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			Introduction

			In the first year of the twentieth century William McKinley, twenty-fifth president of the United States, stood at the beginning of his second term, having decisively defeated his Democratic opponent, William Jennings Bryan. He dominated American politics as no other president since Abraham Lincoln. Nine months later he was dead, shot down in cold blood by an assassin, succeeded by his vice president, Theodore Roosevelt. 

			History played a trick on McKinley. He has been consigned to the shadows between Lincoln and Theodore Roosevelt, vilified or ignored by historians from Charles Beard, the pre-eminent American historian of the early twentieth century and a Marxist, to younger historians raised on the activist presidencies of Woodrow Wilson and Roosevelt.1 It is a richly undeserved fate.

			A strong and important president, McKinley accomplished a lot in his first term. He won a war and forced the last European power from the Western Hemisphere; brought the nation out of one of our worst depressions; secured legislation protecting the gold standard, which anchored American monetary policy until the Nixon years; wrenched America from its international isolation; extended the reach of American power and influence across the Atlantic and Pacific; took the first steps toward building the Panama Canal; and put in place army reforms that prepared the nation to fight a world war in Europe. Under McKinley, the nation became a world power with global interests, respected and feared. The challenges he faced are still alive and unresolved. Presidents who committed our soldiers to Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan might have learned about the problems of taking on determined adversaries in faraway countries by studying McKinley’s war in the Philippines. 

			• • •

			When McKinley was first inaugurated in March 1897 few predicted a successful presidency for him. There were many, friends and foes alike, who questioned what, if anything, lay below the surface of his kindly and charming personality. Did he have the backbone to be president in dangerous times? After his re-election in 1900, many of the doubters and nay-sayers changed their tune. “So stands William McKinley at the threshold of his second administration,” said the editor of the Chicago Tribune, who admitted to having been one of the doubters, “every pledge redeemed, every awkward situation bravely met and wisely resolved, cool, well-poised, masterful, a man who yields only to have his every way in the end.” Henry Macfarland, another doubter, similarly admitted in a long Atlantic Monthly article that McKinley had proved an outstanding, even great, president.2

			Critical to McKinley’s success was his mastery of Congress. Senators, accustomed to running things, had assumed that the good-natured McKinley would do as he was told. Having served in Congress, he had a healthy respect for the role of that body as a co-equal branch of government and knew that congressional politics was personal. He made time to see members of both parties, treated everyone with charm and courtesy, and listened to what they had to say. Confronted with opposition, he didn’t bully or browbeat, but relied on gentle persuasion. Illinois Senator Shelby Cullom said of him, “We have never had a president who had more influence with Congress.” Senator George Frisbie Hoar of Massachusetts, a friend and sometime opponent, said of McKinley, “With his great wisdom and tact . . . he succeeded in establishing an influence over the . . . Senate not, I think, equaled from the beginning of the Government except possibly by Andrew Jackson.”3 

			Some contemporaries and historians looking back at McKinley and his times conceded his winning personality but claimed he was weak and lacking in courage. That he was neither loud nor boastful, moved cautiously, and held his cards close suggested to many that he was not a “strong leader.” Charles Olcott, writing the first major McKinley biography in 1916, interviewed Elihu Root, the leading member of both the McKinley and Roosevelt cabinets. He asked Root, “Why do people say that McKinley was a charming man but not a strong character?” Root replied with emphasis:

			That is a great mistake! He had a way of handling men so that they thought his ideas were their own. I have talked with him again and again before a cabinet meeting and found that his ideas were fixed and his mind firmly made up. He would then present the subject to the cabinet in such a way as not to express his own decision, but yet bring about an agreement exactly along the lines of his original ideas, while the members often thought the ideas were theirs. He was a man of great power because he was absolutely indifferent to credit. His great desire was to “get it done.” He cared nothing about the credit, but McKinley always had his way.


			Root put his finger on McKinley’s skillful leadership by indirection: he brought out the best in the strong men around him and gave them ownership of the decisions that came out of the cabinet, decisions that influenced our national policy far into the twentieth century.

			Public attention during McKinley’s presidency was riveted on foreign policy issues, mainly Cuba, the Philippines, and China. His handling of those issues was masterful. But the greater though less publicized threat to his presidency came not in foreign policy, but from the white supremacists of the South. The last Civil War veteran to rise to the presidency, McKinley saw the persistent attempt by southerners to violently impose second-class citizenship on blacks as a blatant effort to deny the verdict of the war, which had consumed four years of his life. To McKinley, as for his predecessors Lincoln and Ulysses S. Grant, that verdict was twofold: national unity and black freedom. Like Lincoln and Grant, he believed the right to vote was critical to freedom, and that voting was the best way for blacks to protect themselves in a hostile South.4

			In 1890, Mississippi, which had been notorious for violence against blacks, appeared likely to amend its constitution to “legally” deny the vote to its black citizens, the wealthy plantation owners having become increasingly uncomfortable with the violence and fraud necessary to sustain their power. That same year McKinley, Henry Cabot Lodge, George Hoar, Thomas Brackett Reed, and other like-minded Republicans were determined to pass federal voting rights legislation, which would make federal courts the guarantors of voting integrity. But the Republican Party of 1890 was no longer the idealistic party of Lincoln or Grant. By 1890, the party had come to represent the business growth and prosperity of the North, less concerned with its earlier role as protector of black civil rights, and increasingly willing to leave the South alone. McKinley was one of those who still believed in the original mission of the Republican Party. 

			On Memorial Day 1889, McKinley spoke to a large audience at the Metropolitan Opera in New York City. He spoke of the Civil War, still recent in the national memory, and the meaning of the Union victory. The war had begun, he said, to preserve the Union. It ended with four million slaves freed and made citizens with full constitutional rights, and those rights had to be protected. He spoke with passion: 

			The settlements of that war—and I speak for my comrades of the Grand Army of the Republic—must stand as the irreversible judgment of battle . . . They must not be misinterpreted, they must not be nullified . . . It must not be equality and justice in the written law only. It must be equality and justice in the law’s administration everywhere . . . administered in every part of the republic to every citizen thereof . . . Our black allies must neither be deserted nor forsaken. And every right secured them by the constitution must be . . . given to them.

			It was a powerful statement by a prominent Republican, the more so because of its obvious sincerity, but how far was the party of Lincoln and Grant prepared to go to protect the fundamental rights of blacks? In 1890, that question would be put to the test.

			Notes

			1. Charles A. Beard, Contemporary American History: 1877–1913 (New York, 1914; Macmillan Company), 166–167; Charles and Mary R. Beard, The Rise of American Civilization (New York, 1927; Macmillan Company), vol. 2, 480ff; Henry F. Pringle, Theodore Roosevelt (New York, 1931; Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc.), 124–125; Ernest May,  Imperial Democracy: The Emergence of America as a Great Power (New York, 1961; Harper & Row), 159. The first of the presidential polls of history professors conducted by Professor Arthur Schlesinger Sr. in 1948 showed McKinley buried in the third quartile, below Grover Cleveland and far below Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. 

