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			History, as nearly no one seems to know, is not merely something to be read. And it does not refer merely, or even principally, to the past. On the contrary, the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in all that we do.

				—JAMES BALDWIN

				The Presidency is not merely an administrative office. That’s the least of it. It is more than an engineering job, efficient or inefficient. It is pre-eminently a place of moral leadership.

				—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT

				Nothing makes a man come to grips more directly with his conscience than the Presidency….The burden of his responsibility literally opens up his soul. No longer can he accept matters as given; no longer can he write off hopes and needs as impossible.

				—LYNDON B. JOHNSON
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						“For only the President represents the national interest,” JFK said. “Upon him alone converge all the needs and aspirations of all parts of the country…all nations of the world.”

					

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			TO HOPE RATHER THAN TO FEAR
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				Back of the writhing, yelling, cruel-eyed demons who break, destroy, maim and lynch and burn at the stake, is a knot, large or small, of normal human beings, and these human beings at heart are desperately afraid of something. Of what? Of many things, but usually of losing their jobs, being declassed, degraded, or actually disgraced; of losing their hopes, their savings, their plans for their children; of the actual pangs of hunger, of dirt, of crime.

				—W.E.B. DU BOIS, Black Reconstruction in America, 1935

				We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.

				—ABRAHAM LINCOLN, First Inaugural Address, 1861
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			THE FATE OF AMERICA—or at least of white America, which was the only America that seemed to count—was at stake. On the autumn evening of Thursday, October 7, 1948, South Carolina governor Strom Thurmond, the segregationist Dixiecrat candidate for president of the United States, addressed a crowd of one thousand inside the University of Virginia’s Cabell Hall in Charlottesville. The subject at hand: President Harry S. Truman’s civil rights program, one that included anti-lynching legislation and protections against racial discrimination in hiring.

			
			Thurmond was having none of it. Such measures, he thundered, “would undermine the American way of life and outrage the Bill of Rights.” Interrupted by applause and standing ovations, Thurmond, who had bolted the Democratic National Convention in July to form the States’ Rights Democratic Party, was in his element in the Old Confederacy. “I want to tell you, ladies and gentlemen,” Thurmond had said in accepting the breakaway party’s nomination in Birmingham, Alabama, “that there’s not enough troops in the army to force the Southern people to break down segregation and admit the nigra race into our theaters, into our swimming pools, into our homes, into our churches.”

			The message was clear. He and his fellow Dixiecrats, he told the University of Virginia crowd, offered “the only genuine obstacle to the rise of socialism or communism in America.” Civil rights, Thurmond declared, were a Red plot against the Free World: “Only the States Rights Democrats—and we alone—have the moral courage to stand up to the Communists and tell them this foreign doctrine will not work in free America.”

			Nearly seventy years on, in the heat of a Virginia August in 2017, heirs to the Dixiecrats’ platform of white supremacy—twenty-first century Klansmen and neo-Nazis among them—gathered in Charlottesville, not far from where Thurmond had taken his stand. The story is depressingly well known: A young counter-protestor, Heather Heyer, was killed. Two Virginia state troopers died in a helicopter crash as part of an operation to maintain order. And the president of the United States—himself an heir to the white populist tradition of Thurmond and of Alabama’s George Wallace—said that there had been an “egregious display of hatred, bigotry and violence on many sides,” as if there were more than one side to a conflict between neo-Nazis who idolized Adolf Hitler and Americans who stood against Ku Klux Klansmen and white nationalists. The remarks were of a piece with the incumbent president’s divisive language on immigration (among many other subjects, from political foes to women) and his nationalist rhetoric.

			Extremism, racism, nativism, and isolationism, driven by fear of the unknown, tend to spike in periods of economic and social stress—a period like our own. Americans today have little trust in government; household incomes lag behind our usual middle-class expectations. The fires of fear in America have long found oxygen when broad, seemingly threatening change is afoot. Now, in the second decade of the new century, in the presidency of Donald Trump, the alienated are being mobilized afresh by changing demography, by broadening conceptions of identity, and by an economy that prizes Information Age brains over manufacturing brawn. “We are determined to take our country back,” David Duke, a former grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, said in Charlottesville. “We are going to fulfill the promises of Donald Trump. That’s what we believed in, that’s why we voted for Donald Trump. Because he said he’s going to take our country back. And that’s what we gotta do.”

			

			—

			
			For many, the fact that we have arrived at a place in the life of the nation where a grand wizard of the KKK can claim, all too plausibly, that he is at one with the will of the president of the United States seems an unprecedented moment. History, however, shows us that we are frequently vulnerable to fear, bitterness, and strife. The good news is that we have come through such darkness before.

			This book is a portrait of hours in which the politics of fear were prevalent—a reminder that periods of public dispiritedness are not new and a reassurance that they are survivable. In the best of moments, witness, protest, and resistance can intersect with the leadership of an American president to lift us to higher ground. In darker times, if a particular president fails to advance the national story—or, worse, moves us backward—then those who witness, protest, and resist must stand fast, in hope, working toward a better day. Progress in American life, as we will see, has been slow, painful, bloody, and tragic. Across too many generations, women, African Americans, immigrants, and others have been denied the full promise of Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence. Yet the journey has gone on, and proceeds even now. 

			There’s a natural tendency in American political life to think that things were always better in the past. The passions of previous years fade, to be inevitably replaced by the passions of the present. Nostalgia is a powerful force, and in the maelstrom of the moment many of us seek comfort in imagining that once there was a Camelot—without quite remembering that the Arthurian legend itself was about a court riven by ambition and infidelity. One point of this book is to remind us that imperfection is the rule, not the exception.
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						On Thursday, December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks, who worked as a seamstress at the Montgomery Fair department store, was arrested after refusing to give up her seat to a white passenger in Jim Crow–era Alabama. She is pictured here in 1956.

					

				

			

			With countries as with individuals, a sense of proportion is essential. All has seemed lost before, only to give way, after decades of gloom, to light. And that is in large measure because, in the battle between the impulses of good and of evil in the American soul, what Lincoln called “the better angels of our nature” have prevailed just often enough to keep the national enterprise alive. To speak of a soul at all—either of a person or of country—can seem speculative and gauzy. Yet belief in the existence of an immanent collection of convictions, dispositions, and sensitivities that shape character and inform conduct is ancient and perennial.

			There is a rich history of discussion of what the Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal, writing in 1944, called the American Creed: devotion to principles of liberty, of self-government, and of equal opportunity for all regardless of race, gender, religion, or nation of origin. Echoing Myrdal, the historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., wrote, “The genius of America lies in its capacity to forge a single nation from peoples of remarkably diverse racial, religious, and ethnic origins….The American Creed envisages a nation composed of individuals making their own choices and accountable to themselves, not a nation based on inviolable ethnic communities….It is what all Americans should learn, because it is what binds all Americans together.”

			
			I have chosen to consider the American soul more than the American Creed because there is a significant difference between professing adherence to a set of beliefs and acting upon them. The war between the ideal and the real, between what’s right and what’s convenient, between the larger good and personal interest is the contest that unfolds in the soul of every American. The creed of which Myrdal and Schlesinger and others have long spoken can find concrete expression only once individuals in the arena choose to side with the angels. That is a decision that must come from the soul—and sometimes the soul’s darker forces win out over its nobler ones. The message of Martin Luther King, Jr.—that we should be judged on the content of our character, not on the color of our skin—dwells in the American soul; so does the menace of the Ku Klux Klan. History hangs precariously in the balance between such extremes. Our fate is contingent upon which element—that of hope or that of fear—emerges triumphant.

			Philosophically speaking, the soul is the vital center, the core, the heart, the essence of life. Heroes and martyrs have such a vital center; so do killers and haters. Socrates believed the soul was nothing less than the animating force of reality. “What is it that, present in a body, makes it living?” he asked in the Phaedo. The answer was brief, and epochal: “A soul.” In the second chapter of the book of Genesis in the Hebrew Bible, the soul was life itself: “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” In the Greek New Testament, when Jesus says “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends,” the word for “life” could also be translated as “soul.”

			In terms of Western thought, then, the soul is generally accepted as a central and self-evident truth. It is what makes us us, whether we are speaking of a person or of a people, which Saint Augustine of Hippo, writing in The City of God, defined as “an assemblage of reasonable beings bound together by a common agreement as to the objects of their love.”

			
			Common agreement as to the objects of their love: It’s a marvelous test of a nation. What have Americans loved in common down the centuries? The answer sheds light on that most essential of questions: What is the American soul? The dominant feature of that soul—the air we breathe, or, to shift the metaphor, the controlling vision—is a belief in the proposition, as Jefferson put in the Declaration, that all men are created equal. It is therefore incumbent on us, from generation to generation, to create a sphere in which we can live, live freely, and pursue happiness to the best of our abilities. We cannot guarantee equal outcomes, but we must do all we can to ensure equal opportunity. 

			Hence a love of fair play, of generosity of spirit, of reaping the rewards of hard work, and of faith in the future. For all our failings—and they are legion—there is an abiding idea of an America in which anyone coming from anywhere, of any color or creed, has free access to what Lincoln called the “just and generous and prosperous system, which opens the way for all.” Too often, people view their own opportunity as dependent on domination over others, which helps explain why such people see the expansion of opportunity for all as a loss of opportunity for themselves. In such moments the forces of reaction thrive. In our finest hours, though, the soul of the country manifests itself in an inclination to open our arms rather than to clench our fists; to look out rather than to turn inward; to accept rather than to reject. In so doing, America has grown ever stronger, confident that the choice of light over dark is the means by which we pursue progress.

			For reasons ranging from geography to market capitalism to Jeffersonian ideas of liberty, Americans have tended to believe, without irony, that Thomas Paine was right when he declared that “we have it in our power to begin the world over again.” In the twilight of his life, Franklin D. Roosevelt recalled the words of his old Groton School rector, Endicott Peabody, who had told him, “Things in life will not always run smoothly. Sometimes we will be rising toward the heights—then all will seem to reverse itself and start downward. The great fact to remember is that the trend of civilization itself is forever upward; that a line drawn through the middle of the peaks and the valleys of the centuries always has an upward trend.”

			Roosevelt quoted that observation in his final inaugural address in the winter of 1945, and American power and prosperity soon reached epic heights. The Peabody-Roosevelt gospel seemed true enough: The world was not perfect, nor was it perfectible, but on we went, in the face of inequities and inequalities, seeking to expand freedom at home, to defend liberty abroad, to conquer disease and go to the stars. For notably among nations, the United States has long been shaped by the promise, if not always by the reality, of forward motion, of rising greatness, and of the expansion of knowledge, of wealth, and of happiness.

			

			—

			
			So it has been from the beginning—even before the beginning, really, if we think of 1776 as the birth of the nation. “I always consider the settlement of America with Reverence and Wonder,” John Adams wrote in 1765, “as the Opening of a grand scene and Design in Providence, for the Illumination of the Ignorant and the Emancipation of the slavish Part of Mankind all over the Earth.” Jefferson, too, spoke of the animating American conviction that tomorrow can be better than today. In his eighty-second year, Jefferson wrote of a “march of civilization” that had, in his long lifetime, passed “over us like a cloud of light, increasing our knowledge and improving our condition….And where this progress will stop no one can say.” 

			In the middle of the nineteenth century, the minister and abolitionist Theodore Parker defined “the American idea” as the love of freedom versus the law of slavery. Frederick Douglass, the former slave who became a leading voice for equality, believed deeply in America’s capacity for justice. “I know of no soil better adapted to the growth of reform than American soil,” Douglass said after the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision in 1857. “I know of no country where the conditions for affecting great changes in the settled order of things, for the development of right ideas of liberty and humanity, are more favorable than here in these United States.” Eleanor Roosevelt, niece of TR, wife of FDR, and global human rights pioneer, wrote, “It is essential that we remind ourselves frequently of our past history, that we recall the shining promise that it offered to all men everywhere who would be free, the promise that it is still our destiny to fulfill.”

			Self-congratulatory, even self-delusional? At times and in part, yes. It’s an inescapable fact of experience, though, that from John Winthrop to Jefferson to Lincoln, America has been defined by a sense of its own exceptionalism—an understanding of destiny that has also been tempered by an appreciation of the tragic nature of life. “Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible,” the theologian and thinker Reinhold Niebuhr wrote in 1944, “but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary.” We try; we fail; but we must try again, and again, and again, for only in trial is progress possible.
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						“When in the course of human events…” John Trumbull’s depiction of the presentation of the first draft of the Declaration of Independence to the Second Continental Congress on Friday, June 28, 1776, in the Assembly Room of the Pennsylvania State House in Philadelphia.

					

				

			

			Deep in our national soul we believe ourselves to be entitled by the free gifts of nature and of nature’s God—and, in a theological frame, of our Creator—to pursue happiness. That ambient reality has been so strong that even the most clear-eyed among us have admitted the distinctive nature of the nation. “Intellectually I know America is no better than any other country; emotionally I know she is better than every other country,” the novelist Sinclair Lewis remarked in 1930. He was not alone then, nor would he be alone now.

			

			—

			To know what has come before is to be armed against despair. If the men and women of the past, with all their flaws and limitations and ambitions and appetites, could press on through ignorance and superstition, racism and sexism, selfishness and greed, to create a freer, stronger nation, then perhaps we, too, can right wrongs and take another step toward that most enchanting and elusive of destinations: a more perfect Union.
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						The experience of World War II, where Americans fought with valor from Iwo Jima to Normandy, taught us, President Truman said, that “recognition of our dependence upon one another is essential to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness of all mankind.”

					

				

			

			To do so requires innumerable acts of citizenship and of private grace. It will require, as it has in the past, the witness and the bravery of reformers who hold no office and who have no traditional power but who yearn for a better, fairer way of life. And it will also require, I believe, a president of the United States with a temperamental disposition to speak to the country’s hopes rather than to its fears.

			In the 1790s, with the Alien and Sedition Acts, the Federalists sought not just to win elections but to eliminate their opponents altogether. In the Age of Jackson, South Carolina extremists threatened the Union, only to be put down by a president who, for his manifold flaws, believed in the Union above all. Anti–Roman Catholic sentiment, driven by immigration, gave rise to a major political movement, the Know-Nothings, in the years before the Civil War. The Reconstruction era featured several instances of progress and light in the passage of crucial constitutional amendments concerning equality and in U. S. Grant’s 1870–71 stand against the Ku Klux Klan, only to give way to Jim Crow laws and nearly a hundred years of legalized segregation.

			
			In just the past century, during World War I and after the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, a new Ku Klux Klan, boosted in part by the movie The Birth of a Nation, took advantage of American anxiety to target blacks, immigrants, Roman Catholics, and Jews. The fear that the “huddled masses” of Emma Lazarus’s poem “The New Colossus” would destroy the America that whites had come to know helped lead to the founding of the twentieth-century Klan, a nationwide organization that staged massive marches down Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington in 1925 and 1926. Isolationists and Nazi sympathizers took their stand in the 1930s; their influence evaporated only with the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor on Sunday, December 7, 1941, and Adolf Hitler’s subsequent declaration of war on the United States. Then there was the anti-Communist hysteria of the early Cold War period and the white Southern defense of segregation in the civil rights era.

			

			—

			Our greatest leaders have pointed toward the future—not at this group or that sect. Looking back on the Dixiecrat challenge, Harry Truman—the man who won the four-way 1948 presidential campaign, triumphing over the segregationist Thurmond, the Progressive candidate Henry A. Wallace, and the Republican Thomas E. Dewey—once said: “You can’t divide the country up into sections and have one rule for one section and one rule for another, and you can’t encourage people’s prejudices. You have to appeal to people’s best instincts, not their worst ones. You may win an election or so by doing the other, but it does a lot of harm to the country.” Truman understood something his legendary immediate predecessor had also grasped: that, as Franklin D. Roosevelt observed during the 1932 campaign, “The Presidency is not merely an administrative office. That’s the least of it. It is more than an engineering job, efficient or inefficient. It is pre-eminently a place of moral leadership. All our great Presidents were leaders of thought at times when certain historic ideas in the life of the nation had to be clarified.”

			
			As Truman and Roosevelt—and Jackson and Lincoln and Grant and TR and Wilson and Eisenhower and Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson and Ronald Reagan, among others—understood, the president of the United States has not only administrative and legal but moral and cultural power. “For only the President represents the national interest,” John F. Kennedy said. “And upon him alone converge all the needs and aspirations of all parts of the country, all departments of the Government, all nations of the world.” There was nothing, Lyndon Johnson remarked, that “makes a man come to grips more directly with his conscience than the Presidency. Sitting in that chair involves making decisions that draw out a man’s fundamental commitments. The burden of his responsibility literally opens up his soul. No longer can he accept matters as given; no longer can he write off hopes and needs as impossible.” The office was a crucible of character. “In that house of decision, the White House, a man becomes his commitments,” Johnson said. “He understands who he really is. He learns what he genuinely wants to be.” 

			I am writing now not because past American presidents have always risen to the occasion but because the incumbent American president so rarely does. A president sets a tone for the nation and helps tailor habits of heart and of mind. Presidential action and presidential grace are often crucial in ameliorating moments of virulence and violence—and presidential indifference and presidential obtuseness can exacerbate such hours.

			We are more likely to choose the right path when we are encouraged to do so from the very top. The country has come to look to the White House for a steadying hand, in word and deed, in uneasy times. As Woodrow Wilson observed more than a century ago, the president is “at the front of our government, where our own thoughts and the attention of men everywhere is centered upon him.”

			About that there has long been little debate. “His person, countenance, character, and actions, are made the daily contemplation and conversation of the whole people,” John Adams wrote in 1790. After his own presidency, Adams observed, “The people…ought to consider the President’s office as the indispensable guardian of their rights,” adding: “The people cannot be too careful in the choice of their Presidents.” In 1839, his son John Quincy Adams wrote that “the powers of the executive department, explicitly and emphatically concentrated in one person, are vastly more extensive and complicated than those of the legislature.” The British writer and statesman James Bryce, in his American Commonwealth, published in 1888, described the presidency as “this great office, the greatest in the world, unless we except the papacy, to which anyone can rise by his own merits.” The political scientist Henry Jones Ford, writing in 1898, observed, “The truth is that in the presidential office, as it has been constituted since Jackson’s time, American democracy has revived the oldest political institution of the race, the elective kingship.”

			
			The emphasis on the presidency in the following pages is not to suggest that occupants of the office are omnipotent. Much of the vibrancy of the American story lies in the courage of the powerless to make the powerful take notice. “One thing I believe profoundly: We make our own history,” Eleanor Roosevelt, who knew much about the possibilities and perils of politics, wrote shortly before her death in 1962. “The course of history is directed by the choices we make and our choices grow out of the ideas, the beliefs, the values, the dreams of the people. It is not so much the powerful leaders that determine our destiny as the much more powerful influence of the combined voice of the people themselves.”

			We are a better nation because of reformers, known and unknown, celebrated and obscure, who have risked and given their lives in the conviction that, as Martin Luther King, Jr., said, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” This is not sentimental. “Surely, in the light of history,” Mrs. Roosevelt remarked, “it is more intelligent to hope rather than to fear, to try rather than not to try.”

			Of course, history’s stories of presidential leadership in hours of fear can be as often disappointing as they are heroic. The Civil War was the hinge of our national saga, and our brief survey will begin in earnest in the shadow of Appomattox. Southern anxiety was a critical factor in the coming of the Civil War—the fear that the “peculiar institution” of slavery could not survive, much less thrive, within the Union. And fear fundamentally shaped American life and politics in the Reconstruction period well into the twentieth century—the white fear of ceding too much power to free blacks, an anxiety that knew no regional boundary. The most profound issues of freedom and power, of domination and subordination, were in play. From decade to decade, the white fear of people of color and of immigrants played significant, sometimes decisive, roles in the imaginations and the actions of the powerful. Writing in 1903, the scholar, historian, and activist W.E.B. Du Bois observed that “the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line,” and, while Du Bois was surely right, it is correct, too, to say that color in some ways remains the problem of American history as a whole.

			
			Such talk is uncomfortable in the twenty-first century. After King, after Rosa Parks, after John Lewis, after the watershed legislative work of Lyndon B. Johnson in passing the civil rights bills of the mid-1960s, many Americans are less than eager to acknowledge that our national greatness was built on explicit and implicit apartheid. Yet for all that the United States has accomplished—and we have been a country that people take pains to come to, not to leave—we remain an imperfect union.

			

			—

			Fear, as the political theorist Corey Robin has brilliantly argued, has been with us always. Understood by Robin and many scholars both ancient and modern as an anticipation of danger to oneself or to a group to which one belongs—including economic, racial, ethnic, religious, or other identity groups—it is among the oldest of human forces. “Political fear…arises from conflicts within and between societies,” Robin wrote in his 2004 book Fear: The History of a Political Idea, adding that political fear can be “sparked by friction in the civic world” and “may dictate public policy, bring new groups to power and keep others out, create laws and overturn them.” In the most elemental of terms, masters of such politics are adept at the manufacturing or, if the fear already exists, the marshaling of it at the expense of those who one believes pose a threat to one’s own security, happiness, prosperity, or sense of self.

