PROFILES IN COURAGE



MEMORIAL EDITION

JOHN F. KENNEDY

PROFILES
IIN
COURAGE

With a special foreword by
ROBERT F. KENNEDY
L e

L

HAMISH EAMILTON
LONDON



He well knows what snares are spread about his path, from

personal animosity . . . and possibly from popular delusion.
But he has put to hazard his ease, his security, his interest,
his power, even his . . . popularity . . . He is traduced and

abused for his supposed motives. He will remember that
obloquy is a necessary ingredient in the composition of all
true glory: he will remember . . . that calumny and abuse
are essential parts of triumph . . . He may live long, he may
do much. But here is the summit. He never can excced
what he does this day.

—Edmund Burke’s culogy of Charles
James Fox for his attack upon the
tyranny of the East India Company—
Housc of Commons, December 1, 1783
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FOREWORD
TO THE
MEMORIAL EDITION

w

OURAGE IS THE VIRTUE that President Kennedy most

‘i admired. IIc sought out those people who had dem-

onstrated in some way, whether it was on a battle-

field or a baseball diamond, in a speech or fighting for a

cause, that they had courage, that they would stand up, that
they could be counted on.

That is why this book so fitted his personality, his beliefs.
It is a study of men who, at risk +o themsclves, their futures,
even the well-being of their children, stood fast for principle.
It was toward that ideal that he modeled his life. And this in
time gave heart to others.

As Andrew Jackson said, “One man with ~ourage makes a
majority.” That is the effect President Kennecdv had on others.

President Kennedy would have been forty-seven in May of
1964. At least one half of the days that he spent on this earth
were days of intense physical pain. He had scarlet fever
when he was very young, and scrious back trouble when he
was older. In between he had almost every other conceivable
ailment. When we were growing up together we used to
laugh about the great risk a mosquito took in biting Jack
Kennedy—with some of his bluod the mosquito was almost
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sure to die. He was in Chelsea Naval Hospital for an ex-
tended period of time after the war, had a major and painful
operation on his back in 1915, campaigned on crutches in
1919 In 1915 on a trip we took around the world he became
ill. We flew to the military hospital in Okinawa and he had
a temperature of over 106 degrees. They didn’t think he
would live.

But during all this time, I never heard him complain. I
never heard him say anything that would indicate that he
felt God had dealt with him unjustly. Those who knew him
well would know he was suffering only because his face was
a little whiter, the lines around his eyes were a little deeper,
his words a little sharper. Those who did not know him well
detected nothing.

He didn’t complain about his problem, so why should 1
complain about mine—that is how onc always felt.

When he battled against illness, when he fought in the
war, when he ran for the Senate, when he stood up against
powerful interests in Massachusetts to fight for the St.
Lawrence Seaway, when he fought for a labor reform act in
1906, when he entered the West Virginia primary in 1960,
when he debated Lyndon Johnson at the Democratic Con-
vention in Los Angeles with no advance notice, when he took
the blame completely on himself for the failure at the Bay of
Pigs, when he fought the steel companies, when he stood up
at Berlin in 1915 and then again in 1906 for the freedom of
that city, when he forced the withdrawal of the Soviet mis-
siles from Cuba, when he spoke and fought for equal rights
for all our citizens, and hundreds of other things both big
and small, ne was reflecting what is the best in the human

being.
[10]
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He was demonstrating conviction, courage, a desire to help
others who needed help, and true and genuine love for his
country.

Because of his efforts, the mentally retarded and the
mentally ill will have a better chance, the young a greater
opportunity to be educated and live with dignity and self-
respect, the ill to be cared for, the world to live in peace.

President Kennedy had only a thousand days in the White
Housc instead of three thousand days, yet so much was ac-
complished. Still so much needs to be done.

This book tells the stories of men who in their own time
recognized what needed to be done—and did it. President
Kennedy was fond of quoting Dante that “the hottest places
in Foll are reserved for those who, in a time of great moral
crisis, maintain their neutrality.”

If there is a lesson from the lives of the men John Kennedy
depicts ir this book, if there is a lesson from his life and
from his death, it is that in this world of ours none of us can
afford to he lookers-on, the critics standing on the sidelines.

Thomas Carlyle wrote, “The courage we desire and prize
is not the courage to die decently but to live manfully.”

On the moming of his death, President xennedy called
former Vice President John Nance Garner *o pay his respects.
It was Mr. Garner’s ninety-fifth birthday. When Mr. Garner
first came to Washington the total federal budgetl was less
than 500 million dollars. President Kennedy was administer-
ing a budget of just under 100 billion dollars.

President Kennedy’s grandmother was living in Boston
when President Kennedy was assassinated. She was also alive
the year President Lincoln was shot.

[11]
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We are a young country. We are growing and expanding
until it appears that this planet will no longer contain us. We
have problems now that people fifty, even ten years ago,
would not have dreamed would have to be faced.

The energies and talents of all of us are needed to meet
the challenges—the internal ones of our cities, our farms, our-
selves—to be successful in the fight for freedom around the
globe, in the battles against illiteracy, hunger and disease.
Pleasautries, self-satisfied mediocrity will serve us badly.
We need the best of many—not of just a few. We must strive
for excellence.

Lord Tweedsmuir, one of the President’s favorite authors,
wrote in his autobiography: “Public life is the crown of a
career, and to young men it is the worthiest ambition. Politics
is still the greatest and most honorable adventure.”

It has been fashionable in many places to look down on
politics, on those in Government. President Kennedy, I think,
changed that and altered the public conception of Govern-
ment. He certainly did for those who participated. But,
however we feel about politics, the arena of Government
is where the detisions will be made which will affect not only
all our destinies but the future of our children born and
unborn.

At the time of the Cuban missile crisis last year, we dis-
cussed the possibility of war, a nuclear exchange, and talked
about being killed—the latter at that time secemed so unim-
portant, almost frivolous. The one matter which really was
of concern to him and truly had meaning and made that time
much more fearful than it would otherwise have been was
the specter of the death of the children of this country and
around the world—the young people who had no part and

[12]
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knew nothing of the confrontation, but whose lives would be
snuffed out like everyone else’s. They would never have been
given a chance to make a decision, to vote in an election, to
run for office, to lead a revolution, to determine their own
destinies.

We, our generation, had. And the great tragedy was that
if we erred, we erred not just for ourselves, our futures, our
homes, our country, but for the lives, futures, homes and
countries of those who never had been given an opportunity
to play a role, to vote “aye” or “nay,” to make themselves felt.

Bonar Law said, “There is no such thing as inevitable war.
If war comes it will be from failure of human wisdom.”

It is true. It is human wisdom that is needed not just on
our <ide but on all sides. I might add that if wisdom had not
been demonstrated by the American President and also by
Premier Khrushchev, then the world as we know it would
have been destroyed.

But there will be future Cubas. There will be future crises.
We have the problems of the hungry, the neglected, the poor
and the downtrodden. They must receive more help. And just
as solutions had to be found in October of 1g62, answers must
be found for these other problemus that still t1ce us. So that
wisdom is needed still.

John Quincy Adams, Daniel Webster, Sam Houston,
Thomas Hart Benton, Edmund G. Ross, Lucius Quintus Cin-
cinnatus Lamar, George Norris and Robert Taft imparted a
heritage to us. They came, they left their mark, and this coun-
try was not the same because these men had lived. By how
much the good of what they did and deeded to us was
cherished, nurtured and encouraged, by so much did the
country and all of us gain.

[13]



FOREWORD

And so it is also for John F. Kennedy. Like these others, his
life had an import, meant something to the country while
he was alive. More significant, however, is what we do with
what is left, with what has been started. It was his conviction,
like Plato’s, that the definition of citizenship in a democracy
is participation in Government and that, as Francis Bacon
wrote, it is “left only to God and to the angels to be lookers
on.” It was his conviction that a democracy with this effort
by its people must and can face its problems, that it must
show patience, restraint, compassion, as well as wisdom and
strength and courage, in the struggle for solutions which are
very rarely easy to find.

It was his conviction that we should do so successfully be-
cause the courage of thosc who went hefore us in this land
exists in the present generation of Americans.

“We dare not forget today that we are the heirs of that
first revolution. Let the word go forth from this time and
place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch ha$ been passed
to a new generation of Americans—born in this century,
tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace,
proud of our ancient heritage—and unwilling to witness or
permit the slow undoing of those human rights to which this
nation has always been committed, and to which we are com-
mitted today at home and around the world.”

This book is not just the stories of the past but a book of
hope and confidence for the future. What happens to the
country, to the world, depends on what we do with what

others have left us.
—RoBERT F. KENNEDY

[14]



an account of John Quincy Adams and his struggle
with the Federalist party, I have been interested in
the problems of political courage in the face of constituent
pressures, and the light shed on those problems by the lives
of past statesmen. A long period of hospitalization and con-
valescence following a spinal operation in October, 1954,
gave me my first opportunity to do the reading and research
necessary for this project
I am not a professional historian; and, although all errors
of fact and judgment are exclusively my own, I should like
to acknowledge with sincere gratitude those who assisted
me in the preparation of this volume.
I owe a special debt of gratitude to an outstanding Amer-
ican institution—the Library of Congress. Throughout the
many months of my absence from Washington the Legis-

[15)
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lative Reference and Loan Divisions of the Library fulfilled
all of my requests for books with amazing promptness and
cheerful courtesy. Milton Kaplan and Virginia Daiker of
the Prints and Photos Division were most helpful in sug-
gesting possible illustrations. Dr. George Galloway, and
particularly Dr. William R. Tansill, of the Library Staff,
made important contributions to the selection of examples
for inclusion in the book, as did Arthur Krock of the New
York Times and Professor James McGregor Burns of Wil-
liams College.

Professor John Bystrom of the University of Minnesota,
former Nebraska Attorney General C. A. Sorensen, and
the Honorable Hugo Srb, Clerk of the Ncbraska State
Legislature, were helpful in providing previously unpub-
lished correspondence of George Norris and pertinent docu-
ments of the Nebraska State Legislature.

Professor Jules Davids of Georgetown University assisted
materially in the preparation of several chapters, as did my
able friend James M. Landis, who delights in bringing the
precision of the lawyer to the mysteries of history.

Chapters II°through X were greatly improved by the
criticisms of Professors Arthur N. Holcombe and Arthur
M. Schlesinger, Jr., both of Harvard; and Professor Walter
Johnson of the University of Chicago. The editorial sug-
gestions, understanding cooperation and initial encourage-
ment which I received from Evan Thomas of Harper &
Brothers made this book possible.

To Gloria Liftman and Jane Donovan, my thanks for
their efforts above and beyond the call of duty in typing
and retyping this manuscript.

[16]
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The greatest debt is owed to my research associate, Theo-
dore C. Sorensen, for his invaluable assistance in the as-
sembly and preparation of the material upon which this
book is based.

This book would not have been possible without the
encouragement, assistance and criticisms offered from the
very beginning by my wife Jacqueline, whosc help during
all the days of my convalescence I cannot ever adequately
acknowledge.

—Jonn F. KENNEDY

[17]
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Courage and Politics

w

YIS 1S A BoOK about that most admirable of human
virtues—courage. “Grace under pressure,” Ernest
Hemingway defined it. And these are the stories

of the pressures experienced by eight United States Senators
and the grace with which they endured them—the risks to
their careers, the unpopularity of their courses, the defama-
tion of their characters, and sometimes, but sadly only some-
times, the vindication of their reputations and their
principles.

A nation which has forgotten the quality of courage which
in the past has been brought to public life «s not as likely to
insist upon or reward that quality in its chosen leaders today
—and in fact we have forgotten. We may remember how
John Quincy Adams became President through the political
schemes of Henry Clay, but we have forgotten how, as a
young man, he gave up a promising Senatorial career to stand
by the nation. We may rememher Daniel Webster for his

[21]
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subservience to the National Bank throughout much of his
career, but we have forgotten his sacrifice for the national
good at the close of that career. We do not remember—and
possibly we do not care.

“People dont give a damn,” a syndicated columnist told
millions of readers not so many years ago, “what the average
Senator or Congressman says. The reason they don't care is
that they know what you hear in Congress is go% tripe,
ignorance and demagoguery and not to be relied upon. . . .”

Earlier a member of the Cabinet had recorded in his diary:

While I am reluctant to believe in the total depravity of the
Senate, I place but little dependence on the honesty and truth-
fulness of a large portion of the Senators. A majority of them
are small lights, mentally weak, and wholly unfit to be Senators.
Some are vulgar demagogues . . . some are men of wealth who
have purchased their position . . . [some are] men of narrow
intellect, limited comprehension, and low partisan prejudice. . . .