			2. Chicago Tribune, March 4, 1901; Henry Macfarland, Atlantic Monthly, March 1901.

			3. George Frisbie Hoar, Autobiography of Seventy Years (London, 1904; Charles Scribner’s Sons), vol. 2, 46–47. See also Nicolas Murray Butler, “Address to the Tippecanoe Club of Cleveland, Ohio,” January 29, 1920, citing McKinley’s success as proof that our government can be made to work effectively if one knows how to work it.

			4. Much to the disgust of the women who led the suffrage movement, Congress passed the Fifteenth Amendment without including women.

		


		
			Chapter 1 

			
1890: The Federal Voting Rights Bill

			“Our black allies must neither be deserted nor forsaken. And every right secured them by the constitution must be . . . given to them.” William McKinley, 1889.

			In the spring of 1890, one year after McKinley’s Memorial Day speech, Mississippi held a convention to amend its constitution and “legally” eliminate black voting. Blacks held a meeting in Jackson to arouse their fellow citizens to the danger, to organize, and to elect delegates to the convention:

			Every man who is not blinded by prejudice will admit that the negro citizen is entitled of right to representation in the . . . convention, but . . . it must be demanded! Vote in the election; demand as your right the privilege of a free ballot and a fair count.1


			The Jackson Clarion-Ledger was dismissive: “It is well understood that the convention will be composed entirely of whites.” To emphasize the point, Marsh Cook, a white Republican who was seeking election as a delegate to the convention from Jasper County and was encouraging blacks to organize, was gunned down by six men in the middle of the road in broad daylight.2 There were no arrests.

			Judge Solomon Saladin Calhoon of Yazoo City, a former Confederate colonel, was elected president of the convention. Calhoon begrudgingly accepted that the war had ended slavery, but was determined that black men be excluded from Mississippi politics. Interviewed by the Clarion-Ledger, he said, “Negro suffrage is an evil . . . It has been tried for over twenty years, and only heartburning and violence . . . have resulted.” There is, he said, 

			no politics at the South now save the race question. The only sure remedy . . . repeal of the fifteenth Amendment . . . may come . . . That the negro fought for the Union is true, but he fought for his freedom . . . He has been awarded what he fought to obtain . . . and there was no warrant in his expecting to share in the governing power nor was there any such promise or previous design.3


			The men who ran the convention, chief among them Mississippi’s U.S. Senator James Z. George, another former Confederate colonel, were well aware that the U.S. Congress was about to consider a federal voting rights law. They were anxious to move quickly and bar the door to federal interference. They intended to eliminate the black vote, not by more violence and fraud, which they found morally repugnant, but legally by constitutional amendment. There were concerns that the U.S. Constitution might stand in the way. Judge Wiley Harris, by reputation the leading lawyer at the convention, was asked for his views on the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, and on the state’s pledge, given in 1868 as a condition of admission to the Union, that its constitution should never be “so amended or changed as to deprive any citizen or class of citizens of the United States of the right to vote.” The amendments and the pledge appeared to guarantee the right to vote against any attempt by Mississippi to disfranchise blacks. 

			Judge Harris thought otherwise. In his opinion Mississippi enjoyed full power to set its own voting requirements, so long as it was prepared to lose a few congressional seats and electoral votes—the penalties prescribed by the Fourteenth Amendment for any state depriving a class of citizens of the vote—and provided the voting provisions in the Mississippi Constitution were on their face “non-discriminatory.” As for the state’s pledge on its re-admission to the Union, the judge said Mississippi had automatically gained all the rights of any other state and Congress had no power to discriminate against Mississippi or exact any additional pledge. It was one of the principles for which the South had fought a war: that the powers of the individual states trumped the powers of the federal government. The draftsmen of the new voting provisions followed the judge’s guidance.4

			The new constitution contained a long list of voting requirements, none of which singled out race: a secret ballot (ignorant voters would receive no guidance in the now secret voting booth, with just minutes to figure it out for themselves); lengthy state and district residency requirements; and a two-dollar poll tax (a large amount for a cash-poor farmer or sharecropper).

			The most controversial provision, for which Senator George was largely responsible, was the so-called “understanding clause.”5 The individual seeking to register as a voter would have to pass a literacy test by reading whatever section of the state constitution was selected by the local registrar and, if unable to do so, would have to demonstrate understanding of the section or “give a reasonable interpretation thereof” when it was read to him. The registrar, of course, would be a white Democrat fully in sympathy with the proposition that no black man should be permitted to vote. John Lynch, Mississippi’s black congressman, said, “It was plain to everyone that its purpose was to evade the fifteenth amendment so as to disfranchise voters of one race without disfranchising those of the other.”6 But the understanding clause, by empowering registrars to exclude anybody, white or black, also posed a threat to illiterate white men. For that reason, men whose grandfathers were entitled to vote before 1866 (a time when only white men could vote) were exempted from the requirement. That was not, however, a foolproof solution to the problem. Illiterate white men might be too embarrassed to admit to illiteracy before a registrar, or the registrar might reject a man for insufficient proof of ancestry, or just because he didn’t like him. There was a storm of protest from counties with relatively few blacks but many illiterate white farmers. Said the Port Gibson Reveille, “It opens the door wide to fraud . . . It virtually gives to registrars the power of granting or withholding the right of suffrage in the case of every man who is unable to read.”7 But the men running the convention, wealthy plantation owners from Mississippi’s “black belt,” wanted neither blacks nor illiterate white men to vote. They intended to limit the franchise to a small group of educated, property-owning white men. 

			Judge Calhoon, presumably with a straight face, defended the voting provisions as genuine “reform.” They would, he said, do away with violence and fraud: “If the Negroes were disfranchised according to the forms of law,” he said, “there would be no occasion to suppress their votes by violence because there would be no votes to suppress, and having no votes in the ballot boxes, there would be no occasion to commit fraud in the count or perjury in the returns as heretofore.”8 But there was opposition in the state to the new constitution, and the leaders were not at all confident it could stand the test of a popular vote. To avoid embarrassment, it was adopted by voice vote of the convention.9

			The voting requirements did what they were intended to do. At the next presidential election overall voter participation declined from 61 percent to 39 percent; black voter participation declined from 29 percent to 2 percent.10 Blacks, who constituted more than half the population of the state, had voted in large numbers during the 1870s and ’80s but were now essentially eliminated from Mississippi politics, as were many illiterate whites. Most Mississippians would not participate in the political process, which would become the exclusive preserve of a small, white, Democratic Party elite.

			• • •

			In March 1890, Massachusetts Representative Henry Cabot Lodge introduced a bill in the U.S. House of Representatives—which the South promptly labeled the “force bill”—that would enable one hundred voters in any congressional district to contest a congressional election and invoke the assistance of the federal courts, which would be empowered to appoint election supervisors and determine outcomes. The bill applied to all congressional elections, but its well understood purpose was to enable ‘s and white Republicans to challenge election results in the South. Lodge would manage the bill in the House; George Frisbie Hoar, also from Massachusetts, would manage it in the Senate. The Republican platform of 1888 had called for laws to protect voting rights, and the bill had the full support of President Benjamin Harrison. Since Republicans controlled both houses of Congress, it appeared likely the bill would pass and become law.