			As Aristotle wrote in his Rhetoric, fear “is caused by whatever we feel has great power of destroying us, or of harming us in ways that tend to cause us great pain.” Whatever we feel: Fear can be rational—Thomas Hobbes believed fear of the state of nature, a milieu without government and order, was the primary motivation for men to enter into society, forming mutual bonds of protection—but it is often irrational. To be concerned is not necessarily the same thing as being fearful; fear is more emotional, more destabilizing, more maddening. Fear, Aristotle observed, does not strike those who are “in the midst of great prosperity.” Those who are frightened of losing what they have are the most vulnerable, and it is difficult to be clear-headed when you believe that you are teetering on a precipice. “No passion,” Edmund Burke wrote, “so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of acting and reasoning as fear.” 

			
			The opposite of fear is hope, defined as the expectation of good fortune not only for ourselves but for the group to which we belong. Fear feeds anxiety and produces anger; hope, particularly in a political sense, breeds optimism and feelings of well-being. Fear is about limits; hope is about growth. Fear casts its eyes warily, even shiftily, across the landscape; hope looks forward, toward the horizon. Fear points at others, assigning blame; hope points ahead, working for a common good. Fear pushes away; hope pulls others closer. Fear divides; hope unifies.

			“The coward, then, is a despairing sort of person; for he fears everything,” Aristotle wrote. “The brave man, on the other hand, has the opposite disposition; for confidence is the mark of a hopeful disposition.” In Christian terms, fear, according to Saint Augustine, was caused by “the loss of what we love.” Building on Augustine, Saint Thomas Aquinas wrote that “properly speaking, hope regards only the good; in this respect, hope differs from fear, which regards evil.”

			Augustine and Aquinas viewed the world in theological terms; in due historical course, the Puritans and successive generations of Americans would also see our national story in a religious context. To be sure, as Shakespeare wrote, “The devil can cite Scripture for his purpose,” and the Bible has been used to justify human chattel, to cloak Native American removal with missionary language, and to repress the rights of women. At the same time, the great American reform movements have drawn strength from religious traditions and spiritual leaders. “I do not know if all Americans have faith in their religion—for who can read the secrets of the heart?—but I am sure that they think it necessary to the maintenance of republican institutions,” Alexis de Tocqueville wrote in the Age of Jackson. “That is not the view of one class or party among the citizens, but of the whole nation; it is found in all ranks.”

			
			There was a genius about the American Founding and the emergence of American democratic politics. That genius lay in no small part in the recognition that the Republic was as susceptible to human passions as human beings themselves. The Founders expected seasons of anger and frustration; they anticipated hours of unhappiness and unrest. Fear frequently defies constitutional and political mediation, for it is more emotional than rational. When the unreconstructed Southerner of the late nineteenth century or the anti-Semite of the twentieth believed—or the nativist of the globalized world of the twenty-first believes—others to be less than human, then the protocols of politics and the checks and balances of the Madisonian system of governance face formidable tests. Mediating conflicting claims between groups if one of the groups refuses to acknowledge the very humanity of the others is a monumental task. Our Constitution and our politics, however, have endured and prevailed, vindicating the Founders’ vision of a country that would require amendment and adjustment. That the nation was constructed with an awareness of sin and the means to take account of societal changes has enabled us to rise above the furies of given moments and given ages.

			And while those furies sometimes ebb, they also sometimes flow. In a November 1963 lecture that formed the basis of a Harper’s cover story and of a book, the Columbia historian Richard Hofstadter defined what he called “the paranoid style in American politics,” a recurring popular tendency to adhere to extreme conspiratorial theories about threats to the country. “The paranoid spokesman sees the fate of conspiracy in apocalyptic terms—he traffics in the birth and death of whole worlds, whole political orders, whole systems of human values,” Hofstadter wrote. “He is always manning the barricades of civilization. He constantly lives at a turning point: it is now or never in organizing resistance to conspiracy. Time is forever running out.”

			The measure of our political and cultural health cannot be whether we all agree on all things at all times. We don’t, and we won’t. Disagreement and debate—including ferocious disagreement and exhausting debate—are hallmarks of American politics. As Jefferson noted, divisions of opinion have defined free societies since the days of Greece and Rome. The art of politics lies in the manufacturing of a workable consensus for a given time—not unanimity. This is an art, not a science. There is no algorithm that can tell a president or a people what to do. Like life, history is contingent and conditional.

			

			—

			
			In the American experience—so far—such contingencies and conditions have produced a better nation. Strom Thurmond’s fate in the 1948 election is, in a way, itself an encouraging example. The Dixiecrat carried just four states—Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, and Thurmond’s native South Carolina. Given a choice, a sufficient number of American voters believed Truman the right man to bet on. In electing the Democratic nominee to a full term, the people were picking a president who, in 1947, had addressed the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People at the Lincoln Memorial—a first for an American president—and who had commissioned a report, To Secure These Rights, which offered a devastating critique of racial discrimination and detailed a civil rights program to bring African Americans into the mainstream.

			Truman’s motivations were both strategic and moral. The black vote was important in urban areas outside the Old Confederacy, and elections mattered. Principle and politics were intertwined: In Truman’s view, candidates who carried the day at the polls would be able to do more in victory than they could in defeat. “It is my deep conviction,” the president had told the NAACP, “that we have reached a turning point in the long history of our country’s efforts to guarantee freedom and equality to all our citizens….It is more important today than ever before to insure that all Americans enjoy these rights.” He added: “When I say all Americans I mean all Americans.” The president had written the “all Americans” sentence in his own hand on a draft of the address.

			On the Fourth of July, 1947—he had spoken to the NAACP just the week before—President Truman delivered a speech at Monticello, Thomas Jefferson’s mountaintop house. In the wake of World War II, Truman said, “We have learned that nations are interdependent, and that recognition of our dependence upon one another is essential to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness of all mankind.” Everything was linked. “So long as the basic rights of men are denied in any substantial portion of the earth, men everywhere must live in fear of their own rights and their own security,” Truman said. “No country has yet reached the absolute in protecting human rights. In all countries, certainly including our own, there is much to be accomplished.”

			
			History, Truman knew, is not a fairy tale. It is more often tragic than comic, full of broken hearts and broken promises, disappointed hopes and dreams delayed. But progress is possible. Hope is sustaining. Fear can be overcome. What follows is the story of how we have endured moments of madness and of injustice, giving the better angels of which Lincoln spoke on the eve of the Civil War a chance to prevail—and how we can again.
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						President Lincoln understood the power of his story as a self-­made man. “I am a living witness,” he told the 166th Ohio Regiment at the White House in 1864, “that any one of your children may look to come here as my father’s child has.”
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				Energy in the Executive is a leading character in the definition of good government.

				—ALEXANDER HAMILTON, The New-York Packet, Tuesday, March 18, 1788

				I think that ’twixt the negroes of the South and the women at the North, all talking about rights, the white men will be in a fix pretty soon.

				—Words popularly attributed to SOJOURNER TRUTH, the Woman’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio, 1851

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			DREAMS OF GOD AND OF GOLD (not necessarily in that order) made America possible. The First Charter of Virginia—the 1606 document that authorized the founding of Jamestown—is 3,805 words long. Ninety-eight of them are about carrying religion to “such People, as yet live in Darkness and miserable Ignorance of the true Knowledge and Worship of God”; the other 3,707 words in the charter concern the taking of “all the Lands, Woods, Soil, Grounds, Havens, Ports, Rivers, Mines, Minerals, Marshes, Waters, Fishings, Commodities,” as well as orders to “dig, mine, and search for all Manner of Mines of Gold, Silver, and Copper.”

			Explorers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries sought riches; religious dissenters came seeking freedom of worship. In 1630, the Puritan John Winthrop, who crossed a stormy Atlantic aboard the Arbella, wrote a sermon, “A Model of Christian Charity,” that explicitly linked the New World to a religious vision of a New Jerusalem. “For we must consider that we shall be as a City upon a hill,” Winthrop said, drawing on Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount. (Forever shrewd about visuals, Ronald Reagan added the adjective shining to the image several centuries later.)

			We’ve always lived with—and perpetuated—fundamental contradictions. In 1619, a Dutch “man of warre” brought about twenty captive Africans—“negars”—to Virginia, the first chapter in the saga of American slavery. European settlers, meanwhile, set about removing Native American populations, setting in motion a tragic chain of events that culminated in the Trail of Tears. And so while whites built and dreamed, people of color were subjugated and exploited by a rising nation that prided itself on the expansion of liberty. Those twin tragedies shaped us then and ever after.

			
			As did basic facts of geography. There was a breathtaking amount of room to run in the New World. The vastness of the continent, the wondrous frontier, the staggering natural resources: These, combined with a formidable American work ethic, made the pursuit of wealth and happiness more than a full-time proposition. It was a consuming, all-enveloping one.

			For many, birth mattered less than it ever had before. Entitled aristocracies crumbled before natural ones. If you were a white man and willing to work, you stood a chance of transcending the circumstances of your father and his father’s father and of joining the great company of “enterprising and self-made men,” as Henry Clay put it in 1832.

			The next year, President Andrew Jackson appointed one such man to be postmaster of Salem, Illinois. Though a Whig at the time—Jackson was a Democrat—Abraham Lincoln was happy to accept. Lincoln’s rise from frontier origins became both fable and staple in the American narrative. He understood the power of his story, for he knew that he embodied broad American hopes. “I happen, temporarily, to occupy this big White House,” Lincoln told the 166th Ohio Regiment in the summer of 1864. “I am a living witness that any one of your children may look to come here as my father’s child has.”

			

			—

			No understanding of American life and politics is possible without a sense of the mysterious dynamic between the presidency and the people at large. Sundry economic, geographic, and demographic forces, of course, shape the nation. Among these is an unspoken commerce involving the most ancient of institutions, a powerful chief, and the more modern of realities, a free, disputatious populace. In moments when public life feels unsatisfactory, then, it’s instructive—even necessary—to remember first principles. What can the presidency be, at its best? And how should the people understand their own political role and responsibilities in what Jefferson called “the course of human events”?

			
			In the beginning, at the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in 1787, the presidency was a work in progress. Ambivalent about executive authority, many of the framers were nevertheless anxious to rescue the tottering American nation. Governed by the weak Articles of Confederation—national power was diffuse to nonexistent—the country, George Washington wrote in November 1786, was “fast verging to anarchy & confusion!” The Constitutional Convention, which ran from May to September of 1787, was focused on bringing stability to the unruly world of competing state governments and an ineffectual national Congress.

			In 1776’s Common Sense, Thomas Paine had suggested the title of “President” for the leader of a future American government. Still, the colonial suspicion of monarchial power was evident in Paine’s pamphlet. “But where, say some, is the king of America?” Paine wrote. “I’ll tell you, friend, he reigns above, and doth not make havoc of mankind like the royal brute of Great Britain….For as in absolute governments the king is law, so in free countries the law ought to be king, and there ought to be no other.”

			The tension between the widespread Paine view (that central authority was dangerous) and the practical experience of the Revolutionary War and the Confederation period (that a weak national government might be even more dangerous) shaped the thoughts and actions of the delegates who gathered in the Pennsylvania State House, now known as Independence Hall, in May 1787. Physically diminutive but intellectually powerful, James Madison, who laid out a plan for the new government with care, admitted the proper executive structure was a perplexing problem. “A national Executive will also be necessary,” Madison wrote fellow Virginian Edmund Randolph before the convention. “I have scarcely ventured to form my own opinion yet, either of the manner in which it ought to be constituted, or the authorities with which it ought to be clothed.”

			Madison’s uncertainty reflected the reality of the time. There were competing schools of thought. On the floor of the convention, Alexander Hamilton of New York proposed a president to be elected for life; others favored plans by which the legislative branch would select the executive, effectively creating a parliamentary system. Even when the drafting was done, the precise nature of the presidency—of its powers and relative role in guiding the nation—was an open mystery to the framers. Yet they were willing to live with ambiguity.

			
			Why? Because of George Washington. It was generally assumed that General Washington, a man with Cincinnatus-like standing who had voluntarily surrendered military power at the close of the Revolutionary War, would be the first to hold the presidential post. (The delegates did provide that the president had to be a natural-born citizen, “or a citizen of the United States at the time of the adoption of this Constitution,” suggesting that there has always been a wariness of foreign influence and of the foreign-born.) All in all, given the expectation of a President Washington, the creation of the office was an act of faith in the future and an educated wager on human character. From the start Americans recognized the elasticity of the presidency—and hoped for the best.

			Such hopes have not always been realized. Near the end of Donald Trump’s first year in power, for instance, The New York Times reported that, before taking office, he had “told top aides to think of each presidential day as an episode in a television show in which he vanquishes rivals.”

			This Hobbesian view of the presidency—that every single day is a war of all against all—is novel and out of sync with much of the presidential past. In his 1867 book The English Constitution, Walter Bagehot delineated the elements crucial to the government of a free people: “First, those which excite and preserve the reverence of the population—the dignified parts…and next, the efficient parts—those by which it, in fact, works and rules.” Bagehot argued that the projection of aspirations above the usual run of political business was vital. “The dignified parts of government,” Bagehot wrote, “are those which bring it force—which attract its motive power.”

			In the American context, this is especially true of the presidency, for the president, in the words of James Bryce, had become “the head of the nation.” Speaking in Bagehot’s vernacular, Bryce also observed: “The President has a position of immense dignity, an unrivalled platform from which to impress his ideas (if he has any) upon the people.” His influence could therefore be nearly total. “As he has the ear of the country,” Bryce wrote, “he can force upon its attention questions which Congress may be neglecting, and if he be a man of constructive ideas and definite aims, he may guide and inspire its political thought.”

			
			In a twenty-first-century hour when the presidency has more in common with reality television or professional wrestling, it’s useful to recall how the most consequential of our past presidents have unified and inspired with conscious dignity and conscientious efficiency. “Every hope and every fear of his fellow citizens, almost every aspect of their wealth and activity, falls within the scope of his concern—indeed, within the scope of his duty,” Harry Truman said. “Only a man who has held the office can really appreciate that.” Reflecting on his historic push for civil rights after President Kennedy’s assassination, Lyndon Johnson recalled: “I knew that, as President and as a man, I would use every ounce of strength I possessed to gain justice for the black American. My strength as President was then tenuous—I had no strong mandate from the people; I had not been elected to that office. But I recognized that the moral force of the Presidency is often stronger than the political force. I knew that a President can appeal to the best in our people or the worst; he can call for action or live with inaction.”

			To hear such voices is to be reminded of what we have lost, but also what can one day be recaptured.

			

			—

			The possibilities of a powerful president informed several of Hamilton’s contributions to The Federalist, his joint effort, with Madison and John Jay, to support the ratification of the Constitution. Hamilton defended article 2, the establishment of the executive, with characteristic eloquence. In his Federalist published on Tuesday, March 18, 1788, Hamilton wrote, “Energy in the Executive is a leading character in the definition of good government. It is essential to…the security of liberty against the enterprises and assaults of ambition, of faction, and of anarchy.”

			Still, Hamilton’s enthusiasm had its limits. Eight days later, in a subsequent Federalist essay, he observed, “The history of human conduct does not warrant that exalted opinion of human virtue which would make it wise in a nation to commit interests of so delicate and momentous a kind, as those which concern its intercourse with the rest of the world, to the sole disposal of…a President of the United States.” The Founders saw, then, that the executive office would require check and balance.

			
			With Hamilton and Madison’s counsel, President Washington gave the institution its founding form. “As the first of everything, in our situation [it] will serve to establish a Precedent,” he wrote Madison, “it is devoutly wished on my part, that these precedents may be fixed on true principles.” As Thomas Jefferson, the first secretary of state, recalled it, Hamilton once said that “the President was the center on which all administrative questions ultimately rested, and that all of us should rally around him, and support with joint efforts measures approved by him.” In 1792, when farmers in western Pennsylvania were gathering forces to rebel against a federal excise tax on whiskey, Hamilton urged Washington to take a direct hand. “Moderation enough has been shown; it is time to assume a different tone,” Hamilton argued. “The well-disposed part of the community will begin to think the Executive wanting in decision and vigor.”

			Washington agreed, writing, “Whereas it is the particular duty of the Executive ‘to take care that the laws be faithfully executed’…the permanent interests and happiness of the people require that every legal and necessary step should be pursued” to avoid “violent and unwarrantable proceedings.”

			Within two decades, Thomas Jefferson, after serving in the highest office himself for eight years, had come to share something of Washington’s understanding of the presidency. “In a government like ours it is the duty of the Chief-magistrate, in order to enable himself to do all the good which his station requires, to endeavor, by all honorable means, to unite in himself the confidence of the whole people,” Jefferson wrote in 1810. “This alone, in any case where the energy of the nation is required, can produce an union of the powers of the whole, and point them in a single direction, as if all constituted but one body & one mind: and this alone can render a weaker nation unconquerable by a stronger one.”

			

			—

			Many of even our most divisive figures have drawn on this Jeffersonian vision. Before Andrew Jackson, for example, power tended toward the few, whether political or financial. After Jackson, government, for better and for worse, was more attuned to the popular will. In the American experiment, Jackson proved that a leader who could inspire the masses could change the world.

			
			He was the most contradictory of men—but then, America was, and is, among the most contradictory of nations. He had massacred Indians in combat, executed enemy soldiers, fought duels, and imposed martial law on New Orleans. A champion of even the poorest of whites, Jackson was an unrepentant slaveholder. A sentimental man who adopted an Indian orphan, he was one of a line of leaders who drove Native American tribes from their homelands. An enemy of the Second Bank of the United States, Jackson would have given his life to preserve the central government.

			Jackson spoke passionately of the needs of “the humble members of society—the farmers, mechanics, and laborers” and made the case for popular politics and a more democratic understanding of power. He did so in part because he had begun his life as one of that “humble” class. A self-made man who had risen to the highest levels of a slaveholding society, he wanted to open the doors of opportunity for men like him. Today we find many of his views morally shortsighted, but in his time he was a figure of democratic aspiration.

			In the presidency, compromise was a little-remarked Jacksonian virtue. No other president fulminated more passionately or threatened his foes more forcefully, but Jackson believed in the union with all his heart. To him, the nation was a sacred thing, hallowed by his family’s blood, for he had lost his mother and brothers in the Revolutionary War. We were then, and are now, what Jackson called “one great family.”

			To Jackson, anger could be a means to an end. He understood himself and how others saw him, and he turned his vices into virtues. In facing down disunionists in South Carolina in 1832–33, Jackson thundered on about leading troops into the state and hanging his opponents. Yet in the evenings, in the White House, he wrote carefully constructed letters to his allies on the ground about how to bring the crisis to a peaceful resolution.

			In the first days of December 1832, Jackson was standing at his desk in his office on the second floor of the White House, a steel pen in hand, drafting what would become an essential document in the story of presidential power. South Carolina was threatening to nullify federal law—a tariff to which the state objected—and Jackson believed the maneuver an unacceptable blow against national authority. In a draft of his message to South Carolina, he wrote that he was speaking “with the feelings of a father” when he argued that nullification was “incompatible with the existence of the Union, contradicted expressly by the letter of the Constitution, unauthorized by its spirit, inconsistent with every principle on which it was founded, and destructive of the great object for which it was formed.” He wrote so quickly that the ink did not have time to dry before he was on to the next page.

			
			The proclamation was intended to put down rebellion and to put the presidency itself in the breach, defending both the ideal and the reality of the Union. Jackson believed his was the only voice in the country that could speak decisively in such a moment. “The President,” Jackson wrote elsewhere, “is the direct representative of the American people”—an innocuous observation from the perspective of the twenty-first century, but in Jackson’s time the assertion of the centrality of the president in the American system was controversial. 

			The claim provoked fury from John C. Calhoun, Jackson’s great rival and the architect of nullification. “Infatuated man!” Calhoun said on the floor of the Senate. “Blinded by ambition—intoxicated by flattery and vanity! Who, that is the least acquainted with the human heart; who, that is conversant with the page of history, does not see, under all this, the workings of a dark, lawless, and insatiable ambition?”

			The nullification crisis with South Carolina, the president believed, was an existential moment for the Union. “If I can judge from the signs of the times, nullification and secession, or, in the language of truth, disunion, is gaining strength,” Jackson wrote his secretary of war, Lewis Cass. “We must be prepared to act with promptness and crush the monster in its cradle before it matures to manhood.” In the proclamation, issued on Monday, December 10, 1832, Jackson called on South Carolinians to think of more than self-interest:

			
				Contemplate the condition of that country of which you still form an important part. Consider its government, uniting in one bond of common interest and general protection so many different States, giving to all their inhabitants the proud title of American citizen, protecting their commerce, securing their literature and their arts, facilitating their intercommunication, defending their frontiers, and making their name respected in the remotest parts of the earth! Consider the extent of its territory, its increasing and happy population, its advance in arts, which render life agreeable, and the sciences which elevate the mind! See education spreading the lights of religion, morality, and general information into every cottage in this wide extent of our Territories and States! Behold it as the asylum where the wretched and the oppressed find a refuge and support! Look on this picture of happiness and honor, and say, We too are citizens of America.

