s Department of State tenure saw the United States actively assert the Monroe Doctrine, confronting both Germany and Great Britain. He successfully maneuvered Britain out of its interests in Nicaragua. In Brazil his opposition toward a British-backed monarchist revolt helped ensure its downfall, and just before his death in May 1895 Gresham was preparing to resist London in its boundary dispute with Venezuela.7


Presumably, Landis shared Gresham’s policies, but more importantly the duo shared populist personal styles. “The thing that most impressed me about Mr. Gresham,” Landis once recalled, “was . . . he made the doorman sit over in the corner, threw open the doors to the public, and ran a democratic open house. The office heretofore had been a closed door office. It became a place where the entire public might come at will, and they might come in as often as they pleased, in as many numbers and without the slightest discrimination or distinction. That idea fitted my views. It made the place one of the American people and not apart of the American people.”8


Despite such statements, Landis could nonetheless be a jealous guardian of Gresham’s privacy, since part of his job was to shield the judge—a man in increasingly failing health—from unwanted and annoying visitors. Once he snarled at a pack of aggressive reporters, “I said you can’t see Secretary Gresham today, and damn it, I mean you can’t see him.”9


On another occasion, however, Landis used reverse psychology on an overeager—and overbearing—journalist. This individual, a Princeton graduate known to history only as “Evergreen,” came bounding into Landis’ office, officiously demanding to learn Gresham’s whereabouts. Landis despised the man. He barely looked up, muttering, “In the other room.”


Whereupon Evergreen burst through the door into Gresham’s inner office. Seconds later he reappeared, in even faster fashion—if that were possible—than his entrance. After gingerly shutting the door behind him he chided Landis, “Why the British ambassador, Sir Julian, and the Chinese ambassador are with the judge!”


“I know that,” snarled Landis. “They’re trying to fix up the Chinese treaty; but I supposed of course the judge would stop to see you.”


With that, the correspondent left, thoroughly embarrassed by his adventure.


Twenty minutes later Gresham emerged from the session. With a slight smile, he asked Landis, “You were trying to play some joke on that young man?”


“He’s too fresh,” the Squire responded, “I thought I’d let him blunder into a coal-hole or two. It’ll teach him to go a little slower.”


“I know,” admitted Gresham, “but it cut him up badly. I could see that he felt much ashamed.”


“That won’t hurt him any,” Landis shot back. “If there’s anyone in Washington who is thoroughly fitted by nature to cope with mere shame, Evergreen’s the individual.”10


“Evergreen,” however, was an exception to Landis’ general policy of currying favor with the working press. It was a skill at which he was a master—and one which would serve throughout his life. “I had heard of young Landis as altogether a ‘friendly Indian,’ ” noted Alfred Henry Lewis, then a Chicago Times correspondent, concerning his first meeting with Landis. “I found him neither hard to meet nor difficult of acquaintance, and after a talk of 10 minutes felt as though I had known him as many years.”11


Landis endeared himself to most members of the press, to Gresham, and to an influential circle of friends, but the young assistant’s outspoken ways still outraged many of his more established and conventional State Department colleagues. Gresham’s more affected underlings spoke of their department as the “Foreign Office,” paraded about in cutaway coats, and looked down their noses at the employees of less lofty branches of the government. This high school dropout son of a midwestern surgeon-farmer would have none of the pretense and snobbery of some of his associates. “He tried to treat a poor man with all the respect he did a rich one,” noted one firsthand observer.


And as he did at the YMCA Law School, Landis went out of his way to alienate the swells. In response to their cutaways, he wore baggy pants and a beat-up hat.12 While they spoke of the “Foreign Office,” he mouthed homespun aphorisms on the value of diligence: “Necessity is a great teacher,” was one of his favorite sayings. Yet while he would develop into a great performer in his favorite role—as Kenesaw Mountain Landis—he seemed to be somewhat overplaying the part. “He was a plain man whose lack of ostentation was ostentatious,” noted journalist Henry Pringle.13


The story is told that one day Gresham was engaged in private conversation with British ambassador Sir Julian Pauncefote. Landis, in receipt of a message from President Cleveland summoning Gresham to the White House, burst into Gresham’s study and snapped, “Cut that story out!” and ordered his boss to see the president.


The startled Pauncefote waited for Landis to dart back out of the room, then inquired, “Who is that officious young man?”


Gresham informed Pauncefote that he was Kenesaw Mountain Landis and that “he is the only natural-born lawyer connected with this administration, and I have to mind him. I couldn’t hold my job if it wasn’t for Landis.”14


That was far from the only time the Squire flaunted the influence he held over Gresham. Often he would wait for some departmental underling for whom he had formed a dislike, to appear before Gresham. He would then saunter into the secretary’s office and begin interrogating his mentor about something Landis had wanted done.


Whatever the secretary’s response, Kenesaw huffed and puffed about some detail and threatened to return to the Midwest if matters didn’t improve. After a few more muttered harrumphs, he’d storm from the room.


Oddly enough, the entire scenario was played out with Gresham’s eager cooperation. Sharp observers could even detect a slight smile on the judge’s lips as Landis went through his paces.


Clearly, the relationship was not the usual one between employer and employee. “Secretary Gresham loved Landis,” summed up Alfred Henry Lewis, “and trusted him as a father loves and trusts a favorite son.”15


Actually, neither Landis nor Gresham had much use for the British ambassador, whose manner was marred by the worst of aristocratic pretensions. Once, Sir Julian had asked for an appointment with Gresham and when he received one, languidly called to a lackey, “Put that down. I’m quite sure I shan’t remember it.”


The attitude rankled Landis. The next day Pauncefote turned to him, saying, “Let me see. I’ve an appointment for Thursday at three, haven’t I?”


“I’m quite sure I can’t remember,” drawled Landis as he glared at Pauncefote. “You might better ask your secretary.”16


Once again Landis’ seemingly rash actions were not taken without some calculation, for Gresham’s own opinions of Pauncefote were equally low. “He lied to the judge once,” Landis recalled, “and from that time, we opened on him with a line of Wabash Bottom diplomacy that rubbed his British fur the wrong way”—or putting it another way the secretary of state would respond to Pauncefote’s every suggestion with the same four words, “Put it in writing.”17


Landis may have been referring to an incident involving an abortive attempt to restore the Brazilian monarchy. When the coup failed, the Brazilian government learned that one of its key leaders, an Admiral Da Gama, would be given asylum by the British. They informed Gresham of this, and when the secretary confronted Pauncefote with this rumor, Sir Julian gave his assurances this would not be the case.


Nevertheless, at midnight Gresham received a telegram from the Brazilian authorities reporting that Da Gama was aboard a British warship. “Get a carriage, Landis,” Gresham barked. “We must go and see Sir Julian.”


They arrived at 2 AM and Pauncefote naturally wished to know the nature of this unexpected visit. “Sir Julian,” Gresham responded, “I have word from Brazil that your flagship has taken Da Gama aboard. Of course that is not true. You and I know it is not true, but I must be able to tell the president and the Cabinet when we meet this morning it is not true.” By the time Gresham and Landis met with Cleveland at 11 AM, Pauncefote had phoned Gresham to inform him Da Gama was back upon his own flagship.18


It should not, however, be assumed that Landis was the bête noire of all foreign representatives—just those guilty of untrustworthy behavior or of putting on airs. With other diplomats—most notably the Chinese minister Yang Hu and the Korean representative Ye Sung Soo—Landis developed “fast” friendships. His relations were downright diplomatic.19


But Grover Cleveland was not too confident Gresham had made the proper choice in a private secretary. One day he sharply inquired of Gresham regarding Landis “where in heaven he found him.”