			Like McKinley, Lodge and Hoar believed the federal government had an obligation to enforce the voting rights guaranteed by the Fifteenth Amendment.11 They hoped the bill would be a vehicle for reviving the moribund Republican Party in the South. In the House, McKinley took the floor to speak against an amendment offered by Representative John Hemphill of South Carolina that would have gutted the Lodge bill by removing the power of the president to enforce it. “If this amendment is passed,” said McKinley, “it will deprive the president of a power which he has held since the foundation of the government to use the Army and Navy to execute the judicial processes of the federal courts.” He rejected the southern argument that the bill was “harsh.” “The solution to that,” he said, “was to let every citizen vote.” He concluded with a passionate appeal for protection of voting rights:

			This question will not rest until justice is done; and the conscience of the American people will not be permitted to slumber until this great constitutional right—the equality of suffrage . . . shall be not the mere cold formalities of constitutional enactment, as now, but a living birthright . . . Gentlemen of the other side, I appeal to you to obey the law and Constitution . . . for I tell you the people of the North will not continue to permit two votes to the South to count as much as five votes in the North.12


			The southern strategy to suppress the African-American vote posed a serious moral and constitutional issue, but as McKinley said, it was also a dagger aimed at the heart of the Republican Party, the party of the North. Southern representation in Congress had been increased with the emancipation of the slaves. The Constitution directed that each slave was to be counted as only three-fifths of a person; now, as freedmen, they were fully counted. Before Emancipation,  the South held 57 seats in the House and an equal number of electoral votes. After Emancipation, the South gained an additional 37 seats and electoral votes. If blacks were denied the vote, the increased southern representation would rest on a small, white, Democratic Party voting base; Democratic candidates would face no opposition outside of the party primary; and members who faced no opposition would enjoy long tenure and become powerful committee chairmen. By losing the war and suppressing the vote, the South stood to gain power and influence in Washington. To McKinley and other Republican leaders, it was an entirely perverse outcome that could not be tolerated.

			Even in the North the bill was controversial. In Massachusetts it was opposed by wealthy textile factory owners who had extensive southern business relationships. The Boston Daily Globe, in a series of negative articles, said the bill “strikes at the very framework of our institutions” and would lead to a “revival of reconstruction.” The New York Times called it “revolutionary,” a “bayonet” bill, a bill to keep the Republican Party in power, a bill that would require deployment of the army for its enforcement.13 Northern voters were not clamoring for a federal voting rights bill; most favored leaving the South alone to mind its own business without federal interference. The bill passed the Republican House by a scant six-vote margin. The only reason it passed, said the Times, was because the 300-pound Speaker bullied reluctant Republicans.14

			In the Senate, southern Democrats warned of bloodshed and civil disorder, declared that the bill “was a revival of reconstruction,” and called for a boycott of northern products. The southerners were united in their opposition; the Republicans were not. Despite the party’s apparent commitment to the bill, Republicans were divided over priorities. Desperate to pass the much more popular tariff bill, the tariff advocates, led by Senator Matthew Quay of Pennsylvania, pressed Hoar to give priority to the tariff bill (popularly known as the “McKinley Tariff,” McKinley having been the floor manager of the bill in the House). Bowing to the pressure, Hoar conceded priority to the tariff, but extracted individual written commitments from his fellow Republicans to vote for the elections bill in the next session, which would begin December 1.15

			Interviewed by a reporter for the Cincinnati Enquirer, McKinley expressed keen interest in securing passage of the elections bill and expected it to pass in the December session. He noted the losses suffered by House Republicans in the South: in the next session there would be only two or three from the South, down from twenty-six in the current session. The elections bill was critical. “We have little to fear in the future,” he said, “if we have a free ballot and a fair count.”16

			But McKinley was whistling in the graveyard. When the Senate took up the elections bill the southern senators, unified in their determination to defeat it, mounted a well-organized filibuster, consuming time and frustrating Republicans with other priorities. Mississippi Senator George held the floor for five hours responding to Republican attacks on his handiwork, the “understanding” clause in the new Mississippi Constitution. Faced with a united bloc of southern senators willing to hold up the Senate indefinitely, Republican unity began to crack. Western Republicans, lukewarm on the elections bill and seeking a hearing on their own bill for unlimited silver coinage, demanded that Hoar “do something” to end the filibuster. There was nothing he could do. On January 5, to Hoar’s utter astonishment, Republican Senator William Stewart of Nevada, who had given his pledge to support the elections bill, moved that the silver bill be substituted. Hoar demanded a vote. The Democrats, whatever their individual views on silver, saw their opportunity and took it. The elections bill was defeated 34–29, with eight western Republicans joining the Democrats.17 

			Defeat of the elections bill was a disaster, for African-Americans in the South, for the Republican Party, and for the nation as a whole. The experience profoundly affected not only McKinley but other Republicans. George Hoar was pessimistic about any similar attempt in the foreseeable future: “I thought the attempt to secure the right of the colored people by National legislation would be abandoned until there was a considerable change of opinion in the country, and especially in the South.”18

			• • • 

			The Democrats went after McKinley in the 1890 elections and made him their special target. Firmly in control of the Ohio legislature, they gerrymandered his district without shame. His new oddly shaped district was created for one purpose: to beat McKinley. Democrats estimated that the new configuration gave them a 3,000-vote advantage.19

			McKinley was the Republican leader on the tariff, and Democrats charged it was nothing more than a giveaway to big business that would result in higher consumer prices. The tariff was probably the main cause of McKinley’s defeat, but his support for the elections bill was also an important factor. The Democrats did their best to make sure the voters understood what was in the bill, circulating thousands of copies. Grover Cleveland described it as a “direct attack upon the spirit and theory of our government.”20 New York Democratic Governor David Hill campaigned for McKinley’s opponent, visited Canton, and aimed his fire at McKinley’s support for the “force bill.” He charged McKinley with supporting and advocating for the bill and “imperiling the very existence of constitutional government in this country.”21 

			McKinley had fought to protect black voting rights and lost. Defeat of the elections bill and loss of his seat forced him to confront the facts: a unified South would fight tooth and nail when challenged on voting rights; the Republican Party was far from united on the issue; white voters in the North were less than enthusiastic about challenging the South over voting rights; and Republican support for voting rights legislation could be used very effectively against the party. He and George Hoar were friends, and the two must have talked over the issue, McKinley listening to Hoar’s pessimistic outlook for future voting rights legislation and perhaps agreeing with him. After 1890 the political outlook for federal voting rights legislation was indeed bleak. 

			Democratic control of Congress and the presidency, following the 1892 election, resulted in repeal of virtually all the laws on the books empowering the president to intervene in an election. For the next seventy-five years southern Democrats would wield extraordinary influence in Washington and block all civil rights legislation. A federal voting rights bill would not pass and be signed into law until the presidency of Lyndon Johnson.22 
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			Chapter 2 

			
McKinley’s War

			“The generation that carried on the war has been set aside by its experience.” Oliver Wendell Holmes. 