			
Taken together, the Nullification Proclamation of 1832 and Jackson’s conviction that the presidency was the ultimate repository of the interests of the people gave his successors precedents for bold action in consequential times. And, critically, Jackson had spoken in the vernacular of hope and of unity to combat fear and disunion. To him it was a father’s role—and a president’s.

			

			—

			As did so much else, it fell to Abraham Lincoln to bring together the elements of the presidency that Jefferson and Jackson had articulated. The interval between Jackson and Lincoln had been largely marked by a Whig retreat from using executive power, a pattern rooted in the very foundation of the Whig—that is, the anti-Jacksonian—Party. In a series of executive actions during the Civil War era, ranging from summoning the militia to suspending the right of habeas corpus to, most notably, the emancipation of slaves in the seceded states, Lincoln broadly drew on Jefferson’s and Jackson’s examples. “Certain proceedings are constitutional when, in cases of rebellion or invasion, the public safety requires them, which would not be constitutional when, in absence of rebellion or invasion, the public safety does not require them,” Lincoln remarked in 1863.

			He increased his power in the broadest of causes: not only the rescue but also the redemption and rededication of the Union. At Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, on Thursday, November 19, 1863, the president invested the Civil War with overarching meaning. Gone was the temporizing of his first inaugural, with its reassurances that slavery could stand in the places where it had taken root. To the Lincoln of Gettysburg, the war was no ordinary contest. It was not about territory or spoils. It was not about the boundaries of a nation or the control of its commerce. It was, Lincoln was saying now, about democracy and equality. “Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal,” Lincoln said in words that would live ever after. “Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure.” The task of the present generation, Lincoln said, was to ensure “that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”

			
			Fifteen months later, in his second inaugural, Lincoln continued his theme of calling on our better angels from four years earlier. “With malice toward none,” he said, “with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.” Stirring words, but the work of peace was just that: work, an unfinished effort to reunite America, to confront the legacy of slavery, to rebuild the South, and to press on through shadow and twilight.

			The president’s commitment to making that perilous journey was clear to his contemporaries—even to those who sometimes found him, with his political sensitivities and calculations, too much the compromiser. After delivering the second inaugural, Lincoln received Frederick Douglass at the White House. What, Lincoln asked, had Douglass, himself one of the great orators of the day, made of the speech? No sycophant—he had fearlessly pressed Lincoln face-to-face on important questions in the past, including the unequal treatment of black soldiers in the Union army—Douglass rendered his verdict.

			
			“Mr. Lincoln,” Douglass said, “that was a sacred effort.”
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						Frederick Douglass, who met with Lincoln to argue that blacks should be treated fairly in the Union’s armed forces, once said: “I know of no soil better adapted to the growth of reform than American soil.”

					

				

			

			

			—

			It was surely that. Yet Douglass’s considered view of the Great Emancipator in the years to come sheds light on the enduring ambiguities within the American soul. In April 1876, on the eleventh anniversary of Lincoln’s assassination, Douglass spoke at the unveiling of a statue of Lincoln on Capitol Hill. To be known as the Freedmen’s Monument, it was paid for by donations from former slaves. 

			“Truth is proper and beautiful at all times and in all places,” Douglass said, “and it is never more proper and beautiful in any case than when speaking of a great public man whose example is likely to be commended for honor and imitation long after his departure to the solemn shades, the silent continents of eternity. It must be admitted, truth compels me to admit, even here in the presence of the monument we have erected to his memory, Abraham Lincoln was not, in the fullest sense of the word, either our man or our model. In his interests, in his associations, in his habits of thought, and in his prejudices, he was a white man.” Douglass continued:

			
				He was preeminently the white man’s President, entirely devoted to the welfare of white men. He was ready and willing at any time during the first years of his administration to deny, postpone, and sacrifice the rights of humanity in the colored people to promote the welfare of the white people of this country….The race to which we belong were not the special objects of his consideration. Knowing this, I concede to you, my white fellow-citizens, a preeminence in this worship at once full and supreme. First, midst, and last, you and yours were the objects of his deepest affection and his most earnest solicitude. You are the children of Abraham Lincoln. We are at best only his step-children; children by adoption, children by forces of circumstances and necessity.

			

			Despite all this, Lincoln had come through in the end, Douglass said, and liberated a people. Addressing white America, Douglass said “while Abraham Lincoln saved for you a country, he delivered us from a bondage.” Though a white man with many of the prejudices of white men, Lincoln had proved worthy of the trust of an oppressed race:

			
				Our faith in him was often taxed and strained to the uttermost, but it never failed….We saw him, measured him, and estimated him; not by stray utterances to injudicious and tedious delegations, who often tried his patience; not by isolated facts torn from their connection; not by any partial and imperfect glimpses, caught at inopportune moments; but by a broad survey, in the light of the stern logic of great events, and in view of that divinity which shapes our ends, rough hew them how we will, we came to the conclusion that the hour and the man of our redemption had somehow met in the person of Abraham Lincoln.

			

			Douglass understood history and the men who made it. Perfection was impossible; greatness was reserved for those who managed to move forward in an imperfect world:

			
				His great mission was to accomplish two things: first, to save his country from dismemberment and ruin; and, second, to free his country from the great crime of slavery. To do one or the other, or both, he must have the earnest sympathy and the powerful cooperation of his loyal fellow-countrymen….Had he put the abolition of slavery before the salvation of the Union, he would have inevitably driven from him a powerful class of the American people and rendered resistance to rebellion impossible. Viewed from the genuine abolition ground, Mr. Lincoln seemed tardy, cold, dull, and indifferent; but measuring him by the sentiment of his country, a sentiment he was bound as a statesman to consult, he was swift, zealous, radical, and determined….

				The trust that Abraham Lincoln had in himself and in the people was surprising and grand, but it was also enlightened and well founded. He knew the American people better than they knew themselves, and his truth was based upon this knowledge.

			

			

			—

			Shot on Good Friday, 1865, the sixteenth president has loomed over the White House as grandly and as completely as he does over American history itself. He was a vibrant presence in the imagination of Theodore Roosevelt, the most compelling personality to hold the office since April 1865. In some ways a creature of his time—especially as an adherent of ultimately discredited theories of genetic white superiority—TR was also an unabashed champion of progressive causes and delighted in the possibilities of the presidency as a “bully pulpit.” He had used the phrase one evening in his library while reading over a draft of a presidential message. As a friend recalled, TR “had just finished a paragraph of a distinctly ethical character, when he suddenly stopped, swung round in his swivel chair, and said: ‘I suppose my critics will call that preaching, but I have got such a bully pulpit!’ Then he turned back to his reading again.”

			TR recalled the typical American for whom he had governed. In his Autobiography, the former president reprinted a cartoon of an elderly, bewhiskered man, his feet by a fire, reading a copy of “The President’s Message” in a newspaper. The caption: “His Favorite Author.” TR loved it. “This was the old fellow whom I always used to keep in my mind,” Roosevelt recalled. “He had probably been in the Civil War in his youth; he had worked hard ever since he left the army; he had been a good husband and father; he brought up his boys and girls to work; he did not wish to do injustice to any one else, but he wanted justice done to himself and to others like him; and I was bound to secure justice for him if it lay in my power to do so.”

			
			TR firmly believed in the centrality of his office—and of himself. He was, he said, a president in the mold of Jackson and of Lincoln, not of James Buchanan. “I declined to adopt the view that what was imperatively necessary for the Nation could not be done by the President unless he could find some specific authorization to do it,” Roosevelt recalled. “My belief was that it was not only his right but his duty to do anything that the needs of the Nation demanded unless such action was forbidden by the Constitution or by the laws.”

			

			—

			As a political scientist before entering the arena, Woodrow Wilson wrote insightfully about the national experiment. In principle, he observed in Constitutional Government in the United States, the series of lectures he published in 1908, the American system was Newtonian—balanced, ordered, immutable. “Every sun, every planet, every free body in the spaces of the heavens, the world itself,” Wilson wrote, “is kept in its place and reined to its course by the attraction of bodies that swing with equal order and precision about it, themselves governed by the nice poise and balance of forces which give the whole system of the universe its symmetry and perfect adjustment.”

			In practice, though, things were very different. “The trouble with the theory is that government is not a machine, but a living thing,” Wilson said. “It falls, not under the theory of the universe, but under the theory of organic life. It is accountable to Darwin, not to Newton. It is modified by its environment, necessitated by its tasks, shaped to its functions by the sheer pressure of life….Government is not a body of blind forces; it is a body of men…with a common task and purpose.” Wilson continued:

			
				Fortunately, the definitions and prescriptions of our constitutional law, though conceived in the Newtonian spirit and upon the Newtonian principle, are sufficiently broad and elastic to allow for the play of life and circumstance. Though they were Whig theorists, the men who framed the federal Constitution were also practical statesmen with an experienced eye for affairs and a quick practical sagacity in respect of the actual structure of government, and they have given us a thoroughly workable model. If it had in fact been a machine governed by mechanically automatic balances, it would have had no history; but it was not, and its history has been rich with the influences and personalities of the men who have conducted it and made it a living reality. The government of the United States has had a vital and normal organic growth and has proved itself eminently adapted to express the changing temper and purposes of the American people from age to age.

			
Wilson also discussed the ideal role the president could play. “His position takes the imagination of the country,” he said. “He is the representative of no constituency, but of the whole people. When he speaks in his true character, he speaks for no special interest. If he rightly interpret the national thought and boldly insist upon it, he is irresistible; and the country never feels the zest of action so much as when its President is of such insight and caliber.”

			

			—

			Which makes the character of the president critical, and character manifests itself in temperament. On Wednesday, March 8, 1933, the newly inaugurated thirty-second president of the United States, Franklin D. Roosevelt, called on retired Supreme Court justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. The two men chatted a bit—Roosevelt asked about Plato, whom Holmes was reading—and FDR sought counsel on the crisis of the Depression. “Form your ranks and fight,” Holmes advised. After the president left, Holmes was in a nostalgic mood. “You know, his [Cousin] Ted appointed me to the Supreme Court,” Holmes remarked to a former clerk. The justice then added: “a second-class intellect, but a first-class temperament!”

			Temperament is one of those terms that brings the late Supreme Court justice Potter Stewart’s definition of hardcore pornography to mind: We know it when we see it. Or, in this case, sense it. The word itself derives from the Latin meaning “due mixture.” Discerning human temperament is more a question of intuition and impression than of clinical or tactile perception, and it is a chancy undertaking.

			As Justice Holmes noted on that early March day in 1933, though, it is a vital one. And FDR’s was indeed first-rate. Like most politicians, it is true, Roosevelt loved attention and approval in equal measure. Once, after watching himself in a newsreel, he remarked: “That was the Garbo in me.” On meeting Orson Welles, the president called out: “You know, Orson, you and I are the two best actors in America!” Reflecting on Roosevelt’s determination to seek a third and then a fourth term as president, Harry Truman observed: “I guess that was his principal defect, that growing ego of his, which probably wasn’t too minuscule to start with, though perhaps it was his only flaw.”

			
			FDR had the gifts of self-knowledge and a compassion for the plight of others—saving graces that enabled him to become one of a handful of truly great and transformative presidents. As important as he believed popular leadership to be—the Fireside Chats, the careful cultivation of public opinion, the weekly press briefings—he understood, too, that less was sometimes more.

			“I know…that the public psychology and, for that matter, individual psychology cannot, because of human weakness, be attuned for long periods of time to a constant repetition of the highest note in the scale,” Roosevelt wrote in a 1935 letter. His first two years in office had been tumultuous as he launched assault after assault on the Great Depression. Now he believed the public needed something of a breather. “There is another thought which is involved in continuous leadership—whereas in this country there is a free and sensational Press, people tire of seeing the same name day after day in the important headlines of the papers, and the same voice night after night over the radio.” A leader’s balancing act, then, was the education and the shaping of public opinion without becoming overly familiar or exhausting.

			Dignified theatricality is an essential element of power. Whether on stage or on a throne, whether in the Oval Office or in the House of Commons, great leaders are often great performers, able to articulate national purposes and hopes, projecting strength and resolve in moments that threaten to give way to weakness and despair. On the night before Agincourt, Shakespeare’s Henry V was racked by doubt and anxiety and fear, only to emerge in the sunlight to transform his men into a fabled “band of brothers.”

			FDR’s point in his 1935 observation about the need to ration his exposure was that Agincourts are the exception, not the rule. Dwight Eisenhower, who served in the years of the rise of television, used to make the same argument. “I keep telling you fellows I don’t like to do this sort of thing,” Ike told advisers who urged him to go on the air more often. “I can think of nothing more boring, for the American public, than to have to sit in their living rooms for a whole half hour looking at my face on their television screens.”

			
			Presidents, as John Kennedy once observed, are subject to “clamorous counsel”—everyone, it can seem, has thoughts on how they could do the job better. When he was being told what to do and how to do it, Eisenhower—who, beneath his serene surface, had more than a bit of a temper—would reply: “Now, look, I happen to know a little about leadership. I’ve had to work with a lot of nations, for that matter, at odds with each other. And I tell you this: you do not lead by hitting people over the head. Any damn fool can do that, but it’s usually called ‘assault’—not ‘leadership.’…I’ll tell you what leadership is. It’s persuasion—and conciliation—and education—and patience. It’s long, slow, tough work. That’s the only kind of leadership I know—or believe in—or will practice.”

			TR would have agreed. In a letter written from the White House in December 1902, the first President Roosevelt described the nature of the office.

			
				Well, I have been President for a year and a quarter, and whatever the future may hold I think I may say that during that year and a quarter I have been as successful as I had any right to hope or expect. Of course political life in a position such as this is one long strain on the temper, one long acceptance of the second best, one long experiment of checking one’s impulses with an iron hand and learning to subordinate one’s own desires to what some hundreds of associates can be forced or cajoled or led into desiring. Every day, almost every hour, I have to decide very big as well as very little questions, and in almost each of them I must determine just how far it is safe to go in forcing others to accept my views and standards and just how far I must subordinate what I deem expedient, and indeed occasionally what I deem morally desirable, to what it is possible under the given conditions to achieve….Often when dealing with some puzzling affair I find myself thinking what Lincoln would have done. It has been very wearing, but I have thoroughly enjoyed it, for it is fine to feel one’s hand guiding great machinery, with at least the purpose, and I hope the effect, of guiding it for the best interests of the nation as a whole.

			
Sound and sensible, and not a bad standard for any president: The way to stand the “long strain on the temper” is to embrace compromise, seek balance, and strive to serve the national interest, which will be, in the fullness of time, in the personal historical interest of the individual president himself. Seemingly banal points, true, but recent history shows us that what we’ve long accepted as obvious isn’t always as self-evident to a controlling portion of the electorate as one might think, or hope.

			The essential question for voters, then, is discerning the nature of the man or woman who will be standing alone at what Kennedy described as the “vital center of action.” For, as the Greeks knew, character is destiny.

			

			—

			What counts is not just the character of the individual at the top, but the character of the country—its inclinations and its aspirations, its customs and its thought, its attachments to the familiar and its openness to the new. “The form of government which prevails,” Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “is the expression of what cultivation exists in the population which permits it.” Americans are driven by many forces, and chief among those forces—and thus a formative element in the country’s soul—is the “pursuit of happiness” of which Jefferson wrote in the Declaration of Independence.

			When he composed those words in his rented second-floor quarters at Seventh and Market in Philadelphia in late June, 1776, Jefferson was not thinking about happiness in only the sense of good cheer. He and his colleagues were contemplating something more comprehensive—more revolutionary. Garry Wills’s classic 1978 book on the Declaration, Inventing America, put it well: “When Jefferson spoke of pursuing happiness,” Wills wrote, “he had nothing vague or private in mind. He meant public happiness which is measurable; which is, indeed, the test and justification of any government.”

			
			Until Philadelphia, the pursuit of happiness had never been granted such pride of place in a new scheme of human government—a pride of place that put the governed, not the governors, at the center of the project. Reflecting on the sources of the thinking on which he drew to draft the Declaration, Jefferson credited “the elementary books of public right…Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney, & c.”

			To understand the Declaration, then, we have to start with Aristotle. Happiness, he wrote, is the end and the purpose of action—the whole point of life. It was an ultimate good, worth seeking for its own sake. Given the Aristotelian insight that man is a social creature whose life finds meaning in his relation to other human beings, Jeffersonian eudaimonia—the Greek word for happiness, which can also mean “flourishing”—evokes virtue, good conduct, and generous citizenship. Happiness in the ancient and American traditions is as much about the public weal as it is about an individual’s endorphins.

			As Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., once wrote, a broad understanding of happiness informed the thinking of patriots such as James Wilson (“the happiness of the society is the first law of government”) and John Adams (“the happiness of society is the end of government”). Beginning with the Declaration of Independence, the pursuit of happiness—the pursuit of the good of the whole, because the good of the whole was crucial to the genuine well-being of the individual, and vice versa—became part of the fabric (at first brittle, to be sure, but steadily stronger) of the young nation. For Jefferson and his contemporaries—and, thankfully, for most of their successors in positions of ultimate authority—one of the main points of public life was to enable human creativity and ingenuity and possibility, not to constrict it. In The Rights of Man, his 1791–92 celebration of the centrality of the individual and of the possibilities of human endeavor, Thomas Paine wrote: “From the rapid progress which America makes in every species of improvement, it is rational to conclude that if the governments of Asia, Africa, and Europe had begun on a principle similar to that of America, or had not been early corrupted therefrom, that those countries must, by this time, have been in a far superior condition to what they are.”

			

			—

			The progress of which Paine wrote and its enabling agents—reform and revolution—have deep philosophical and political roots. As traced by the Columbia sociologist Robert A. Nisbet, the idea that human nature could advance is found as early as the Greek poets Hesiod and Xenophanes (“The gods did not reveal to men all things in the beginning,” the latter wrote, “but men through their own search find in the course of time that which is better”) and in the myth of Prometheus, who gave men fire. Beyond the pagan world, Saint Augustine spoke of life as a pilgrimage from darkness to light: “The education of the human race, represented by the people of God, has advanced, like that of an individual, through certain epochs, or, as it were, ages, so that it might gradually rise from earthly to heavenly things, and from the visible to the invisible.”

			
			For the American Founders, Enlightenment thinkers such as John Locke, Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot, the Marquis de Condorcet, and Adam Smith permeated the age with the hope that progress would be possible through inquiry, argument, agitation, and finally reform. At the Sorbonne in December 1750, Turgot articulated the doctrine of progress. “The whole human race, through alternate periods of rest and unrest, of weal and woe, goes on advancing, although at a slow pace, towards greater perfection,” he said in the lecture later published as A Philosophical Review of the Successive Advances of the Human Mind. “Like the ebb and flow of the tide, power passes from one nation to another, and, within the same nation, from the princes to the multitude and from the multitude to the princes. As the balance shifts, everything gradually gets nearer and nearer to an equilibrium, and in the course of time takes on a more settled and peaceful aspect.” Of the American Revolution, Turgot wrote: “America is the hope of the human race.”

			Reason, religion, and capitalism were the tributaries that met to form the powerful American river that so impressed Turgot and his contemporaries. By replacing revelation and hereditary authority with rationality and republicanism, the American nation gave political form to the idea that the divine rights of monarchs and prelates had to surrender to the primacy of individual conscience and equality. No longer would certain men, by an accident of birth (kings) or an incident of election (popes), be granted absolute power over the humblest of others. This view of the intrinsic equality of every person—or at least of nearly every propertied white man—drew on secular philosophical insights, the ethos of the Protestant Reformation, and the prevailing culture of the Scientific Revolution.

			
			The rise of market economics was critical, too, for the ability to prosper by dint of one’s own initiative created citizens with a stake in preserving and advancing the very society that had given them their chance. “Every man, as long as he does not violate the laws of justice, is left perfectly free to pursue his own interest his own way,” Adam Smith wrote in The Wealth of Nations, “and to bring both his industry and capital into competition with those of any other man, or order of men.” To those who worried that the prosperous would close the doors of opportunity behind them, Smith argued that by “pursuing his own interest he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than when he really intends to promote it.” Moreover, in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, published in 1759, Smith wrote that “how selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others and render their happiness necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing it.” In Smith’s view, the human capacity for sympathy and fellow feeling could be as much a part of the nature of things as the desire for wealth, and this capacity was essential to the life of a republic.

			Liberty itself, meanwhile, was dependent on the moral disposition of the populace. “Machiavelli, discoursing on these matters,” Algernon Sidney, the seventeenth-century English theorist and politician, wrote, “finds virtue to be so essentially necessary to the establishment and preservation of Liberty, that he thinks it impossible for a corrupted People to set up a good Government, or for a Tyranny to be introduced if they be virtuous.” Put another way, a republic is the sum of its parts. In the last instance, we are the state, and the state is us.