Gresham informed Cleveland that his protegé was one of the best young attorneys around. To which Cleveland, not noted for his sense of humor, responded with a laugh. It was not a good sign. Gresham, however, was not cowed and continued, “And some day when you and I are forgotten he will be known as one of the great men of all time.”20


Grover Cleveland may never have warmed to Landis that much, but he nonetheless did warm to him. And for his part Landis developed a true loyalty to Cleveland, the favorite Democrat of many Republicans. “He was never meant to be a Democrat,”21 Landis in later years would often approvingly state of the chief executive.


Landis was definitely an acquired taste for the president. During the administration’s re-tooling of the nation’s Hawaiian policy as it backed away from the imperialism of the Harrison administration, word leaked out to the press that the United States was attempting to return Queen Liliuokalani to the throne and wanted the Hawaiian minister to go to Washington, Lorrin M. Thurston recalled.


The Squire had already formed the habit of associating with reporters, and Cleveland assumed it was he who had leaked the story. He demanded Gresham fire his protegé. The judge refused saying if Landis went so would he. Cleveland relented, eventually discovering that Landis was indeed innocent of the accusation.22


Cleveland eventually not only tolerated Landis, he grew to admire him. And finally Landis, never shy about taking advantage of a situation, decided the time had arrived to manipulate not only the secretary of state, but the president himself.


One of Landis’ friends had been tendered a consular appointment by Cleveland, but he found it not to his liking and, as much as he wanted a diplomatic post, reluctantly determined to decline it. Traveling to Washington, he informed Landis about the situation. Landis told him he might be able to come up with something better, and approached Gresham.


Gresham was not encouraging, telling his secretary “that was not likely to occur.”


Landis was beside himself. “It’s got to occur,” he insisted, “I haven’t asked anything from the administration, but I want you to do this for me now.”


The following day, the Squire brought his friend to meet Gresham. “Judge,” Landis said his superior, “will you go out to the White House with [the individual in question] and introduce him to the President?”


Gresham protested he did not think Cleveland would be at his office at that hour.


“He is in,” Landis stated matter-of-factly. “I have arranged for him to be in. He is waiting for you now.”


Gresham, accompanied by Landis and his friend, meekly trotted over to the White House. Once the prospective appointee had been introduced to the president, he informed Cleveland he could not take the post that he had been offered. He wrote out something to that effect on a corner of the chief executive’s desk.


“The Senate is not in session,” Cleveland responded, “but I will make a recess appointment—the best I have left.”23


All in a day’s work for a former high school dropout.


Another of Landis’ White House activities involved Cleveland’s private secretary, former Detroit attorney Henry T. Thurber. Periodically, when the Squire became bored with his diplomatic duties, he would pay a visit to the nervous, quietly self-important Thurber.24


“Mr. Thurber, may I see you alone,” Landis often began.


Once sequestered, Landis—the picture of gravest concern—would warn Thurber “he was killing himself” with hard work.


“Yes!” Landis would exclaim. “I know how you feel! Duty!—your duty to the public!—that is your cry! And so you go on sacrificing yourself. I tell you, Thurber, it’s wrong. You’ve a duty to the public—yes! But you’ve also a duty to yourself. You’ve no right of self-destruction—no right to work yourself into a grave for a public or any other interest; And I felt it my duty to come and say so to you.”


Or he might vary his routine by asking to see Thurber’s family Bible—the Holy Writ upon which this dedicated public servant had taken his oath of office. Landis would then marvel at it, and expound in mock awe of how Thurber’s descendants would forever treasure the very book which ushered in their noble ancestor’s service to a president.


Thurber never caught on.


In fact, he was so dense in such matters that President Cleveland himself decided to have a little fun with his private secretary. On his return from a hunting trip, the president presented Thurber with an ancient—and no doubt gristly—swan.


Loyalty had its limits, and Thurber confided in Landis that he had no intention of eating the tough old bird. Ah, but that was a mistake, rebutted Landis, a severe breach of etiquette.


“Roast it as you would a turkey,” Landis advised. “I’ll come and help you eat it.”


Into the oven with the swan. Out came a bird that Thurber could not cut with a hacksaw. At the table sat an innocent-looking Landis—who had no doubt made arrangments to take his real meal elsewhere.


But it would be a mistake to view Landis as merely some youthful Washington wiseacre, Roy Cohn crossed with Will Rogers. He also had streaks of common sense and savvy discretion, which served Gresham in quite good stead.


On one occasion, the Chicago press had printed an interview with a certain politician by the name of Springer, in which he raked Gresham over the coals. An infuriated Gresham promptly composed a scathing letter in response and was about to post it when Landis stopped him. “Don’t send it,” Landis warned. “I’ve read the interview, and I know as well as I know I’m alive, that it’s a fake. Springer hasn’t got poison enough in him to frame up such a talk. If you send him that letter, and it should turn out he isn’t really guilty, you’re going to feel tremendously ashamed, Judge.”


Gresham pulled in his horns and never sent the letter. Events later proved Landis was precisely right, and Gresham saw his faith in his unorthodox young associate confirmed. “Now, there!” he exclaimed. “There you see how lucky it is to have someone about you who knows more than you do.”25


Two decades later, Gresham’s widow—despite misgivings “about some of Landis’judicial judgments”—would write approvingly of her late husband’s protegé, revealing that his “energy and ability to work and mix was prodigious.” She was, however, quick to add that it was only with Gresham’s guidance that he made “no mistakes.”26


Matilda Gresham had not exaggerated Landis’ ability to maintain a killer schedule—a regimen also kept by her husband. At 8 AM Landis and Gresham would leave the Arlington Hotel and walk to the State Department’s headquarters in the old State, War, and Navy Office Building. Once at Gresham’s ornate office the duo would meet with a dizzying array of diplomats, reporters, departmental personnel, and office-seekers, until approximately 2 PM. Meetings of a more structured sort followed until 4 PM (a brief lunch and perhaps a meeting with the president would also have been squeezed in by then). From 4 until 6 Gresham and his secretary slaved away on paperwork. At that point they would bundle up more papers and return home to the Arlington—for dinner and for more work far into each night. Gresham, Landis noted, “never rested.” He might as well have been talking of himself.


For as long as Gresham remained secretary of state, the two men proved inseparable. Even when Gresham escorted Cleveland and a host of other top dignitaries to the World’s Columbian Exposition back in Chicago in May 1893,27 Landis went along.28


Of the many foreign policy questions vexing Cleveland and Gresham—Hawaii, Venezuela, Brazil, Cuba—Cuba was most significant. Despite increasing pro-Cuban sentiment on the part of the American public, the president insisted on a policy of strict neutrality regarding the Spanish colony. The Allianca incident of March 1895 put the administration’s strategy to its most difficult test yet.


Somewhere off Cuba’s Cape Maisi, a Spanish guardacosta gunboat chased and then boarded an American passenger vessel, the USS Allianca, on suspicion that it carried arms bound for Cuban rebels. The Allianca’s captain maintained that his craft had been six miles off the Cuban coast—in international waters. The Spanish ship’s captain contended that the Allianca was well within the three-mile limit when his 25-mile chase of the American ship began.29


American public opinion took the Allianca’s side and demanded action. Frustrated patriots wanted to know “Is there an American in the State Department?” There probably was, but there was no secretary of state. Gresham was too ill to come to his office, and President Cleveland—out hunting again (“We killed fifty brant, three geese, and fourteen snipe”30)—could not be reached for guidance. Under Secretary of State Edwin H. Uhl took responsibility and signed a telegram (drafted by Second Assistant Secretary Alvey Adee) to American Minister to Madrid Hannis Taylor instructing Taylor to demand “prompt disavowal of the unauthorized act and due expression of regret” from the royal Spanish government.