			McKinley’s war began April 12, 1861, with the bombardment of Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor. Two days later, Abraham Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers to put down the insurrection. At the Sparrow Tavern in Niles, Ohio, McKinley and his cousin Will Osborne, both eighteen, listened to a rousing recruitment speech by a prominent local lawyer. 

			The tavern was crowded, and as men stepped forward to volunteer, a lady pinned a red, white, and blue badge on each new recruit as the crowd yelled and cheered. For a couple of farm boys it was heady stuff. But McKinley and Osborne didn’t rush to the front of the room; they considered the question. Their grandfathers had served in the last war, the War of 1812. They believed preserving the Union was important, secession was treason, and slavery should be abolished. They calculated that if they didn’t volunteer, it would reflect badly on them with their friends and neighbors at the time and in later years. They did not want to have to explain why they had not answered Lincoln’s call. They decided to volunteer. It was, as Will Osborne described it, a “cold-blooded decision” that combined deep-seated belief in the Union cause with the practical consideration of how it might look if they did not volunteer.1 

			• • •

			William McKinley was born and raised in Niles, a farm community with three churches, three stores, and about three hundred inhabitants. He was the seventh of nine children born to William and Nancy McKinley, two strong-minded individuals ambitious for their children. Throughout his life, he remained close to his large family, especially his three older sisters, Anna, Helen, and Sarah; his cousin Will Osborne; and his younger brother, Abner. 

			Nancy McKinley, a devout Methodist, was respected for her church work, leadership qualities, and caring personality. She was a loving mother who tolerated no nonsense. The senior William McKinley managed a local iron foundry, worked hard, but made little money. Uneducated, he nevertheless kept a small shelf of books: Dante’s Inferno, the Bible, and Shakespeare. The McKinleys believed in education. Nancy later recalled, 

			I brought up all my children to understand that they must study and improve their minds. My ideas of an education were wholly practical, not theoretical. I put the children into school just as early as they could go alone to the teacher and then kept them at it. I didn’t allow them to stay away.2


			In search of a good school, the family moved about eighteen miles to Poland, Ohio, where the children attended the Poland Academy. The move to Poland came at a sacrifice; the father was tied to his iron business in Niles and forced to commute to see his family. The children thrived at the Academy. The junior McKinley, a good student, was active in the literary association and debating club. 
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					Nancy Allison McKinley, mother of William McKinley, was a strong woman and devout Methodist. 1896. Courtesy of the Library of Congress  

				

			
			His mother saw to it that religion was central to his upbringing. As a teenager, young William attended a Methodist revival meeting, came forward, and publicly professed his faith. Serious, diligent, a bright student with a pleasing personality, he impressed his minister as good material for the ministry. Nancy hoped he would someday become a minister, possibly even a Methodist bishop, but that was too much to hope for.3 Later, Archbishop John Ireland said of McKinley, “What a priest he might have made!”4 The Methodist religion was deeply and permanently embedded in McKinley. He didn’t wear it on his sleeve and largely regarded it as a private matter, but it was an important influence throughout his life.5 

			Also central to his upbringing were the farm chores. He was expected to drive the cows out to pasture in the early morning and bring them home in the evening. Much later he told a quaint story that brought home the hardship, but more important, the simple joys of life on an Ohio farm in the early nineteenth century. Barefoot when he took the cows out, his feet would get very cold. He warmed them by pressing them into the earth where the cows had lain. “Nothing,” he said years later, “gave [me] such a thrill of pure luxury as the remembrance of the feel of that warm earth.”6
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					The president’s father, William McKinley Sr., was an ironmonger who loved books. 

				

			
			During McKinley’s teenage years, the nation was in an uproar over the slavery issue. Poland was a stop on the Underground Railroad, and citizens of that town defied the Fugitive Slave Law, risked arrest, and helped escaped slaves avoid capture. McKinley didn’t shy away from political controversy, but he expressed himself in a way that did not make enemies, a skill that served him well. His mother recalled, “As a mere boy, he used to go to a tannery kept by Joseph Smith and engage in warm controversies on the slavery question. Smith was a Democrat, and so were several of the workmen . . . Those disputes never seemed to have occasioned any ill feeling toward William.”7 

			In 1860, Poland voted for Lincoln. That year McKinley enrolled with the class of 1864 at Allegheny College in Meadville, Pennsylvania, about forty miles from Poland. At Allegheny, he was known as a gifted debater, with an exceptional memory for names and faces, all qualities that would mark him for success.8 Within a year he had to temporarily leave college for health and financial reasons. The family’s finances made it unlikely that he could afford to continue even if he were healthy—his father, overwhelmed by creditors, had lost his business. William came home, taught school, and after school he worked as a clerk in the post office. He hoped to save enough to return to college. 

			The war changed everything. When he and his cousin made their decision to join the army, McKinley went to his mother for her consent, reluctantly given. She saw his determination, approved of the cause, and said she would “put him into the hands of the good Lord.”9 In the summer of 1861 he and Cousin Will joined the 23rd Ohio Volunteer Infantry Regiment and began their service at Camp Chase in Columbus, Ohio.10 

			Private McKinley quickly developed a deep respect for Major Rutherford B. Hayes, who was a Cincinnati lawyer and a senior officer in the regiment. The men were issued muskets that McKinley described as “of an old-fashioned sort.” They refused to accept the old muskets; they wanted new. The colonel commanding the regiment said the men would be shot if they didn’t obey orders and accept the muskets. Major Hayes sat down with the soldiers and reasoned with them, using the history of battles like Lexington and Bunker Hill, battles won with weapons greatly inferior to those of the enemy. “Should we be less patriotic than our brave ancestors?” Hayes paused to let the question sink in. “Should we hesitate at the very start of another struggle for liberty and union, for the best and freest Government on the face of the earth, because we were not pleased with the pattern of our muskets, or with the caliber of our rifles?” Hayes was convincing, the men accepted the old muskets, and McKinley absorbed a lesson in leadership through gentle persuasion.11

			Through the first months of the war McKinley kept a diary and recorded the daily life of a regiment on the march through western Virginia: fifteen miles a day, up and down mountains, through a bleak war-ravaged countryside, hungry and tired for lack of provisions, as the supply train periodically bogged down in the rear. In the evening, his reading ranged from military tactics to Byron’s poetry. The pleasant moments were simple: reading, Bible study, good conversation, a cup of hot coffee, a good cigar, writing letters home, jotting down a few notes in his diary—often thoughts on mortality such as “tomorrow morning’s sun will undoubtedly find me on a march. It may be I will never see the light of another day. Should this be my fate, I fall in a good cause and hope to fall in the arms of my blessed redeemer.” Throughout his life, McKinley retained that simple, serene confidence and belief in a just God. 

			On September 11, 1861, Carnifex Ferry, situated on the Gauley River, gave him his first taste of battle. It was far from the biggest battle in the Civil War, but men were killed and wounded in aid of a successful Union strategy to separate western Virginia, with its large number of Union sympathizers, from the rest of Virginia and make it a separate state loyal to the Union. 