			The formation, maintenance, and expression of individual opinion, then, is the motive force of American life, for that opinion will—sooner or later, for good or for ill—manifest itself in the shape and substance of politics. The things we hope for can come to pass; the things we fear can hold us back. “What the tender poetic youth dreams, and prays, and paints today, but shuns the ridicule of saying aloud,” wrote Emerson, “shall presently be the resolutions of public bodies, then shall be carried as grievance and bill of rights through conflict and war, and then shall be triumphant law and establishment for a hundred years, until it gives place, in turn, to new prayers and pictures.”
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						In a movement whose landmarks stretched from Seneca Falls in 1848 to the adoption of the women’s suffrage amendment in 1920, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony argued against slavery and for equal rights for women.

					

				

			

			Progress in America does not usually begin at the top and among the few, but from the bottom and among the many. It comes when the whispered hopes of those outside the mainstream rise in volume to reach the ears and hearts and minds of the powerful. Words attributed long afterward to Sojourner Truth, who spoke to a Woman’s Rights Convention in Akron, Ohio, in 1851, put the struggles of the day well: “I think that ’twixt the negroes of the South and the women at the North, all talking about rights, the white men will be in a fix pretty soon.” And those voices carry the farthest when they call for fairness, not favors; for simple justice, not undue advantage. “We ask,” Elizabeth Cady Stanton told the New York legislature in 1854, seeking equality for women, “for all that you have asked for yourselves in the progress of your development, since the Mayflower cast anchor [be]side Plymouth Rock; and simply on the ground that the rights of every human being are the same and identical.” Arguing for black enfranchisement in 1867, Frederick Douglass said: “If black men have no rights in the eyes of white men, of course the whites can have none in the eyes of the blacks. The result is a war of races, and the annihilation of all proper human relations.”
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						Born into slavery in Ulster County, New York, in the last years of the eighteenth century, Sojourner Truth escaped from bondage and became a stirring advocate for abolition and for the rights of women.

					

				

			

			Sojourner Truth, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Frederick Douglass: Their voices, articulating the feelings of innumerable others, ultimately prevailed in the causes of emancipation and of suffrage. It took presidential action to make things official—a Lincoln to free the slaves, a Wilson to support the women’s suffrage amendment, a Lyndon Johnson to finish the fight against Jim Crow—but without the voices from afar, there would have been no chorus of liberty. The lesson: The work of reformers—long, hard, almost unimaginably difficult work—can lead to progress and a broader understanding of who is included in the phrase “We, the People” that opened the Preamble of the Constitution. And that work unfolds still.

			

			—

			At Gettysburg in the spring of 1963, the centennial year of President Lincoln’s address at the dedication of the cemetery there, Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson went to the Pennsylvania battlefield to speak at a Memorial Day commemoration. “One hundred years ago, the slave was freed,” Johnson said. “One hundred years later, the Negro remains in bondage to the color of his skin. The Negro today asks justice. We do not answer him—we do not answer those who lie beneath this soil—when we reply to the Negro by asking, ‘Patience.’ ”

			
			The country’s fate, Johnson said, was intertwined with the country’s sense of fairness. “Unless we are willing to yield up our destiny of greatness among civilizations of history, Americans—white and Negro together—must be about the business of resolving the challenge that confronts us now,” he said. “Our nation found its soul of honor on these fields of Gettysburg one hundred years ago. We must not lose that soul in dishonor now on the fields of hate.”
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						Franklin D. Roosevelt and Lyndon B. Johnson in 1937, when LBJ was a young Texas congressman. Both believed in the transformative power of the presidency and sought to marshal federal power in the service of the excluded.

					

				

			

			Five months and twenty-three days later, Vice President Johnson became President Johnson in a moment of tragedy and fear when John F. Kennedy, the president Johnson served, was shot to death in the streets of Dallas. On that autumn afternoon, in a crowded cabin aboard Air Force One at Love Field, with the fallen president in a coffin on board, Johnson took the oath of office and ordered the plane to take off for Washington. His mind whirring, the new president, always a man of action, did not believe he had a moment to waste.

			
			The battle that Johnson chose in the bleak closing weeks of 1963 was among the most difficult in American history. It was the unfinished work of the Civil War. To understand how the forces of fear had kept equality at bay for a century, and how Lyndon Johnson, an American president thrust to authority by assassination, fulfilled long-unmet promises, we must begin the story not in Dallas nor in Washington but in a village in Virginia called Appomattox Court House.
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						Robert E. Lee’s surrender to Ulysses S. Grant in Wilmer McLean’s parlor in the village of Appomattox Court House on Palm Sunday 1865, was as much a beginning as an end as defiant white Southerners created and perpetuated a “Lost Cause” mythology. Painting by Tom Lovell.
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				The principle for which we contended is bound to reassert itself, though it may be at another time and in another form.

				—JEFFERSON DAVIS, after the defeat of the Confederate States of America

				We may say that only at the moment when Lee handed Grant his sword was the Confederacy born; or to state matters another way, in the moment of death the Confederacy entered upon its immortality.

				—ROBERT PENN WARREN, The Legacy of the Civil War, 1961
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			It was, under the circumstances, the most cordial of encounters. On the afternoon of April 9, 1865—Palm Sunday, the beginning of Holy Week—Robert E. Lee, in an impeccable gray dress uniform, surrendered to Ulysses S. Grant at the village of Appomattox Court House in Virginia. With a handsome sword and a red sash, Lee met Grant, who wore only a private’s blouse with muddied trousers and boots, in the first-floor parlor of a brick house belonging to Wilmer McLean. That morning Lee had mused about sacrificing himself to enemy fire rather than face the humiliation of capitulation. “How easily I could be rid of this, and be at rest!” he said at dawn on the day of his rendezvous with Grant. “I have only to ride along the line and all will be over!” As the story is told, though, Lee mastered his despair. “But it is our duty to live,” he said, reassuring himself and his comrades that they still had a mission. “What will become of the women and children of the South if we are not here to protect them?”

			Grant, who arrived in the early afternoon to find Lee already inside McLean’s house, had been suffering from a debilitating headache in the final days of the fighting. Relieved now—quietly “jubilant,” he recalled, at the turn of events—the Union general chose to enter the parlor alone, leaving his officers outside for a moment. It was a small sign of respect, even of humility, on the part of the victor to the vanquished.

			
			Taking Lee’s hand, Grant spoke of their shared experience in the Mexican War. “I met you once before, General Lee,” Grant said. “I have always remembered your appearance and I think I should have recognized you anywhere.” They talked on for a bit; Grant was anxious to be gracious, and the past was a safer topic for the moment than the present. At last it fell to Lee to bring up the painful work at hand. “I suppose, General Grant, that the object of our present meeting is fully understood,” Lee said. “I asked to see you to ascertain upon what terms you would receive the surrender of my army.”

			The business was handled with dispatch. Grant was magnanimous, allowing Lee’s men to keep their horses so that the former Confederates could, Grant said, “put in a crop to carry themselves and their families through the next winter.” Lee was pleased. “This will have the best possible effect upon the men,” Lee told Grant. “It will be very gratifying, and will do much toward conciliating our people.”

			The occasion was muted, the generals gracious. These were soldiers, and they understood one another. In defeat Lee was stoic; in victory, Grant was sympathetic. “As he was a man of much dignity, with an impassable face,” Grant recalled of Lee, “it was impossible to say whether he felt inwardly glad that the end had finally come, or felt sad over the result and was too manly to show it. Whatever his feelings they were entirely concealed from my observation; but my own feelings…were sad and depressed. I felt like anything rather than rejoicing at the downfall of a foe who had fought so long and valiantly, and had suffered so much for a cause, though that cause was, I believe, one of the worst for which a people ever fought.”

			Grant sent word to the Union troops: no gloating. “The war is over,” he said. “The rebels are our countrymen again.” As the two generals parted in the yard outside McLean’s house, Grant took off his hat as Lee rode by; Lee raised his own in mutual tribute.

			Yet the comity of the commanders augured little about what was to come. The clash of arms was over, yes, but the battle between North and South, between Union and rebellion, between nothing less, really, than justice and injustice was not fully resolved in Mr. McLean’s parlor. Far from it: What President Lincoln, who within a week of the surrender would be dead, the victim of an assassin’s bullet, had called the “fiery trial” of the Civil War was only a chapter in the perennial contest between right and wrong in the nation’s soul.

			
			As things turned out, Appomattox was as much a beginning as an end. In the war’s tragic wake we can see the possibilities of the American experiment and its all-too-persistent realities. As president, Grant fought against the Ku Klux Klan, but he was bracketed by Andrew Johnson, who attempted to obstruct many steps toward equality, and by Rutherford B. Hayes, who in 1877 agreed to remove federal troops from the South, effectively ending Reconstruction as part of a bargain to secure the presidency in a closely contested election. A number of the decisions made after Lincoln’s assassination long delayed the “new birth of freedom” of which the president had spoken at Gettysburg.

			For many, a new order in which blacks were equal to whites was disorienting and had to be fought with ferocity. The battle was especially pitched for white Southerners, whose wartime crusade, they told themselves, had been righteous. In the creed of the Lost Cause, arguments over states’ rights, not over slavery, had led to war. And now postbellum Southerners had to shift from military to political means in the battle for state power, which in practice meant the battle for white supremacy. Our history and our politics even now are unintelligible without first appreciating the roots of white Southern discontent about the verdict of the Civil War.

			

			—

			More than a century and a half on, the immensity of the Confederate defeat can be difficult to appreciate. Scholars estimate that between one in three and one in five Southern troops died during the conflict. Many, many more were injured either in body or mind. (A revealing, oft-cited detail: Mississippi earmarked 20 percent of its entire state budget in 1866 for wooden limbs.) In its attempt to make sense of the loss and to justify such staggering casualties, the South looked at once backward and, crucially, forward.

			The years leading up to war had been fraught, even mad. Representative Preston Brooks of South Carolina nearly killed Senator Charles Sumner with a cane on the floor of the Senate chamber. Virginia chose to hang John Brown after Harpers Ferry when, as Robert Penn Warren pointed out, he probably should have been committed to a mental institution. The decision to execute, Warren wrote, “thereby proved again what is never in much need of proof, that a crazy man is a large-scale menace only in a crazy society.” James Petigru, a Union man from South Carolina, is reported to have observed that his state was “too small for a republic, but too large for an insane asylum.”

			
			The war had been about the most fundamental of things: slavery and freedom. William H. Seward had called the clash over chattel labor the “irrepressible conflict.” As the years passed after Appomattox, however, more and more Southerners sought to diminish the role of slavery in bringing about the clash of arms. In his memoirs, Jefferson Davis said the Confederacy sought to preserve not slavery but “the inalienable right of a people to change their government…to withdraw from a Union into which they had, as sovereign communities, voluntarily entered,” adding: “African servitude was in no wise the cause of the conflict, but only an incident.” Though this view was to be echoed in sundry memorial addresses, tracts, sermons, and casual conversations down to the present day, it was unconvincing, not least because of what Southerners had said when the war itself was actually coming about.

			In the month before Fort Sumter, Alexander H. Stephens, the vice president of the newly formed Confederate States of America, made his “Cornerstone Speech” in Savannah, Georgia. The crowd was raucous; feeling ran high. The Confederacy’s “foundations are laid,” Stephens said, “its cornerstone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery—subordination to the superior race—is his natural and normal condition. This, our new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth.”

			To the North, on the banks of the Potomac, Abraham Lincoln set about rescuing the Union. The Republican Party’s emergence in the mid-1850s had brought a fresh moral dimension to American politics. This is not to argue that the Party of Lincoln, as it was to become, was a perfect instrument. It is clearly the case, however, that restrictions on the expansion of slavery lay at the heart of the Republican claim to power.

			“I am naturally anti-slavery,” Lincoln was to write in April 1864. “If slavery is not wrong, nothing is wrong. I can not remember when I did not so think, and feel.” As early as 1854, speaking in Peoria, Illinois, Lincoln had called slavery a “monstrous injustice,” saying: “Let us re-adopt the Declaration of Independence, and with it, the practices, and policy, which harmonize with it….If we do this, we shall not only have saved the Union; but we shall have so saved it, as to make, and to keep it, forever worthy of the saving.”

			
			He was less certain, though, about exactly how to design and implement this plan of salvation. “If all earthly power were given me, I should not know what to do, as to the existing institution,” he said at Peoria, continuing:

			
				My first impulse would be to free all the slaves, and send them to Liberia—to their own native land. But a moment’s reflection would convince me, that whatever of high hope (as I think there is) there may be in this, in the long run, its sudden execution is impossible….What then? Free them all, and keep them among us as underlings? Is it quite certain that this betters their condition?…Free them, and make them politically and socially, our equals? My own feelings will not admit of this; and if mine would, we well know that those of the great mass of white people will not….A universal feeling, whether well or ill-founded, can not be safely disregarded. We can not, then, make them equals. It does seem to me that systems of gradual emancipation might be adopted; but for their tardiness in this, I will not undertake to judge our brethren of the south.

			

			Intensely practical, attuned to the subtleties of public opinion, Lincoln was “always calculating, and always planning ahead,” William Herndon, his law partner, remarked. “His ambition was a little engine that knew no rest.” 

			What, then, as Lincoln came to the White House, were the objects of that ambition? For him it was, in the first instance, the rescue of the Union so long as slavery remained a Southern, not a Western, institution. He rejected any compromise in the Secession Winter of 1860–61 that would have expanded slavery. By the summer of 1862 it became evident to him that emancipation, even in a limited way, would be militarily wise and, in the abolitionist precincts of the North, politically beneficial—all while having the virtue, he believed, of being morally right.

			
			To prepare public opinion for emancipation, Lincoln wrote the New York editor Horace Greeley in August 1862. “My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery,” Lincoln wrote. “If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also do that….I have here stated my purpose according to my view of official duty; and I intend no modification of my oft-expressed personal wish that all men every where could be free.”

			By speaking of “freeing all the slaves,” Lincoln was openly broaching the boldest of maneuvers—and, in the wake of the Confederate retreat from Antietam in September, he believed the time was right to strike. Lincoln told his cabinet that he had made a bargain with God: If the Union forces could prevail in Maryland, he, the president, would move on emancipation. Now victory had come, Lincoln said, and he was ready to act. He had drafted a proclamation and would entertain any minor editorial thoughts from the cabinet, but that was all he was interested in. He had, he told them, “resolved upon this step, and had not called them together to ask their advice, but to lay the subject-matter of a proclamation before them.” The decision was the president’s to make, and he had made it.

			With the Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation of September 22, 1862, (which would free the slaves in Confederate states if those states did not end the rebellion by New Year’s Day), and the Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863 (which followed through on the warning issued in September), Lincoln gave the words that Julia Ward Howe had written earlier in the war, published as “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” in The Atlantic Monthly, newly urgent significance:

			
				As He died to make men holy, let us die to make men free,

				While God is marching on.

			

			

			—

			Yet the war was not as morally dispositive as we tend—or like—to think. “The Union,” the historian C. Vann Woodward wrote, “fought the Civil War on borrowed moral capital.” To accept emancipation did not mean one favored equality. Lincoln himself was forever evolving on the question. “Your race are suffering, in my judgment, the greatest wrong inflicted on any people,” Lincoln told a delegation of blacks in August 1862. “But even when you cease to be slaves, you are yet far removed from being placed on an equality with the white race….I do not propose to discuss this, but to present it as a fact with which we have to deal. I cannot alter it if I would.” One answer, Lincoln allowed, was the removal of blacks from the nation—colonization to Africa, perhaps. “But for your race among us there could not be war, although many men engaged on either side do not care for you one way or the other….It is better for us both, therefore, to be separated.”

			
				
					[image: Commemorative print of Abraham Lincoln with the text of the Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863. Print published in 1865.]
				

				
					
						With the Emancipation Proclamations (one in September 1862, the other in January 1863), Lincoln transformed the Civil War from one to preserve the Union to one that included the cause of liberty for the enslaved, a project realized, in legal terms, with the Thirteenth Amendment.

					

				

			

			
			Slavery had been conquered by the Union, but racism lived on across America. “When was it ever known that liberation from bondage was accompanied by a recognition of political equality?” the abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison wrote in 1864.

			On Tuesday, April 11, 1865—two days after Lee’s surrender—Lincoln made what would be his last public speech. That evening, from the North Portico of the White House, the president acknowledged both the magnitude of the Union victory and the coming agonies of Reconstruction. “We meet this evening, not in sorrow, but in gladness of heart,” Lincoln told a large crowd that had gathered on an evening the journalist Noah Brooks described as “misty.” The weather did not matter: The throngs of Washington were eager to hail their president. There were, Brooks wrote, “cheers upon cheers” and “wave after wave of applause.”

			As Tad Lincoln picked up the pages that fell away from Lincoln’s hand, the president noted that the Confederate surrender had given the Union “hope of a righteous and speedy peace whose joyous expression cannot be restrained.” Yet he worried about the work of reunion. “We simply must begin with, and mold from, disorganized and discordant elements,” Lincoln said. “Nor is it a small additional embarrassment that we, the loyal people, differ among ourselves as to the mode, manner, and measure of reconstruction.” In the chaos of the peace, many Southern whites would find it possible to carry on the war even after the guns had fallen silent.

			

			—

			The Southern strategy to bring victory out of defeat was articulated, among others, by the Virginia Confederate and journalist Edward Alfred Pollard. Born in 1832 in Nelson County, Virginia, near Charlottesville, Pollard was a newspaperman who had also served as clerk to the House Judiciary Committee. Before Fort Sumter, Pollard defended slavery in an 1859 book entitled Black Diamonds Gathered in the Darkey Homes of the South; during the war, he was captured by the Union navy while en route to England and was held for a time as a prisoner of war. In the wake of Appomattox, Pollard produced a treatise on the meaning of the war: The Lost Cause: A New Southern History of the War of the Confederates, published in 1866. “No one can read aright the history of America,” he wrote, “unless in the light of a North and a South: two political aliens existing in a Union imperfectly defined as a confederation of States.”

			
			In Pollard’s formulation, the Lost Cause was both justified and enduring: It was not dead, but alive. The foe now was central authority and national will—Washington, D.C., writ large. “The people of the South have surrendered in the war what the war has conquered”—slavery and secession—“but they cannot be expected to give up what was not involved in the war, and voluntarily abandon their political schools for the dogma of Consolidation.” Pollard declared that a “ ‘war of ideas,’ ” a new war that “the South wants and insists upon perpetrating,” was under way. “The war has left the South its own memories, its own heroes, its own tears, its own dead,” Pollard wrote. “Under these traditions, sons will grow to manhood, and lessons sink deep that are learned from the lips of widowed mothers.”

			It was a bold call to fight on in the face of loss. The war, Pollard wrote, “did not decide negro equality; it did not decide negro suffrage; it did not decide State Rights….And these things which the war did not decide, the Southern people will still cling to, still claim, and still assert them in their rights and views.”

			He enlarged upon this thesis in another book, The Lost Cause Regained, published in 1868. Pollard wrote that he was “profoundly convinced that the true cause fought for in the late war has not been ‘lost’ immeasurably or irrevocably, but is yet in a condition to be ‘regained’ by the South on ultimate issues of the political contest.” The question was no longer slavery, but white supremacy, which Pollard described as the “true cause of the war” and the “true hope of the South.”

			The reassertion of states’ rights and the rejection of federal rule was a holy cause. Likening the lot of the Southerner to that of Christ himself, Pollard spoke in terms religiously inclined Southerners—which was to say most Southerners—could understand, calling on the defeated Confederates to be patient in the tribulation of Reconstruction. The South, Pollard wrote, “must wear the crown of thorns before she can assume that of victory.”

			
			The blood of their brothers and the faith of their fathers had consecrated a postwar Southern path. There was to be only limited accommodation to the will of the majority. Though the North had triumphed on the field of battle, the South, anxious about ceding control of their particular affairs to the federal government, settled in for the longest of sieges.

			A Confederate general, Jubal A. Early, a veteran of Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, also heavily influenced the white Southern understanding of the war and of the Lost Cause. As the president of, and a longtime leading voice within, the Southern Historical Society, Early strove mightily to burnish the story of the war and its legacy, paying particular attention to the cultivation of the image of Robert E. Lee. By casting Lee as a model of virtue who only reluctantly took up arms to defend his beloved Virginia and who sought reconciliation after the war, Early and his compatriots gave the Lost Cause narrative the greatest of heroes. When Lee died, in 1870, the praise was more than Frederick Douglass could bear. “We can scarcely take up a newspaper that is not filled with nauseating flatteries of the late Robert E. Lee,” Douglass wrote. “It would seem from this that the soldier who kills the most men in battle, even in a bad cause, is the greatest Christian, and entitled to the highest place in heaven.”

			An article of faith in the Lost Cause creed was that the North had not outfought or out-generaled the South. Victory had come to the Union, and defeat to the Confederacy, rather, because of the North’s overwhelming advantages in manpower and industrial strength. By explaining away defeat as the result largely of brute force, the Lost Cause was comforting and utilitarian, for it gave Southerners a way both to think about the past and to act in the present. They had resisted Northern force in battle; now they would defy Northern authority in peace, fighting Pollard’s “ ‘war of ideas.’ ” Before Fort Sumter they had feared restrictions on slavery and had resorted to force of arms. After Appomattox they feared the imposition of the national consensus and would deploy political and paramilitary means to protect their way of life. 