Before the telegram was transmitted, however, Landis—ever loyal to Gresham—spied the document and carried it to his ailing mentor. Landis, who thought the document a fine one, had just one change to suggest to Gresham—scratch out the signature, “Uhl, acting” and substitute Gresham’s own. Gresham did so, and when news of the telegram reached the jingoistic public; he became a national hero.


Gresham did not, however, attain heroic status with Grover Cleveland, who thought the State Department’s handling of the matter was overwrought. He again demanded Gresham fire Landis, but Gresham (who upon his own reflection also thought the telegram had “gone too far”) stoutly refused. If Landis left, so would he.31


Gresham did not restrict himself to mere foreign affairs. Landis and Gresham were also on the scene for matters of domestic import. On race relations of the day, Gresham was described as “opposed to unlimited Negro suffrage [but] demanded equal protection for the Negro under the law.” In this latter regard he was highly influential in preventing Southerners from repealing key sections of Reconstruction Era civil rights statutes.32


The Judge also threw himself into the fierce battle over whether hard-money gold or inflationary silver should be the basis of the nation’s coinage, supporting Cleveland’s successful effort to repeal the Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890—and to place the gold standard on a firmer footing. And Landis found himself at the White House when discussions took place regarding the Pullman Strike of 1894, in which the infant American Railway Union struck the Pullman railway car company, a strike broken when Cleveland called out federal troops. “He [Landis] was in the office when the President called out the troops down in Chicago . . . ,” his granddaughter Nancy Landis Smith Lucas recalls, “and I remember him telling me that, that he was sitting in the office when they called out the militia.” Gresham thought Cleveland’s use of federal force illegal. It is likely Landis shared that opinion.33


Judge Gresham’s effectiveness in office, however, was seriously hampered by an illness which ultimately took his life. “Judge Gresham was not well when he was in Washington and granddaddy got pulled into a lot more things because of that,” says Nancy Landis Smith Lucas. In Gresham’s absence Landis often represented the State Department at Cabinet meetings. That a mere personal secretary, rather than an under secretary of state, would represent the department was extraordinary. “Gresham did not like to go to Cabinet meetings,” contends Landis grandson Keehn Landis, “in fact, he didn’t like to go to a lot of things. My grandfather would represent him, and that is how he helped expand his knowledge of the Cleveland administration’s social circle.”34


But Gresham was not merely sick. Unlike Mr. Thurber, Gresham actually was working himself to death. Immersed in settling the boundary dispute between Venezuela and Great Britain, Gresham made frequent evening visits to the president’s Woodley, New Jersey, home. In the process he contracted pneumonia and died in late May 1895. By then Cleveland had come to treasure Gresham professionally and even personally. He was overcome with grief. Along with the Cabinet, he accompanied Gresham’s body back to Chicago. At one point during the train ride he requested a cabinet member accompany him back to the car in which the casket was kept. On arriving, the president asked to go in alone. When he was not seen again for over an hour, some concern arose. Two Cabinet members went into the car and found Cleveland kneeling before Gresham’s bier, sobbing and oblivious to the passage of time.35


With such devotion to Gresham’s memory, it should not be too surprising that Cleveland offered Gresham’s young protegé the post of minister to Venezuela at an annual salary of $7,500. The tendering of that position, however, was no mere hollow honor. With tension growing between Britain and Venezuela, even before Gresham’s death, Cleveland had written to an associate that he “ought to send someone there of a much higher grade than is usually thought good enough for such a situation.” Landis seemed to be the man for the job, but he missed the legal profession. “Every hour I spend here is an hour wasted,” he exclaimed and declined Cleveland’s offer.36


It was not the first time Landis had expressed such sentiments. He just didn’t feel the diplomatic corps was worth his effort—or the effort the entire government was putting into it.


When Gresham was still living, Kenesaw shared with him the contents of a letter Abraham Landis had written home. In the letter Dr. Landis told Kenesaw of how he had failed miserably at an attempt to hitch up a pair of mares to help him fill in a mire of swampy land behind the family barn.


Evidently, the turf was sheer quicksand and the two mares suffocated before they could be pulled out. “Morgan mares they were and worth every splinter of five hundred dollars,” moaned young Landis. “Gone at a gulp—both of ’em!”


Gresham muttered his regrets, but Landis cut him short. This was not just an epistle from home—it was a parable.


“You miss the point,” Landis chided. “It wasn’t the sympathy end I was thinking of, Judge. But doesn’t this whole business remind you of the State Department?—filling up a fifty-cent hole with a five-hundred dollar team. Between us, it strikes me as vastly resembling our position on the Alaska seal question.”37


But Landis had yet another reason for leaving Washington: matrimony.





CHAPTER 3



“ROOSEVELT HAD HIS LITTLE JOKE”


[image: Images]


And so Kenesaw Mountain Landis returned to Chicago and resumed the private practice of law. J. G. Taylor Spink in his Judge Landis and Twenty-Five Years of Baseball hints that the still-youthful attorney’s new practice was of limited importance, but this is far from true. For a man still not yet 30, Kenesaw Landis resided at the center of a web of political connections that featured extremely useful ties to both parties. Ultimately, he would use them to win a federal judgeship.


Settling once more in Chicago, Kenesaw had formed a partnership, Uhl, Jones & Landis, with two former Washington associates: Under Secretary of State (former ambassador to Germany) James Uhl and former assistant postmaster general Frank James. Uhl, one of the most eloquent attorneys of his age, no doubt influenced Landis’ growing sense of theatricality—although one might observe that further inspiration was unnecessary. In tandem with his new partners, Landis built up a flourishing Cook County practice that eventually included such well-paying clients as the Grand Trunk and the Calumet railroads, at a yearly retainer of $2,500 per year, among several other large corporations.


But being a successful corporate attorney bestowed on Landis no more respect for titles and authority than had his role as private secretary to the secretary of state. At the turn of the century, Chicago’s federal judiciary included Peter Stenger Grosscup, James Jenkins, and Christian C. Kohlsaat. One day, Kohlsaat—jealous of his prerogatives and of the very title of judge—archly inquired of attorney Landis: “I understand that you refer to me as ‘Chris’ Kohlsaat.”


Kohlsaat’s line of inquiry failed to impress Landis. “I bet I know who told you,” he countered. “It was either ‘Pete’ Grosscup or ‘Jim’ Jenkins.”1


Landis had a similar lack of respect for James Uhl and Frank Jones and soon parted ways with them. “How did you happen to retire?” he was once asked about his decision to leave the firm. “Oh,” he breezily responded, “I just called in Jones and Uhl and discharged them.”2 3


Uhl and Jones, however, were far from the only highly placed Cleveland appointees Landis met in Washington. Another was Comptroller of the Currency James H. Eckels. Landis’ acquaintance with Eckels would have the longest and most lasting effect upon him.


Eckels had come to Washington in a storm of controversy. A still-youthful practicing attorney in rural Ottawa, Illinois, he had already been long active in the Democratic Party, but otherwise he possessed no qualifications whatsoever to hold the post of comptroller of the currency. His critics gleefully reported that he had never even read the current National Banking Act. Republicans in the United States Senate were in an uproar, and at least one Democratic senator went to Cleveland, begging him to withdraw the nomination. He refused, and the nomination squeaked through.