And still earlier a member of the Senate itself told his
colleagues that “the confidence of the people is departing
from us, owing to our unreasonable delays.”

The Senate knows that many Americans today share these
sentiments. Senators, we hear, must be politicians—and
politicians must be concerned only with winning votes, not
with statesmanship or courage. Mothers may still want their
favorite sons to grow up to be President, but, according to
a famous Gallup poll of some years ago, they do not want
them to become politicians in the process.

Does this current rash of criticism and disrespect mean the
quality of the Senate has declined? Certainly not. For of

[22]
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the three statements quoted above, the first was made in the
twentieth century, the second in the nineteenth and the
third in the eighteenth (when the first Senate, barely under-
way, was debating where the Capitol should be located).

Does it mean, then, that the Senate can no longer boast
of men of courage?

Walter Lippmann, after nearly half a century of careful
observation, rendered in his recent book a harsh judgment
both on the politician and the electorate:

With exceptions so rare they are regarded as miracles of
nature, successful democratic politicians are insecure and in-
timidated men. They advance politically only as they placate,
appease, bribe, seduce, bamboozle, or otherwise manage to
maripulate the demanding threatening elements in their con-
stituencies. The decisive consideration is not whether the
proposition is good but whether it is popular—not whether it
will work well and prove itself, but whether the active-talking
constituents like it inmediately.

I am not so sure, after nearly ten years of living and
working in the midst of “successful democratic politicians,”
that they are all “insecure and intimidated men.” I am con-
vinced that the complication of public business and the com-
petition for the public’s attention have obscured innumerable
acts of political courage—large and small—performed almost
daily in the Senate Chamber. I am convinced that the decline
—if there has been a decline—has been less in the Senate
than in the public’s appreciation of the art of politics, of the
nature and necessity for compromise and balance, and of the
nature of the Senate as a legislative chamber. And, finally, I
am convinced that we have criticized those who have fol-

[23]
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lowed the crowd—and at the same time criticized those who
have defied it—because we have not fully understood the
responsibility of a Senator to his constituents or recognized
the difficulty facing a politician conscientiously desiring, in
Webster’s words, “to push [his] skiff from the shore alone”
into a hostile and turbulent sea. Perhaps if the American
people more fully comprehended the terrible pressures which
discourage acts of political courage, which drive a Senator
to abandon or subdue his conscience, then they might be
less critical of those who take the easier road—and more
appreciative of those still able to follow the path of courage.

The first pressure to be mentioned is a form of pressure
rarely recognized by the gencral public. Americans want to
be liked—and Senators are no exception. They are by nature
—and of necessity—social animals. We enjoy the comrade-
ship and approval of our friends and colleagues. We prefer
praise to abuse, popularity to contempt. Realizing that the
path of the conscientious insurgent must frequently be a
lonely one, we are anxious to get along with our fellow legis-
lators, our fellow members of the club, to abide by the club-
house rules and patterns, not to pursue a unique and inde-
pendent course which would embarrass or irritate the other
members. We realize, moreover, that our influence in the
club—and the extent to which we can accomplish our ob-
jectives and those of our constituents—are dependent in
some measure on the esteem with which we are regarded by
other Senators. “The way to get along,” I was told when I
entered Congress, “is to go along.”

Going along means more than just good fellowship—it in-
cludes the use of compromise, the sense of things possible.

[24]
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We should not be too hasty in condemning all compromise
as bad morals. For politics and legislation are not matters for
inflexible principles or unattainable ideals. Politics, as John
Morley has acutely observed, “is a field where action is one
long sccond best, and where the choice constantly lies be-
tween two blunders”; and legislation, under the democratic
way of life and the Federal system of Government, requires
compromise between the desires of each individual and
group and those around them. Henry Clay, who should have
known, said compromise was the cement that held the Union
together:

All legislation . . . is founded upon the principle of mutual
concession. . . . Let him who elevates himself above humanity,
abcy e .l weaknesses, its infirmities, its wants, its necessities, say,
if he pleases, “I never will compromise”; but let no one who is
not above the frailties of our common nature disdain com-
promise.

It is compromise that prevents each set of reformers—the
wets and the drys, the one-worlders and the isolationists, the
vivisectionists and the anti-vivisectionists—from crushing
the group on the extreme opposilc end of the political spec-
trum. The fanatics and extremists and even those conscien-
tiously devoted to hard and fast principles are always dis-
appointed at the failure of their Government to rush to
implement all of their principles and to denounce those of
their opponents. But the legislator has some responsibility to
conciliate those opposing forces within his state and party
and to represent them in the larger clash of interests on the
national level; and he alone knows that there are few if any

[25]
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issues where all the truth and all the right and all the angels
are on one side.

Some of my colleagues who are criticized today for lack
of forthright principles—or who are looked upon with scorn-
ful eyes as compromising “politicians™—are simply engaged
in the fine art of conciliating, balancing and interpreting the
forces and factions of public opinion, an art essential to keep-
ing our nation united and enabling our Government to func-
tion. 'Their consciences may direct them from time to time
to take a more rigid stand for principle—but their intellects
tell them that a fair or poor bill is better than no bill at all,
and that only through the give-and-take of compromise will
any bill receive the successive approval of the Senate, the
House, the President and the nation.

But the question is how we will compromise and with
whom. For it is easy to seize upon unnecessary concessions,
not as means of legitimately resolving conflicts but as
methods of “going along.”

There were further implications in the, warning that I
should “go along™—implications of the rewards that would
follow fulfillment of my obligation to follow the party lead-
ership whom I had helped select. All of us in the Congress
are made fully aware of the importance of party unity (what
sins have been committed in that name!) and the adverse
effect upon our party’s chances in the next election which any
rebellious conduct might bring. Moreover, in these days of
Civil Service, the loaves and fishes of patronage available to
the legislator—for distribution to those earnest campaigners
whose efforts were inspired by something more than mere
conviction—are comparatively few; and he who breaks the

[26]
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party’s ranks may find that there are suddenly none at all.
Even the success of legislation in which he is interested de-
pends in part on the extent to which his support of his
party’s programs has won him the assistance of his party’s
leaders. Finally, the Senator who follows the independent
course of conscience is likely to discover that he has earned
the disdain not only of his colleagues in the Senate and his
associates in his party but also that of the all-important
contributors to his campaign fund.

It is thinking of that next campaign—the desire to be re-
elected—that provides the second pressure on the conscien-
tious Senator. It should not automatically be assumed that
this is a wholly selfish motive—although it is not unnatural
that these who have chosen politics as their profession should
seek to continue their careers—for Senators who go down to
defeat in a vain defense of a single principle will not be on
hand to fight for that or any other principle in the future.

Defeat, moreover, is not only a setback for the Senator
himself—he is also obligated to consider the effect upon the
party he supports, upon the friends and supporters who have
“gone out on a limb” for him or invested their savings in his
career, and even upon the wife and children who-e happiness
and security—often depending at least in part vpon his suc-
cess in office—may mean more to him than anything else.

Where else, in a non-totalitarian country, but in the po-
litical profession is the individual expected to sacrifice all—
including his own career—for the national good? In private
life, as in industry, we expect the individual to advance his
own enlightened self-interest—within the limitations of the
law—in order to achieve over-all progress. But in public life

[27]
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we expect individuals to sacrifice their private interests to
permit the national good to progress.

In no other occupation but politics is it expected that a
man will sacrifice honors, prestige and his chosen career on
a single issue. Lawyers, businessmen, teachers, doctors, all
face difficult personal decisions involving their integrity—
but few, if any, face them in the glare of the spotlight as do
those in public office. Few, if any, face the same dread finality
of decision that confronts a Senator facing an important call
of the roll. He may want more time for his decision—he may
believe there is something to be said for both sides—he may
feel that a slight amendment could remove all difficulties—
but when that roll is called he cannot hide, he cannot equiv-
ocate, he cannot delay—and he senses that his constituency,
like the Raven in Poe’s poem, is perched there on his Senate
desk, croaking “Nevermore” as he casts the vote that stakes
his political future.

Few Senators “retire to Pocatello” by choice. The virus
of Potomac Fever, which rages everywhere in Washington,
breeds nowhere in more virulent form than on the Senate
floor. The prospect of forced retirement from “the most ex-
clusive club in the world,” the possibilities of giving up the
interesting work, the fascinating trappings and the impressive
prerogatives of Congressional office, can cause even the most
courageous politician serious loss of sleep. Thus, perhaps
without realizing it, some Senators tend to take the easier,
less troublesome path to harmonize or rationalize what at
first appears to be a conflict between their conscience—or
the result of their deliberations—and the majority opinion of
their constituents. Such Senators are not political cowards—

[28]
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they have simply developed the habit of sincerely reaching
conclusions inevitably in accordance with popular opinion.

Still other Senators have not developed that habit—they
have neither conditioned nor subdued their consciences—
but they feel, sincerely and without cynicism, that they must
leave considerations of conscience aside if they are to be
effective. The profession of politics, they would agree with
political writer Frank Kent, is not immoral, simply non-
moral: -

Probably the most important single accomplishment for the
politically ambitious is the fine art of seeming to say something
without doing so. . . . The important thing is not to be on the
right side of the current issue but on the popular side . . .
regarile. . of your own convictions or of the facts. This business
of getting the votes is a severely practical onc into which
matters of morality, of right and wrong, should not be allowed
to intrude.

And Kent quotes the advice allegedly given during the
1920 campaign by former Senator Ashurst of Arizona to his
colleague Mark Smith:

Mark, the great trouble with you is that you refuse to be a
demagogue. You will not submerge your princ:ples in order
to get yourself elected. You must learn that there are times
when a man in public lifc is compelled to risc above his prin-
ciples.

Not all Senators would agree—but few would deny that the
desire to be re-elected exercises a strong brake on independ-
ent courage.

The third and most significant source of pressures which

[29]
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discourage political courage in the conscientious Senator or
Congressman—and practically all of the problems described
in this chapter apply equally to members of both Houses—
is the pressure of his constituency, the interest groups, the
organized letter writers, the economic blocs and even the
average voter. To cope with such pressures, to defy them or
even to satisfy them, is a formidable task. All of us occa-
sionally have the urge to follow the example of Congressman
John Steven McGroarty of California, who wrote a con-
stituent in 1934:

One of the countless drawbacks of being in Congress is that
I am compelled to receive impertinent letters from a jackass
like you in which you say I promised to have the Sierra Madre
mountains reforested and I have been in Congress two months
and haven’t done it. Will you please take two running jumps
and go to hell.

Fortunately or unfortunately, few follow that urge—but the
provocation is there—not only from unreasonable letters and
impossible requests, but also from hopelessly inconsistent de-
mands and endlessly unsatisfied grievances.

In my office today, for example, was a delegation repre-
senting New England textile mills, an industry essential to
our prosperity. They want the tariff lowered on the imported
wool they buy from Australia and they want the tariff raised
on the finished woolen goods imported from England with
which they must compete. One of my Southern colleagues
told me that a similar group visited him not long ago with
the same requests—but further urging that he take steps to
(1) end the low-wage competition from Japan and (2) pre-
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vent the Congress from ending—through a higher minimum
wage—the low-wage advantage they themselves enjoy to the
dismay of my constituents. Only yesterday two groups called
me off the Senate floor—the first was a group of businessmen
seeking to have a local Government activity closed as unfair
competition for private enterprise; and the other was a
group representing the men who work in the Government
installation and who are worried about their jobs.

All of us in the Senate meet endless examples of such con-
flicting pressures, which only reflect the inconsistencies in-
evitable in our complex economy. If we tell our constituents
frankly that we can do nothing, they feel we are unsympa-
thetic or inadequate. If we try and fail—usually meeting a
counteraction fron. .ther Senators representing other inter-
ests—they say we are like all the rest of the politicians. All
we can do is retreat into the Cloakroom and weep on the
shoulder of a sympathetic colleague—or go home and snarl
at our wives.

We may tell ourselves that these pressure groups and
letter writers represent only a small percentage of the voters
—and this is true. But they are the articulate few whuse
views cannot be ignored and who constitute the greater purt
of our contacts with the public at large, whose opinions we
cannot know, whose vote we must obtain and yet who in
all probability have a limited idea of what we are trying to
do. (One Senator, since retired, said that he voted with the
special interests on every issue, hoping that by election time
all of them added together would constitute nearly a majority
that would remember him favorably, while the other mem-
bers of the public would never know about: much less re-
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member—his vote against their welfare. It is reassuring to
know that this seemingly unbeatable formula did not work
in his case.)