			Old times there would not be forgotten. “The ‘Lost Cause,’ ” Pollard wrote in 1868, “needs no war to regain it. We have taken up new hopes, new arms, new methods.”

			

			—

			
			Vigilante violence was one such method. In the spring of 1866 in Pulaski, Tennessee, six former Confederates gathered in Thomas M. Jones’s law office in a brick building in Giles County. They were bored, they recalled, and struck on the idea of founding a new organization. To be known as the Ku Klux Klan, the group’s name was derived from kuklos, the Greek word for circle or band, and featured elaborate titles, costumes and hoods fashioned from bed linens, horseback rides through the night—and, soon enough, terror attacks against African Americans.

			Southern accounts of the Klan’s founding are sentimental. “Boys, let’s start something to break the monotony and cheer up our mothers and girls,” one of the organizers is alleged to have said. “Let’s start a club of some kind.” This version of the story, reported in Claude G. Bowers’s 1929 book The Tragic Era: The Revolution After Lincoln, is blithely racist. When the white-sheeted Klansmen rode, Bowers wrote, “every one was merry for the moment—every one but the freedmen, who, being superstitious, thought they had seen ghosts from the near-by battlefields. Many of these, who had been idling, hurried back contritely and subdued to their old masters’ fields. At first the whites laughed over the fears of the blacks, and then, noting an improvement among them, with more industry and less petty pilfering, the serious possibilities of the society were envisaged.”

			Not only envisaged, but acted upon. Spreading through the South, the Klan’s night riders terrorized freed African Americans, many of whom were voting and holding office in the aftermath of the war, and the Klansmen undermined Reconstruction authorities—what the Southern writer and Nathan Bedford Forrest biographer Andrew Lytle called, without irony, “the Scalawag-Carpetbagger regime.” 

			By the spring of 1867, at a gathering at the Maxwell House hotel in Nashville, the Klan was reorganized with a new “Prescript,” a detailed hierarchical charter. Intrigued by what he was hearing about the Klan, Nathan Bedford Forrest, the former Confederate cavalry commander, came to Nashville, looked up an old officer of his, asked about joining, and was almost immediately elected “Grand Wizard of the Invisible Empire.” Forrest was a legendary figure. “There will never be peace in Tennessee,” Union general William T. Sherman had said during the war, “until Forrest is dead.” And there was not peace—not really—even now.

			

			—

			
			The effectiveness of the presidency in the years after the war was underwhelming. Andrew Johnson, the Tennessee Democrat whom Lincoln had chosen as his vice presidential running mate to broaden the GOP’s appeal during the 1864 election, proved untrue to Republican orthodoxy. There were, to be sure, landmark advances in the wake of Lincoln’s assassination, but they largely came about in spite of Johnson, not because of him.

			Therein lies a lesson: If sufficiently developed and organized, public sentiment, as manifested in Congress, can prevail over presidential intransigence. Lincoln offered a case study in the leadership of hope and progress; Andrew Johnson’s is an unhappier story of willfulness and single-minded service to a favored constituency—in this case, to white Southerners.

			Even the most obtuse chief executive, though, can be formidable without being indomitable. The Civil Rights Act of 1866 and Reconstruction legislation in 1867 that created military districts in the South and guaranteed black male suffrage were passed over Johnson’s veto. The president also unsuccessfully opposed the Fourteenth Amendment, which granted citizenship to former slaves and guaranteed, at least on paper, equal protection. The amendment established the principle of birthright citizenship (thus overturning Dred Scott and making blacks citizens), and, with its equal protection clause, put the idea of equality into the Constitution for the first time, making the federal government, not the states, the protector of Americans’ liberties.

			There had been early hopes for Lincoln’s successor. “Johnson, we have faith in you,” Radical Republican senator Benjamin F. Wade told the new president. “By the Gods, there will be no trouble now in running the government.” At first Johnson had seemed determined to punish the rebels. “I hold this: …treason is a crime, and crime must be punished,” he said. Charles Sumner himself believed Johnson an ally. The new president, Sumner remarked, was “the sincere friend of the negro and ready to act for him decisively.”

			Sumner and his Radical Republican compatriots were, alas, wrong. The president from Tennessee sometimes said the right things, but in the end his view of Reconstruction favored a fast resolution of the outstanding issues with the conquered states—and the rights of black freedmen did not lend themselves to quick adjudication. “White men alone must manage the South,” Johnson remarked in 1865. Two years later, in 1867, the president asserted that blacks were incapable of self-government. “No independent government of any form has ever been successful in their hands,” Johnson wrote in his annual message. “On the contrary, wherever they have been left to their own devices they have shown a constant tendency to relapse into barbarism.” It was, the historian Eric Foner observed, “probably the most blatantly racist pronouncement ever to appear in an official state paper of an American president.”

			
			Before his first year in office was out, Johnson had done much to return the Southern states to an antebellum footing. He had vetoed the 1866 civil rights bill and the Freedmen’s Bureau bill, infuriating Radical Republicans; his civil rights veto message argued that “the distinction of race and color is by the bill made to operate in favor of the colored and against the white race.” The presidency which under Lincoln had been a tool of transformation had become, under Johnson, a refuge from modernity.

			Johnson was ultimately impeached but not removed from office—he escaped conviction in the Senate by one vote—by Radical Republicans who believed him to be hopelessly accommodating toward his native South. As he lost ground on Reconstruction, Johnson grew erratic, lashing out at opponents. He had, in fact, never seemed entirely stable: Johnson had had too much fortifying whiskey before delivering, or trying to deliver, his inaugural remarks on becoming vice president in 1865. “It must be said,” the journalist Noah Brooks reported to his readers, “that upon that momentous and solemn occasion, where were assembled the good, the brave, the beautiful, the noble of our land, and the representatives of many foreign lands, Andrew Johnson, called to be Vice President of the United States, was in a state of manifest intoxication.” Johnson rambled in remarks that were emotional, florid, and overlong; he “repeated inaudibly” the oath of office, superfluously adding in “I can say that with perfect propriety” at various points; and, once the oath was done, he started up again, aimlessly discoursing on the import of the occasion. (Defenders say he was fighting illness; sick or no, what people noticed was that he was drunk.)

			
			On Washington’s Birthday—Thursday, February 22, 1866—Johnson delivered an angry, self-pitying speech in the capital. “Who, I ask, has suffered more for the Union than I have?” Johnson said. (Lincoln, for one, comes to mind.) He attacked Radical Republicans, including Thaddeus Stevens, Charles Sumner, and Wendell Phillips, and asserted that federal steps toward equality amounted to a dangerous centralization of power—an argument in sync with Edward Pollard’s.

			Resentful and impassioned, Johnson also riled up the Washington’s Birthday crowd with claims that his opponents were considering having him assassinated. Rather than offering reassurance to an anxious public, then, Johnson chose to foment chaos and promulgate fears of conspiracy. “If my blood is to be shed because I vindicate the Union and the preservation of this Government in its original purity and character,” he said, “let it be shed; let an altar to the Union be erected, and then, if it is necessary, take me and lay me upon it, and the blood that now warms and animates my existence shall be poured out as a fit libation to the Union of these States.”
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						In the spring of 1871, President Grant went to Capitol Hill to seek legislative authority to take federal action to put down the Ku Klux Klan, personally writing out his call for laws to “secure life, liberty, and property.”

					

				

			

			In the presidential contest of 1868, U. S. Grant won the White House as the nominee of the Republican Party, but he faced a complicated racial calculus. Northern opinion was divided between those who wished to force the white South to accept political equality for the freedmen and others who, sharing prevalent racial views of the time, were less interested in elevating blacks to the status of whites. The Union general Thomas Ewing, Jr., a native of Ohio who served as the first chief justice of Kansas, articulated white fears about Reconstruction during the 1868 presidential campaign. He wanted to support Grant, he said, but worried about a rush to equality. “Blood is thicker than water,” Ewing said, “and Northern whites will sympathize with Southern whites in their struggle to shake off the incubus of Negro rule.”

			
			As president from 1869 to 1877, Grant struggled to govern a majority-white nation along unionist principles in a racially backward age. Many Northern whites were largely uninterested in, if not outright hostile to, measures to bring equality to the races. And the South was the most confounding theater of the new war. “There has never been a moment since Lee surrendered,” Grant said, “that I would not have gone more than halfway to meet the Southern people in a spirit of conciliation. But they have never responded to it. They have not forgotten the war.”

			
				
					[image: The Fifteenth Amendment. Celebrated May 19th, 1870 from an original design by James C. Beard 1837-1913, American artist. A commemorative print marking the enactment, on March 30, 1870, of the Fifteenth Amendment and showing the grand May 19 celebratory parade in Baltimore. A float carrying four young women wearing crowns and sheltered by a canopy, drawn by four white horses, leads the parade. The parade scene is surrounded by several vignettes. In the upper corners appear bust portraits of President Ulysses S. Grant (left corner) and Vice President Schuyler S. Colfax. In the top centre are three black leaders: Martin Robinson Delany, author and the first black major in the U.S. Army; abolitionist and U.S. marshal for the District of Columbia Frederick Douglass; and Mississippi senator Hiram Rhoades Revels. At the sides are (left, top to bottom) a young black man reading the Emancipation Proclamation, three black men with Masonic sashes and banners ("We Unite in the Bonds of Fellowship with the Whole Human Race"), an open Bible ("Our Charter of Rights"), and a bust portrait of Lincoln. In the lower left corner is a classroom scene in a black school, labelled "Education Will Prove the Equality of the Races." In the lower right corner a black pastor preaches to his congregation, with the motto "The Holy Ordinances of Religion Are Free" below. To the right of the central scene are (top to bottom): two free blacks who "till our own fields;" a black officer commanding his troops ("We Will Protect Our Country as It Defends Our Rights"); a bust portrait of John Brown; and a black man reading to his family ("Freedom Unites the Family Circle"). The bottom row shows three more scenes (left to right): a black wedding ceremony ("Liberty Protects the Marriage Alter"); a black man voting ("The Ballot Box Is Open To Us"); and Senator Revels in the House of Representatives ("Our Representative Sits in the National Legislature"). (Universal History Archive/UIG via Getty Images)]
				

				
					
						The amendment extending voting rights to black men, President Grant wrote, was a “measure of grander importance than any other one act of the kind from the foundation of our free Government to the present day.”

					

				

			

			Nor would they. “The principle for which we contended is bound to reassert itself,” Jefferson Davis remarked after the Confederacy’s fall, “though it may be at another time and in another form.” Defeated on the battlefield, many Southerners, following Pollard, were determined to win the peace—and victory in the long shadow of Appomattox would be defined by the extent to which the old Confederacy could subjugate blacks.

			
			Yet Grant, in contrast to Andrew Johnson, appreciated the bigness of his office and of the times. On Wednesday, March 30, 1870, to commemorate the ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment, with its constitutional extension of voting rights to African American men, Grant sent a special message to Congress. The amendment, he wrote, was “a measure of grander importance than any other one act of the kind from the foundation of our free Government to the present day.” He took a broad view of the moment and its implications. “To the race more favored heretofore by our laws I would say, Withhold no legal privilege of advancement to the new citizen.” Grant closed by affirming the significance of the hour. “I repeat,” he wrote, “that the adoption of the fifteenth amendment to the Constitution completes the greatest civil change and constitutes the most important event that has occurred since the nation came into life.”

			The amendment’s ratification led to the passage of the Enforcement Act in May of that year—a law that empowered federal authorities to crack down on the Ku Klux Klan. (It was the first of three such measures.) Still, the violence and the terror continued. Force had to be met with force. Senator John Sherman of Ohio, younger brother of General William T. Sherman, articulated a fairly common Northern view: “If that is the only alternative,” Sherman wrote, “I am willing to…again appeal to the power of the nation to crush, as we once before have done, this organized civil war.”

			At last, in the spring of 1871, President Grant intervened on Capitol Hill. He needed, he said, extraordinary powers to bring order to the chaos in the South. Writing in his own hand, he made the case for action. “A condition of affairs now exists in some of the States of the Union rendering life and property insecure and the carrying of the mails and the collection of the revenue dangerous.” His conclusion: “Therefore I urgently recommend such legislation as in the judgment of Congress shall effectually secure life, liberty, and property, and the enforcement of law in all parts of the United States.”

			
			Congress agreed, and Grant was given the authority to suspend habeas corpus and to deploy military force to fight the Klan. The target of the bill: those who “conspire together, or go in disguise upon the public highway, or upon the premises of another for the purpose…of depriving any person or any class of persons of the equal protection of the laws.”

			The armies of the Lost Cause rallied against Grant and Congress. To the Mississippi Clarion, the law was “unconstitutional and hideously despotic.” Congressman James M. Leach of North Carolina called it “an outrage upon the Constitution, an outrage upon liberty and free government, an outrage upon the good name of a noble State and a law-loving people.”

			The Grant-era maneuvers against the reign of terror in the South—which included prosecutions—had the desired effect, and the Klan dissipated as an active force. It was a moment of hope in the postbellum world, but it was a brief one. “Though rejoiced at the suppression of KuKluxery even in one neighborhood,” Grant attorney general Amos T. Akerman wrote, “I feel greatly saddened by this business. It has revealed a perversion of moral sentiment among the Southern whites which bodes ill to that part of the country for this generation.”

			An economic depression, a series of racially reactionary Supreme Court decisions, and the withdrawal of federal forces from the Louisiana and South Carolina statehouses after the disputed 1876 presidential election—the price of Republican Rutherford B. Hayes’s defeat of Democrat Samuel Tilden—essentially brought Reconstruction to a conclusion.

			Fearing a Democratic victory, Hayes had written that a President Tilden would sacrifice the work of Lincoln and Grant. “I don’t care for myself,” Hayes said before the final outcome was known, “and the party, yes, and the country, too, can stand it; but I do care for the poor colored men of the South….The result [of a Democratic presidency] will be that the Southern people will practically treat the constitutional amendments as nullities, and then the colored man’s fate will be worse than when he was in slavery.” 

			Yet it would be a President Hayes, not a President Tilden, who, in exchange for Southern support, would leave “the poor colored men of the South” without protection in hostile territory. “As to Southern affairs,” Hayes wrote a friend from Texas, “ ‘the let alone policy’ seems now to be the true course.” As for himself, Hayes said, he had “nothing but good will” for the South.

			
			The post-1877 period was bleak. “The whole South—every state in the South—had got into the hands of the very men who held us as slaves,” said a former slave. And violence, though more sporadic than in the Klan’s heyday, remained a fact of life. The same year Hayes campaigned against Tilden, future South Carolina senator Ben Tillman was part of an attack on African American Republicans at Hamburg, South Carolina. “The purpose of our visit to Hamburg was to strike terror,” Tillman recalled. “And the next morning when the Negroes who had fled to the swamp returned to the town, the ghastly sight…of seven dead Negroes lying stark and stiff certainly had its effect.”

			And so things would stand for years to come. “If,” W.E.B. Du Bois wrote in 1935, “the Reconstruction of the Southern states, from slavery to free labor, and from aristocracy to industrial democracy, had been conceived as a major national program of America, whose accomplishment at any price was well worth the effort, we should be living today in a different world.” But there had no such conception, or at least no such plausible conception given the political, cultural, and economic realities of the nation.

			By the 1890s and into the first years of the twentieth century, Jim Crow laws were prevalent in the South, and black voters were systematically disenfranchised. The North, meanwhile, had its own pattern of de jure and de facto segregation. In 1894, Mississippi voted to include the Confederate battle emblem on its state flag. Two years later, in Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme Court sanctioned the racist principle of “separate but equal.”

			Justice John Marshall Harlan articulated a forward-leaning view, but his was the sole dissenting vote in Plessy. “The white race deems itself to be the dominant race in this country,” Harlan wrote. “And so it is, in prestige, in achievements, in education, in wealth, and in power….But in the view of the Constitution, in the eye of the law, there is in this country no superior, dominant, ruling class of citizens. There is no caste here. Our Constitution is color-blind, and neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens. In respect of civil rights, all citizens are equal before the law. The humblest is the peer of the most powerful.” However eloquent, Harlan was speaking against the overwhelming opinion of the time.

			
			Whites reigned supreme. Within about three decades of Lee’s surrender, angry and alienated Southern whites who had lost a war had successfully used terror and political inflexibility (a refusal to concede that the Civil War had altered the essential status of black people) to create a postbellum world of American apartheid. Many white Americans had feared a postslavery society in which emancipation might lead to equality, and they had successfully ensured that no such thing should come to pass, North or South. Lynchings, church burnings, and the denial of access to equal education and to the ballot box were the order of the decades. A succession of largely unmemorable presidents served after Grant; none successfully marshaled the power of the office to fight the Northern acquiescence to the South’s imposition of Jim Crow.

			“We fought,” a Confederate veteran from Georgia remarked in 1890, “for the supremacy of the white race in America.” That was a war they won—and, in a central American irony, they did so not alone but with the aid and comfort of many of their former foes on the field of battle.
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						Theodore Roosevelt, his daughter Alice Roosevelt Longworth remarked, always wanted to be “the bride at every wedding, the corpse at every funeral”; a contemporary thought him “a dazzling…spectacle of a human engine driven at full speed.”
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				There must be the keenest sense of duty, and with it must go the joy of living; there must be shame at the thought of shirking the hard work of the world.

				—THEODORE ROOSEVELT, The Rough Riders and An Autobiography

				A great party has pledged itself to the protection of children, to the care of the aged, to the relief of overworked girls, to the safeguarding of burdened men.

				—JANE ADDAMS, cofounder of Chicago’s Hull-House, seconding TR’s 1912 Progressive Party nomination
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			FOR THE PRESIDENT, it was a quick half-mile trip from the White House to Washington’s Columbia Theater on F Street between Eleventh and Twelfth streets Northwest. On the evening of Monday, October 5, 1908—a lovely early autumn day in the capital—Theodore Roosevelt, nearing the end of his time in office, left the executive mansion with his wife, Edith, to take in a play. TR wanted to make a night of it, and the president’s party included three cabinet members and their wives—Elihu Root of State, Victor Metcalf of the Navy, and Oscar Straus of Commerce and Labor—as well as presidential secretary William Loeb and his wife.

			The play was Israel Zangwill’s The Melting-Pot, the story of a Jewish man who had fled the deadly pogroms of Russia to make a new life in America. The action was set in the living room of a modest house in what Zangwill’s stage directions called a “non-Jewish borough of New York” on a February afternoon in the first years of the twentieth century. The play’s designers affixed a mezuzah—a tiny metal case to hold a parchment Hebrew scriptural passage—to a doorpost. An American flag was pinned on a wall; there were bookcases with “mouldering Hebrew books” and English-language volumes; pictures of Wagner, Columbus, and Lincoln hung in the room.

			The protagonist, the Russian immigrant David Quixano, had reveled in America’s openness to new arrivals and rhapsodized about the flow of refugees from the Old World through New York Harbor. America, he said, was “God’s Crucible, the great Melting-Pot, where all the races of Europe are melting and re-forming!” Roosevelt, who was seated next to Zangwill’s wife, heartily approved. “Certain strong lines,” The New York Times reported, “caused Mr. Roosevelt to lean forward in his box and say in a perfectly audible tone, ‘That’s all right!’ ”
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						Israel Zangwill’s 1908 play The Melting-Pot spoke of America as “God’s Crucible.” President Roosevelt approved. “It’s great—it’s a great play,” he told Zangwill, who dedicated a published version to TR.

					

				

			

			A climactic speech of Quixano’s prompted the president to lead an ovation. “There she lies, the great Melting-Pot….” Quixano says. 

			
				Ah, what a stirring and a seething! Celt and Latin, Slav and Teuton, Greek and Syrian…black and yellow…how the great Alchemist melts and fuses them with his purging flame! Here shall they all unite to build the Republic of Man and the Kingdom of God….What is the glory of Rome and Jerusalem where all nations and races come to worship and look back, compared with the glory of America, where all races and nations come to labor and look forward!

			

			Characteristically enthusiastic, Roosevelt was lavish in his praise. “It’s great—it’s a great play,” TR told Zangwill. “I never was so stirred in all my life!” Zangwill was understandably thrilled; he had written the play, he recalled, so that audiences would see “that, in the crucible of love…the most violent antitheses of the past may be fused into a higher unity.” Zangwill later dedicated a published version of The Melting-Pot to Roosevelt.

			
			The play went on from Washington to Chicago and finally to Broadway. In 1915 the actor who had played Quixano on stage, Walker Whiteside, starred in a silent-film version, all of which helped popularize the image of the kind of nation that TR, before, during, and after his presidency, sought to sustain: one in which America was welcoming to certain groups if those groups put away their cultures of origin.

			To Roosevelt, the sensible—and, in Rooseveltian terms, the right—position on the changing nature of the country was perfectly clear. “It is,” TR said, “a base outrage to oppose a man because of his religion or birthplace, and all good citizens will hold any such effort in abhorrence.”