No sooner had Eckels taken office than a great panic struck the nation’s economy. The banking system virtually collapsed. One hundred and sixty-five banks failed—compared to just 212 in the entire three previous decades. Eckels’ predecessors had been content to let such unsound institutions die. Eckels, however, broke from extreme laissez-faire doctrine and labored strenuously not only to keep more banks from collapsing but also to reopen those that had already failed. Thanks to his efforts 115 reopened, of which a full 100 remained permanently in business. Through his intervention, still more banks on the verge of collapse pulled back from the brink. By the time Eckels left office in 1897 to become president of a prominent Chicago bank, the man who came to Washington widely derided as an unqualified hack had won universal acclaim as a financial genius. He “never made a mistake,” praised one prominent financier.4


What has this to do with Landis? Everything. In 1887 Eckels had married Fannie Lisette Reed, daughter of Ottawa, Illinois, postmaster John H. Reed. After Eckels joined the Cleveland administration, Fannie’s sister, Winifred, visited Washington to see Fannie and while there was introduced to eligible bachelor Kenesaw Mountain Landis. The two became smitten. When Winifred returned home, Landis commuted to Illinois as often as he could to be with her.5


In fact, one reason Landis had refused Cleveland’s offer to be minister to Venezuela was Miss Reed. Cleveland had argued that Landis was missing a splendid opportunity by refusing the diplomatic post, but Landis countered, “maybe you think so, Mr. President, but there’s a girl . . . who thinks otherwise.”6


The 28-year-old Kenesaw and the 23-year-old Winifred were married at Ottawa’s First Presbyterian Church on the evening of July 25, 1895. The Chicago Evening Post reported “a number of prominent society people of Chicago and other cities of Illinois” had graced the ceremony. Kenesaw’s ushers included his brothers Walter and Frederick and a fellow up-and-coming Chicago attorney named Frank Lowden. The couple honeymooned in the northern lakes and back east.7


Kenesaw and Winifred’s union produced three children. A son was born on July 17 of the following year and named in Walter Gresham’s honor, Reed Gresham Landis. A year later a daughter, Susanne, arrived. A third child, Winifred, born in November 1901, died almost immediately after birth.


Despite Landis’ service in the Cleveland administration and his partnership with two active Democrats, on returning to Chicago he had rejoined the Republican Party, the majority party in Illinois.


Landis had certainly jumped the Democratic ship while the jumping was good. The GOP had recaptured Congress in 1894 and the White House in 1896. Depression-era president Cleveland—try as he might—could not even regain his party’s nomination and was so alienated from William Jennings Bryan and the Democrats’ new free silver (and anti-gold standard) leadership that he and most of his cabinet members supported a presidential ticket of “Gold Democrats.” It garnered few votes that November.


Meanwhile back in Indiana that year, Charles Beary Landis won election to Congress from Indiana’s Ninth District, defeating a one-term Republican incumbent, James Franklin Hanly. Just three days later Abraham Landis died from nephritis and heart disease.


Described by the New York Tribune as “one of those vigorous capable young Republicans who are likely to make an impression in the House,” Congressman-elect Landis had enough nerve to visit President-elect McKinley and proffer advice on whom to appoint as secretaries of state and treasury. By 1900 Charles was toying with the idea of a run for governor of Indiana.


He was also an accomplished enough public speaker to be invited to New York for a dinner honoring the memory of Ulysses S. Grant, where perhaps carried away by the occasion he not only praised the Civil War hero as a fine general but also a “great President.” In an age of florid stump-speeches Charles’ favorite oratorical topic was “Optimism,” which he often used as a springboard to illustrate the healing of the divisions of the Civil War. The latter topic was one of passion with him. In 1898 he informed an audience that the war with Spain presented a laudable example of progress for Americans, “Instead of being arrayed against one another, the blue and gray are now camping in the same tent, under a united flag and dying for the same cause—their union and to free oppressed humanity.”8


When Charles won election to the House, he took Frederick Landis to Washington with him. For a while Frederick worked in the nation’s capital—first as his congressman brother’s private secretary then as a journalist with a number of papers including the Washington Post. Eventually, he returned home to Logansport. On leaving Washington he was asked when he was returning.


“Not until I am elected to Congress,” he brazenly replied.9


He made good on his boast in 1902, being elected from Indiana’s Eleventh District. “Business was rather poor, and as there appeared to be nothing of importance in sight, for a time at least, I thought I would come to Congress,” he explained a year later. “Idleness, you know, is said to lead to mischief, and as it had a hand in urging me into politics, I am not prepared to refute the statement without a more extended experience.”10


Such an explanation modestly glosses the real reason for Frederick’s political rise: his dazzling oratorical skills. In 1899 he was attending a local Lincoln League banquet at which the state Republican chairman was present. Frederick responded to a toast the state official had made to “The Army and the Navy” with such moving eloquence that Booker T. Washington, who was also attending the dinner, sat there with tears streaming down his cheeks.


The state chairman realized he had just heard from a young man of rare talent. He tapped him to make campaign speeches for the GOP—118 in the election of 1900 alone. In that capacity he met vice-presidential candidate Theodore Roosevelt, beginning a fast friendship between the two men. Frederick’s reputation had now grown so large that the following year Ohio Republicans invited him to crisscross their state to orate on their behalf.11


When Frederick gained election to Congress, he, like Charles, unseated a Republican incumbent, the eight-term Major George W. Steele. Steele was no pushover. A former Benjamin Harrison loyalist, the first governor of the Oklahoma Territory, and the favorite of the “old soldier” element in the party, Steele was known as “a consummate master in the intrigues of practical politics.” Primaries were then unknown and the battle was settled in May 1902 at a hotly contested party district convention held at Wabash under a huge circus tent. Thousands come to witness the outcome. Two other candidates, Calvin Cowgill of Wabash and C. H. Good of Huntington, also challenged Steele, but earlier Frederick had received a major boost when at the state GOP convention at Indianapolis, United States senator Albert Beveridge made a point to introduce him to the crowd. It was believed Beveridge, who in 1899 had outmaneuvered Steele to gain his Senate nomination, had been working hard in favor of Landis.


At Wabash a deadlock quickly developed. Balloting dragged on until three in the morning, then resumed eight hours later. All the while a terrific storm threatened to topple the massive tent, but the tumult outside could not slow down the tumult inside. Balloting continued, and at 5 PM Cowgill, Good, and Landis—all determined to retire Steele—agreed to support the strongest amongst them in order to achieve their common purpose. Frederick Landis emerged as the prime contender and captured the nomination on the 1,012th ballot. In years to come Frederick would mock the difficulty he had in winning the nomination, usually remarking, “After they offered me the nomination 1,012 times I finally accepted.”12


In the course of his campaign, one stop brought him to the Erie Railway’s yard at Huntington, Indiana. At the yards pit wipers were preparing a train, and one offered the candidate a chaw of “scrap” tobacco from a particularly grease smeared pouch.


“That’s all right,” Frederick replied. “I always chew whatever kind the other fellow’s got.”


The remark so amused his audience, that the workmen organized a Landis marching club that followed Landis in politics for the rest of his career.13


At the time of his nomination Fred was not yet 30 but looked even younger and still lived at home with his widowed mother. He turned 30 by election day, but still was youthful enough that one prospective voter called out as he went to the polls, “Hey, boy, does your mother know you’re out?”


“Yes,” he cheekily replied, “and when the votes are counted tonight, she’ll know I’m in.”14 He was absolutely correct.


Other Landises were also on the move. In 1904 sister “Frank” had finally left the teaching profession and become a special agent for a Logansport insurance company. Shortly after the war with Spain, Theodore Roosevelt named Walter Landis as the first director general of posts in Puerto Rico. In that capacity he visited a nearby island shortly after it had totally destroyed by a volcano. But his journalistic inclinations were not yet dead and he filed a graphic—and highly popular—newspaper account of the devastation. In Puerto Rico he also owned a plantation, growing grapefruit, coconuts, and pineapples. He died in November 1917.15


With two brothers in the Republican House caucus in the first decade of the century, another in a lucrative federal appointment, there was every reason for Kenesaw—including disaffection with Democrats’ position on free silver—to merrily skip back to the Republican Party. And he wasted little time in so doing.