			Confederate General John Floyd had penetrated into western Virginia with about 1,800 troops and established a base on the Gauley. Union General William Rosecrans, with a considerably larger force of 5,000–6,000, including McKinley’s 23rd Ohio Volunteers, attacked and defeated Floyd’s force. 

			Relative to other Civil War battles, Carnifex was not costly: Rosecrans’s force lost 18 dead and 141 wounded; the Confederates fewer. But it was a victory at a time when the Union needed victories.12 Control of western Virginia see-sawed back and forth until the Confederates were finally driven out. In June 1863 western Virginia was admitted to the Union as the state of West Virginia. McKinley drew his own conclusion from the battle: “We learned,” he later said, “that we could fight and whip the rebels on their own ground.”13 

			In April 1862 he was promoted and assigned to the brigade quartermaster, responsible for the regiment’s food and supplies. He wanted to fight and was unhappy. A young lieutenant, Jared Botsford, liked McKinley and gave him some good advice: 

			Now William . . . You can get along in your new place in such a way that it will be a bad rather than a good thing for you. On the other hand, you can easily make yourself so valuable to your superior that he cannot get along without you. Do little things not exactly under your supervision. Be conscientious in all your duties, be faithful, and it will not be long until your superior officer will consider you an indispensable assistant.14 

			 

			On September 17, 1862, the regiment fought at Antietam, one of the bloodiest battles of the war. McKinley, a nineteen-year-old commissary sergeant, thought it would be a good idea to take hot food and coffee to the front lines. When he asked for volunteers, another soldier agreed to help. They filled a wagon with provisions, hitched up a couple of mules, and galloped into the battle through a Confederate blockade. They lost the back of their wagon to Confederate shot, but the chilled and hungry men at the front who had gone into battle in the early morning without breakfast were glad to see them and their hot coffee.15 It was a creative use of his access to commissary supplies and showed bravery and initiative, as well as an understanding that something as simple and basic as hot food can boost the morale of exhausted soldiers at the front. 

			McKinley was ambitious for promotion. Colonel Hayes’s Ohio friend, Dr. Webb, wrote to Hayes, who was away from the battle recovering from a wound:

			Our young friend, William McKinley . . . would be pleased with a promotion and would not object to your recommendation for the same. Without wishing to interfere in the matter, it strikes me he is about the brightest chap spoken of for the place.16 

			Hayes enthusiastically supported the promotion. Later he described McKinley to his wife as “an exceeding bright, intelligent and gentlemanly officer. He promises to be one of our best.”17

			On July 24, the Ohio troops were camped in Kernstown, Virginia, where they were caught by surprise and badly beaten.18 In the middle of the battle McKinley was ordered to ride to a regiment left behind and bring it back to the retreating Union lines. Captain Hastings, another comrade who would become a general and remain a close friend, later recalled,

			None of us expected to see him again, as we watched him push his horse through the open fields, over fences, through ditches, while a well-directed fire from the enemy was poured upon him, with shells exploding around, about and over him.19 

			Promoted to captain, McKinley was now conspicuous for brains and courage. When General George Crook invited him to become his adjutant, Hayes advised his young protégé to take the opportunity. On September 19, 1864, McKinley was engaged in the Battle of Opequon (Third Battle of Winchester) near Winchester, Virginia, which would end as a major defeat for the Confederates. There, he made a quick and extraordinarily risky decision. General Crook, who had been ordered to come and help the main force, sent McKinley back to bring Colonel Isaac Duval’s Second Division to the front. Seeing that the main road was blocked, McKinley advised Duval of a quicker alternate route. Duval said he would take it only with a direct order from General Crook. McKinley, knowing the troops were urgently needed, rose in his saddle and ordered Duval in Crook’s name to take the faster route. Duval did so and arrived at the front in time to play an important role in the battle. 

			When McKinley later reported to Crook, he was reprimanded for his order to Duval. What he had done was all right, but only because it was successful.20 He had acted on his own initiative, taken a huge personal risk, and his quick judgment had proven correct. Despite the reprimand, Crook had a high opinion of McKinley and his ability to accurately assess a situation. 21

			As the war progressed, McKinley was promoted to brevet major for “gallant and meritorious service during the campaign in West Virginia and the Shenandoah Valley.” In November 1864, he voted for Lincoln in a makeshift polling place near the front. With the end of the war in 1865 Major McKinley, now 22, was offered a commission and a career in the regular army. His mother wanted him to become a Methodist minister. Hayes, who was elected to Congress after his army service, advised him to go West, get into the railroad business, and make money. McKinley made his own decision: he would become a lawyer. The law, he believed, would be intellectually challenging and would provide him with a comfortable income and a base for a political career should he choose that path. Despite his decision not to follow Hayes’s well-meant advice, McKinley did have Hayes’s own example for guidance. He saw that Hayes himself had been a very successful lawyer, had risen to general in the army, and had been elected to political office. McKinley was not driven to accumulate great wealth, and he must have had doubts about his own capacity to succeed in the wild and uninhibited business world of the 1860s. Hayes wrote him from Washington: 

			A man with half your wit ought to be independent at forty in business. As a lawyer, a man sacrifices independence to ambition, which is a bad bargain at the best. However, you have decided for the present your profession, so I must hush. I hope you will come to Washington. If so will talk it all up.22


			McKinley’s success in the war affirmed his self-confidence, stoked the fires of ambition, set him on the path of law and politics, and gave him a good mentor and friend—Rutherford Hayes. Equally important, it taught him he was part of something larger than himself: Union, Emancipation, the Republican Party of Lincoln. Before the war, McKinley had been a strong unionist and abolitionist. Those convictions were hardened. The war persuaded him that Lincoln and Ulysses S. Grant were correct: the peace must not be vengeful. He harbored no love for the South or their northern collaborators in the Democratic Party, but he believed in a unified nation and reconciliation of North and South. He also believed in fair treatment for the freed slaves and respect for their constitutional rights. In 1865, those did not seem to be irreconcilable goals. 
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			Chapter 3 

			
“Let Us Change the Order” 

			“I don’t like this separation every Sunday, you going one way and I another. Let us change the order. Suppose after this we always go the same way. I think this is the thing for us to do. What do you think?” William McKinley. 