			That was, however, a sentiment more easily articulated than widely realized—even for Roosevelt himself. It would be a mistake to hold Roosevelt up as a forerunner or as a prophet of the racially and ethnically diverse America of the twenty-first century. His vision of the country was, as the title of Zangwill’s play had it, of a melting pot, but for him the pot—to extend the metaphor—had been smelted from the achievements of the Anglo-Saxon conquerors of the American continent, and those who joined the American experience owed those conquerors their respect and fealty. “The rude, fierce settler who drives the savage from the land lays all civilized mankind under a debt to him,” Roosevelt wrote in his multivolume The Winning of the West. He was largely uninterested in revisiting questions of justice about the white conquest of that which had belonged to Native Americans. “During the past century,” Roosevelt wrote, “a good deal of sentimental nonsense has been talked about our taking the Indians’ land.”

			TR’s capacity on some occasions to stand for equality and for openness and in other contexts to argue that it was the destiny of the Anglo-Saxon peoples to rule the world was a particular example of a more universal American inconsistency. We believed in life and liberty for some; we simultaneously believed in imposing our will on the lives and liberties of others on the grounds that they were innately inferior. The tension between these visions of identity, of assimilation, and of power have long shaped American life, and rarely more so than in the Age of the first Roosevelt.

			

			—

			
			Born in a four-story brownstone on East Twentieth Street in New York City in 1858, a son of a prominent family, TR was a sickly child who suffered from terrible asthma attacks. “Nobody seemed to think I would live,” he recalled. Finding solace in stories and poetry of adventure, of exploration, and of martial valor, he thought of books as “the greatest of companions.” (As president of the United States he would read all the novels of Anthony Trollope.) Nicknamed “Teedie,” the young Roosevelt fought through his illnesses. “There were all kinds of things of which I was afraid at first,” he recalled, “ranging from grizzly bears to ‘mean’ horses and gun-fighters, but by acting as if I was not afraid I gradually ceased to be afraid.” (“Most men,” TR added, “can have the same experience if they choose.”)

			His imagination was filled with tales of strength and vigor. The Revolutionary soldiers of Valley Forge, for instance, were quite real to him, as were the soldiers of the Lost Cause of the Confederacy. His mother, Martha Bulloch Roosevelt, had grown up on a plantation in Georgia; his maternal uncles had fought against the Union. “My earliest training and principles were Southern,” he once remarked. Martha Roosevelt, her son recalled, was “entirely ‘unreconstructed’ to the day of her death.” TR had heard so many stories of the Old South from his mother that he knew his way around her family’s mansion in Roswell, near Atlanta, on his very first visit—as president of the United States.

			He always remembered, too, a visit in New York from his two Confederate uncles shortly after Appomattox. Traveling under assumed names, they would eventually make their homes in England. One, an admiral in the Confederate navy, had built the warship the Alabama; the other, TR proudly recalled, was a midshipman who had fired the last rounds from the Alabama’s guns in a battle against the Union’s Kearsarge. The young Roosevelt adored “hearing of the feats performed by Southern forefathers and kinsfolk,” tales that, together with his readings of history and heroic fiction, gave him with a love of adventure. “I felt a great admiration for men who were fearless and who could hold their own in the world,” TR recalled, “and I had a great desire to be like them.” As he remembered it, it was not until he was fourteen that these visions became anything more than “day-dreams.”

			
			A miserable stagecoach ride north changed him forever. “Teedie,” trying to recover from an asthma attack, was en route to Moosehead Lake in Maine when two boys his age started bullying him. Roosevelt tried to fight back, but failed. He was too weak to defend himself. Humiliated, he decided then and there to do something about it. “The experience taught me what probably no amount of good advice could have taught me,” TR recalled. “I made up my mind that I must try to learn so that I would not again be put in such a helpless position.” He would take boxing lessons under the tutelage of John Long, a former prizefighter.

			Teedie willed himself to strength, lifting weights at a gymnasium on Twenty-eighth Street and at home. He wrestled, rode horses, hunted, hiked, and climbed. As a national politician in an increasingly visual media age, he was shrewd about how he appeared to the masses. “You never saw a photograph of me playing tennis,” Roosevelt wrote. “I’m careful about that. Photographs on horseback, yes. Tennis, no.” His conception of himself was clear and certain. “Powerful, vigorous men of strong animal development must have some way in which their animal spirits can find vent,” TR recalled, and he was surely such a man.

			Once Roosevelt started, he never stopped. “Do you know the two most wonderful things I have seen in your country?” an English visitor said after talking with TR in the White House. “Niagara Falls and the President of the United States, both great wonders of nature!” To his daughter Alice Roosevelt Longworth, he was irrepressible. Her father, she said, always wanted to be “the bride at every wedding, and the corpse at every funeral.” A contemporary of TR’s was struck by the man’s raw energy, and wrote that Roosevelt was “a dazzling, even appalling, spectacle of a human engine driven at full speed—the signals all properly set beforehand (and if they aren’t, never mind!).” Watching him at a White House musicale, the investigative journalist Ida Tarbell thought the president might explode with energy. “I felt his clothes might not contain him,” she recalled, “he was so steamed up, so ready to go, to attack anything, anywhere.”

			He relished public life. In remarks at Groton School when he was governor of New York, Roosevelt said, “If a man has courage, goodness, and brains, no limit can be placed on the greatness of the work he may accomplish. He is the man needed in politics today.” One of his eager listeners was his young cousin, Franklin. In perhaps his most quoted speech, “Citizenship in a Republic,” delivered at the Sorbonne in 1910, TR offered a brilliant vision of the virtues of action:

			
				It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.

			

			What was the purpose of action for Roosevelt? Born to great privilege, he adopted the progressive passion for reform that grew out of revulsion at the capitalistic excesses of an industrializing America. Roosevelt targeted those whom he referred to as the “malefactors of great wealth” and argued that the Jeffersonian rights in the Declaration included “the rights of the worker to a living wage, to reasonable hours of labor, to decent working and living conditions, and to freedom of thought and speech and industrial representation—in short…in return for his arduous toil, to a worthy and decent life according to American standards.” To him, “progress results not from the crowding out of the lower classes by the upper, but on the contrary from the steady rise of the lower classes to the level of the upper.”

			A rich New York woman once regaled TR with her horror at the progressive campaign against the wealthy and well connected. “What are we going to do, Mr. Roosevelt?”

			“What do you mean we?” Roosevelt replied.

			

			—

			
			TR’s father, whom the son venerated as “the best man I ever knew,” laid the foundations for Roosevelt’s engagement with reform. “I never knew anyone who got greater joy out of living than did my father,” TR recalled, “or anyone who more whole-heartedly performed every duty”—two of the greatest tests of life in the Roosevelt universe. A bold driver of horses and a tender, attentive parent, the senior Roosevelt was also “interested in every social reform movement, and…did an immense amount of practical charitable work himself.” In TR’s memory, the father loomed large, strong, and generous. “He was a big, powerful man, with a leonine face,” TR recalled, “and his heart filled with gentleness for those who needed help or protection, and with the possibility of much wrath against a bully or an oppressor.” It’s not difficult to see where the son first encountered what became the style and the substance of his own consequential life.

			After graduating from Harvard College in 1880, Roosevelt won a seat in the New York assembly the next year. He spent the decade publishing a number of books, both about his adventures in the American West and on history. He adored Big Sky country; while in the Dakotas in the summer of 1886, he gave a Fourth of July address in Dickinson that weaved together his sundry passions. “Like all Americans,” he said, “I like big things; big prairies, big forests and mountains, big wheat fields, railroads, and herds of cattle, too, big factories, steamboats and everything else. But we must keep steadily in mind that no people were ever yet benefitted by riches if their prosperity corrupted their virtue.” Roosevelt lost a race for mayor of New York that year and became the U.S. Civil Service commissioner in 1889. Six years later, he accepted the post of commissioner of police in New York City.

			His emerging convictions about helping the poor and the persecuted were strengthened by the publication, in 1890, of Jacob A. Riis’s How the Other Half Lives. A pioneering urban journalist, Riis, himself an immigrant from Denmark, had taken powerful photographs of tenement life. “By this time…I was getting our social, industrial, and political needs into pretty fair perspective,” Roosevelt recalled. He was, he said, “well awake to the need of making ours in good faith both an economic and an industrial as well as a political democracy.”

			Reading Riis in this state of mind, Roosevelt was profoundly moved by How the Other Half Lives. He thought it “an enlightenment and an inspiration.” Describing garment sweatshops in “the Hebrew quarter” of the Lower East Side, Riis was struck, first, by the sounds of a crowded new America, by “the whir of a thousand sewing machines, worked at high pressure from earliest dawn till mind and muscle give out together. Every member of the family, from the youngest to the oldest, bears a hand, shut in the qualmy rooms, where the meals are cooked and clothing washed and dried besides, the live-long day. It is not unusual to find a dozen persons—men, women, and children—at work in a single small room.”

			
			TR went to see Riis at the offices of the New York Evening Sun downtown “to tell him how deeply impressed I was by the book, and that I wished to help him in any practical way to try to make things a little better.” Riis was out; Roosevelt left his card with a note. “I have read your book,” Roosevelt had written, “and I have come to help.” To Riis, the words amounted to a solemn pledge. “It was like a man coming to enlist for a war because he believed in the cause,” Riis said.

			Riis, TR recalled, was to become “the man closest to me throughout my two years in the Police Department,” and Roosevelt longed to take concrete steps. “I have always had a horror of words that are not translated into deeds, of speech that does not result in action,” Roosevelt recalled. “I believe in realizable ideals and in realizing them, in preaching what can be practiced and then in practicing it.”

			Before he was done—after the police posting, after the governorship, after the vice presidency, after the presidency, and after his unsuccessful 1912 campaign to reclaim the White House on a third-party Progressive ticket—TR would fight against corrupt machine politics, against great business monopolies, and against abysmal working conditions. He would crusade, sometimes effectively, sometimes less so, for conservation of natural resources, for government regulation of railroads, for food safety, for women’s suffrage, and for political reform.
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			In all of this TR anticipated the work of his cousin, Franklin, and of Harry Truman and Lyndon Johnson. “The Nation and Government,” TR wrote, “within the range of fair play and a just administration of the law, must inevitably sympathize with the men who have nothing but their wages, with the men who are struggling for a decent life, as opposed to men, however honorable, who are merely fighting for larger profits and autocratic control of big business.”

			

			—

			
			Immigration, a dominant issue for TR’s America, was an enduring source of political discontent. In 1798, John Adams, amid war fever about France, signed the Alien and Sedition Acts to protect, in his view, the national interest against internal dissent and outside agitation. Passed by a Federalist-controlled Congress, the legislation, among other things, increased the number of years applicants for citizenship had to wait and authorized the president to deport any foreigner he deemed dangerous to the country. “The Alien bill proposed in the Senate is a monster that must for ever disgrace its parents,” James Madison wrote Thomas Jefferson in the spring of 1798. Madison was right: Adams’s historical legacy has been tarnished by this un-republican grab for power. And in the short term, the acts had the unintended consequence of giving new force to Adams’s opposition, led by Jefferson and Madison, who went on to defeat the Federalists in the 1800 election.

			Writing in 1783, George Washington had articulated what we like to think of as the American way on such things: “The bosom of America is open to receive not only the opulent and respectable Stranger, but the oppressed and persecuted of all Nations and Religions.” Yet fears about indiscriminate immigration are coeval with the Founding and the early republic. In 1802, Alexander Hamilton—himself an immigrant and, in the twenty-first century, an emblem of American mobility—had reservations: “The influx of foreigners must…tend to produce a heterogeneous compound; to change and corrupt the national spirit; to complicate and confound public opinion; to introduce foreign propensities.” We’ve never been as open as we’d like to think, but at our best we’ve managed to remain truer to the spirit Washington expressed than to the one Hamilton did.

			Anxiety about refugees and immigrants and the related desire of presidents to quell that unease were then—and have always been—an element in the American experience. The country often limited immigration in moments of fear, only to have those fears dissipate amid cooling emotions and a reinvigorated opposition. It had happened in 1798. It had happened in the mid-nineteenth century, when the Know-Nothings had sprung up in reaction to a wave of European immigration in the wake of the revolutions of 1848. And it had happened with the Chinese Exclusion Act under Chester Arthur, which was passed in reaction to fears of competing labor coming in from the Far East. 

			
			“Whatever business or trade they entered was, and is yet, absolutely doomed for the white laborer, as competition is simply impossible,” the labor leaders Samuel Gompers and Herman Gutstadt wrote in a pamphlet entitled Meat vs. Rice: American Manhood Against Asiatic Coolieism: Which Shall Survive? “Not that the Chinese would not rather work for high wages than low, but in order to gain control he will work so cheaply as to bar all efforts of his competitor.” The anxiety was pitched. “The negro slave of the South was housed and fed,” Gompers and Gutstadt wrote, “but the white trash of California is placed beneath the Mongolian.”

			

			—

			TR’s era was imbued with ideas both of reform and of racial superiority. The movement for economic justice and improving workplace conditions, among other causes, was roughly simultaneous with the spread of eugenics and quasi-Darwinian notions, influenced by the work of Herbert Spencer, about white hegemony. (Spencer coined the phrase “survival of the fittest.”) And there was a concomitant sense of destiny about Anglo-Saxon civilization. Captured in lectures such as John Fiske’s 1879 “Manifest Destiny of the English Race” and Rudyard Kipling’s 1899 poem “The White Man’s Burden,” the latter composed in honor of the American imperial enterprise in the Philippines, the ethos of the age celebrated the muscular virtues of those whom Winston Churchill later popularized as “the English-speaking peoples.” Kipling sent TR a pre-publication text of “The White Man’s Burden,” which Roosevelt passed along to his friend Henry Cabot Lodge with this note: “I send you an advance copy of a poem by Kipling which is rather poor poetry, but good sense from the expansionist viewpoint.”

			In his “Manifest Destiny” lecture, Fiske, a Harvard-educated historian and philosopher, spoke to the ambition of those who prayed that, in his phrase, “the language of Shakespeare may ultimately become the language of mankind.” In this view, the march of white Anglo-Saxon civilization was inevitable, inevitably good, and universal. “Who can doubt,” Fiske asked, “that within two or three centuries the African continent will be occupied by a mighty nation of English descent, and covered with populous cities and flourishing farms, with railroads and telegraphs and other devices of civilization as yet undreamed of?”

			
			In his The Winning of the West, TR surveyed with pride the three hundred or so years that had elapsed between the reign of Elizabeth I and his own time. “During the past three centuries,” he wrote, “the spread of the English-speaking peoples over the world’s waste spaces has been not only the most striking feature in the world’s history, but also the event of all others most far-reaching in its importance.”

			Such views were in keeping with the thought of the time. The eugenist and white supremacist Madison Grant worried that the rise of “the Slovak, the Italian, the Syrian, and the Jew” would soon displace what he argued had been the American strain from the “Teutonic part of the British Isles” that was “almost purely Nordic.” According to Grant’s book The Passing of the Great Race, immigrants from southern and eastern Europe, as well as from the Middle East, threatened to rise from the melting pot to new dominance. “The ‘survival of the fittest,’ ” Grant wrote, “means the survival of the type best adapted to existing conditions of environment, which to-day are the tenement and factory, as in Colonial times they were the clearing of forests, fighting Indians, farming the fields, and sailing the Seven Seas.”

			New York was a source of particular concern to nativists. “Now we confront the melancholy spectacle of this pioneer breed being swamped and submerged by an overwhelming tide of latecomers from the old-world hive,” the sociologist E. A. Ross wrote in 1914. He then italicized his alarm: “Certainly never since the colonial era have the foreign-born and their children formed so large a proportion of the American people as at the present moment.” From observation in New York’s Union Square, Ross reported that he’d “scanned 368 persons as they passed me…at a time when the garment-workers of the Fifth Avenue lofts were returning to their homes. Only thirty-eight of these passers-by had the type of face one would find at a county fair in the West or the South.”

			That was a persistent view in the East. In the West, the fear of being overrun and outworked by the Chinese was a consuming one from the 1870s forward. “Either the Anglo-Saxon race will possess the Pacific slope or the Mongolians will possess it,” Senator James G. Blaine of Maine said in February 1879. “You give them the start to-day…and it is entirely inevitable, if not demonstrable, that they will occupy that great space of country between the Sierras and the Pacific coast.” Lest anyone miss his point, Blaine alliteratively added: “We have this day to choose whether we will have for the Pacific coast the civilization of Christ or the civilization of Confucius.”

			

			—

			
			Roosevelt shared the dream of Anglo-Saxon imperialism; Longfellow’s Nordic Saga of King Olaf was among his favorite poems. TR was redeemed to some extent, however, by a basic aversion to nativism. An emblem of a bustling, growing country that was open to those willing to adopt a creed of “Americanism,” Roosevelt partially widened the understanding of the mainstream. “We freely extend the hand of welcome and of good-fellowship to every man, no matter what his creed or birthplace, who comes here honestly intent on becoming a good United States citizen like the rest of us,” Roosevelt said in 1894, adding:

			
				Americanism is a question of spirit, conviction, and purpose, not of creed or birthplace. The politician who bids for the Irish or German vote, or the Irishman or German who votes as an Irishman or German, is despicable, for all citizens of this commonwealth should vote solely as Americans; but he is not a whit less despicable than the voter who votes against a good American, merely because that American happens to have been born in Ireland or Germany….A Scandinavian, a German, or an Irishman who has really become an American has the right to stand on exactly the same footing as any native-born citizen in the land, and is just as much entitled to the friendship and support, social and political, of his neighbors.

			

			

			—

			Dinner was called for seven-thirty on the evening of Wednesday, October 16, 1901. The invitation to Booker T. Washington, the founder and president of the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, had been dispatched that very day. Born a slave in 1856, Washington had risen to prominence in the long decades since. Now, at the beginning of a new century, a new president—Theodore Roosevelt had assumed the office after the assassination of William McKinley barely a month before, in September 1901—had asked Washington to become the first African American in history to dine formally at the White House.
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			TR knew Washington, and, according to his own recollection, had not given “very much thought” to the invitation. It seemed, Roosevelt said, “natural to ask him to dinner to talk over [his] work.” Yet the president understood the implications of the evening, recalling, “the very fact that I felt a moment’s qualm on inviting him because of his color made me ashamed of myself and made me hasten to send the invitation.”

			Reaction among white Southerners was swift. “There is a feeling of indignation among southern men, generally, that the President should, in the face of his declaration of friendliness toward the people of the south, take this early opportunity to show such a marked courtesy and distinction to a negro,” The Atlanta Constitution wrote. The Memphis Commercial Appeal said, “President Roosevelt has committed a blunder that is worse than a crime, and no atonement or future act of his can remove the self-imprinted stigma.” Alabama’s Geneva Reaper was especially harsh. “Poor Roosevelt!” the paper wrote. “He might now just as well sleep with Booker Washington, for the scent of that coon will follow him to the grave as far as the South is concerned.”
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			Roosevelt knew the notices were rough. “As things have turned out I am very glad that I asked him,” he wrote a correspondent after the Washington dinner, “for the clamor aroused by the act makes me feel as if the act was necessary.” TR’s reflections on the invitation tell us much about the era. Though asking Washington to dine was a pioneering act, the president was not a civil rights pioneer in the ways we, from a different century and in a different context, might hope to find. For his time, however, Roosevelt was closer to the side of the angels than many other Americans were. “I have not been able to think out any solution to the terrible problem offered by the presence of the negro on this continent,” he wrote, “but of one thing I am sure, and that is that inasmuch as he is here and can neither be killed nor driven away, the only wise and honorable and Christian thing to do is to treat each black man and each white man strictly on his merits as a man, giving him no more and no less than he shows himself worthy to have,” continuing:

			
				I say that I am “sure” this is the right solution. Of course I know that we see through a glass dimly, and, after all, it may be that I am wrong; but if I am, then all my thoughts and beliefs are wrong, and my whole way of looking at life is wrong. At any rate, while I am in public life, however short a time that may be, I am in honor bound to act up to my beliefs and convictions.

			

			As a young political figure, Roosevelt had supported the nomination of an African American, John R. Lynch of Mississippi, to serve as temporary chair of the Republican National Convention in 1884. In a seconding speech, TR said that it was a “fitting thing for us to choose to preside over this convention one of that race whose right to sit within these walls is due to the blood and treasure so lavishly spent by the founders of the Republican Party.”

			In the White House, he backed Minnie M. Cox, the African American postmaster of Indianola, Mississippi, when whites demanded her removal in favor of a white candidate. He also refused to give in to opposition to his appointment of another African American, Dr. William Crum, as head of the customs house in Charleston, South Carolina. “I know of no people in the North so slavishly conventional, so slavishly afraid of expressing any opinion hostile to or different from that held by their neighbors, as is true of the southerners, and most especially of the Charleston aristocrats, on all vital questions.” To a correspondent in South Carolina, Roosevelt said, “It seems to me that it is a good thing from every standpoint to let the colored man know that if he shows in marked degree the qualities of good citizenship—the qualities which in a white man we feel are entitled to reward—then he himself will not be cut off from all hope of similar reward.”