These, then, are some of the pressures which confront a
man of conscience. He cannot ignore the pressure groups,
his constituents, his party, the comradeship of his colleagues,
the needs of his family, his own pride in office, the necessity
for compromise and the importance of remaining in office.
He must judge for himself which path to choose, which step
will most help or hinder the ideals to which he is committed.
He realizes that once he begins to weigh each issue in terms
of his chances for re-election, once he begins to compromise
away his principles on one issue after another for fear that
to do otherwise would halt his career and prevent future
fights for principle, then he has lost the very freedom of con-
science which justifies his continuance in office. But to de-
cide at which point and on which issue he will risk his career
is a difficult and soul-searching decision.

But this is no real problem, some will say. Always do what
is right, regardless of whether it is popular. Ignore the pres-
sures, the temptations, the false compromises.

That is an easy answer—but it is easy only for those who
do not bear the responsibilitics of elected office. For more
is involved than pressure, politics and personal ambitions.
Are we rightfully entitled to ignore the demands of our con-
stituents even if we are able and willing to do so? We have
noted the pressures that make political courage a difficult
course—let us turn now to those Constitutional and more
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theoretical obligations which cast doubt upon the propriety
of such a course—obligations to our state and section, to our
party and, above all, to our constituents,

The primary responsibility of a Senator, most people as-
sume, is to represent the views of his state. Ours is a Federal
system—a Union of relatively sovereign states whose needs
differ greatly—and my Constitutional obligations as Senator
would thus appear to require me to represent the intcrests of
my state. Who will speak for Massachusetts if her own Sena-
tors do not? Her rights and even her identity become sub-
merged. Her equal representation in Congress is lost. Her
aspirations, however much they may from time to time be
in the minority, are denicd that equal oppoitunity to be
heard to which ail .rinouty views aie entitled

Any Senator need not look very long to rcalize that his
colleagues are representing their local interests. And if such
interests are ever to be abandoned in favor of the national
good, let the constituents—not the Senator—decide when
and to what extent. For he is their agent in Washington, the
protector of their rights, recognized by the Vice President
in the Senate Chamber as “the Senator from Massachusetts”
or “the Senator from Texas.”

But when all of this is said and admitted, we have not yet
told the full story. For in Washington we are “United States
Senators” and members of the Senate of the United States as
well as Senators from Massachusetts and Texas. Our oath of
office is administered by the Vice President, not by the Gov-
ernors of our respective states; and we come to Washington,
to paraphrase Edmund Burke, not as hostile ambassadors or
special pleaders for our state or section, in ¢ ‘position to ad-
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vocates and agents of other areas, but as members of the
deliberative assembly of one nation with one interest. Of
course, we should not ignore the needs of our area—nor
could we easily as products of that area—but none could be
found to look out for the national interest if local interests
wholly dominated the role of each of us.

There are other obligations in addition to those of state
and region—the obligations of the party whose pressures
have already been described. Even if I can disregard those
pressures, do I not have an obligation to go along with the
party that placed me in office? We believe in this country
in the principle of party responsibility, and we recognize
the necessity of adhering to party platforms—if the party
label is to mean anything to the voters. Only in this way can
our basically two-party nation avoid the pitfalls of multiple
splinter parties, whose purity and rigidity of principle, I
might add—if I may suggest a sort of Gresham’s Law of
politics—increase inversely with the size of their member-
ship.

And yet we cannot permit the pressures of party responsi-
bility to submerge on every issue the call of personal re-
sponsibility. For the party which, in its drive for unity,
discipline and success, ever decides to exclude new ideas,
independent conduct or insurgent members, is in danger. In
the words of Senator Albert Beveridge:

A party can live only by growing, intolerance of ideas brings
its death. . . . An organization that depends upon reproduction
only for its vote, son taking the place of father, is not a
political party, but a Chinese tong; not citizens brought to-
gether by thought and conscience, but an Indian tribe held
together by blood and prejudice.
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The two-party system remains not because both are rigid
but because both are flexible. The Republican party when I
entered Congress was big enough to hold, for example, both
Robert Taft and Wayne Morse—and the Democratic side
c' the Senate in which I now serve can happily embrace, for
example, both Harry Byrd and Wayne Morse.

Of course, both major parties today seek to serve the
national interest. They would do so in order to obtain the
broadest base of support, if for no nobler reason. But when
party and officeholder differ as to how the national interest
is to be served, we must place first the responsibility we owe
not to our party or even to our constituents but to our in-
dividual consciences.

But it is a litJe eusicr to dismiss one’s obligations to local
interests and party ties than to face squarely the problem of
one’s responsibility to the will of his constituents. A Senator
who avoids this responsibility would appear to be account-
able to no one, and the basic safcguards of our democratic
system would thus have vanished. He is no longer representa-
tive in the true sense, he has violated his public trust, he has
betrayed the confidence demonstrated by those who voted
for him to carry out their views. “Is the creature,” as John
Tyler asked the House of Representatives in his maiden
speech, “to set himself in opposition to his Creator? Is the
servant to disobey the wishes of his master?”

How can he be regarded as representing the people when
he speaks, not their language, but his own? He ceases to be their
representative when he does so, and represents himself alone.

In short, according to this school of thought, if I am to
be properly responsive to the will of my coustituents, it is
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my duty to place their principles, not mine, above all else.
This may not always be easy, but it nevertheless is the es-
sence of democracy, faith in the wisdom of the people and
their views. To be sure, the people will make mistakes—they
will get no better government than they deserve—but that
is far better than the representative of the people arrogating
for himself the right to say he knows better than they what
is good for them. Is he not chosen, the argument closes, to
vote as they would vote were they in his place?

It is difficult to accept such a narrow view of the role of
United States Senator—a view that assumes the people of
Massachusetts sent me to Washington to serve merely as
a seismograph to record shifts in popular opinion. I reject
this view not because I lack faith in the “wisdom of the
people,” but because this concept of democracy actually puts
too little faith in the people. Those who would deny the
obligation of the representative to be bound by every impulse
of the electorate—regardless of the conclusions his own de-
liberations direct—do trust in the wisdom of the people.
They have faith in thejr ultimate sense of justice, faith in
their ability to honor courage and respect judgment, and
faith that in the long run they will act unselfishly for the
good of the nation. It is that kind of faith on which democ-
racy is based, not simply the often frustrated hope that pub-
lic opinion will at all times under all circumstances promptly
identify itself with the public interest.

The voters selected us, in short, because they had con-
fidence in our judgment and our ability to exercise that
judgment from a position where we could determine what
were their own best interests, as a part of the nation’s in-

[36]



COURAGE AND POLITICS

terests. This may mean that we must on occasion lead, in-
form, correct and sometimes even ignore constituent opinion,
if we are to exercise fully that judgment for which we were
elected. But acting without selfish motive or private bias,
those who follow the dictates of an intelligent conscience
are not aristocrats, demagogues, eccentrics or callous poli-
ticians insensitive to the feelings of the public. They expect
—and not without considerable trepidation—their constitu-
ents to be the final judges of the wisdom of their course; but
they have faith that those constituents—today, tomorrow
or even in another generation—will at least respect the
principles that motivated their independent stand.

If their careers are temporarily or even permanently buried
under an avalanche of abusive editorials, poison-pen letters,
and opposition votes at the polls—as they sometimes are, for
that is the 1isk they take—they await the future with hope
and confidence, aware of the fact that the voting public
frequently sufters from what ex-Congressman T. V. Smith
called the lag “between our way of thought and our way of
lite ” Smith compared it to the subject of the anonymous
poem:

There was a dachshund once, so long
He hadn’t any notion

How long it took to notify

His tail of his emotion,

And so it happened, while his eyes
Were filled with woe and sadness,
His little tail went wagging on
Because of previous gladness.
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Moreover, 1 question whether any Senator, before we
vote on a measure, can state with certainty exactly how
the majority of his constituents feel on the issue as it is
presented to the Senate. All of us in the Senate live in an
iron lung—the iron lung of politics, and it is no easy task
to emerge from that rarefied atmosphere in order to breathe
the same fresh air our constituents breathe. It is difficult, too,
to see in person an appreciable number of voters besides
those professional hangers-on and vocal elements who gather
about the politician on a trip home. In Washington I
frequently find myself believing that forty or fifty letters,
six visits from professional politicians and lobbyists, and
three editorials in Massachusetts newspapers constitute public
opinion on a given issue. Yet in truth I rarely know how
the great majority of the voters feel, or even how much
they know of the issues that seem so burning in Washington.

Today the challenge cf political courage looms larger
than ever before. For our everyday life is beconiing so
saturated with the tremendous power of mass communica-
tions that any unpopular or unorthodox course arouses a
storm of protests such as John Quincy Adams—under
attack in 1807—could never have envisioned. Our political
life is becoming so expensive, so mechanized and so domi-
nated by professional politicians and public relations men
that the idealist who dreams of independent statesmanship is
rudely awakened by the necessities of election and accom-
plishment. And our public life is becoming so increasingly
centered upon that seemingly unending war to which we
have given the curious epithet “cold” that we tend to
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encourage rigid ideological unity and orthodox patterns of
thought.

And thus, in the days ahead, only the very courageous
will be able to take the hard and unpopular decisions
necessary for our survival in the struggle with a powerful
enemy—an enemy with leaders who need give little thought
to the popularity of their course, who need pay little tribute
to the public opinion they themselves manipulate, and who
may force, without fear of retaliation at the polls, their
citizens to sacrifice present laughter for future glory. And
only the very courageous will be able to keep alive the
spirit of individualism and dissent which gave birth to this
nation, nourished it as an infant and carried it through its
severest tests upon the attainment of its maturity.

Of course, it would be much easier if we could all
continue to think in traditional political patterns—of liber-
alism and conservatism, as Republicans and Democrats, from
the viewpoint of North and South, management and labor,
business and consumer or some equally narrow framework.
It would be more comfortable to continue to move and vote
in platoons, joining whomever of our colleagues are equally
enslaved by some current fashion, raging prejudice or popular
movement. But today this nation cannot tolerate the luxury
of such lazy political habits. Only the strength and progress
and peaceful change that come from independent judg-
ment and individual ideas—and even from the unorthodox
and the eccentric—can enable us to surpass that foreign
ideology that fears free thought more than it fears hydrogen
bombs.

We shall need compromises in the days ahead, to be sure.
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But these will be, or should be, compromises of issues,
not of principles. We can compromise our political positions,
but not oursclves. We can resolve the clash of interests
without conceding our ideals. And even the necessity for
the right kind of compromise does not eliminate the need
for those idealists and reformers who keep our compromises
moving ahead, who prevent all political situations from
meeting the description supplied by Shaw: “smirched with
compromise, rotted with opportunism, mildewed by expedi-
ence, stretched out of shape with wirepulling and putrefied
with permeation.” Compromise need not mean cowardice.
Indeed it is frequently the compromisers and conciliators
who are faced with the severest tests of political courage as
they oppose the extremist views of their constituents. It was
because Daniel Webster conscientiously favored compromise
in 1850 that he earned a condemnation unsurpasscd in the
annals of political history.

His is a story worth remembering today. So, I believe,
are the stories of other Senators of courage—men whose
abiding loyalty to their nation triumphed over all personal
and political considerations, men who showed the real
meaning of courage and a real faith in democracy, men
who made the Senate of the United States something more
than a mere collection of robots dutifully recording the
views of their constituents, or a gathering of time-servers
skilled only in predicting and following the tides of public
sentiment.

Some of these men, whose stories follow, were right in
their beliefs; others perhaps were not. Some were ultimately
vindicated by a return to popularity; many were not. Some
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showed courage throughout the whole of their political
lives; others sailed with the wind until the decisive moment
when their conscience, and events, propelled them into the
center of the storm. Some were courageous in their un-
yielding devotion to absolute principles; others were damned
for advocating compromise.

Whatever their differences, the American politicians whose
stories are here retold shared that one heroic quality—
courage. In the pages that follow, 1 have attempted to set
forth their lives—the ideals they lived for and the principles
they fought for, their virtues and their sins, their dreams
and their disillusionments, the praise they eamed and the
abuse they endured. All this may be set down on the printed
page. It is ours to write about, it is ours to read about. But
there was in the lives of each of these men something that
it is difficult for the printed page to capture—and yet
something that has reached the homes and enriched the
heritage of every citizen in every part of the land.
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The Time and the Place

As our first story begins, in 1803, Washington was no
more than a raw, country village. Legend has it that a new
French envoy, looking about upon his arrival, cried: “My
God! What have I done to be condemned to reside in this
city!” In the unfinished Capitol sat the Senate of the United
States, already vastly different from that very first Senate
which had sat in the old New York City Hall in 1789,
and even more different from the body originally planned
by the makers of the Constitution in 1787.