Kenesaw’s rediscovery of the Republican Party, however, had little impression on his new bride. Winifred Reed’s family was strongly Democratic, so much so that it was even rumored they were related to General Robert E. Lee. “It was a family joke that when they went to the polls, they always canceled each other out,” recalled grandson Keehn Landis. “She always voted Democratic.”16


While J. G. Taylor Spink contended that Landis “was always a staunch Republican, even while working for Cleveland, and found the Democrats too ‘radical,’ ” his affiliation with the GOP was hardly based on rock-ribbed conservatism. In Chicago, Landis aligned himself with the party’s progressive wing.17


Illinois, though solidly Republican, had long flirted with the party’s growing reform faction. As far back as 1872 Illinois governor John M. Palmer and United States senator Lyman Trumball bolted the national GOP to throw in their forces with the breakaway Liberal Republican Party. As the decades progressed the populist agrarian Granger movement also fueled the Illinois GOP’s flourishing reformist wing.


Nationally, progressive Republicans gained new ground when, on William McKinley’s assassination in September 1901, Theodore Roosevelt (TR) became president. Previously shunted off to the vice presidency, “that damned cowboy,” as Ohio senator Mark Hanna referred to him, was now in the White House. Tentatively in substance—but flamboyantly in style—TR began attacking the growing power of corporate wealth. Soon a series of progressive measures were fighting their way through the conservative United States Senate: the Elkins Act ending railway rebates; the Hepburn Act strengthening the Interstate Commerce Commission; the Pure Food and Drug Act; the Meat Inspection Act; and the Aldrich-Vreeland Act, setting the stage for the Federal Reserve System. Starting with the prosecution of the Northern Securities case, Roosevelt gave impetus to more aggressive prosecution of business monopolies or “trusts.”


In The Era of Theodore Roosevelt, historian George Mowry outlined a profile of the typical progressive. Landis matched uncannily. He was from a middle class background, from old American stock, college (or at least law school) educated, an attorney, and relatively youthful. The majority of progressives, Mowry pointed out, had come not from populist but rather conservative political backgrounds. Most Republican progressives had dutifully supported McKinley in 1896; most Democrat progressives had supported either the Gold Democrat ticket that same year or remained mum. Landis clearly fit that mold.


Most progressives also believed in the cult of great men and of strong leaders. “The world,” wrote Frank Norris, “wants men, strong, harsh, brutal men—men who let nothing, nothing stand in their way.” Decades later the world would find no shortage of such strong, dictatorial leaders whose every word was law—Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini. Since men could not govern themselves, wrote Walter Lippman in 1912, they constantly sought some sort of “benevolent guardian.” Landis, on both the federal bench and as baseball’s first commissioner, would become that benevolent—if somewhat blustery—guardian.18


And so Landis fit rather nicely into the progressive movement. The story is told that soon after Roosevelt assumed the presidency, he visited Chicago and was given the honor of a parade down Michigan Avenue. Kenesaw Landis was among the spectators, and as Roosevelt approached, the prodigal Republican could no longer contain himself, rushing at TR and enthusiastically waving an American flag almost in his face.19


In 1902 rumors floated of a Landis congressional bid. It came to nothing, but it did generate a revealing piece of correspondence. An old Washington associate, newsman Joseph G. Gannon, with the New York American & Journal, wrote the Squire urging him on. “You know,” Gannon advanced, “that you’d have all the newspaper correspondents with you by way of liquidating past obligations as well as by reason of your personal [sic] popularity with them.”20


Instead, Landis managed the campaign for governor of fellow Chicago attorney Frank Orren Lowden in 1904. Lowden and Landis, both Republicans of the TR stripe, had first met in 1892 and would remain lifelong friends and allies.


Of course, not everyone knew that Kenesaw Mountain Landis was a Republican. Many assumed that this youthful veteran of the Cleveland administration must logically be a loyal Democrat. Such was the case of a man in Washington who asked Charles Landis what his brother was now doing and was shocked to learn he was assisting Lowden’s campaign. “But Lowden is a Republican and Kenesaw is a Democrat,” came the response.


“Oh, no,” Charles retorted, “Kenesaw has been a lifelong Republican—since 1896.”21


Landis and Lowden had more in common than mere politics. Both were farmboys of modest means, graduates of the Union School of Law (Lowden had been class valedictorian), and were now embarking on successful corporate law careers. Lowden brought Landis into his circle of friends which included such men of substance as Frederick A. Delano, a superintendent of the Burlington railroad and the uncle and namesake of Franklin Delano Roosevelt.


Lowden, however, had one advantage Landis did not: extremely wealthy in-laws. In 1895 Lowden had served as an usher at Landis’ wedding. In 1896 Lowden topped Kenesaw’s catch of Winifred Reed when he married Florence Pullman, daughter of the George Mortimer Pullman, inventor of the Pullman sleeping car and president of an elevated railway line in New York City. The match left Lowden financially set for life, and he quickly turned to the challenge of the electoral arena. In the same year as his marriage he made his first entrance into national politics, campaigning heavily for William McKinley’s successful presidential bids.


Landis also flirted with Republican politics, and, as noted earlier, by 1902 was toying with the idea of a congressional race. A real campaign would, however, have to wait until 1904.


In that year Illinois’ Republican incumbent governor, Richard Yates, was up for re-election. But Yates was hardly a dominating figure and his most significant political patron, Cook County Republican chief, Congressman William Lorimer, was shopping for another horse to back.


Lorimer, the English-born “Blond Boss” of the stockyards district of Southwest Chicago, had worked himself up from being apprenticed at age 10 in the sign painting trade to election to the House of Representatives at age 33. While industrious and ambitious, he was, however, hardly the paragon of rectitude, and many observers considered him among the worst of all of Chicago’s questionable politicians. The “Boss of the Stockyards” would throw his support to high society’s Frank Lowden.


With Lorimer’s support, purportedly came Theodore Roosevelt’s. Some said that TR had agreed to quietly support Lowden in return for Lorimer dropping his support of Mark Hanna’s rumored renomination challenge to the “damned cowboy.”22


Lowden was not the only vulture circling above Yates’ rapidly decomposing political corpse. Other candidates were in the field, most prominently the state’s attorney for Cook County, Charles S. Deneen, a prosecutor with a national reputation. Deneen would prove to be a formidable opponent for both Yates and Lowden.


Shortly after declaring his candidacy Lowden announced that Landis would be running his key Cook County headquarters. Landis operated out of Chicago’s Great Northern Hotel. He prepared Lowden leaflets (eventually over 200,000 were mailed from the site) and buttons. He organized neighborhood Lowden clubs such as the Business Men’s Lowden Campaign Committee of Cook County, which applauded Lowden’s support for a charter for the city of Chicago and warned against “all the wild schemes and vagaries of the socialistic, communistic and impractical theories” allegedly being hatched at Springfield.23


But in comparison to Deneen, who had strong support on the north and northwest sides as well as in his own South Side neighborhood, Landis’ efforts on behalf of Lowden seemed anemic. The Tribune, the News, and the Record-Herald—disgusted by Lorimer’s support of Lowden—vigorously supported Deneen. Virtually every day from April 27 through May 7 each paper ran a front-page cartoon attacking Lorimer, and by implication—and often by more than implication—Lowden.24


It would, however, be a mistake to see Deneen as a modern-style reformer. He was not. “I am not a civil service reformer or civil service agitator,” Deneen stated flat out. “Not at all. I believe that positions ought to be held out as inducements for political work.”25


Landis meanwhile was busy estimating that Lowden would capture 300 to 325 of Cook County’s 529 delegates to the state convention. He was living in a dream world. Even Lowden’s wife knew her husband would be lucky to get 35 to 40 percent of the total. When Chicago’s votes were in, Lowden could count on the support of between 195 and 200 delegates, carrying just five of the city’s 35 wards. In the disaster, Boss Lorimer lost control of the Cook County Republican organization for the first time in eight years.