			At the same time, he could make racist remarks and observations, particularly about people of color abroad, and he worried that a white failure to reproduce sufficiently might lead to “race suicide,” a popular theory in those days. “I am an optimist,” Roosevelt wrote a sister in 1899, “but there are grave signs of deterioration in the English-speaking peoples.” To William Howard Taft, who succeeded him in 1909, Roosevelt lamented a low birth rate among the “best people.” “In spite of our enormous immigration,” Roosevelt told Taft, “there is a good reason to fear that unless the present tendencies are checked your children and mine will see the day when our population is stationary, and so far as the native stock is concerned is dying out.”

			
			He could also be unfairly harsh about the conduct of black soldiers in the Spanish-American War, writing that they had flinched in battle and run to the rear. “Here again, I attributed the trouble to the superstition and fear of the darkey,” TR wrote, “natural in those but one generation removed from slavery and but a few generations removed from the wildest savagery.” Roosevelt was wrong: The troops he had thought were fleeing fire had in fact been following the orders of a white officer. Standing corrected, he said that he was “the last man in the world to say anything against the colored soldiers.” The mistake was telling. “Roosevelt’s frequent invocation of the idea of equal opportunity for all Americans regardless of race and his occasional efforts in behalf of blacks earned him a reputation among both his contemporaries and among many historians as a racial ‘moderate,’ ” the scholar Thomas G. Dyer wrote. Still, Dyer added, “although Roosevelt may have been a moderating force in an age of high racism, he nevertheless harbored strong feelings about the inferiority of blacks, feelings which suggest the pervasiveness of racism and the harsh character of racial ‘moderation’ in turn-of-the-century America.”

			Most things in politics, in other words, are relative. To honor Lincoln’s Birthday in 1905, shortly after he won a full presidential term on his own, Roosevelt gave a farsighted address to a Republican gathering in New York City: 

			
				We of to-day, in dealing with all our fellow-citizens, white or colored, North or South, should strive to show just the qualities that Lincoln showed—his steadfastness in striving after the right, and his infinite patience and forbearance with those who saw that right less clearly than he did; his earnest endeavor to do what was best, and yet his readiness to accept the best that was practicable when the ideal best was unattainable; his unceasing effort to cure what was evil, coupled with his refusal to make a bad situation worse by any ill-judged or ill-timed effort to make it better.

			
TR nodded to the Lost Cause but made it clear that the right side had prevailed. Federal and Confederate troops, Roosevelt said, “fought with equal bravery and with equal sincerity of conviction, each striving for the light as it was given him to see the light; though it is now clear to all that the triumph of the cause of freedom and of the Union was essential to the welfare of mankind.”

			His words were eloquent, his tone gentle:

			
				Our effort should be to secure to each man, whatever his color, equality of opportunity, equality of treatment before the law….Every generous impulse in us revolts at the thought of thrusting down instead of helping up such a man. To deny any man the fair treatment granted to others no better than he is to commit a wrong upon him—a wrong sure to react in the long run upon those guilty of such denial. The only safe principle upon which Americans can act is that of “all men up,” not that of “some men down.”

			

			He knew it was not a matter of passing concern or quick solution. “The working out of this problem must necessarily be slow….It is a problem demanding the best thought, the utmost patience, the most earnest effort, the broadest charity, of the statesman, the student, the philanthropist; of the leaders of thought in every department of our national life.” He added:

			
				I believe in this country with all my heart and soul. I believe that our people will in the end rise level to every need, will in the end triumph over every difficulty that rises before them. I could not have such confident faith in the destiny of this mighty people if I had it merely as regards one portion of that people. Throughout our land things on the whole have grown better and not worse, and this is as true of one part of the country as it is of another. I believe in the Southerner as I believe in the Northerner….For weal or for woe we are knit together, and we shall go up or go down together; and I believe that we shall go up and not down, that we shall go forward instead of halting and falling back, because I have an abiding faith in the generosity, the courage, the resolution, and the common sense of all my countrymen.

			

			

			—

			
			Like Jacob Riis, Jane Addams helped shape Roosevelt’s vision of the emerging America of the twentieth century. The cofounder of Hull-House, a settlement house on the near west side of Chicago, Addams was a critical figure in reform movements ranging from women’s suffrage to civil rights to child labor. In 1913, TR opened his Autobiography with a meditation on the great democratic experiment of which Addams was a part. “Justice among the nations of mankind, and the uplifting of humanity, can be brought about only by those strong and daring men who with wisdom love peace, but who love righteousness more than peace,” Roosevelt wrote. “There must be the keenest sense of duty, and with it must go the joy of living; there must be shame at the thought of shirking the hard work of the world, and at the same time delight in the many-sided beauty of life. With soul of flame and temper of steel we must act as our coolest judgment bids us.”

			Addams had that kind of soul. She was delighted with the platform of the Progressive Party, also known as the Bull Moose Party, which nominated Roosevelt for another presidential term in 1912. “The conscience of the people,” the Progressive platform read, “in a time of grave national problems, has called into being a new party, born of the nation’s sense of justice.” TR took up the cause with typical ebullience, crying, “We fight in honorable fashion for the good of mankind; fearless of the future; unheeding of our individual fates; with unflinching hearts and undimmed eyes, we stand at Armageddon and we battle for the Lord!”

			The platform endorsed women’s suffrage, an issue TR embraced. It was, he wrote, “exactly as much a ‘right’ of women as of men to vote.” By his own account he had believed so “only tepidly” until moved by the passion of Addams, among others. In a larger sense, Roosevelt argued that the vote was a weapon, not the war. “A vote is like a rifle: its usefulness depends upon the character of the user….I believe in suffrage for women in America, because I think they are fit for it. I believe for women, as for men, more in the duty of fitting one’s self to do well and wisely with the ballot than in the naked right to cast the ballot.”
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						The cofounder of Chicago’s Hull-House, Jane Addams was an important reformer, fighting for women’s suffrage and civil rights and against child labor. She seconded TR’s Bull Moose presidential nomination in 1912.

					

				

			

			At the new party’s convention in Chicago in August 1912, Addams seconded Roosevelt’s nomination. She was doing so, she told the delegates, because “he is one of the few men in our public life who has been responsive to modern movement. Because of that, because the program will need a leader of invincible courage, of open mind, of democratic sympathies—one endowed with power to interpret the common man and to identify himself with the common lot, I heartily second the nomination.” The crowd had greeted her appearance at the podium, a journalist wrote, with “a volcano of emotion and applause”; as she spoke, another reporter noted, “all noise ceased. The usual walking about…stopped. Everyone listened.”

			
			Addams saw the movement whole. “A great party has pledged itself to the protection of children, to the care of the aged, to the relief of overworked girls, to the safeguarding of burdened men,” she said. “Committed to these humane undertakings, it is inevitable that such a party should appeal to women, should seek to draw upon the great reservoir of their moral energy, so long undesired and unutilized in practical politics….The new party has become the American exponent of a world-wide movement toward juster social conditions, a movement which America, lagging behind other great nations, has been unaccountably slow to embody in political action.”

			Roosevelt thanked her profusely. “I prized your action not only because of what you are and stand for, but because of what it symbolized for the new movement,” TR telegraphed Addams. “Our party stands for social and industrial justice, and we have a right to expect that women and men will work within the party for the cause with the same high sincerity of purpose and with like efficiency.”

			That same year, Israel Zangwill wrote Roosevelt to check in on the former president’s views about the ideas of The Melting-Pot. An enthusiastic TR replied, 

			
				Now as a matter of fact that particular play I shall always count among the very strong and real influences upon my thought and my life. It has been in my mind continually, and on my lips often during the last three years. It not merely dealt with the “melting pot,” with the fusing of all foreign nationalities into an American nationality, but it also dealt with the great ideals which it is just as essential for the native born as for the foreign to realize and uphold if the new nationality is to represent a real addition to the sum total of human achievement.

			

			

			—

			A speech saved his life. Leaving the Hotel Gilpatrick in Milwaukee on the evening of Monday, October 14, 1912, Roosevelt was shot in the chest by a deranged unemployed saloonkeeper who said the ghost of William McKinley had ordered him to kill Roosevelt. The bullet, a .38, was slowed by his metal glasses case, an army overcoat, and a fifty-page manuscript of the address the candidate was scheduled to deliver that night. “They wanted to rush me to the hospital,” Roosevelt was recalled to have said. “It was nonsense; I had to make that speech! I knew that there were just two things that could happen: either I would die or I would recover. If I were to die, I specially wished to make the speech; if I were to recover, I might as well make it. And I have never thought of death as a calamity, as many do. It doesn’t seem to me a thing to dread.”

			
			In the auditorium shortly thereafter, Roosevelt persevered. “At one time I promoted five men for gallantry on the field of battle,” he told the crowd. “Afterward in making some inquiries about them I found that two of them were Protestants, two Catholic, and one a Jew. One Protestant came from Germany and one was born in Ireland. I did not promote them because of their religion. It just happened that way. If all five of them had been Jews I would have promoted them, or if all five of them had been Protestants I would have promoted them; or if they had been Catholics.”

			This, Roosevelt said, was the American way. “I ask in our civic life that we in the same way pay heed only to the man’s quality of citizenship, to repudiate as the worst enemy that we can have whoever tries to get us to discriminate for or against any man because of his creed or birthplace.”

			He carried that bullet in his chest for the rest of his life. In 1919, two days before the seemingly unimaginable happened—the death of Theodore Roosevelt, at about four o’clock on the morning of Monday, January 6, from an embolism—the former president mused about the country. “There can be here no divided allegiance,” he wrote in those final stages. “We have room for but one flag, the American flag; for but one language, the English language; for but one soul loyalty, and that is loyalty to the American people.”
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						“Remember the Ladies,” Abigail Adams had written her husband, John, in 1776. The long campaign for women’s suffrage did not succeed until 1920, at the end of the Wilson years.

					

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				It was we, the people; not we, the white male citizens; nor yet we, the male citizens; but we, the whole people, who formed the Union.

				—SUSAN B. ANTHONY, arguing for the equality of women before the law, 1873

				I would build a wall of steel, a wall as high as Heaven, against the admission of a single one of those Southern Europeans who never thought the thoughts or spoke the language of a democracy in their lives.

				—Georgia governor CLIFFORD WALKER, to the Second Imperial Klonvokation of the Ku Klux Klan, Kansas City, Missouri, 1924
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			THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES typed the speech himself. It was, in a sense, the least Woodrow Wilson could do. Like many American men, he had hardly been an enthusiastic supporter of the decades-long struggle for a constitutional amendment on women’s suffrage, but, in the middle of a world war, Wilson had changed his mind and was now, in the early autumn of 1918, ready to take the case to the Senate. After generations of activism—of appeals in the press, of marches and rallies, of vigils and hunger strikes—supporters of extending voting rights to women had at last convinced the most powerful man in the nation to stand up for them.

			On Monday, September 30, 1918, Wilson went to Capitol Hill to deliver the speech he had composed on his typewriter. His mission: to urge lawmakers to approve the proposed Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution granting women the vote. The war against the European imperial powers, Wilson told the Senate, was also a war for a more inclusive and enlightened era. The people of the world, he told the Senate, were “looking to the great, powerful, famous Democracy of the West to lead them to the new day for which they have so long waited; and they think…that democracy means that women shall play their part in affairs alongside men and upon an equal footing with them.” Women had answered the call to service in war; they would soon be essential to the peace. “Without their counsellings,” Wilson said, “we shall be only half wise.”

			
			Wilson had long been familiar with the energy driving the suffrage movement. On arriving in Washington for his first inauguration five years earlier, in March 1913, the president-elect wondered why there were so few well-wishers at Union Station or on the streets.

			“Where,” Wilson said, “are the people?”

			“Oh,” he was told, “they are out watching the suffrage parade.”

			The demonstration that day was enormous—and chaotic. Angry men taunted the marchers and tried to break their ranks. The suffragists, the Baltimore American reported, “practically fought their way foot by foot up Pennsylvania Avenue, through a surging throng that completely defied Washington police.” Only the arrival of cavalry troops from Fort Myer, the army base across the Potomac, brought a semblance of order to the day.

			In a small meeting in the East Room later that month with Alice Paul, a leading advocate for suffrage, and seven of her colleagues, Wilson refused to take up their cause. The fact that the fight for the right to vote had been waged for seven decades—since, really, the founding convention of the movement at Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848—did not impress the president. “I do not care to enter into a discussion of that,” Wilson told his visitors, ending the conversation.

			It was not, then, an auspicious beginning. But the White House meeting was only that—a beginning. Alice Paul soon headquartered herself on Lafayette Square and launched a persistent campaign of protest at Wilson’s doorstep. Born in 1885 to a distinguished Quaker family in New Jersey, Paul had been influenced by the more militant British suffrage movement during a stay in England from 1907 to 1910. There, under the leadership of Emmeline Pankhurst’s Women’s Social and Political Union, women moved from speechmaking to active street protest, including face-to-face challenges to lawmakers. If arrested, the suffragists, including the visiting Paul, would refuse food in jail, leading to highly publicized force-feedings. The gruesome details of prison officials jamming tubes carrying milk and mush through the protestors’ nostrils to prevent starvation lent moral urgency to the suffragist cause. “The essence of the campaign of the suffragettes,” Paul told American audiences on her return, “is opposition to the Government”—and a government that imprisoned and mistreated women for seeking the justice of the franchise was clearly worth opposing.
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						Alice Paul, a leading suffragist, headquartered herself on Lafayette Square and focused intense reform pressure on President Wilson at the gates of the White House.

					

				

			

			The roots of the long campaign to extend the vote and equal protection to women are older even than the Republic. A few months before the Second Continental Congress broke decisively with Great Britain, John Adams was at work in Philadelphia when he received an engaging letter from his wife, Abigail. “I long to hear that you have declared an independency—and by the way in the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors,” Mrs. Adams wrote. “Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands. Remember all Men would be tyrants if they could. If particular care and attention is not paid to the Ladies we are determined to foment a Rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation.”

			
			The July 1848 Seneca Falls women’s rights convention—brought about by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, among others—issued a “Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions” that sanctified a movement’s creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal.” The italics are mine; the vision the suffragists’. Susan B. Anthony, an essential figure, echoed the point down the years: “It was we, the people; not we, the white male citizens; nor yet we, the male citizens; but we, the whole people, who formed this Union,” she said in 1873 after she illegally cast a ballot for U. S. Grant for president. “And we formed it, not to give the blessings of liberty, but to secure them; not to the half of ourselves and the half of our posterity, but to the whole people—women as well as men.”

			Through the years, by fits and starts and in good times and bad, the work went on. The climactic drama came in the Wilson years when Alice Paul, focused on the passage and ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment, kept the pressure on. Demonstrators known as “silent sentinels” stood outside the White House every day; when arrested (on charges of interfering with traffic), they, like their British counterparts, would refuse food in jail, leading to the dreaded force-feedings. During the 1916 State of the Union, suffragists in the House gallery displayed a banner that read MR. WILSON, WHAT ARE YOU DOING FOR WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE? For “the first time in American history,” the historian Jean H. Baker wrote, “an organized group of dissidents, not just a single individual like Thoreau, had employed passive resistance and civil disobedience in a direct confrontation with presidential authority.”

			And they prevailed when Wilson agreed to endorse the proposed amendment, which was ratified on Wednesday, August 18, 1920. “Will you take the opportunity to say to my fellow citizens that I deem it one of the greatest honors of my life that this great event, the ratification of this amendment, should have occurred during the period of my administration,” he wrote the suffrage leader Carrie Chapman Catt in the summer of 1920. “Nothing has given me more pleasure than the privilege that has been mine to do what I could to advance the cause of ratification and to hasten the day when the womanhood of America would be recognized by the nation on the equal footing of citizenship that it deserves.”

			
			Catt herself wrote a letter to her staff on Thanksgiving Day 1920, a few weeks after women in all forty-eight states had the right to cast ballots for president for the first time under the Nineteenth Amendment. “As I look back over the years,” Catt wrote, “I realize that the greatest thing in the long campaign for us was not its crowning victory, but the discipline it gave us all….It was a great crusade, the world has seen none more wonderful….My admiration, love, and reverence go out to that band which fought and won a revolution…with congratulations that we were permitted to establish a new and good thing in the world.”

			Though he was slow to join the side of the angels, Wilson got suffrage right. The ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment was a landmark in American life, the result of nearly a century and a half—if we date things from Abigail Adams’s admonition to her husband to “remember the ladies”—of toil. Leadership came from those without office; women resisted the suffocating opinion of generations to create new opinion, and new law, and a new nation.

			And yet, and yet—there is always an “and yet” in American history. Taken all in all, Woodrow Wilson and his age are revealing examples of the battles between hope and fear. The era of the suffrage triumph, for instance, was also the age of segregation, of the suppression of free speech in wartime, of the Red Scare of 1919–20, and of the birth of a new Ku Klux Klan. The story of America is thus one of slow, often unsteady steps forward. If we expect the trumpets of a given era to sound unwavering notes, we will be disappointed, for the past tells us that politics is an uneven symphony.

			

			—

			In the autumn of 1914, Wilson was in mourning. Ellen, his beloved wife, had died in the White House, of Bright’s disease, a kidney ailment, on Thursday, August 6. With Europe heading into war, Wilson labored under the weight of his grief and of his responsibilities. In that first season of the Great War, on Thursday, November 12, 1914, the president received a delegation of black leaders. In the 1912 campaign, Wilson had promised African Americans “absolute fair dealing,” only to allow the segregation of federal departments. His callers were unhappy and weren’t shy about speaking their minds.

			
			Among the visitors, William Monroe Trotter of Boston, a prominent editor, was the most direct. With W.E.B. Du Bois, Trotter had founded the Niagara Movement, a forerunner of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. Niagara’s guiding principles included this one: “We refuse to allow the impression to remain that the Negro-American assents to inferiority, is submissive under oppression and apologetic before insults.”

			In 1909, in the aftermath of a 1908 race riot in Springfield, Illinois, Oswald Garrison Villard, a grandson of the abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, had written The Call: A Lincoln Emancipation Conference to Discuss Means for Securing Political and Civil Equality for the Negro. “ ‘A house divided against itself cannot stand,’ ” Villard wrote, and “this government cannot exist half-slave and half-free any better today than it could in 1861. Hence we call upon all the believers in democracy to join in a national conference for the discussion of present evils, the voicing of protests, and the renewal of the struggle for civil and political liberty.” Issued on Lincoln’s Birthday—it was the Great Emancipator’s centennial—the statement, signed by whites and blacks, including Du Bois, led to the creation of the NAACP in 1909.

			Three years later, in the 1912 presidential election, blacks faced what Du Bois called “desperate alternatives.” Neither William Howard Taft, the Republican nominee, nor Theodore Roosevelt, the third-party Bull Moose candidate (despite his Lincoln Day rhetoric, his support for black appointees in the South, and the Booker T. Washington dinner) were thought to have enough to offer African Americans seeking to stride toward equality. Many gambled, then, on Wilson and the Democrats—to their great disappointment.

			Opposition to the Wilson administration’s segregationist policies offered twentieth-century America a glimpse of what would become decades of civil rights activism. Through reports, open letters, and mass meetings, the NAACP sought to dramatize the moral stakes in the hope that protest would fill the void left by the president. Equally significant, the organization, through its Legal Bureau, used the courts to fight segregation and discrimination.

			
			In the November 1914 White House meeting with Wilson, Trotter was blunt. “Only two years ago you were heralded as perhaps the second Lincoln, and now the Afro-American leaders who supported you are hounded as false leaders and traitors to their race,” Trotter told Wilson. “What a change segregation has wrought!”

			Wilson replied that “it takes the world generations to outlive all its prejudices,” yet Trotter pressed his point.

			“We are not here as wards,” Trotter said. “We are not here as dependents. We are here as full-fledged American citizens.”

			Trotter spoke heatedly, and Wilson snapped: “Let me say this, if you will, that if this organization wishes to approach me again, it must choose another spokesman….You are an American citizen, as fully an American citizen as I am, but you are the only American citizen that has ever come into this office who has talked to me with a tone [and] with a background of passion that was evident.”

			“I am from a part of the people, Mr. President,” Trotter replied.

			“You have spoiled the whole cause for which you came,” Wilson said, dismissing the delegation. (Wilson would later refer to Trotter as “that unspeakable fellow.”)

			From the president’s perspective, the White House exchange was disastrous. (Given his experience with Alice Paul and her suffrage colleagues, Wilson did not have the best record with visiting delegations.) “I was damn fool enough to lose my temper and to point them to the door,” Wilson remarked after the Trotter meeting. “What I ought to have done would have been to have listened, restrained my resentment, and, when they had finished, to have said to them that, of course, their petition would receive consideration. They would have withdrawn quietly and no more would have been heard about the matter. But I lost my temper and played the fool.”