The founding fathers could not have envisioned service
in the Senate as providing an opportunity for “political
courage,” whereby men would endanger or end their careers
by resisting the will of their constituents. For their very
concept of the Senate, in contrast to the House, was of a
body which would not be subject to constituent pressures.
Each state, regardless of size and population, was to have the
same number of Senators, as though they were ambassadors
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from individual sovereign state governments to the Federal
Government, not representatives of the voting public.
Senators would not stand for re-election every two years—
indeed, Alexander Hamilton suggested they be given life
tenure—and a six-year term was intended to insulate them
from public opinion.

Nor were Senators even to be elected by popular vote; the
state legislatures, which could be relied upon to represent
the conservative property interests of each state and to resist
the “follies of the masses,” were assigned that function. In
this way, said Delegate John Dickinson to the Constitutional
Convention, the Senate would “consist of the most distin-
guished characters, distinguished for their rank in life and
their weight of property, and bearing as strong a likeness
to the British House of Lords as possible.”

Moreover, the Senate was to be less of a legislative body—
where heated debates on vital issues would be followed
anxiously by the public—and more of an executive council,
passing on appointments and treaties and generally advising
the President, without public galleries or even a journal of
its own proceedings. Local prejudices, said Hamilton, were
to be forgotten on the Senate floor, else it would simply be
a repetition of the Continental Congress where “the first
question has been ‘how will such a measure affect my
constituents and . . . my re-election.””

The original twenty-two United States Senators, meeting
in New York in 178g, at first seemed to fulfill the expecta-
tions of the makers of the Constitution, particularly regarding
its resemblance to the House of Lords. A distinguished and
glittering gathering of eminent and experienced statesmen,
the Senate, as compared with the House of Representatives,
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was on the whole far more pompous and formal, its chambers
far more elaborate, and its members far more concerned
with elegance of dress and social rank. Meeting behind
closed doors, without the use of standing committees, the
Senate consulted personally with President Washington, and
acted very nearly as an integral part of the administra-
tion.

But, as it must to all legislative bodies, politics came to
the United States Senate. As the Federalist party split on
foreign policy and Thomas Jefferson resigned from the
Cabinet to organize his followers, the Senate became a
forum for criticism of the executive branch, and the role
of executive council was assumed instead by a Cabinet of
men upon whom the President could depend to share his
views and be responsible to him. Other precedents had
already divided the Senate and the White House. In 1789
“Senatorial Courtesy” rejected Benjamin Fishbourne as of-
ficer of the Port of Savannah because he was unacceptable
to the Georgia Senators. Shortly thereafter, special com-
mittees launched the first Senate investigations of Admunis-
tration policies and practices. And in that same year the
impossibility of the Senate’s role as an executive council
became apparent when a Northwest Indian Treaty was being
discussed in person with the Senate by Washington and his
Secretary of War. Senator Maclay and others, fearful (as
he expressed it in his diary) that “the President wishes to
tread on the necks of the Senate,” sought to refer the
matter to a select committee. The President, Maclay records,

started up in a violent fret . . . [and withdrew] with a discon-
tented air. Had it been any other man than the man whom I
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wish to regard as the first character in the world, I would have
said with sullen dignity.

Gradually the Senate assumed more of the aspects of a
legislative body. In 1794 public galleries were authorized
for regular legislative sessions; in 1801 newspaper cor-
respondents were admitted; and by 1803 the Senate was
debating who should have the privilege of coming upon
the Senate floor. Congressmen, Ambassadors, Department
Heads and Governors could be agreed upon, but what about
“the ladies”? Senator Wright contended “that their presence
gives a pleasing and necessary animation to debate, polishing
the speakers’ arguments and softening their manner.” But
John Quincy Adams, whose puritanical candor on such
occasions will be subsequently noted, replied that the ladies
“introduced noise and confusion into the Senate, and debates
were protracted to arrest their attention.” (The motion to
admit “the ladies” was defeated 16-12, although this policy
of exclusion would be reversed in later years, only to be
restored in modern times.)

Although Senators were paid the munificent sum of $6
per day, and their privileges included the use of great silver
snuffboxes on the Senate floor, the aristocratic manners which
had characterized the first Senate were strangely out of place
when the struggling hamlet of Washington became the capi-
tal city in 1800, for its rugged surroundings contrasted
sharply with those enjoyed at the temporary capitals in
New York and Philadelphia. Formality in Senate procedures
was retained, however—although Vice President Aaron
Burr, himself an object of some disrepute after killing
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Hamilton in a duel, frequently found it necessary to call
Senators to order for “eating apples and cakes in their
seats” and walking between those engaged in discussion.
And John Quincy Adams noted in his diary that some of
his colleagues’ speeches “were so wild and so bluntly
expressed as to be explained only by recognizing that the
member was inflamed by drink.” But certainly the Senate
retained greater dignity than the House, where Members
might sit with hat on head and feet on desk, watching
John Randolph of Roanoke stride in wearing silver spurs,
carrying a heavy riding whip, followed by a foxhound which
slept beneath his desk, and calling to the doorkeeper for
more liquor as he launched vicious attacks upon his op-
ponents.

Nevertheless, the House, still small enough to be a truly
dcliberative body, overshadowed the Senate in terms of
political power during the first three decades of our govern-
ment. Madison said that “being a young man and desirous
of increasing his reputation as a statesman, he could not
afford to accept a seat in the Senate,” whose debates had
little influence on public opinion. Many Senators surrendered
their seats to become members of the House, or to hold other
state and local offices; and the Senate frequently adjourned
to permit its members to hear an important House debate.

Senator Maclay, whose diary provides the best, if some-
what acidly warped, record of that early Senate, frequently
complained of dull and trivial sessions, as witness this entry
for April 3, 17go: “Went to the Hall. The minutes were read.
A message was received from the President of the United
States. A report was handed to the Chair. We looked and
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laughed at each other for half an hour, and adjourned.”

But as the Senate shed its role as executive council and
entered on a more equal basis with the House into the
legislative process, it also became apparent that no Con-
stitutional safeguards, however nobly created, could prevent
political and constituent pressures from entering those delib-
erations. Maclay was disgusted that, in place of “the most
delicate honor, the most exalted wisdom and the most
refined generosity” governing every act and deed of his
colleagues, as he had expected, he found “the basest selfish-
ness. . . . Our government is a mere system of jockeying
opinions: ‘Vote this way for me, and I will vote that way
for you.”” The local prejudices which Hamilton had hoped
to exclude only intensified, particularly as the Federalists of
New England and the Jeffersonians of Virginia split along
sectional as well as partisan lines. State legislatures, which
would become increasingly responsive to those previously
scorned “masses” as property qualifications for voting were
removed, transmitted the political pressures of their own
constituents to their Senators through “instructions” (a
device which in this country apparently had originated in the
old Puritan town meetings, which bhad instructed their
deputies to the Massachusetts General Court on such meas-
ures as “removing the Capital from the wicked city of
Boston,” taking any steps possible “to exterminate the
legal profession,” and preventing debtors from paying their
debts “with old rusty barrels of guns that are serviceable
for no man, except to work up as old iron”). Some Senators
were also required to return regularly to their state legisla-
tures, to report like Venetian envoys on their stewardship
at the Capital.
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It was a time of change—in the Scnate, in the concept
of our government, in the growth of the two-party system,
in the spread of democracy to the farm and the frontier
and in the United States of America. Men who were flexible,
men who could move with or ride over the changing cur-
rents of public opinion, men who sought their glory in the
dignity of the Senate rather than its legislative accomplish-
ments—these were the men for such times. But young John
Quincy Adams of Massachusetts was not such a man.
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THE MAGISTRATE IS THE SERVANT NOT.
OF THE PEOPLE, BUT OF HIS GOD.”

w
John Quincy Adams

v

\HE YOUNG SENATOR from Massachusetts stirred rest-
lessly in his chair as the debate droned on. The half-

filled Senate chamber fairly echoed with the shout-

ing of his Massachusetts” colleague, Senator Pickering, who
was denouncing President Jefferson’s Trade Embargo of
1807 for what seemed like the one hundredth time. Outside,
a dreary January rain had bogged the dismal village of
Washington in a sea of mud. Sorting the mail from Massa-
chusetts which lay in disarray on his desk, John Quincy
Adams found his eye caught by an unfamiliar handwriting,

on

an envelope with no return address. Inside was a single

sheet of fine linen paper, and the Senator grimly read its
anonymous message 4 second time before crumpling letter
and envelope into the basket by his desk:
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Lucifer, Son of the Morning, how thou hast fallen! We hope
not irrecoverably. Oh Adams, remember who thou art. Return
to Massachusetts! Return to thy country. Assist not in its
destruction! Consider the consequences! Awake—arouse in timel

A FEDERALIST

A Federalist! Adams mused bitterly over the word. Was
he not the son of the last Federalist President? Had he not
served Federalist administrations in the diplomatic service,
abroad? Had he not been elected as a Federalist to the
Massachusetts Legislature and then to the United States
Senate? Now, simply because he had placed national interest
before party and section, the Federalists had deserted him.
Yes, he thought, I did not desert them, as they charge—it is
they who have deserted me.

My political prospects are declining [he wrote in his diary
that night] and as my term of service draws near its close, I
am constantly approaching to the certainty of being restored
to the situation of a private citizen. For this event, however,
I hope to have my mind sufficiently prepared. In the meantime,
I implore that Spirit from whom every good and perfect gift
descends to enable me to render essential service to my country,
and that I may never be governed in my public conduct by
any consideration other than that of my duty.

These are not merely the sentiments of a courageous
Senator, they are also the words of a Puritan statesman.
For John Quincy Adams was one of the great representatives
of that extraordinary breed who have left a memorable
imprint upon our Government and our way of life. Harsh
and intractable, like the rocky New England countryside
which colored his attitude toward the world at large, the
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Puritan gave meaning, consistency and character to the early
days of the American Republic. His somber sense of
responsibility toward his Creator he carried into every phase
of his daily life. He believed that man was made in the
image of God, and thus he believed him equal to the extraor-
dinary demands of self-government. The Puritan loved
liberty and he loved the law; he had a genius for determin-
ing the precise point where the rights of the state and the
rights of the individual could be reconciled. The intellect
of the Puritan—of John Quincy Adams and his forebears
—was, as George Frisbie Hoar has said:

fit for exact ethical discussion, clear in seeing general truths,
active, unresting, fond of inquiry and debate, but penetrated
and restrained by a shrewd common sense. . . . He had a tenacity
of purpose, a lofty and inflexible courage, an unbending will,
which never qualified or flinched before human antagonist, or
before exile, torture, or death.

In John Quincy Adams these very characteristics were
unhappily out of tune with the party intrigues and political
passions of the day. Long before those discouraging months
in the Senate when his mail was filled with abuse from the
Massachusetts Federalists, long before he had even entered
the Senate, he had noted in his diary the dangers that
confronted a Puritan entering politics: “I feel strong tempta-
tion to plunge into political controversy,” he had written,
“but . . . a politician in this .country must be the man of
a party. I would fain be the man of my whole country.”

L ° L ]
Abigail Adams had proudly told her friends when John
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Quincy was still a boy that she and her husband, who com-
pletely directed his education and training, had marked their
son for future leadership “in the Cabinet or the field . . . a
guardian of his country’s laws and liberties.” Few if any
Americans have been born with the advantages of John
Quincy Adams: a famous name; a brilliant father who la-
bored unceasingly to develop his son’s natural talents; and
an extraordinary mother. Indeed he was born with every-
thing to make for a happy and successful life except for those
qualities that bring peace of mind. In spite of a life of ex-
traordinary achievement, he was gnawed constantly by a
sense of inadequacy, of frustration, of failure. Though his
hard New England conscience and his rcmarkable talents
drove him steadily along a road of unparallcled success, he
had from the beginning an almost morbid sense of constant
failure.

His early feelings of inadequacy, as well as his precocious
mind, were evidenced by the letter he wrote his father at
age nine:

Dear Sir:

I love to receive letters very well; much better than 1 love
to write them. I make but a poor figure at composition. My
head is much too fickle. My thoughts are running after bird’s
eggs, play and trifles, till I get vexed with myself. Mamma has
a troublesome task to kecp me a studying. I own I am ashamed
of myself. I have but just entered the third volume of Rollin’s
History, but designed to have got half through it by this time.
I am determined this week to be more diligent. I have set myself
a stint to read the third volume half out. If I can but keep my
resolution, I may again at the end of the week give a better
account of myself. I wish, sir, you would give me in writing
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some instructions with regard to the use of my time, and advise
me how to proportion my studies and play, and I will keep
them by me, and endeavor to follow them.