Yet when results poured in from downstate, there remained a flicker of hope. Yates was strongest there; Deneen weakest, and Lowden emerged with over a hundred downstate delegates. With 1,752 delegates necessary to win, no candidate was poised to claim victory. If a deadlock did develop at the Republican state convention in Springfield, Lowden might still claim the nomination.


That gathering has been rightly described as “one of the historic political battles of the state.”26 It was not unusual for balloting at such sessions to proceed for two or three days, but the 1904 convention rumbled on for two full weeks.


As the balloting dragged on, tourists descended on Springfield to gawk at the proceedings. It was a circus reeking of cigar smoke and deal-making. At one point a free-for-all nearly erupted over the positioning of a Yates banner. Only the intervention of sheriff’s deputies prevented a riot. And if the politics were not enough to drive one crazy, three brass bands stood at the ready to increase the level of chaos. Landis watched from the hall’s huge rostrum which could accommodate several hundred favored guests.


Finally, in an effort to break the impasse, each candidate released his delegates. Lowden surged upward, on the 67th through 73rd ballots when he peaked at 631 [image: Images] votes. But he could go no further and began to decline. On the 79th ballot, to the accompaniment of spectacular thunder and lightning outside, Yates and most of the minor candidates threw their support to Deneen. Most of Lowden’s delegates held out to the end, but it was all over.


Lowden, worn out from the struggle, advanced to the platform and sanguinely told the convention, “So, cheer up, because we will all meet again in a very short time, fighting shoulder to shoulder, for a common cause.”27 Lowden could afford to be a good loser. He had no financial worries. His disappointed backers, such as Landis, had different thoughts. They knew that Deneen and Yates would carve up the state’s patronage, particularly at the expense of the Lowdenites and Lorimerites. They bitterly charged that an unholy deal had nominated Deneen and the rest of the ticket.


The Deneen-Yates combine had reason to be polite to Lowden but nothing more. The Lowden faction’s political fortune was saved by the fact that this was also a presidential election year. The 1904 GOP national convention was held in Chicago, and Lowden attended as a delegate. He had hoped that the powerful congressman from his home district, Robert L. Hitt, would be chosen as TR’s running mate, thus opening up the seat for himself. The convention, however, stampeded for Indiana’s conservative senator, Charles Fairbanks. Lowden and by extension Landis, appeared shut out even further of the political game, but suddenly a new opportunity opened up as Lowden won a surprise appointment from the state GOP organization to the Republican National Committee, thus not only providing him with the chance to make new contacts in Washington—but also to mend fences with Deneen, going out of his way to be photographed literally arm-in-arm with his former rival.


After Roosevelt cruised to an easy victory, Lowden was in position to cash in his chips. As 1905 opened, a new judgeship for the United States District Court for the Northern District of Illinois was created.


Theoretically TR was looking to place solid progressive allies in the judiciary, but politics was always paramount in his mind. Lowden filled the progressive bill. But obviously not needing a federal judge’s $7,500 salary, he declined the position and pressed Landis for the post—even attending Roosevelt’s inaugural with that goal partially in mind. Lorimer28 and United States senator Albert J. Hopkins, both influential in the Illinois GOP’s so-called federal crowd, also argued for Landis’ cause.


Many, however, thought that Landis’ two brothers—and not Lowden—had maneuvered the appointment.


“I had nothing to do with his appointment . . . ,” Charles Beary Landis would later contend, giving all credit to Lowden and Hopkins, “At that time . . . Roosevelt sent for us—Fred and myself—and we went to the White House. When we approached the president he assumed a very dignified and serious appearance.


“ ‘I have sent for you,’ he said in great dignity, ‘because I want to confer with you about the appointment of a federal judge out in Illinois. A number of men have been recommended, but there is one—Kenesaw Mountain Landis, I believe his name is—who has been very highly recommended. I did not feel that I should make the appointment, however, until I consulted you. What do you think of it?’ Well, Kenesaw was appointed. Roosevelt had his little joke, and I don’t believe the country has ever regretted it.”29


Yet in point of fact Charles had conferred with Vice President Fairbanks regarding Kenesaw’s appointment. The Squire too had corresponded with Fairbanks on the subject, and while the new vice president informed Kenesaw that he had no claims on patronage, he also told him of a meeting he had with Illinois senators Shelby Cullom and Albert Hopkins to lobby for the appointment.


Hopkins, wrote Fairbanks, was “most positive and earnest in your behalf. You were and are his last ditch candidate. While I said what I could in your behalf—it was not necessary for his mind was well made up when I mentioned the matter.”30


Two days after Fairbanks wrote to Kenesaw, Fairbanks, Cullom, and House Speaker Joe Cannon visited the White House to press for TR to fill the Northern District of Illinois’judicial vacancies. Landis’ name was among those presented, and Roosevelt sent the suggested slate to the Senate. That very same day all his nominations breezed through the Senate, not even having to detour through the Judiciary Committee. Within an hour of Kenesaw’s confirmation his widowed mother found out about it and wired him: “Always be a just judge.”


Landis claimed never to forget the words. “Do you blame me for taking a great pride in that message?” he once told a reporter. “It is what a great statesman might say, but had I sent a telegram to a brother of mine similarly honored I would have said: ‘Bully, old man,’ or something like that. But she looked into the future, when there would be things to do.”31


Many thought former corporation attorney lawyer Landis would—despite his progressive leanings—prove to be a pliant tool of business. One of his business friends must have thought that as he appeared in his courtroom one day. Still sporting his topcoat, he joked to the new jurist, “I suppose that I oughtn’t to wear an overcoat in your presence.”


“You wait till I get my court running,” Landis grinned back, “and I’ll make you take off your shoes.”32


It seemed like Landis was joking. He wasn’t.


Landis’ new kingdom could be found in Room 627 of Chicago’s new Federal Building, a $2 million, 16-story Beaux Arts jewel set in the heart of the city’s loop. Landis’ courtroom was an equally imposing two-story mahogany and marble chamber, festooned with polished brass. On one side wall was a mural of King John at Runnymede, conceding to his barons the Magna Carta. Opposite it was Moses returning from Mount Sinai and about to smash the tablets of the Ten Commandments. Such a chamber was just the spot for Landis’ sense of the theatrical. In it he would hold court for nearly the next decade and a half.33


Landis’ first major decision involving corporate regulation concerned the Allis-Chalmers Company’s illegal importing of foreign laborers under contract. He could have—and probably should have—recused himself from the case because James Eckels served on the board of Allis-Chalmers. However, instead of going easy on the corporation, he slapped the maximum fine, $4,000, upon it.34


His second significant decree involving corporate power concerned the Street’s Western Stable Car Line case. The Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) wanted to know if the company, which owned 9,000 railway cars, had paid illegal rebates to various rail lines. Rebates—the practice of returning discounts to large freight users and forcing smaller users to pay the full rate—were an important tool in maintaining the monopoly status of such industries as Street’s Western Stable Car Line and Standard Oil. Street’s Western Stable Car Line vice president, a Mr. Reichmann, refused to answer that question, claiming the ICC was without authority on the matter because he said, a payment by a car company to a railroad was not a “rebate” as defined by the relevant statute.