			After the war, McKinley never considered going back to college. He had to earn a living and make a career. He borrowed money from a friend to attend the Albany Law School for one year.1 Recalled his law school roommate, “McKinley worked very hard, often reading until one or two o’clock in the morning.” His success, said the roommate, was due not to genius but to “industry.”2 His sister Anna was the principal of a grammar school in Canton, Ohio, and at her urging he decided to start his career in Canton, the seat of Stark County, located south of Cleveland in an area that appeared to have the potential for industrial growth. 
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					Young Major McKinley after his army service and around the time he began his apprenticeship as a lawyer, ca. 1866–1867. Courtesy of McKinley Presidential Library & Museum, Canton, Ohio

				

			
			With a letter of introduction, he applied to Judge George W. Belden, a successful Canton lawyer and prominent Democrat. Belden checked McKinley’s references, but was in no hurry to hire him. McKinley rented an office in the same building, took in what business he could, and made use of his free time, joining and participating in local organizations including the YMCA, Methodist Church, and Republican Party. He heard nothing from Belden. One day the judge asked if McKinley could argue a case scheduled for trial the next day. It was an emergency. McKinley protested; there wasn’t enough time to prepare the case. Belden responded, “If you don’t try this case, it won’t be tried.” McKinley agreed to do it, worked all night, and won the decision. Belden had sat in the back of the courtroom quietly observing. Impressed, he paid McKinley $25 ($400) for the case, and offered him a partnership. McKinley quickly accepted. 3 

			In 1867 McKinley, then chairman of the Stark County Republican Committee, campaigned for General Rutherford B. Hayes, who was running for governor. McKinley was viewed as a “radical” for urging the voters to approve an amendment to the state constitution granting African-Americans the right to vote, a highly controversial position.4 Democratic papers engaged in a vicious racist campaign against the amendment. “If you don’t want nigger votes, vote against the Republican candidates as they are all pledged to secure the ballot for negroes,” said the Cadiz Sentinel.5 The Cincinnati Enquirer warned against fraudulent black votes for Hayes.6 

			Hayes won, but the voting rights amendment lost. Ohio had voted for Abraham Lincoln and embraced Emancipation. But Ohio voters, like many others in the years immediately following the end of the war, saw the abolition of slavery as one thing; voting rights for the ex-slaves as something entirely different. Americans, Lincoln included, were slow to grasp the full implications of Emancipation.7

			The next year McKinley organized a countywide campaign for the Republican presidential candidate, General Ulysses S. Grant. The county was more Democrat than Republican, and McKinley had an uphill struggle getting the Republicans to believe they could win. He spoke for Grant all over the county, and the Democrats again denounced him as a “radical” for his support of black voting rights.8 His organizing and campaigning contributed to Grant’s narrow victory in the county. Running on the same ticket, McKinley was elected Stark County prosecuting attorney, a position customarily held by a Democrat. During his single term in office he rigorously enforced the liquor laws against saloon-keepers illegally selling liquor to college students. He lost his bid for re-election. 

			In his law practice he met James Saxton, who had a daughter, Ida. The Saxtons owned the Stark County Bank and the local Republican newspaper, the Canton Repository. Ida, slim and athletic, turned men’s heads when she walked down the street. After graduation from Brooke Hall in Media, Pennsylvania—where her father insisted she learn literature, mathematics, bookkeeping, and other subjects beyond what most young girls then learned—she and her sister Mary (“Pina”), with half a dozen other young ladies, spent nine months touring Europe. Ida managed the sisters’ $2,000 budget ($36,400), calculating exchange rates and handling the much-needed letters of credit sent by their father. In Geneva, one of their last stops, Ida learned that her Kentucky fiancé had died. John Wright was a former major in the Confederate army, and Ida had planned her future around him. Shortly after, the ladies came home.9

			At her father’s bank, Ida buried her loss in work and rose quickly from clerk to cashier (chief financial officer). An active investor in everything from real estate to silver mines, Mr. Saxton was often away and left Ida in charge. Willa Cather, in a later profile, wrote that “James Saxton said she could do his work better and more thoroughly than any man.”10 Now that Ida was no longer engaged, McKinley took a fresh look and fell in love. He later said she was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. He found reasons to visit the Stark County Bank, though he barely had enough for an account. Every Sunday on his way to the Methodist Church he passed her as she walked to the First Presbyterian Church, where she taught Bible class. He took the opportunity to stop and talk as they passed. One day he said to her,

			I don’t like this separation every Sunday, you going one way and I another. Let us change the order. Suppose after this we always go the same way. I think this is the thing for us to do. What do you think?

			“I think so too,” she said.11


			One thing led to another, he proposed, she accepted, and her father, who had disapproved of her Confederate fiancé, heartily approved of McKinley, who promptly wrote General and Lucy Hayes to remind them of their wartime promise to attend his wedding.12

			They married January 25, 1871, and settled in Canton. Mr. Saxton helped the couple get started, furnishing legal business to McKinley’s firm and loaning them the money to invest in an office building. Ida gave birth to a girl, Katie, and the McKinleys became a family. In her second pregnancy she watched her mother die painfully of cancer. Her mother’s death was a shock, but she quickly suffered another when her newborn died shortly after birth. The combination of events had a traumatic effect on Ida, who suffered through a severe depression and apparently injured her spine in a fall.13 Lame and depressed, she was obsessively protective of little Katie. On June 25, 1875, Katie McKinley died of scarlet fever, the most dreaded of nineteenth-century childhood diseases. Ida was devastated. McKinley was forced to suppress his own grief and care for her. With his quiet confidence and optimism, he brought Ida back from the precipice, but she was never again the spirited, happy, active girl she had been. She was now a semi-invalid, periodically incapacitated by depression, blinding headaches, epileptic seizures, and lameness. Despite her infirmities, Ida had periods of relative health and inner resources of strength and intelligence, which she could summon when needed. 

			McKinley, who had been on top of the world with the birth of his first daughter, struggled with his own feelings and the need to give Ida the care and attention she needed, while building a law practice and a political career.

			He offered to drop out of politics and limit himself to his law practice. Ida flatly rejected the offer and encouraged him to pursue a political career. As she put it, “your ambitions are mine.” In 1876 women like Ida McKinley had few outlets for their own ambitions. McKinley would become her career. He, in turn, would be her caregiver, always available. She put herself in his hands. It was a responsibility he willingly and lovingly accepted without complaint.14 Years later, interviewed by a reporter during their last West Coast trip, Ida gave personal testimony to McKinley’s caregiving:

			To appreciate him one must know him as I do . . . I am speaking of him as my husband. If anyone could know what it is to have a wife sick, complaining, always an invalid for twenty-five years, seldom a day well, he knows and yet never a word of unkindness has ever passed his lips. He is just the same tender, thoughtful, kind gentleman I knew when he first came and sought my hand.15


			• • • 

			In the spring of 1876, twenty-three striking coal miners were put on trial in Massillon, Ohio, for riot, assault, battery, and attempted murder. The strikers and their union were unpopular, and local lawyers were reluctant to take on their defense. McKinley agreed to do it. It appeared to be a lost cause, one that would win him no friends.