With the present determination of growing better, I am, dear
sir, your son, JorN QuINGY Apams

Again, thirty-six years later, having served as United States
Senator, Harvard professor, and American Minister to major
European powers, he could write sadly in his diary:

I am forty-five years old. Two-thirds of a long life have
passed, and I have done nothing to distinguish it by usefulness
to my country and to mankind. . . . Passions, indolence, weak-
ness and infirmities have sometunes made me swerve from my
better knowledge of right and almost constantly paralyzed my
efforts of good.

And finally, at age seventy, having distinguished himself
as a brilliant Secretary of State, an independent President
and an eloquent member of Congress, he was to record som-
berly that his “whole life has been a succession of disappoint-
ments. I can scarcely recollect a single instance of success in
anything that I ever undertook.”

Yet the lifetime which was so bitterly deprecated by its
own principal has never been paralleled in American history.
John Quincy Adams—until his death at eighty in the Capitol
—held more important offices and participated in more im-
portant events than anyone in the history of our nation, as
Minister to the Hague, Emissary to England, Minister to
Prussia, State Senator, United States Senator, Minister to
Russia, Head of the American Mission to negotiate peace
with England, Minister to England, Secretary of State,
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President of the United States and member of the House of
Representatives. He figured, in one capacity or another, in
the American Revolution, thec War of 1812 and the prelude
to the Civil War. Among the acquaintances and colleagues
who march across the pages of his diary are Sam Adams (a
kinsman), John Hancock, Washington, Jefferson, Franklin,
Lafayette, John Jay, James Madison, James Monroe, John
Marshall, Henry Clay, Andrew Jackson, Thomas Hart Ben-
ton, John Tyler, John C. Calhoun, Daniel Webster, Lincoln,
James Buchanan, William Lloyd Carrison, Andrew Johnson,
Jefferson Davis and many others.

Though one of the most talented men ever to serve his
nation, he had few of the personal characteristics which or-
dinarily give cnrl'n 2nd charm to personality. But there is a
fascination and nobility in this picture of a man unbending,
narrow and intractable, judging himself more severely than
his most bitter enemies judged him, possessing an integrity
unsurpassed among the major political figures of our history,
and constantly driven onward by his conscience and his
deeply felt obligation to be worthy of his parents, their
example and their precepts. '

His frustrations and defeats in political office—as Senator
and President—were the inevitable result of this intransi-
gence in ignoring the political facts of life. It is significant to
note that the two Adamses, father and son, were the only
Presidents not elected for a second term in the first fifty
years of our nation’s history. Yet their failures, if they can be
called failwes, werc the result of their own undeviating de-
votion to what they considered to be the public interest and
the result of the inability of their contemporaries to match
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the high standards of honor and rectitude that they brought
to public life.

The story of the son is not wholly separable from the
story of the father. For John Quincy Adams was, as Samuel
Eliot Morison has described him, “above all an Adams™;
and his heartwarming devotion to his father and the latter’s
steadfast loyalty to his son regardless of political embarrass-
ment offer a single ray of warmth in that otherwise hard,
cold existence. (“What a queer family!” Federalist lcader
Harrison Otis wrote in later years. “I think them all varieties
in a peculiar species of our race exhibiting a combination of
talents and good moral character with passions and preju-
dices calculated to defeat their own objects and embarrass
their friends.”) As a child in a tightly knit Puritan family,
John Quincy had been taught by his mother to emulate his
famous father; and as a Senator, when colleagues and friends
deserted him on every side, it was to his father that he
turned for support and approval.

Even after the death of the elder Adams, John Quincy
maintained touching loyalty to his father's memory. Reading
in Jefferson’s works the letters written by the latter more
than thirty-five years earlier when his father and Jefferson
had been political rivals (although their early friendship
was later revived ), he could still work himself into a rage at
what he regarded as Jefferson’s perfidy. “His treatment of
my father,” Adams wrote in his diary, “was double-dealing,
treacherous and false beyond all toleration.” John Quincy
did not comprehend, after a lifetime in the thick of it, how
our complicated Federal system of checks and balances op-
erated; nor did he realize that what he regarded as Jefferson’s
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“machinations” was merely a facet of the latter’s genius
applied with success to the art and science of Government.
The failure of John Quincy Adams to recoguize the po-
litical facts of life first became apparent during his years in
the Senate, years which were neither the most productive of
his life nor those in which his contribution was especially
significant. Yet his single term in the United States Senate
gives us a clear insight into the fate of a man who brought
to the public service notable faculties, a respected name and
a singular ambition for the right. His experience illustrates
as does almost none other that even this extraordinary equip-
ment is not enough to succeed in American political life.

It was not unnatural that John Quincy, returning to
Boston after diplomatic service abroad upon his father’s
defeat for President by Thomas Jefferson, should become
active in the affairs of his father’s party. He admired the
Federalists as the founders of the Constitution, the cham-
pions of naval power and a bulwark against French Revolu-
tionary influences.

But no sooner had the young ex-diplomat been elected as
a Federalist to the Massachusetts Legislature when he dem-
onstrated his audacious disdain for narrow partisanship.
Without consulting his senior colleagues, he proposed—only
forty-eight hours after he had become a member of that
august legislative body—that the Republican (Jeffersonian
or Democratic) party be given proportional representation
on the Governor’s council. (Adams later noted that this act
of nonpartisan independence “marked the p: inciple by which

[59]



PROFILES IN COURAGE

my whole public life has been governed from that day to
this.”)

In subsequently selecting young Adams for the Senate,
his colleagues in the state legislature may have assumed that
the honor for one of his comparative youth would help im-
press upon him his obligations to his party.

But while with one hand the legislature moved young
John Quincy nearer his vision of service to the nation, with
the other it rudely ripped through the fabric of his dream
and placed real and unpleasant obstacles in his path. For
upon the heels of his election, the jealous and antagonistic
Timothy Pickering (who had been dismissed as Secretary of
State by his father) was selected as Adams” Senatorial col-
league to fill a short-term vacancy. Neither Pickering nor
Adams entertained any illusions about the former’s bitter
enmity toward the entire Adams family, and John Quincy
realized that as a well-known and powerful Federalist, Sena-
tor Pickering would be able to channel upon his young col-
league all the dislikes and suspicions which the remaining
Federalist Senators had harbored for the independence
shown by the senior Adams as President. Nor could he ex-
pect sympathy from Jefferson’s Republican Senators, who
had recently completed a bitter campaign against his father
and the Alien and Sedition Laws which bore his approval.
Noting in his diary that “the qualities of mind most pecul-
farly called for are firmness, perseverance, patience, cool-
ness and forbearance,” John Quincy Adams, like any Puritan
gentleman, set out for Washington determined to meet the
standards of self-discipline which he had imposed upon him-
self.

Arriving in Washington, Adams promptly indicated his
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disregard for both party affiliations and customary freshman
reticence. Although illness in the family had prevented him
from arriving in time to vote on ratification of President
Jefferson’s treaty for the purchase of the Louisiana Terri-
tory, he promptly aroused a storm of controversy by
becoming the only Federalist to support that precedent-
shattering acquisition actively on the floor and to vote for
an $11 million appropriation to effectuate it. His democratic
principles also caused him to fight administration measures
for imposing a government and taxes upon the residents of
the Territory—thus incurring the opposition of his Repub-
lican colleagues as well. But, with a vision of an America
stretched to its continental limits, he regarded Jefferson’s re-
markable feat in ~xcluding Napoleon from our boundaries
while enriching our nation as far more important than the
outraged astonishment of his Federalist colleagues. Con-
cerned primarily with maintaining the hegemony of New
England, they feared westward expansion would diminish
the political and economic influence of the commercial
cities of the Northeast, lower the value of Eastern lands in
which they were financially interested, and provide the Tef-
fersonians with a permanent majority in Congress. ) be
young Federalist from Massachusetts, as though he were
oblivious to their attitude, heaped fuel upon the fires of
Federalist rage by attending a banquet of Jeffersonians in
celebration of the purchase!

“The dinner was bad and the toasts too numerous,” Adams
complained dourly in his diary that night. But it is doubtful
that even a feast reminiscent of Boston’s finest inns would
have made his attendance worth while—f:.r this was re-
garded by his Federalist friends as the final proof of perfidy.
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“Curse on the stripling, how he apes his sirel” wrote
Theodore Lyman, a prominent Federalist who had sided
with Pickering in the latter’s falling-out with the senior
Adams. But there was only one Federalist politician whose
opinion young John Quincy valued above his own—John
Adams. Anxiously, he sought his father’s views, and the
reassurance he received from that elder statesman early in
1804 compensaied for all the abuse he had received at the
hands of his father’s party. “I do not disapprove of your
conduct in the business of Louisiana,” John Adams wrote
his son, “though I know it will become a very unpopular
subject in the northern states. . . . I think you have been
right!”

In his diary young Adams summed up his first months
in the Senate:

I have already had occasion to experience, which I had before
the fullest reason to expect, the danger of adhering to my own
principles. The country is so totally given up to the spirit of
party that not to follow blindfolded the one or the other is an
expiable offence. . . . Between both, I see the impossibility of
pursuing the dictates of my own conscience without sacrificing
every prospect, not merely of advancement, but even of retain-
ing that character and reputation I have enjoyed. Yet my choice
is made, and, if I cannot hope to give satisfaction to my country,
I am at least determined to have the approbation of my own
reflections.

The possession of the proud name of Adams could not
prevent—and may well have hastened—the young Senator’s
gradual emergence as a minority of one. Had his political
philosophy been more popular, his personal mannerisms
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would still have made close alliances difficult. He was, after
all, “an Adams . . . cold, tactless and rigidly conscientious.”
The son of an unpopular father, a renegade in his party and
rather brash for a freshman Senator, John Quincy neither
sought nor was offered political alliances or influence.

After only ten days in the Senate he had irritated his
seniors and precipitated a three-hour debate by objecting
to a routine resolution calling upon Senators to wear crepe
one month in honor of three recently deceased patriots. Such
a resolution, he somewhat impertinently argued, was im-
proper if not unconstitutional by “tending to unsuitable dis-
cussions of character, and to debates altogether foreign to
the subjects which properly belong” in the Senate. Next he
astounded his col'»agues by seeking to disqualify from an
impeachment hearing any Senator who had previously voted
on the impeachment resolution as a Member of the
House. Then to show his stubborn intellectual inde-
pendence, he alone opposed a motion to go into executive
session when its sole purpose, he thought, was to give in the
Journal an appearance of doing business when actually there
was none to be done.

But if the Federalist party learned to dislike the “striplir¢”
even more intensely than they had disliked “his sire,” it must
be said that any Federalist love for John Quincy would have
been wasted anyway. For he became increasingly contemp-
tuous of the Federalist party. An American nationalist who
had lived a great part of his brief life abroad, he could not
yield his devotion to the national interest for the narrowly
partisan, parochial and pro-British outlook which dominated
New England’s first political party. His fo. ver colleagues
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in the State Legislature publicly charged him with ungrate-
ful “conduct worthy of Machiavelli’; but he wrote his
mother that he felt that, as Senator, he could best determine
what Massachusetts’ best interests were, and “if Federalism
consists in looking to the British navy as the only palladium
of our liberty, I must be a political heretic.”

Many Senators before and after 1804 have combatted the
ill-effects of being termed a political heretic by their party
chieftains by building strong personal popularity among
their constituents. This became increasingly possible as uni-
versal manhood suffrage became general early in the nine-
teeth century. But not John Quincy Adams. He regarded
every public measure that came before him, a fcllow Sena-
tor observed, as though it were an abstract proposition from
Euclid, unfettered by considerations of political appeal. He
denied the duty of elected representatives “to be palsied by
the will of their constituents”; and he refused to achieve
success by becoming what he termed a “patriot by profes-
sion,” by pretending “extraordinary solicitude for the peo-
ple, by flattering their prejudices, by ministering to their
passions, and by humoring their transient and changeable
opinions.” His guiding star was the principle of Puritan
statesmanship his father had laid down many years before:
“The magistrate is the servant not of his own desires, not
even of the people, but of his God.”