Landis ruled otherwise and instructed Reichmann to testify. In doing so he significantly expanded the scope of antirebate legislation.35


Landis’ stand moved United States Attorney General William H. Moody to write Charles Beary Landis. “I have just received a copy of Judge Landis’ opinion in the case of the Interstate Commerce Commission v. Reichmann and read it. Get a copy and read it. Apart from the decision in the opinion, it is a long time since I have seen an opinion where the reasoning was stronger or more lucidly expressed. Evidently we made no mistake in his appointment as judge.”


Charles conveyed the contents to Kenesaw, retaining the originals because he was, as he put it “so devilishly selfish.”


“By George!” Charles exclaimed. “Old boy, I am proud of you!”


Soon even a higher commendation was on its way. In March 1906, Theodore Roosevelt dashed off the following to Charles Landis:




My dear Mr. Landis:


Just a line to say how glad I am at the admirable reports I hear of your brother’s work as judge. It is delightful to have been instrumental in getting him on the bench.


Faithfully yours,


Theodore Roosevelt36





While official Washington took notice of such cases, the general public was more interested in such high-profile episodes as that of the German-born bluebeard Johann Hoch.


Hoch had been married 39 times. He usually married 40-ish women who were concerned about menopause. He convinced them that he knew of a “cure”—but the treatment consisted of fatal injections of arsenic.


William Randolph Hearst’s Chicago American had first broken the Hoch story. The afternoon paper had tremendous influence with Chicago’s Democratic politicians—so much influence, in fact, that it actually caused executions to be moved up from the traditional sunrise venue to a four-hour window of 10 AM to 2 PM so that Hearst could scoop his rivals who published earlier editions than his paper did.


After delaying matters for nearly a year, Hoch’s execution was scheduled for February 23, 1906. The American determined to milk the story for all it was worth, printing up an additional 200,000 copies, rushing them to the farthest points of its circulation.


Such an operation, however, had to be set in motion before the actual execution. Over 75,000 copies of the American were printed—but not yet released—as Sheriff Thomas E. Barrett led Hoch from his cell to the gallows. Communications from inside the Cook County jail were halted on execution days. An American reporter secreted inside the jail would wave a blue handkerchief when that procession started. When the execution was complete a red one would flash.


Just after 10 AM on February 23, 1906, word reached American city editor Moe Koenigsberg that the death march had started. He issued word for the “Hoch Hangs” papers to hit the streets—and for more copies—at the rate of 130,000 per hour—to be printed. But at 10:30 a question crossed his mind: “What happened to the red handkerchief?”


He soon found out: Hoch’s two attorneys and a United States marshal had appeared in the jail with a writ of habeas corpus ordering the condemned man to be taken immediately to the court of Kenesaw Mountain Landis.


Koenigsberg was beside himself. If Landis overturned Hoch’s sentence or even delayed matters until after 2 PM the American would look foolish. Koenigsberg phoned Levy Mayer, one of Chicago’s top lawyers, for advice. Mayer provided him with little guidance, beyond warning him that any attempt to influence Landis would probably backfire. “None of us knows what path Landis will choose and some of us don’t recognize it after he has chosen it,” Mayer told Koenigsberg, “Don’t make book on him following the law, no matter how clearly it seems written. He calls them as his conscience sees them.”


Koenigsberg decided to go ahead. He ordered additional thousands of copies of the American to roll off the presses prematurely proclaiming Hoch’s now hardly assured demise.


Meanwhile, Hoch and his attorneys were standing before Judge Landis, who may very well have taken a little extra interest in the case because of the Hochs in his own family tree (the Squire’s maternal grandmother was a Hoch). Hoch had fled from Illinois to New York when the American had first exposed him. His lawyers had claimed that his constitutional rights had been violated. He had been extradited from the Empire State on charges of bigamy—but he had been tried by Illinois authorities on charges of murder.


Landis admitted the above might be correct, but, nonetheless, justice was being meted out. He denied Hoch’s motion for an injunction. The execution would proceed as originally ordered. The clock was ticking on whether Hoch would still be hung that day. Sheriff’s deputies grabbed Hoch and shoved him in a hackney cab for return to the Cook County jail. They made it in time. At 1:34 Hoch fell through the gallow’s trap door. Hundreds of thousands of additional copies of the Chicago American rolled off the presses. Moe Koenigsberg breathed a sigh of relief. Johann Hoch had not been spared—but Koenigsberg’s job had been.37


Of less drama but more significance was the John Alexander Dowie case of July 1906.


Little remembered today, at the turn of the century the messianic Dowie was a phenomenon of the religious world whose notoriety was exceeded by only that of the polygamous Mormons.


Dowie had begun innocently enough as a Congregationalist minister in his native Scotland. He immigrated to Australia but met with little success until 1878 when he turned to evangelism and faith healing. In 1889 Dowie determined to relocate to England but stopped to settle in San Francisco. Soon driven out of the city, he moved to Chicago where his flock grew rapidly as did the controversy surrounding it.


Dowie, “rough, uncouth, and dictatorial in manner,” provoked hostility wherever he went. From South Chicago and the northern suburb of Evanston he and his followers fled to nearby Pullman. In 1895 he was arrested over a hundred times. Dowie’s religion, now called the Christian Catholic Apostolic Church, excoriated alcohol, tobacco, and medicinal drugs. Dowie proclaimed himself Elijah III (to Dowie “Elijah II” was John the Baptist) and the “first apostle” and “general overseer” of his creed. He was fundamentalist in the extreme and waged a virtual war against modern science, contending the earth was flat and that medical treatment was to be avoided. Not only did Dowie urge followers to forego doctors, he led them into battle as they invaded drug stores and smashed medicines.


By 1900 Dowie had founded his own flat version of heaven on earth 40 miles north of Chicago. His disciples swarmed over the area, almost instantly building up a theocratic municipality, which they named Zion City. Within seven years this religious commune had reached a population of 10,000 boasted both a 6,000-seat auditorium and the Zion Conservatory of Music; and featured numerous industries, most principally lacemaking. Overall Zion City’s property was valued at $21 million.


Dowie, however, was not satisfied with lording over a single small midwestern town. He wanted to convert the world. So in 1903, at a cost of $300,000, he herded 3,000 of his disciples onto trains, shipping them to New York for a religious assault on the metropolis. For two full weeks his oratory filled Madison Square Garden and Carnegie Hall, but the invasion failed. New York remained round. A planned colonization in Mexico also fizzled. On his way south of the border in October 1905, Dowie suffered a debilitating stroke at Chicago’s Union Station.38


By now Dowie’s empire was crumbling. In February 1906 he summoned from Australia a young former Christian Connection minister named Wilbur Glen Voliva to serve as Zion City’s deputy overseer and gave him power of attorney. Voliva saw the operation was quickly collapsing from inept business practices. Along with another Dowieite named Alexander Granger, Voliva engineered a coup against Dowie. In March 1906 Voliva conveyed all of the sect’s property to Granger who in turn overthrew Dowie as head of the church, replacing him with Voliva. Dowie loyalists were similarly purged and threatened with expulsion from the “Fellowship.”


Dowie, through a Kentucky follower, sued to overturn Voliva’s coup. The case thus went to federal court and into Landis’jurisdiction. In July 1906 Landis, descendant of numerous acolytes of less flamboyant religions, issued his decision in the case, seeking to untangle this theocratic power struggle.


As Landis read his lengthy decision he hunched down lower and lower in his chair. Finally his head hung just six inches above the Judge’s bench. Of everything about Dowie and Zion City what incensed him most was the oath the First Overseer had imposed upon his followers binding them to obey all of his “rightful orders issued by him, and that all family ties and obligations, and all human government shall be held subordinate to this vow.”