			He meticulously prepared his case; nobody could out-prepare McKinley. Just as General George Crook had described his performance in the Civil War, he was careful and exacting. His natural ability to read people gave him an advantage in addressing jurors, whom he treated with courtesy and respect.16 At the trial, he spoke to the jury about the conditions that had led to the strike, the reasons why the men struck, and the hardships experienced by their families. He painted a picture of desperation. The jury acquitted twenty-two of the twenty-three men.17 His performance made a strong impression on the working men of Stark County, who saw that McKinley understood their situation. They were Democrats, but they would vote for the young lawyer who had so articulately defended them.18

			That same year, McKinley ran for Congress. There were three other candidates, all older men, including the incumbent. Supported by the Canton Repository and relying on his base of support in Stark County, he campaigned throughout the district and won a majority of the delegates. At the district convention in Alliance, Ohio, his rivals conceded, and he was nominated by acclamation.19

			 In the general election he ran on the same ticket with Governor Hayes, now Republican candidate for president. For the Democrats, the issue was corruption in the Grant administration. Their presidential candidate, Governor Samuel Tilden of New York, vowed to clean up the mess in Washington. Though the war was now history, it was very recent history, and McKinley, like Hayes, continued to wave the “bloody shirt,” charging the Democrats with wartime treason and reminding the voters that the last Democratic president was the inept James Buchanan. The Stark County Democrat, reporting on a debate between McKinley and his opponent, dismissed McKinley as a lightweight:

			Major McKinley belabored Buchanan, fought the war over . . . flapped the bloody shirt as well as his hoarse voice would permit, and labored greatly under a heavy load and a bad case.20


			McKinley won by 3,300 votes, a healthy margin.21 He had spoken to audiences all over the district, his speaking style described as “clear, logical and forcible.”22 He was also lucky. A third party siphoned off votes from the Democrats. United, they might have beaten him.

			Before going to Washington, he put Ida under the care of Dr. Silas Weir Mitchell at the Orthopedic Hospital and Infirmary for Nervous Disease in Philadelphia. Mitchell, a distinguished neurologist, specialized in treating “female hysteria.” He was famous for his “rest cure”: six to eight weeks of bed rest under the supervision of a nurse without reading, writing, or social interaction of any kind. The underlying theory was that excessive mental activity overtaxed the delicate female nervous system.23

			• • • 

			 As McKinley began his congressional career, the nation appeared to be on the brink of another civil war. On Election Day the Democrat, Samuel Tilden, New York governor, won the popular vote and led in electoral votes, 184–165: one shy of the majority he needed to become president. It appeared that Tilden’s would be the first Democratic administration since before the Civil War. In dispute were the votes of Louisiana, South Carolina, Florida, and Oregon, with its single electoral vote. To win, Hayes needed a clean sweep; Tilden needed only one vote. 

			The uncertainty hanging over the election was unprecedented. To resolve it, Congress established an Electoral Commission evenly divided between Democrats, selected by the Democratic House; Republicans, selected by the Republican Senate; and four Supreme Court justices plus Justice David Davis, widely regarded as an independent. But Davis upset the careful calculations. Elected to the Senate by the Illinois legislature, he resigned from the Court and the commission. The Illinois legislature was under Democratic control, and Davis’s appointment may have been an attempt to influence his vote on the commission. The remaining justices were all Republicans, and they selected Justice Joseph P. Bradley, a Republican who had been appointed by President Grant, to replace Davis. The replacement of Davis by Bradley would prove fatal to the Democratic hopes of regaining the presidency. 

			The first issue decided by the Commission was whether to accept the official returns of South Carolina, Louisiana, and Florida as given or probe the circumstances behind the returns, which all showed Republican victories and were hotly challenged by local Democrats charging fraud. But there was fraud all around, and the commission, reluctant to get bogged down in the tangled web of charge and countercharge, ruled 8–7 along party lines to accept the official returns.24 All other disputed issues were resolved by a similar party-line vote. The Republican Senate approved the findings of the commission; the Democratic House threatened to hold out until new national elections were called. Armed militias, Democrat and Republican, gathered in the states, prepared for war. Democrats proposed to install Tilden by force; Grant threatened to declare martial law in the District of Columbia; Democrats in the House threatened to impeach Grant. The threat of armed conflict hung over Washington. 

			Three days before the date set for inauguration, the impasse in the House was broken and Hayes emerged with a one-vote electoral victory, 185–184. There was speculation that he had made a deal with southern Democratic leaders: to recognize Democratic governments in Louisiana and South Carolina and withdraw the remaining federal troops in return for the presidency. Hayes denied there was any deal. He held most of the cards anyway, since Republicans controlled the Senate, the presidency, and the Supreme Court, and in his campaign statements he had already signaled his intent to recognize southern home rule and withdraw the troops. 25

			• • • 

			With his mentor in the White House, McKinley and his wife were invited to state and private dinners with Rutherford and Lucy Hayes. Ida still suffered from depression and epilepsy; she still required a cane and often her husband’s arm. She was an attractive, intelligent, and cultured dinner companion. But a seizure could strike without warning. At the first indication—a hissing sound, an alarming facial contortion—McKinley would spring to her side and slip a large napkin over her head. The seizure would pass quickly, Ida might have no memory of it, and the two would resume their dinner-table conversations as if nothing had happened.26 To moderate the risk of seizure, Ida’s doctors prescribed bromide salts, which were to some extent effective but dulled the edges of her sharp personality and carried other risks. 

			Ida had good and bad periods. She was neither a real invalid nor permanently incapacitated, but her health was delicate. Determined to live an active life, she traveled to New York City for concerts and opera, attended debates in the House, and belonged to the Ladies Aid Society of the Methodist Church, which specialized in distributing food, flowers, and books to the homeless and to hospital patients. For their tenth wedding anniversary the McKinleys traveled to California and hiked in the mountains. But Ida’s immune system was apparently compromised, and recovery was often followed by relapse.27
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					The McKinleys and friends hiking in the High Sierra, California, on the McKinleys’ tenth wedding anniversary, 1881. Courtesy of National First Ladies’ Library

				

			
			• • • 

			McKinley had a close look at Hayes’s four-year presidency. Though not part of the president’s inner circle, he was a frequent guest at the White House and enjoyed a close relationship with Hayes. It was a rare opportunity for an ambitious young congressman to see a president struggle with the “southern question.”

			Hayes first resolved the problem of rival governments in South Carolina and Louisiana. He withdrew federal troops from South Carolina and Louisiana in return for assurances from the Democratic claimants that the rights of blacks would be respected. Democratic governors, both former Confederate generals, promptly replaced their Republican counterparts in Louisiana and South Carolina. Hayes believed he had done the right thing; that maintaining a federal occupying force in the South was of doubtful constitutionality and not a practical long-term policy. Others saw things differently. Hayes faced a storm of criticism. William Lloyd Garrison, the old Civil War abolitionist, accurately predicted the consequences: Hayes’s policy would abandon African-Americans in the South and put them “at the tender mercies of their old oppressors.”28 

			Hayes’s actions marked the end of Reconstruction, the end of federal oversight of the South, the end of a competitive southern Republican Party, and the end of any chance for a two-party system in the South. The white South got what it wanted. As the Press and Banner of Abbeville, South Carolina, said, “It matters little to us who rules in Washington if South Carolina is allowed to have Hampton and Home Rule.”29 Hayes demanded and received pledges of fair treatment of blacks and respect for their constitutional rights. But by withdrawing the last of the federal occupying force, he gave up his power to enforce those rights. Confident he had done all he could to resolve the “southern question,” he conceded, “only time will tell.”30

			From the White House, he watched with growing frustration as southern Democrats systematically suppressed the black vote and gradually but inexorably eliminated blacks and white Republicans from public life. At the end of Hayes’s single term, the New York Times said of the southern Democrats, “The pledges they gave to the President have been broken. Their promises of fair play have been falsified.”31

			McKinley took up Hayes’s cause in the House when a Democratic majority sought to repeal the election laws of 1870–71, which provided a legal basis for federal intervention in southern elections.32 He vigorously defended the laws, answering Democratic arguments that they were bureaucratic and expensive:

			What signifies the cost, if thereby we can secure a free and fair ballot in this country . . . If honest fair elections can not be had, free government is a farce; it is no longer the popular will which is supreme . . . Let me remind the other side of this chamber that supervisors and marshals will not be needed and therefore no cost will be incurred, whenever the party which drives colored citizens from the polls shall do so no more.33


			Hayes used his veto to defeat repeal, and the enforcement laws would survive until Cleveland’s presidency when, with Democrats in control of Congress and the presidency, they would be almost entirely repealed.34
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			Chapter 4 

			
Early Years in Congress

			“The constant struggle all the time is anything but agreeable.” William McKinley.