We would admire the courage and determination of John
Quincy Adams if he served in the Senate today. We would
respect his nonpartisan, nonsectional approach. But I am not
so certain that we would like him as a person; and it is ap-
parent that many of his colleagues, on both sides of the aisle,
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did not. His isolation from either political party, and the
antagonisms which he aroused, practically nullified the im-
pact of his own independent and scholarly propositions. His
diary reveals that the young Senator was not wholly in-
sensitive to his increasing political isolation: he complained
that he had “nothing to do but to make fruitless opposition.”
“I have already seen enough to ascertain that no amendments
of my proposing will obtain in the Senate as now filled.” “I
have no doubt of incurring much censure and obloquy for
this measure.” And he referred to those “who hate me rather
more than they love any principle.” He was particularly
bitter about Pickering’s contemptuous conduct toward him,
and felt that his colleague “abandons altogether the ground
of right, and relie. upon what is expedient.”

But it was not until 1807 that the split between party and
Senator became irreparable, and Adams was denounced by
the great majority of his constituents, as well as the party
chiefs. The final break, naturally enough, concerned this
nation’s foreign policy. As our relations with Great Britain
worsened, our ships were seized, our cargoes were confis-
cated, and our seamen were “impressed” by British cruisers
and compelled to serve—as alleged British subjects—in *he
King’s navy. Thousands of American seamen were taken
on an organized basis, ships were lost at sea for want of men,
and even those able to “prove” American citizenship were
frequently refused permission to return. Adams’ patriotic in-
stincts were aroused, and he was indignant that the very
Federalist merchants whose ships were attacked had decided
that appeasement of Great Britain was the only answer to
their problems. His Federalist colleagues ev - attempted to
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rationalize such aggressive measures by talking vaguely of
Britain’s difficulties in her war with France and our friendly
tone toward the latter. With undisguised contempt for this
attitude, Adams in 1806 had introduced and pushed to pas-
sage—successfully—a unique experience for him, he noted
in his diary—a series of resolutions condemning British ag-
gressions upon American ships, and requesting the President
to demand restoration and indemnification of the confiscated
vessels. The Federalists, of course, had solidly opposed his
measures, as they did an Adams-supported administration
bill limiting British imports. He was now, for all practical
purposes, a man without a party.

Finally, in the summer of 1807, the American frigate
Chesapeake was summarily fired upon off the Virginia Capes
by the British man-of-war Leopard, after the American ves-
sel had refused either to be searched or to hand over four
seamen whom the English claimed to be British subjects.
Several of the American crew were killed or injured. The
incensed Adams was convinced that, party or no party, the
time for forceful action against such intolerable acts had
come. He pleaded with local Federalist officials to call a town
meeting in Boston to protest the incident. Turned down, and
outraged when a prominent Federalist attempted to justify
even the Leopard’s attack, he discovered to his grim satisfac-
tion that the Republican party was organizing a similar mass
meeting to be held at the State House that very week.

The Federalist Repertory warned the faithful that the
meeting represented nothing but an “irregular and tumul-
tuous mode of proceeding,” which “no just or honorable man”
should attend. But john Quincy Adams did attend; and,
although he declined to serve as moderator, he nevertheless
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was instrumental in drafting the group’s fighting resolution
which pledged to the President the lives and fortunes of the
participants in support of “any measures, however serious.”

Now the Federalists were outraged. Although they hur-
riedly called an official town meeting to pledge hypocriti-
cally their support to the President too, they stated publicly
that John Quincy Adams, for his public association with
Republican meetings and causes, should “have his head taken
off for apostasy . . . and should no longer be considered as
having any communion with the party.” It was this episode,
the Senator later commented, “which alienated me from that
day and forever from the councils of the Federalist party.”

When Jefferson on September 18, 1807, called upon Con-
gress to retaliate ~gainst the British by enacting an embargo
effectively shutting off all further international trade—a
measure apparently ruinous to Massachusetts, the leading
commercial state in the nation—it was john Quincy Adams
of Massachusetts who rose on the Senate floor and called for
referral of the message to a select committee; who was ap-
pointed Chairman of the committee; and who reported both
the Embargo Bill and a bill of his own preventing British
vessels from entering American waters.

“This measure will cost you and me our seats,” young
Adams remarked to a colleague, as the select committee com-
pleted its work and its members made their way to the
Senate floor, “but private interest must not be put in op-
position to public good.”

His words were unerringly prophetic. As the Embargo
Bill, with his help, became law, a storm of protest arose in
Massachusetts reminiscent of the days of the Boston Tea
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Party. In that state were located a substantial proportion of
America’s merchant fleet and practically all of the ship-
building and fishing industries. The embargo completely
idled the shipbuilding industry, destroyed the shipping trade
and tied up the fishing vessels; and stagnation, bankruptcy,
distress, and migration from the territory became common.
Neither merchants nor seamen could be convinced that the
act was for their own good. Even the farmers of New Eng-
land found their products a glut on the market, their export
outlets having been closed.

The Federalist leaders insisted the Embargo was an at-
tempt by Jefferson to ruin New England prosperity, to pro-
voke England to war, and to aid the French. Even though
New England Republicans refused to defend their President’s
bill, the Federalist party, scoring heavily on the issue, re-
turned triumphantly to power in both Houses of the Massa-
chusetts legislature. Talk of New England seceding became
commonplace.

But however great their hatred for Jefferson and his Em-
bargo, Massachusetts Federalists, merchants and other citi-
zens were even more bitter over the “desertion” of their
Senator to the ranks of the enemy. “A party scavenger!”
snorted the Northampton Hampshire Gazette, “one of those
ambitious politicians who lives on both land and water, and
occasionally resorts to each, but who finally settles down in
the mud.” Adams, said the Salem Gazette, is “a popularity
seeker . . . courting the prevailing party,” and one of “Bona-
parte’s Senators.” The Greenfield Gazette called him an
apostate “associated with the assassins of his father’s charac-
ter.” His own social circles in Boston—the rich, the culti-
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vated and the influential—all turned against him. “I would
not sit at the same table with that renegade,” retorted one
of Boston’s leading citizens in refusing to attend a dinner at
which Adams would be present. And a leading Federalist
wrote with glee to the Washington party stalwarts, “He
walks into State Street at the usual hour but seems totally
unknown.”

John Quincy Adams was alone—but not quite alone.
“Most completely was I deserted by my friends, in Boston
and in the state legislature,” he wrote his mother. “I can
never be sufficiently grateful to Providence that my father
and my mother did not join in this general desertion.” For
when the unmerciful abuse from his home state was first
heaped upon him John Quincy had again turned to his
father and poured out his feelings. And his father replied
that his son’s situation was “clear, plain and obvious™:

You are supported by no party; you have too honest a heart,
too independent a mind, and too brilliant talents, to be sin-
cerely and confidentially trusted by any man who is under the
domination of party maxims or party feelings. . . . You may
depend upon it then that your fate is decided. . . . You ought
to know and expect this and by no means regret it. My advice
to you is steadily to pursue the course you are in, with modera-
tion and caution however, because I think it the path of justice.

But the entire Adams family was damned in the eyes of
the ex-President’s former supporters by his son’s act of
courage. “His [John Quincy’s] apostasy is no longer a mat-
ter of doubt with anybody,” cried Representative Gardenier
of New York. “I wish to God that the noble house of Brain-
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tree had been put in a hole—and a deep one, too—20 years
ago!” But father and son, the Adamses stood together.
“Parton has denounced you as No Federalist,” his father
wrote, “and I wish he would denounce me in the same man-
ner, for I have long since renounced, abdicated, and dis-
claimed the name : and character and attributes of that sect,
as it now appears.”

With his father’s support—in a ﬁght where he stood with
the President who had defeated his fatherl—John Quincy
maintained the unflinching and inflexible bearing which be-
came his Puritan ancestry. When he was accosted in Boston
by a politically minded preacher who assailed his views “in
a rude and indecent manner, I told him that in consideration
of his age I should only remark that he had one lesson yet
to learn—Christian charity.” When his colleague Pickering
denounced him in an open letter to the Legislature which
was distributed throughout Massachusetts in tens of thou-
sands, he wrote a masterful reply—criticizing the Federalist
party as sectional, outmoded and unpatriotic; insisting that
the critical issues of war and peace could not be decided on
the basis of “geographical position, party bias or professional
occupation”; and exploding at Pickering’s servile statement
that “Although Great Britain, with her thousand ships of
war, could have destroyed our commerce, she has really done
it no essential injury.”

The Federalist Legislature convened at the end of May
1808, with—as the Massachusetts Republican Governor
wrote Jefferson—but one “principal object—the political
and even the personal destruction of John Quincy Adams.”
As soon as both Houses had organized, the legislature imme-
diately elected Adams’ successor—nine months prior to the
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expiration of his term! And as its next order of business, the
Legislature promptly passed resolutions instructing its Sena-
tors to urge repeal of the Embargo.

“The election,” Adams realized, “was precipitated for the
sole purpose of specially marking me. For it ought, in regular
order, not to have been made until the winter session of the
legislature.” And the resolutions, he felt, enjoined “upon
their Senators a course of conduct which neither my judg-
ment could approve nor my spirit brook.”

Only one course was conscientiously open to him—he
resigned his seat in the Senate in order to defend the policies
of the man who had driven his father from the Presidency.

It was “out of the question,” he wrote, to hold his seat
“without exercising the most perfect freedom of agency,
under the sole and exclusive control of my own sense of
right.”

I will only add, that, far from regretting any one of those acts
for which I have suffered, I would do them over again, were
they now to be done, at the hazard of ten times as much slander,
unpopularity, and displacement.

But had his own vote in the Senate been necessary to save
Jefferson’s foreign policy, Adams wrote to those who criti-
cized his departure at such a critical time, then “highly as
I reverenced the authority of my constituents, and bitter as
would have been the cup of resistance to their declared will
. . . I would have defended their interests against their in-
clinations, and incurred every possible addition to their re-
sentment, to save them from the vassalage of their own de-
lusions.”
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Hated by the Federalists and suspected by the Republi-
cans, John Quincy Adams returned to private life. His star
was soon to rise again; but he never forgot this incident or
abandoned his courage of conscience. (Legend has it that
during Adams’ politically independent term as President, in
response to the Presidential toast “May he strike confusion
to his foes!” Daniel Webster dryly commented, “As he has
already done to his friends.”) Soon after his retirement from
the White House in 1829, Adams was asked by the voters
of the Plymouth District to represent them in Congress. In
disregard of the advice of his family and friends and his own
desire for leisure time to write his father’s biography, he
agreed to accept the post if elected. But he specified, first,
that he should never be expected to promote himself as a
candidate and ask for votes; and, secondly, that he would
pursue a course in Congress completely independent of the
party and people who elected him. On this basis Adams was
elected by an overwhelming vote, and served in the House
until his death. Here he wrote perhaps the brightest chapter
of his history, for as “Old Man Eloquent” he devoted his
remarkable prestige and-tireless energies to the struggle
against slavery.

To be returned on this independent basis to the Congress
from which he had departed so ignominiously twenty-two
years earlier was a deeply moving experience for the coura-
geous ex-Senator. “I am a member-elect of the Twenty-Sec-
ond Congress,” he recorded with pride in his diary. “No
election or appointment conferred upon me ever gave me so
much pleasure. My election as President of the United States
was not half so gratifying to my inmost soul.”

[72]



P AR
"W O







The Time and the Place

Great crises produce great men, and great deeds of courage.
This country has known no greater crisis than that which
culminated in the fratricidal war between North and South
in 1861. Thus, without intending to slight other periods of
American history, no work of this nature could overlook
three acts of outstanding political courage—of vital impor-
tance to the eventual maintenance of the Union—which oc-
curred in the fateful decade before the Civil War. In two
cases—involving Senators Sam Ilouston of Texas and
Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri, both of whom had en-
joyed political dominion in their states for many years—
defeat was their reward. In the third—that involving Daniel
Webster of Massachusetts—even death, which came within
two years of his great decision, did not halt the calumnies
heaped upon him by his enemies, who had sadly embittered
his last days.

.It is not surprising that this ten-year period of recurring
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crises, when the ties that bound the Union were successively
snapping, should have brought forth the best, as it did the
worst, in our political leaders. All in a position of responsi-
bility were obliged to decide between maintaining their
loyalty to the nation or to their state and region. For many
on both sides—the abolitionists in the North, the fire-eaters
in the South, men who were wholly convinced of the right-
ness of their section’s cause—the decision came easily.

But to those who felt a dual loyalty to their state and
their country, to those who sought compromises which
would postpone or remove entirely the shadow of war which
hung over them, the decision was agonizing, for the ulti-
mate choice involved the breaking of old loyalties and
friendships, and the prospect of humiliating political defeat.