Though Landis would eventually be thought of as a similar despot, he was a strong family man and ardent patriot and had little stomach for such a religion.


“It is not my duty to express my contempt,” he stormed, “for the man that could exact or take such an oath. But I am not obliged to repose confidence in a man so constituted that living in this republic, he could serenely vow his readiness at all times to abandon his family and betray his country. I will not appoint Alexander Granger receiver. And in this connection, while I make no pretense to technical learning in respect of what is good policy for this church organization, I suggest that whoever ultimately prevails in the ecclesiastical controversy give prompt and serious consideration to the question whether or not such an oath tends to give respectability to the church, and whether such prevailing faction may justly expect a court of the United States to long continue to foster an estate for the use of a religious organization whose conscience and intelligence does not cause an unconditional disavowal of this obligation of dishonesty.”


The crowd, composed mainly of Dowieites, gasped at Landis’ blasphemy. An uproar arose. Women cried out. Landis gaveled furiously and threatened to clear the courtroom if order was not restored.38


Yet the Squire was also careful to steer a middle course between the two factions, exhibiting equal contempt for both. His first decision was that Dowie did not “own” and had never “owned” Zion City, that in “overseeing” its property he had been merely a trustee for members of the congregation. “It is just, as if a contributor sitting in a church pew had placed the funds on the collection plate passed to him by a deacon,” wrote Landis. “Surely in such case the court would not decree that the parson might put the money in his [own] pocket . . .” Beyond that he found Voliva and Granger had violated the trust placed in them by Dowie and had affronted “common decency” by their purge of Dowie’s followers “for their refusal to desert their leader.”


Landis’ remedy was three-fold: to compensate Dowie for the work he had done in creating Zion City (Voliva had thrown him virtually out into the street), to appoint a competent business person as receiver for Zion City, and to order elections to settle the issue of church leadership by “all male and female members of that church . . . in accordance with the laws of the state of Illinois, under what is known as the ‘Australian System.’ ” Landis had interposed state power into a religion sect as few men had ever dared to do under the American system.


“If the decree of Judge Landis stands, the Christian Catholic Apostolic Church of Zion is uprooted,” complained a Dowie spokesman. “The church is founded on the theory of a theocracy and how then can an election under the laws of Cook County, Illinois [sic] proclaim who shall be leader of the hosts?”40


But Landis’ decision did stand. That September Voliva won the Landis-sponsored election to succeed Dowie. Dowie, a broken man, held to his religious beliefs and refused medical care, dying in March 1907. His remaining followers predicted he would return to earth in 1,000 years, but a few hours after his death, John Hately, Zion City’s Landis-appointed receiver, seized his home and his furnishings.41


Landis had exercised his authority over Elijah III, but he was just warming up for bigger game—John D. Rockefeller I.





CHAPTER 4



FIFTY-EIGHT FREIGHT CARS OF SILVER



[image: Images]


In turn-of-the-century America, monopolistic capital’s nearly unbridled power loomed as the day’s great issue, as immense “trusts” ruthlessly stifled competition and propelled prices and profits well beyond fair market levels. To combat these monsters Congress in 1890 passed the Sherman Anti-Trust Act, but until September 1903 when Theodore Roosevelt entered the White House, little was done to enforce it. The “Trust Buster” instituted over 40 lawsuits aimed either at such giant monopolies as the Northern Securities Company, Swift and Company, the American Tobacco Company, the Du Pont Corporation, the New Haven Railroad or against such obscure combines as the “fish trust” or the “licorice trust.” The signal went out: a new political and economic era was beginning.


The greatest monopoly of all was John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company. At its peak Standard Oil controlled 85 percent of the nation’s refined oil. To gauge this combine’s immense scope, consider what became of its component parts: Standard Oil of New York became Mobil; Standard Oil of New Jersey, Exxon; Standard Oil of Ohio, Sohio; Standard Oil of Indiana, Amoco; and Standard Oil of California, Chevron. Atlantic Richfield and Continental Oil also owe their origins to the cartel. It is as if Ford, Chrysler, and General Motors all traced their ancestry back to some huge—and predatory—ancient progenitor. Standard Oil was not just big, it was fantastically lucrative. In the century’s first decade it regularly returned at least 40 percent annually on aggregate investment.


Two key philosophies guided the monopoly’s prosperity. First, bring other refiners into the combine in exchange for stock. Second, exact handsome rebates from the railroads, and as a special twist, double—or even triple—the standard rail freight fares for competitors who were not as well situated. These unfortunates quickly saw the futility of competition and sold out for whatever they could get.1


Another significant factor in any trust’s success was the pliability (either from strict constructionist conviction or from outright bribery) of state and federal courts. While public outrage occasionally manifested itself in corrective legislation against these monopolists, sympathetic judges could usually be relied on to discover—or invent—convenient technicalities. For example, once when a subpoena was issued against Rockefeller as president of Standard Oil of New Jersey and served upon him at Forest Hills, his Cleveland estate, a state court ruled that he was in Ohio for private purposes and not on business, and, therefore, could not be legally served.


On another occasion, again in Ohio, the state’s Court of Appeals invalidated a conviction against the oil cartel. Its reason: a corporate report of Standard Oil of New Jersey upon which the conviction was based had been certified with the New Jersey secretary of state’s seal and not with the state’s Great Seal.2


Such slick practices virtually guaranteed immunity from prosecution—as well as huge profits—but also generated bitter hostility on the part of those not in on the scam. Resentment from those paying high prices to the cartels, or worse, those run to ground by them, fueled the Populist and Progressive movements. From William Jennings Bryan to Teddy Roosevelt to Robert La Follette to Woodrow Wilson, politicians could be found to flay the increasingly unpopular monopolies. Each day William Randolph Hearst’s New York American ran the motto “Congress Must Control the Trusts.” Cartoonists such as Frederick Burr Opper (creator of “Happy Hooligan” and “Alphonse and Gaston”) portrayed President McKinley in a series known as “Willie and His Papa” as an obedient small boy taking orders from his “papa,” the trusts. And muckraking writers such as Lincoln Steffens, David Graham Phillips, and Ida Tarbell provided further grist for the mill. Wrote Tarbell, “If business is to be treated as warfare and not as a peaceful pursuit, as they have persisted in treating it, they cannot expect the men they are fighting to lie down and give up without a struggle.”3


In Kentucky irate tobacco growers took Miss Tarbell’s words literally. “Night riders,” struggling to force crop prices up, burned villages and destroyed American Tobacco Company property. Others worked for legal redress. Individual states attempted to ban monopolies and rebates but more often than not had been stymied by a probusiness federal judiciary.


Not until passage of the Elkins Act in February 1903 would Congress finally ban railroad rebates. On May 4, 1906, Commissioner of Corporations James R. Garfield, son of the late president, submitted a report to President Roosevelt, alleging widespread rebating of Standard Oil shipments. Federal prosecutors zeroed in on the firm in a series of cases—in the Indian Territory (i.e., Oklahoma), Kansas, Tennessee, Texas, Louisiana, Missouri, New York, Minnesota, Ohio, and, most significantly, Illinois, with indictments returned in the latter state on June 28, 1906.4 The Illinois case centered on shipments on the Chicago & Alton Railroad from Whiting, Indiana, to St. Louis, Missouri, made between September 1, 1903, and March 1, 1905. Standard Oil of Indiana had accepted a rate of six cents per 100 pounds of oil when the official rate was 18 cents. The violations involved 6,428 car loads of oil, and the government designated each shipment as a separate count in the indictment.
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