			With the end of Rutherford Hayes’s presidency and the unexpected death of fellow Ohioan James Garfield, the McKinleys retired from the Washington social scene to their comfortable suite at the Ebbitt House, then perhaps the most elegant hotel in Washington; a place where Ida could be comfortable while McKinley was away on congressional business. McKinley was a busy congressman, but Ida claimed his evenings. Because he didn’t trust the newfangled telephone in his office, he had a messenger deliver a personal note to her if he was going to be late, explaining the circumstances, telling her when she might expect him, and reassuring her of his love.1 The McKinleys dressed for dinner and dined most nights in the hotel’s restaurant, with its crystal chandeliers, floor-to-ceiling windows, waiters in black tuxedos, and an extensive menu featuring Blue Point oysters, Kennebec River salmon, green sea turtle, canvasback duck, English pheasant, and other delicacies. They could afford it, not on McKinley’s salary, but on Ida’s inherited wealth. 
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					The old Ebbitt House Hotel, where the McKinleys lived during his years in Congress, 1876–1890. Courtesy of the Library of Congress

				

			
			By 1882 he had won three elections to the House. That year he had to fight for the nomination against candidates claiming that Stark County had held the seat long enough and that McKinley should step aside in favor of a man from another county. He refused, was renominated, and after a grueling campaign against his Democratic opponent, Jonathan H. Wallace, appeared to have won re-election by eight votes.2 Wallace challenged the results before the House Committee on Elections, which that year was in Democratic hands, and not surprisingly was declared the winner in a 6–5 party-line vote. By then, McKinley was already campaigning to regain his seat, which he did.3 “The constant struggle all the time is anything but agreeable,” he complained in a letter to his brother Abner, “but it seems necessary to any success in life or anything . . . There must be in our vocabulary no such word as ‘fail.’”4 

			Why did McKinley put up with the struggle? He had offers to go into business at far more than he was making as a congressman.5 But so long as he had enough, money never motivated him, and Ida had her own private wealth. Having thrown his hat into the political ring he was determined, like every other congressman, to hold what he had won and, given the opportunity, climb another rung on the ladder. He was ambitious to get to a position in which he could play a role in shaping national policy. Perhaps most important, he loved the job of a congressman and the camaraderie of the House, sitting around at the end of the day with other men, swapping stories and smoking cigars. No longer a complete teetotaler, he took an occasional scotch. He was a good talker and an exceptional listener, giving undivided attention to whoever was talking. He had a gift that more than compensated for lack of natural brilliance or sparkling wit. People liked him and were drawn to him. He was caring and understanding, good company, and easy and funny with a good sense of humor, which he kept among his friends. But he could tell a joke or an amusing anecdote, and he was a good-natured teaser. Mark Hanna later recalled, “when he once had a joke on me he rang all the changes, and no one enjoyed a joke on himself more thoroughly than he did.”6 Sociable and popular, McKinley was also different and set apart from others. He possessed not only ambition, skill, and determination, but a special self-confidence, a belief that he was destined to rise to the top.7 

			To McKinley, compassion and kindness went hand in hand with shrewd calculation. There is a story that illustrates both his compassion and his eye for an opportunity to soften an opponent. During one of his congressional campaigns he had been followed around by a hostile and annoying reporter who worked for a Democratic newspaper and attacked him at every opportunity. 
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					McKinley was an avid smoker of fine cigars, but refused to have his picture taken with a cigar in his mouth or on the table. Courtesy of the Library of Congress

				

			
			On a rainy, windy night the reporter, ill and poorly clad, was riding up front in a carriage, exposed and coughing. McKinley, sitting in the comfort of the closed portion and aware that the reporter was in the front, heard the coughing, ordered the carriage to stop, got out, and said to the young reporter, “Get down off that seat, young man.” The reporter, not knowing what to expect, did as he was told. “Here,” McKinley said, “you put on this overcoat and get into that carriage.” “But Major McKinley,” said the reporter, “I guess you don’t know who I am. I have been giving it to you every time you spoke and tonight I am going to rip you to pieces if I can.” “I know,” said McKinley, “but you put on this coat and get inside, and get warm so you can do a good job.”8 

			Public speaking was critical to success in Congress, and McKinley was an eloquent speaker. He prepared thoroughly and was in command of the facts when he rose on the floor of the House. He later confessed that “my heart goes down into my boots whenever I get up before an audience . . . and I tremble until I begin to talk.”9 Robert La Follette, himself a great speaker who served in the House with McKinley, remembered him as a compelling speaker, possessing “a clear bell-like quality of voice, with a thrill in it . . . The pupils of his eyes would dilate until they were almost black . . . When interrupted, either in a speech or debate, instead of seeking to put his man at a disadvantage . . . he sought to win him. He never had a harsh word for a harsh word, but rather a kindly appeal.”10 

			In 1884 he had served four terms in Congress and was deeply frustrated. Grover Cleveland had beaten the Republican favorite, James Blaine of Maine. The election of Cleveland was, as he saw it, a danger to the nation. One reason for his gloomy outlook was that Cleveland was directly opposed to protective tariffs, which McKinley championed with an almost religious intensity. But he also saw the election as a victory for white supremacy, suppression of southern blacks’ voting rights, and suppression of the Republican Party in the South. He spoke at Ironton, Ohio, on October 1, 1885, and as in earlier speeches, relied on statistics to make his case. The data showed the continued shrinkage of voters in the southern states and southern overrepresentation in Congress. He claimed that five million blacks in the South, representing 41 percent of the population, were denied the vote and unrepresented in Congress.

			What, he asked, is the remedy? He cited the penalty clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, empowering Congress to reduce the congressional and electoral college representation of any state suppressing the vote of any class of citizens. If Congress applied the penalty, the southern states would, he said, “soon come to respect the constitutional rights of their fellow citizens if from no higher motive than the selfish desire for power.” The voting question, he said, underlies all other questions, and voter suppression, if left unchecked, would “destroy the only nation approximating self-government.” “Nothing,” he said, “can be permanently settled until the right of every citizen to participate equally in our State and National affairs is unalterably fixed.”11
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