The cockpit in which this struggle between North and
South was fought was the chamber of the United States
Senate. The South, faced with the steadily growing popula-
tion of the North as reflected in increasing majorities in the
House of Representatives, realized that its sole hope of
maintaining its power and prestige lay in the Senate. It was
for this reason that the admission of new states into the
Union, which threatened continuously to upset the precari-
ous balance of power between the free and the slave states,
between the agricultural and manufacturing regions, was at
the heart of some of the great Senate debates in the first
half of the nineteenth century.

In 1820 a law was passed to admit Maine and Missouri
into the Union together, one free, the other slave, as part of
Henry Clay’s first great compromise. In 1836 and 1837,
Arkansas and Michigan, and in 1845 and 1846, Florida and
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Iowa, were admitted through legislation which coupled
them together. But the seams of compromise were bursting
by 1850, as vast new territories acquired by the Mexican
War accelerated the pace of the slavery controversy. The at-
tention of the nation was focused on the Senate, and focused
especially on the three most gifted parliamentary leaders in
American history—Clay, Calhoun and Webster. Of these,
only Daniel Webster was to share with Benton and Houston
the ignominy of constituent wrath and the humiliation of po-
litical downfall at the hands of the states they had loved and
championed. We shall note well the courage of Webster,
Benton and Houston; but if we are to understand the times
that made their feats heroic, we must first note the leader-
ship of the twn 3:nate giants who formed with Webster the
most outstanding triumvirate the Senate has ever known,
Henry Clay and John C. Calhoun.

Henry Clay of Kentucky—bold, autocratic and magnetic,
fiery in manner with a charm so compelling that an opponent
once declined a meeting which would subject him to the ap-
peal of Harry of the West. To Abraham Lincoln, “He was
my beau ideal”; to the half-mad, half-gemus John Randolph
of Roanoke, he was, in what is perhaps the most memorable
and malignant sentence in the history of personal abuse, “a
being, so brilliant yet so corrupt, which, like a rotten mack-
erel by moonlight, shines and stinks.” Not even John Cal-
houn, who had fought him for years, was impervious to his
fascination: “I don’t like Henry Clay. He is a bad man, an
impostor, a creator of wicked schemes. I wouldn't speak to
him, but, by God, I love him.”

‘Others besides John Calhoun loved him. Like Charles
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James Fox, he reveled in a love for life, and had a matchless
gift for winning and holding the hearts of his fellow-coun-
trymen—and women. Elected to the Senate when still below
the constitutional age of thirty, he was subsequently sent to
the House, where in a move never duplicated before or since
he was immediately elected Speaker at the age of thirty-five.

Though he lacked the intellectual resources of Webster
and Calhoun, Henry Clay nevertheless had visions of a
greater America beyond those held by either of his famous
colleagues. And so, in 1820, 1833 and 1850 he initiated, ham-
mered and charmed through reluctant Congresses the three
great compromises that preserved the Union until 1861, by
which time the strength of the North was such that seces-
sion was doomed to failure.

The second and probably the most extraordinary of the
triumvirate was John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, with
bristling hair and eyes that burned like heavy coals, “the
cast-iron man,” according to the English spinster, Harriet
Martineau, “who looks as if he had never been born, and
never could be extinguished.” Calhoun, in spite of this ap-
pearance, had been born—in 1782, the same year as Webster
and five years after Clay. He was six feet, two inches tall; a
graduate of Yale University; a Member of Congress at the
age of twenty-nine; a War Hawk who joined Henry Clay in
driving the United States into the War of 1812; a nationalist
who turned sectionalist in the 1820’s as the economic pres-
sures of the tariff began to tell on the agricultural economy
of South Carolina. Calhoun had a mind that was cold, nar-
row, concentrated and powerful. Webster considered him
“much the ablest man in the Senate,” the greatest in fact that
he had met in his entire public life. “He could have,” he de-
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clared, “demolished Newton, Calvin or even John Locke as
a logician.”

His speeches, stripped of all excess verbiage, marched
across the Senate floor in even columns, measured, disci-
plined, carrying all before them. Strangely enough, although
he had the appearance, especially in his later days, of a
fanatic, he was a man of infinite charm and personality. He
was reputed to be the best conversationalist in South Caro-
lina, and he won to him through their emotions men who
failed to comprehend his closely reasoned arguments. His
hold upon the imagination and affection of the entire South
steadily grew, and at his death in the midst of the great
debate of 1850 he was universally mourned.

Calhoun believed that the Constitutional Convention had
not nationalized our government; that the sovereign states
still retained “the right of judging . . . when the Congress
encroached upon the individual state’s power and liberty.”

With other Southemers, he believed that the geography
and climate of the Western country made it unlikely that
slavery could ever prosper in many of the territories that
were seeking to become states, and that only in the South-
west could they hope to balance the surging tide of free
Western states by securing new slave states and Senators
from the lands seized from Mexico. The Clay Compiomise
of 1850, which sought to conciliate the differences between
North and South as to the ultimate fate of these lands, thus
assumed far-reaching importance.

All of the currents of conflict and disunion, of growth
and decline, of strength and weakness, came to a climax in
1850.

The three chief protagonists in the Washington drama of
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1850 had been colleagues in Congress as far back as 1813
Then they were young, full of pride and passion and hope,
and the world lay waiting before them. Now, nearly forty
years later in the sunset of their lives—for they would all
be dead within two years—with youth and illusions gone,
they moved once again to the center of the stage.

But they were not alone in the struggle. Neither Senator
Thomas Hart Benton nor Sam Houston was dwarfed by
the towering reputations of his three colleagues. Each was a
legend in his own lifetime—and occupying respectively the
strategic border states of Missouri and Texas, it was inevi-
table that the choice that each would make as the country
slowly drifted apart would affect the nature and outcome of
the general struggle.

That secession did not occur in 1850 instead of 1861 is
due in great part to Daniel Webster, who was in large meas-
ure responsible for the country’s acceptance of Henry Clay’s
compromise. The reasons he supported the compromise, the
effect of his support and the calumnies he suffered are de-
tailed in Chapter III.

That the key border state of Missouri did not join the
Confederacy in 1861 was due in good measure to the memory
of its former Senator Thomas Hart Benton. No man gave
more than Senator Benton for the preservation of the Union.
His efforts and his fate are told in Chapter IV.

Texas joined the Confederacy, but not without a struggle
that made Senator Houston’s old age a shipwreck. His story
is told in Chapter V.

[80]



[11

'...NOT AS A MASSACHUSETTS MAN
...BUT AS AN AMERICAN...”

w
Daniel Webster

\HE BLIZZARDY NIGHT of January 21, 1850, was no
night in Washington for an ailing old man to be
out. But wheezing and coughing fitfully, Henry Clay

made his way through the snowdrifts to the home of Daniel
Webster. He had a plan—a plan to save the Union—and he
knew he must have the support of the North’s most re-
nowned orator and statesman. He knew that he had no time
to lose, for that very afternoon President Taylor, in a mes-
sage to Congress asking California’s admission as a free state,
had only thrown fuel on the raging fire that threatened to
consume the Union. Why had the President failed to men-
tion New Mexico, asked the North? What about the Fugitive
Slave Law being enforced, said the South? What about the
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District of Columbia slave trade, Utah, Texas boundaries?
Tempers mounted, plots unfolded, disunity was abroad in
the land.

But Henry Clay had a plan—a plan for another Great
Compromise to preserve the nation. For an hour he outlined
its contents to Daniel Webster in the warmth of the latter’s
comfortable home, and together they talked of saving the
Union. Few meetings in American history have ever been
so productive o1 so ironic in their consequences. For the
Compromise of 1850 added to Henry Clay’s garlands as the
great Pacificator; but Daniel Webster’s support which in-
sured its success resulted in his political crucifixion, and, for
half a century or more, his historical condemnation.

The man upon whom Hemy Clay called that wintry night
was one of the most extraordinary figures in American po-
litical history. Danicl Webster is familiar to many of us today
as the battler for Jabez Stone’s soul against the devil in
Stephen Vincent Benét’s story. But in his own lifetime, he
had many battles against the devil for his own soul—and
some he lost. Webster, wrote one of his intimate friends,
was “a compound of strength and weakness, dust and di-
vinity,” or in Emerson’s words “a great man with a small
ambition.”

There could be no mistaking he was a great man—he
looked like one, talked like one, was treated like one and
insisted he was one. With all his faults and failings, Daniel
Webster was undoubtedly the most talented figure in our
Congressional history: not in his ability to win men to a
cause—he was no match in that with Henry Clay; not in
his ability to hammer out a philosophy of government—
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Calhoun outshone him there; but in his ability to make alive
and supreme the latent sense of oneness, of Union, that all
Americans felt but which few could express.

But how Daniel Webster could express 1t! How he could
express almost any sentiments! Ever since his first speech
in Congress—attacking the War of 1812—had riveted the
attention of the House of Representatives as no freshman
had ever held it before, he was the outstanding orator of his
day—indeed, of all time—in Congress before hushed
throngs in Massachusetts and as an advocate before the
Supreme Court. Stern Chief Justice Marshall was said to
have been visibly moved by Webster’s famous defense in
the Dartmouth College case-—“It is, sir, as I have said, a
small college—ar 1 yet there are those who Jove it.” After
his oration on the two hundredth founding of Plymouth
Colony, a young Harvard scholar wrote:

I was never so excited by public speaking before in my life.
Three or four times I thought my temple would burst with the
rush of blood. . . . I was beside mysclf and I am still so.

And the peroration of his reply to Senator Hayne of South
Carolina, when secession had threatened twenty years
earlier, was a national rallying cry memorized by every
schoolboy—"“Liberty and Union, now and forever, one and
inseparable!”

A very slow speaker, hardly averaging a hundred words a
minute, Webster combined the musical charm of his deep
organ-like voice, a vivid imagination, an ability to crush his
opponents with a barrage of facts, a confident and deliberate
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manner of speaking and a striking appearance to make his
orations a magnet that drew crowds hurrying to the Senate
chamber. He prepared his speeches with the utmost care, but
seldom wrote them out in a prepared text. It has been said
that he could think out a speech sentence by sentence, cor-
rect the sentences in his mind without the use of a pencil and
then deliver it exactly as he thought it out.

Certainly that striking appearance was half the secret of
his power, and convinced all who looked upon his face that
he was one born to rule men. Although less than six feet
tall, Webster’s slender frame when contrasted with the mag-
nificent sweep of his shoulders gave him a theatrical but
formidable presence. But it was his extraordinary head that
contemporaries found so memorable, with the features
Carlyle described for all to remember: “The tanned com-
plexion, the amorphous crag-like face; the dull black eyes
under the precipice of brows, like dull anthracite furnaces
needing only to be blown; the mastiff mouth accurately
closed.” One contemporary called Webster “a living lie,
because no man on earth could be so great as he looked.”

And Daniel Webster was not as great as he looked. The
flaw in the granite was the failure of his moral senses to
develop as acutely as his other faculties. He could see noth-
ing improper in writing to the President of the Bank of the
United States—at the very time when the Senate was en-
gaged in debate over a renewal of the Bank’s charter—not-
ing that “my retainer has not been received or refreshed as
usual.” But Webster accepted favors not as gifts but as
services which he believed were rightly due him. When he
tried to resign from the Senate in 1836 to recoup speculative
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losses through his law practice, his Massachusetts business-
men friends joined to pay his debts to retain him in office.
Even at his deathbed, legend tells us, there was a knock at
his door, and a large roll of bills was thrust in by an old
gentleman, who said that “At such a time as this, there
should be no shortage of money in the house.”

Webster took it all and more. What is difficult to com-
prehend is that he saw no wrong in it—morally or otherwise.
He probably believed that he was greatly underpaid, and
it never occurred to him that by his own free choice he
had sold his services and his talents, however extraordinary
they might have been, to the people of the United States,
and no one else, when he drew his salary as United States
Senator. But Wehster’s support of the business interests of
New England was not the result of the money he obtained,
but of his personal convictions. Money meant little to him
except as a means to gratify his pecuhar tastes. He never
accumulated a fortune. He never was out of debt. And he
never was troubled by his debtor status. Sometimes he paid,
and he always did so when it was convenient, but as
Gerald W. Johnson says, “Unfortunately he sometimes paid
in the wrong coin—not in legal tender—but in the con-
fidence that the people reposed in him.”

But whatever his faults, Daniel Webster remained the
greatest orator of his day, the leading member of the Amer-
ican Bar, one of the most renowned leaders of the Whig
party, and the only Senator capable of checking Calhoun.
And thus Henry Clay knew he must enlist these extraor-
dinary talents on behalf of his Great Compromise. Time and
events proved he was right.
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As the God-like Daniel listened in thoughtful silence, the
sickly Clay unfolded his last great effort to hold the Union
together. Its key features were five in number: (1) Cali-
fornia was to be admitted as a free (nonslaveholding) state:
(2) New Mexico and Utah were to be organized as terri-
tories without legislation either for or against slavery, thus
running directly contrary to the hotly debated Wilmot
Proviso which was intended to prohibit slavery in the new
territories; (3) Texas was to be compensated for some ter-
ritory to be ceded to New Mexico; (4) the slave trade would
be abolished in the District of Columbia; and (5) a more
stringent and enforceable Fugitive Slave Law was to be
enacted to guarantee return to their masters of runaway
slaves captured in Northern states. The Compromise would
be condemned by the Southern extremists as appeasement,
chiefly on its first and fourth provisions; and by the North-
ern abolitionists as go per cent concessions to the South
with a meaningless 10 per cent sop thrown to the North, par-
ticularly because of the second and fifth provisions..Few
Northerners could stomach auy strengthening of the Fugi-
tive Slave Act, the most bitterly hated measure—and until
Prohibition, the most flagrantly disobeyed—ever passed by
Congress. Massachusetts had even enacted a law making it a
crime for anyone to enforce the provisions of the Act in
that statel

How could Henry Clay then hope to win approval to such
a plan from Daniel Webster of Massachusetts? Was he not
specifically on record as a consistent foe of slavery and a sup-
porter of the Wilmot Proviso? Had he not told the Senate in
the Oregon Debate:
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I shall oppose all slavery extension and all increase of slave
representation in all places, at all times, under all circumstances,
even against all inducements, against all supposed limitation of
great interests, against all combinations, against all compromises.

That very week he had written a friend: “From my earliest
youth, I have regarded slavery as a great moral and political
evil. . . . You need not fear that I shall vote for any com-
promisc or do anything inconsistent with the past.”

But Daniel Webster feared that civil violence “would only
rivet the chains of slavery the more strongly.” And the
preservation of the Union was far dearer to his heart than
his opposition to slavery.

And thus on that fateful January night, Daniel Webster
promised Henry Clay his conditional support, and took
inventory of the crisis about him. At first he shared the
views of those critics and historians who scoffed at the pos-
sibility of secession in 1850. But as he talked with Southern
leaders and observed “the condition of the country, I
thought the inevitable consequences of leaving the existing
controversies unadjusted would be Civil War.” “I am nearly
broken down with labor and anxiety,” he wrote his son.
“I know not how to meet the present emergency, or with
what weapons to beat down the Northern and Southern
follies now raging in equal extremes. . . . I have poor spirits
and little courage.”

Two groups were threatening in 1850 to break away from
the United States of America. In New England, Garrison
was publicly proclaiming, “I am an Abolitionist and, there-
fore, for the dissolution of the Union.” And a mass meeting
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of Northern Abolitionists declared that “the Constitution is
a covenant with death and an agreement with hell.” In the
South, Calhoun was writing to a friend in February of 1850,
“Disunion is the only alternative that is left for us.” And
in his last great address to the Senate, read for him on March
4, only a few short weeks before his death, while he sat
by too feeble to speak, he declared, “The South will be
forced to choose between abolition and secession.”

A preliminaiy convention of Southerners, also instigated
by Calhoun, urged a full-scale convention of the South at
Nashville for June of that fateful year to popularize the idea
of dissolution.

The time was ripe for secession, and few were prepared
to speak for union. Even Alexander Stephens of Georgia,
anxious to preserve the Union, wrote friends in the South
who were sympathetic with his views that “the feeling
among the Southern members for a dissolution of the Union
. . . is becoming much more general. Men are now beginning
to talk of it seriously who twelve months ago hardly per-
mitted themselves to think of it. . . . the crisis is not far ahead.
.+ . A dismemberment of this Republic I now consider in-
evitable.” During the critical month preceding Webster’s
speech, six Southern states, each to secede ten years later,
approved the aims of the Nashville Convention and ap-
pointed delegates. Horace Greeley wrote on February 23:

There are sixty members of Congress who this day desire
and are plotting to effect the idea of a dissolution of the Union.
We have no doubt the Nashville Convention will be held and
that the leading purpose of its authors is the separation of the
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slave states . . . with the formation of an independent con-
federacy. ¢

Such was the perilous state of the nation in the early months
of 18s50.

By the end of February, the Senator from Massachusetts
had determined upon his course. Only the Clay Compromise,
Daniel Webster decided, could avert secession and civil war;
and he wrote a friend that he planned “to make an honest
truth-telling speech and a Union speech, and discharge a
clear conscience.” As he set to work preparing his notes, he
received abundant warning of the attacks his message would
provoke. His constituents and Massachusetts newspapers
admonished him strongly not to waver in his consistent anti-
slavery stand, wnd r1any urged him to employ still tougher
tones against the South. But the Senator from Massachusetts
had made up his mind, as he told his friends on March 6, “to
push my skiff from the shore alone.” He would act accord-
ing to the creed with which he had challenged the Senate
several years earlier:

Inconsistencies of opinion arising from changes of circum-
stances are often justifiable. But there is one sort of inconsistency
that is culpable: it is the inconsistency between a man’s convic-
tion and his vote, between his conscience and his conduct. No
man shall ever charge me with an inconsistency of that kind.

And so came the 7th of March, 1850, the only day in his-
tory which would become the title of a speech delivered on
the Senate floor. No one recalls today—no one even recalled
in -1851—the formal title Webster gave his address, for it
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had become the “Seventh of March” speech as much as
Independence Day is known as the Fourth of July.

Realizing after months of insomnia that this might be the
last great effort his health would permit, Webster stim-
ulated his strength for the speech by oxide of arsenic and
other drugs, and devoted the morning to polishing up his
notes. He was excitedly interrupted by the Sergeant at
Arms, who told him that even then—two hours before the
Senate was to neet—the chamber, the galleries, the ante-
rooms and even the corridors of the Capitol were filled with
those who had been traveling for days from all parts of
the nation to hear Daniel Webster. Many foreign diplomats
and most of the House of Representatives were among those
vying for standing room. As the Senate met, members could
scarcely walk to their seats through the crowd of spectators
and temporary seats made of public documents stacked on
top of each other. Most Senators gave up their seats to
ladies, and stood in the aisles awaiting Webster’s opening
blast. .

As the Vice President’s gavel commenced the session,
Senator Walker of Wisconsin, who held the floor to finish
a speech begun the day before, told the Chair that “this vast
audience has not come to hear me, and there is but one man
who can assemble such an audience. They expect to hear
him, and I feel it is my duty, as it is my pleasure, to give the
floor to the Senator from Massachusetts.”

The crowd fell silent as Daniel Webster rose slowly to
his feet, all the impressive powers of his extraordinary
physical appearance—the great, dark, brooding eyes, the
wonderfully bronzed complexion, the majestic domed fore-
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head—commanding the same awe they had commanded for
more than thirty years. Garbed in his familiar blue tailed
coat with brass buttons, and a buff waistcoat and breeches,
he deliberately paused a moment as he gazed about at the
greatest assemblage of Senators ever to gather in that cham-
ber—Clay, Benton, Houston, Jefferson Davis, Hale, Bell,
Cass, Seward, Chase, Stephen A. Douglas and others. But
one face was missing—that of the ailing John C. Calhoun.

All eyes were fixed on the speaker; no spectator save
his own son knew what he would say. “I have never before,”
wrote a newspaper correspondent, “witnessed an occasion
on which there was deeper feeling enlisted or more uni-
versal anxiety to catch the most distinct echo of the speaker’s
voice.”

In his moments of magnificent inspiration, as Emerson
once described him, Webster was truly “the great cannon
loaded to the lips.” Summoning for the last time that spell-
binding oratorical ability, he abandoned his previous op-
position to slavery in thec territories, abandoned his con-
stituents’ abhorrence of the Fugitive Slave Law, abandoned
his own place in the history and hearts of his countrymen
and abandoned his last chance for the goal that had eluded
him for over twenty years—the Presidency. Daniel Webster
preferred to risk his career and his reputation rather than
risk the Union.

“Mr. President,” he began, “I wish to speak today, not as
4 Massachusetts man, nor as a Northern man, but as an
American and a Member of the Senate of the United States.
. . . I speak today for the preservation of the Union. Hear
me for my cause.”
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He had spoken but for a short time when the gaunt, bent
form of Calhoun, wrapped in a black cloak, was dramatically
assisted into his seat, where he sat trembling, scarcely able
to move, and unnoticed by the speaker. After several ex-
pressions of regret by Webster that illness prevented the
distinguished Senator from South Carolina from being pres-
ent, Calhoun struggled up, grasping the arms of his chair,
and in a clear and ghostly voice proudly announced, “The
Senator from South Carolina is in his seat.” Webster was
touched, and with tears in his eyes he extended a bow to-
ward Calhoun, who sank back exhausted and feeble, eyeing
the Massachusetts orator with a sphinx-like expression which
disclosed no hint of either approval or disapproval.

For three hours and eleven minutes, with only a few refer-
ences to his extensive notes, Daniel Webster pleaded the
Union’s cause. Relating the grievances of each side, he asked
for conciliation and understanding in the name of patriotism.
The Senate’s main concern, he insisted, was neither to pro-
mote slavery nor to abolish it, but to preserve the United
States of America. And with telling logic and remarkable
foresight he bitterly attacked the idea of “peaceable seces-
sion”:

Sir, your eyes and mine are never destined to see that miracle.
The dismemberment of this vast country without convulsion!
Who is so foolish . . . as to expect to see any such thing? . . .
Instead of speaking of the possibility or utility of secession,
instead of dwelling in those caverns of darkness, . . . let us enjoy
the fresh air of liberty and union. . . . Let us make our genera-
tion one of the strongest and brightest links in that golden chain
which is destined, I fondly believe, to grapple the people of all
the states to this Constitution for ages to come.
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There was no applause. Buzzing and astonished whisper-
ing, yes, but no applause. Perhaps his hearers were too in-
tent—or too astonished. A reporter rushed to the telegraph
office. “Mr. Webster has assumed a great responsibility,”
he wired his paper, “and whether he succeeds or fails, the
courage with which he has come forth at least entitles him
to the respect of the country.”

Daniel Webster did succeed. Even though his speech was
repudiated by many in the North, the very fact that one who
represented such a belligerent constituency would appeal
for understanding in the name of unity and patriotism was
recognized in Washington and throughout the South as a
bona fide assurance of Southern rights. Despite Calhoun’s
own intransigence. his Charleston Mercury praised Web-
ster’s address as “noble in language, generous and concil-
iatory in tone. Mr. Calhoun’s clear and powerful exposition
would have had something of a decisive effect if it had not
been so soon followed by Mr. Webster’s masterly playing.”
And the New Orleans Picayune hailed Webster for “the
moral courage to do what he believes to be just in itself and
necessary for the peace and safety of the country.”

And so the danger of immediate secession and bloodshed
passed. As Senator Winthrop remarked, Webster’s speech
had “disarmed and quieted the South [and] knocked the
Nashville Convention into a cocked hat.” The Journal of
Commerce was to remark in later months that “Webster did
more than any other man in the whole country, and at a
greater hazard of personal popularity, to stem and roll back
the torrent of sectionalism which in 1850 threatened to over-
throw the pillars of the Constitution and the Union.”

Some historians—particularly those who wrote in the
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latter half of the nineteenth century under the influence of
the moral earnestness of Webster’s articulate Abolitionist
foes—do not agree with Allan Nevins, Henry Steele Com-
mager, Gerald Johnson and others who have praised the
Seventh of March speech as “the highest statesmanship . . .
Webster’s last great service to the nation.” Many deny that
secession would have occurred in 1850 without such com-
promises; and others maintain that subsequent events proved
eventual secession was inevitable regardless of what com-
promises were made. But still others insist that delaying war
for ten years narrowed the issues between North and South
and in the long run helped preserve the Union. The spirit
of conciliation in Webster's speech gave the North the
righteous feeling that it had made every attempt to treat the
South with fairmess, and the defenders of the Union were
thus united more strongly against what they felt to be
Southern violations of those compromises ten years later.
Even from the military point of view of the North, post-
ponement of the battle for ten years enabled the Northern
states to increase tremendously their lead in popularity, vot-
ing power, production and railroads.

Undoubtedly this was understood by many of Webster’s
supporters, including the business and professional men of
Massachusetts who helped distribute hundreds of thousands
of copies of the Seventh of March speech throughout the
country. It was understood by Daniel Webster, who dedi-
cated the printed copies to the people of Massachusetts with
these words: “Necessity compels me to speak true rather
than pleasing things. . . . I should indeed like to please you;
but I prefer to save you, whatever be your attitude toward
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