			As a Democrat whose base included white Southerners, Wilson supported Jim Crow regulations within the government and, as his biographer John Milton Cooper, Jr., has written, “readily…accepted the customary racial inequalities and indignities of the time.” In 1918, however, Wilson purged from the party two racist Democratic senators who opposed the administration—James K. Vardaman of Mississippi and Thomas Hardwick of Georgia—and strongly denounced lynching. The statement on lynching, Cooper writes, “gave a hint of what a powerful civil rights president he might have been if he had put his heart and mind into the cause. But they were not there….His impatience with agitation over race from any quarter made him resemble northern whites of that time more than fellow southerners, but he had grown up despising abolitionists and regarding Reconstruction as an injustice.” The freed slaves of the South, Wilson wrote in The Atlantic Monthly in 1901, had been “excited by a freedom they did not understand, exalted by false hopes; bewildered and without leaders, and yet insolent and aggressive; sick of work, covetous of pleasure—a host of dusky children untimely put out of school.”
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			At the fiftieth anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg, in the summer of 1913, Wilson had addressed a gathering of Union and Confederate veterans in terms Edward Alfred Pollard himself might have applauded, casting the war as one between men of goodwill. “These venerable men crowding here to this famous field have set us a great example of devotion and utter sacrifice,” Wilson said. “They were willing to die that the people might live….Their work is handed on to us, to be done in another way, but not in another spirit. Our day is not over; it is upon us in full tide.”

			Wilson was implicitly seeking support for his progressive agenda, one that included measures aimed at economic fairness. “Whom do I command?” he asked the crowd at Gettysburg. “The ghostly hosts who fought upon these battlefields long ago and are gone? These gallant gentlemen stricken in years whose fighting days are over, their glory won?…I have in my mind another host….That host is the people themselves, the great and the small, without class or difference of kind or race or origin; and undivided in interest, if we have but the vision to guide and direct them and order their lives aright in what we do.”

			
			The duality of Wilson’s Gettysburg speech—on the one hand ratifying the Lost Cause narrative of the Civil War while calling for vigorous public action, at the federal level, to reform basic elements of national life—reflected the duality inherent in many American hearts.

			

			—

			There was no more vivid manifestation of those lengthening shadows in the first decades of the twentieth century than the new Ku Klux Klan. A trilogy of novels by Thomas W. Dixon, Jr., a Lost Cause devotee, helped lead to the Klan’s rebirth. Born in 1864 in North Carolina, Dixon published The Leopard’s Spots: A Romance of the White Man’s Burden—1865–1900 in 1902 and followed it with The Clansman: An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan in 1905 and The Traitor: A Story of the Fall of the Invisible Empire in 1907. The books were widely read, and Dixon, who became a popular figure, went on the lecture circuit to spread his message of white superiority. “My object is to teach the north, the young north, what it has never known—the awful suffering of the white man during the dreadful reconstruction period,” Dixon said, for “the white man must and shall be supreme.” He adapted The Clansman for the stage, and, in 1914, joined forces with the filmmaker D. W. Griffith to make a movie of it. The film’s ultimate title: The Birth of a Nation, a celebration of white supremacy and a sustained attack on African Americans.

			Dixon, who understood that the rise of cinema opened a world of possibilities in terms of reaching the public, was ecstatic about the movie project. “The whole problem of swift universal education of public opinion is thus solved by this invention,” Dixon said of motion pictures. “Civilization will be saved if we can stir and teach the slumbering millions behind the politician. By this device we can reach them. We can make them see things happen before their eyes until they cry in anguish….Its scenes will be vivid realities, not cold works on printed pages, but scenes wet with tears and winged with hope.”

			
			At a running time of 187 minutes, Griffith’s film, which featured Lillian Gish, was grand spectacle—and immensely profitable. The title cards included a version of a pro-Klan quotation from Woodrow Wilson from his scholarly days: “The white men were roused by a mere instinct of self-preservation…until at last there had sprung into existence a great Ku Klux Klan, a veritable empire of the South, to protect the Southern country.”
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			Wilson and Dixon had overlapped for a time at Johns Hopkins University, and Dixon reached out to the president in the effort to publicize the film. Wilson agreed to host a screening. On Thursday, February 18, 1915, in the East Room, the president watched the movie. He offered little visible reaction to what he saw. An alleged remark—“It is like writing history with lightning. And my only regret is that it is all so terribly true”—was almost certainly manufactured. Yet word of the presidential viewing offered a tacit endorsement that the film’s promoters were more than happy to have.

			
			The Birth of a Nation provoked protests in several cities, including Boston and New York, and offered the nascent NAACP an opportunity to organize and make the case for fairness in the public square. During a demonstration against the film in Boston at the Tremont Theatre, an African American observer noted, “As I looked over that vast crowd of Negro men and women, this thought came to me: this is a united people, though in the minority, and they are going to win.” The NAACP’s Crisis, the magazine edited by W.E.B. Du Bois, hailed the efforts against Griffith’s movie. “It is gratifying to know that in this work,” The Crisis noted, “we have the cooperation of all elements of colored people.”

			The reaction to the film as racist propaganda was compelling enough that President Wilson distanced himself from the entire enterprise. “It is true that ‘The Birth of a Nation’ was produced before the President and his family at the White House, but the President was entirely unaware of the character of [the film] before it was presented and has at no time expressed his approbation of it,” Wilson wrote in a third-person statement. “Its exhibition at the White House was a courtesy extended to an old acquaintance.”

			Whatever his prejudices and however strong he believed the constraints of the age on racial justice, the president was conscientious enough to know that there was something wrong with the familiar narrative of white supremacy.

			

			—

			Yet the film and its broader influence could not be contained. After The Birth of a Nation, a small group of men met on Stone Mountain, near Atlanta, on Thursday, November 25, 1915. Led by William J. Simmons, an Alabama-born, circuit-riding minister and veteran of the Spanish-American War, the gathering burned a cross and founded a new Ku Klux Klan. Simmons claimed his father, a doctor and mill owner in Harpersville, Alabama, about thirty miles southeast of Birmingham, had been “an officer of the old Klan” in the 1860s. The son’s imagination was fired by the stories of former days. “On horseback in their white robes they rode across the wall in front of me,” Simmons said, describing an alleged childhood vision. “As the picture faded out I got down on my knees and swore that I would found a fraternal organization that would be a memorial to the Ku Klux Klan.”

			
			Simmons’s choice of venue for the re-founding of the Klan in 1915 was rich in significance, for the Atlanta United Daughters of the Confederacy were campaigning for the creation of a Confederate memorial at Stone Mountain. “The Birth of a Nation will give us a percentage of the next Monday’s matinee,” the project’s leader, Mrs. C. Helen Plane, wrote. “Since seeing this wonderful and beautiful picture of Reconstruction in the South, I feel that it is due to the Ku Klux Klan which saved us from Negro domination and carpet-bag rule, [to] be immortalized on Stone Mountain. Why not represent a small group of them in their nightly uniform approaching in the distance?” (In the end, the memorial—which was begun by Gutzon Borglum, the sculptor who would later carve Mount Rushmore—featured only Lee, Davis, and Stonewall Jackson.)

			What began on that November night at Stone Mountain spread across white America. Forty-eight states—which is to say, every state in the Union at the time—had a Klan presence by 1924. Indiana was a stronghold; so were Oregon, Colorado, and Kansas. A combination of factors created a climate conducive to the Klan’s rebirth. There was the wide influence of The Birth of a Nation, unease about crime, worry about anarchists, fear of immigrants flooding in from a Europe desolated by war, and, beginning in 1917, anxiety about Communism and subversion in the New World after the Bolshevik Revolution.

			From afar it can be difficult to grasp the second Klan’s reach. Nativism was prevalent; the new Klansmen hated blacks, Roman Catholics, and Jews alike. During a Klan meeting in Georgia, Simmons dramatically drove a bowie knife into a table between two handguns and announced: “Now let the Niggers, Catholics, Jews, and all others who disdain my imperial wizardry, come on.” Simmons hired a pair of public relations experts, Mary Elizabeth Tyler and Edward Young Clarke, to promote the Klan nationally, and the enterprise was financed by a ten-dollar initiation fee known as a “Klectoken” that was split among Simmons, Tyler, Clarke, and the local “King Kleagles,” lower-ranking “Kleagles,” and “Grand Goblins” who recruited new members. Money—including revenue from selling robes and hoods—poured in.

			
			At a time when industrialization and urbanization were transforming the old agrarian world, the Klan promised racial solidarity and cultural certitude. “The Klan offered structure, position, and brotherhood to many restive or disoriented men from small towns and big cities in the America of the 1920s,” the historian David H. Bennett wrote. “It was a movement so remarkably suited to its time and place that its growth matched the boom of the larger nation.” Klansmen held governorships (eleven) and U.S. Senate seats (sixteen); scholars believe “scores” of U.S. House members also belonged to the KKK. (The Klan itself put the House figure at seventy-five in 1923.) In Alabama, Hugo Black, a future justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, joined the Klan. In 1922 in Independence, Missouri, a young Harry Truman, then seeking office as eastern judge of Jackson County, nearly joined the Klan but declined when he was told he would be expected to keep Roman Catholics out of county jobs.

			

			—

			During the Great War, which America entered in 1917, Wilson and the Congress had restricted freedom of expression in the name of national security. There was legislation to protect the military draft from interference or protest. The Espionage Act of 1917 and the Sedition Act of 1918 criminalized dissent in wartime. And Wilson’s Justice Department targeted the Industrial Workers of the World with indictments and trials.

			Speech itself was under siege. It was illegal, according to the 1918 legislation, to “utter, print, write, or publish any disloyal, profane, scurrilous, or abusive language about the form of government of the United States, or the Constitution of the United States, or the military or naval forces of the United States.” Under Wilson and through the direct offices of Postmaster General Albert Sidney Burleson of Texas, the post office became an enthusiastic and thoroughgoing censor, refusing to distribute publications it deemed unpatriotic. Among numerous other examples—as many as four hundred publications were censored—the suppression of The Masses magazine, edited by the leading radical Max Eastman, was particularly galling to the antiwar community. “I spent the whole winter trying to think up the worst possible consequences of our going to war, and advertise them in the public press,” Eastman said, “but I never succeeded in thinking up anything half so bad as this.”
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			On the afternoon of Sunday, June 16, 1918, at Nimisilla Park in Canton, Ohio, the Socialist Party leader Eugene V. Debs, a frequent presidential candidate, delivered an antiwar speech. He took the view—a common one in radical circles of the day—that the Great War was being fought to sustain capitalistic hegemony and imperialism. “And here let me emphasize the fact—and it cannot be repeated too often—that the working class who fight all the battles, the working class who make the supreme sacrifices, the working class who freely shed their blood and furnish the corpses, have never yet had a voice in either declaring war or making peace,” Debs said. “It is the ruling class that invariably does both. They alone declare war and they alone make peace.” 

			In the fever of wartime, Debs’s words were taken as a violation of Wilson’s Espionage Act, and the Socialist lion was arrested, tried, convicted, and sentenced to ten years in prison. “I have been accused of obstructing the war,” Debs told the jury at his trial. “I admit it. Gentlemen, I abhor war. I would oppose it if I stood alone.” With Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., writing the opinion, the Supreme Court unanimously upheld the conviction; Debs dismissed the justices as “begowned, bewhiskered, bepowdered old fossils.” President Wilson refused to intervene on Debs’s behalf, and it fell to President Warren G. Harding, Wilson’s Republican successor, to pardon him.

			

			—

			
			On Monday, June 2, 1919, an anarchist’s bomb exploded at the Washington home of Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer on R Street Northwest. The terrorist accidentally blew himself up; bits and pieces of carnage were scattered on the lawn. Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin D. Roosevelt, a neighbor of Palmer’s, had just arrived home after a dinner party. After checking on his son James, who was home to study for his entrance tests for Groton, Roosevelt rushed over to help. His cousin, TR’s daughter Alice, soon arrived with her husband, Congressman Nicholas Longworth of Ohio. “As we walked across [R Street] it was difficult to avoid stepping on bloody hunks of human being,” Mrs. Longworth recalled. “The man had been torn apart, fairly blown to butcher’s meat.” Eleanor wrote her mother-in-law, Sara: “Now we are roped off, and the police haven’t yet allowed the gore to be wiped up on our steps and James glories in every bone found!”

			Understandably furious, Palmer launched an organized campaign against what he saw as the radical threat to the nation. Seven other bombings around the country took place on the same night. “My information showed that Communism in this country was an organization of thousands of aliens…direct allies of Trotsky, aliens of the same misshapen caste of mind and indecencies of character,” Palmer wrote. 

			He later recalled the fear of the moment: “The blaze of Revolution was sweeping over every American institution of law and order…eating its way into the homes of the American workman, its sharp tongues of revolutionary heat…licking at the altars of the churches, leaping into the belfry of the school bell, crawling into the sacred corners of American homes, seeking to replace marriage vows with libertine laws, burning up the foundations of society.” His action officer as he raided suspected Reds and fought dissent was a young John Edgar Hoover. Much of the press approved. “There is no time to waste on hairsplitting over infringement of liberty,” The Washington Post wrote amid a series of January 1920 raids.

			
			Palmer’s assault came at a time when support for the idea of “100 Percent Americanism,” a phrase championed by a collection of national organizations (including the Klan), was on the rise. “Innumerable patriotic societies had sprung up each with its executive secretary, and executive secretaries must live, and therefore must conjure up new and ever greater menaces,” wrote the journalist and historian Frederick Lewis Allen. “Innumerable other gentlemen now discovered that they could defeat whatever they wanted to defeat by tarring it conspicuously with the Bolshevist brush. Big-navy men, believers in compulsory military service, drys, anti-cigarette campaigners, anti-evolution Fundamentalists, defenders of the moral order, book censors, Jew-haters, Negro-haters, landlords, manufacturers, utility executives, upholders of every sort of cause, good, bad, and indifferent, all wrapped themselves in Old Glory and the mantle of the Founding Fathers and allied their opponents with Lenin.”

			It was the age of Sinclair Lewis’s George Babbitt. Conformity, the order of the day, required open avowals of fidelity to America as defined by jingoists and sloganeers. In Harper’s, the writer Katharine Fullerton Gerould observed: “America is no longer a free country, in the old sense; and liberty is, increasingly, a mere rhetorical figure….The only way in which an American citizen who is really interested in all the social and political problems of his country can preserve any freedom of expression, is to choose the mob that is most sympathetic to him, and abide under the shadow of that mob.”

			Palmer, who craved the presidency for himself in the 1920 election, capitalized on the moment. His raids were numerous, opportunistic, and often unjustified. The attorney general was able to take advantage of the vacuum created after President Wilson suffered a debilitating stroke in early October 1919. Though the president remained in office, he was largely a convalescent in the White House. (“He looked as if he were dead,” Ike Hoover, the chief White House usher, recalled of Wilson in the immediate aftermath of the stroke.) Palmer thus had a freer hand than he might otherwise have had, and the president failed to rein in the Justice Department as it attacked radical threats both real and imagined. 

			
				
					[image: New Jersey Governor Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924), with A. Mitchell Palmer (1872-1936), a political ally who was helped Wilson win the 1912 Democratic presidential nomination. Palmer would be named Wilson's attorney general in 1919.]
				

				
					
						President Woodrow Wilson and attorney general A. Mitchell Palmer. Palmer—whose Washington house was bombed in 1919 by an anarchist who accidentally blew himself up while carrying out the attack—curbed civil liberties in an attempt to suppress dissent.

					

				

			

			

			—

			Reason, however, prevailed. The system worked: The fervid public atmosphere was unsustainable, and activists and the courts stepped in where a more engaged president might have done. Opinion turned in part after the New York state legislature voted in January 1920 to bar five duly elected lawmakers who were members of the Socialist Party—they’d been elected from districts in Manhattan, the Bronx, and Brooklyn—on the grounds that the Socialist platform was “absolutely inimical to the best interests of the State of New York and of the United States.” One assemblyman, the historian Robert K. Murray reported, “suggested they ought to be shot” rather than simply expelled. 

			Watching the drama from England, George Bernard Shaw remarked, “Americans are savages still; that the primitive communities prosecute opinion [is] a matter of course.” The Schenectady Citizen wrote, “Even the Czar of Russia in his palmiest days permitted Socialists to sit in the Duma.” Writing on behalf of the New York Bar Association, Charles Evans Hughes, the former Supreme Court justice (and future chief justice) and 1916 Republican nominee for president, described the assembly’s moves as undemocratic and un-American. 

			
			“Is it not clear,” Hughes asked, “that the Government cannot be saved at the cost of its own principles?” In Massachusetts, the Springfield Republican raised the largest of questions: “And where will it all end? Shall we sometime see Republicans excluding Democrats and Democrats excluding Republicans from our law-making bodies, on the ground that the other party’s principles are ‘inimical to the best interests’ of the United States? Every party has always thought that of its rivals, but it is something new in America for parties to translate the idea into action.”

			The fever was breaking. “The action of the New York assembly more than any other event underscored for the entire nation the dangerous effect of continued hysterical fear, and the grotesque spectacle of New York solons being frightened by five mild Socialists made many Americans laugh,” Robert K. Murray wrote in a history of the era. “Citizens could now see their own exaggerated fears mirrored in those of the New York legislators and the reflection appeared ridiculous.”

			Albany was a skirmish in a larger war, and the forces of proportion were making progress on different fronts. Signed by future Supreme Court justice Felix Frankfurter, among others, a sixty-seven-page document entitled To the American People: Report Upon the Illegal Practices of the U.S. Department of Justice drew attention to Palmer’s excesses. “Talk about Americanization!” a Massachusetts judge said. “What we need is the Americanization of the people who carry out such proceedings as these.” Arthur Garfield Hays, the lawyer and ACLU general counsel, later summed up the view that was slowly but steadily coming back into vogue after the Red Scare: “I hate,” Hays remarked, “to see people pushed around.”

			

			—

			W.E.B. Du Bois understood what was happening. “In 1918, in order to win the war, we had to make Germans into Huns,” he wrote. “In order to win, the South had to make Negroes into thieves, monsters, and idiots. Tomorrow, we must make Latins, South-eastern Europeans, Turks and other Asiatics into actual ‘lesser breeds without the law’ ”—a quotation from Rudyard Kipling’s 1897 imperial poem “Recessional.” “Some,” Du Bois wrote, “seem to see today anti-Christ in Catholicism; and in Jews, international plotters of the Protocol; and in ‘the rising tide of color,’ a threat to all civilization and human culture.”

			
			The “rising tide of color” was an allusion to a 1920 book by Lothrop Stoddard that laid out, in the words of his subtitle, “The Threat Against White World-Supremacy.” In 1925’s The Great Gatsby, in a sign of how such views were in circulation among the affluent in America, F. Scott Fitzgerald had Tom Buchanan endorse Stoddard’s views. “Well, it’s a fine book, and everybody ought to read it,” Buchanan says. “The idea is if we don’t look out the white race will be—will be utterly submerged. It’s all scientific stuff; it’s been proved.”

			An 1892 poem by Thomas Bailey Aldrich, “The Unguarded Gates,” had captured the ethos two decades before:

			
				Wide open and unguarded stand our gates,

				And through them presses a wild motley throng—

				Men from the Volga and the Tartar steppes,

				Featureless figures of the Hoang-Ho,

				Malayan, Scythian, Teuton, Kelt, and Slav,

				Flying the Old World’s poverty and scorn;

				These bringing with them unknown gods and rites,—

				Those, tiger passions, here to stretch their claws.

				In street and alley what strange tongues are loud,

				Accents of menace alien to our air,

				Voices that once the Tower of Babel knew!

				O Liberty, white Goddess! is it well

				To leave the gates unguarded? On thy breast

				Fold Sorrow’s children, soothe the hurts of fate,

				Lift the down-trodden, but with hand of steel

				Stay those who to thy sacred portals come

				To waste the gifts of freedom. Have a care

				Lest from thy brow the clustered stars be torn

				And trampled in the dust. For so of old

				The thronging Goth and Vandal trampled Rome,

				And where the temples of the Cæsars stood

				The lean wolf unmolested made her lair. 

			

			Nine years earlier, in 1883, Emma Lazarus had written a sonnet that struck radically different notes; she composed it in order to raise funds for the completion of the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor. (Her poem would be included at the site in 1903.)

			
				Not like the brazen giant of Greek fame,

				With conquering limbs astride from land to land;

				Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand

				A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame

				Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name

				Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand

				Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command

				The air-bridged harbor that twin cities frame.

				“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she

				With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor,

				Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

				The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

				Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

				I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

			

			The second Ku Klux Klan was thriving on Aldrich’s sentiments, not Lazarus’s. “Millions of Americans are in arduous quest of leadership toward better government, adequate law-enforcement, the elevation of society and a more perfect national patriotism,” the then–imperial wizard, Hiram Wesley Evans, a dentist by trade, told a national meeting in 1924. “The Klan, alone, supplies this leadership….The blood which produces human leadership must be protected from inferior blood….You are of this superior blood. You are more—you are leaders in the only movement in the world, at present, which exists solely to establish a civilization that will insure these things. Klansmen and Klanswomen are verily ‘the salt of the earth,’ upon whom depends the future of civilization.”

			
			Anxiety about the new, about the unknown, was pervasive. “We are a movement of the plain people, very weak in the matter of culture, intellectual support and trained leadership,” Evans once said. “We demand a return of power into the hands of the everyday, not highly cultured, not overly intellectualized but entirely unspoiled and not de-Americanized average citizens of the old stock.”

			Reliable numbers are hard to come by, but the best scholarly estimates put Klan membership at two million or so in the mid-1920s. Others fix it between three and six million. In explaining the economic and technological anxiety that leads to collective political action—of which the Klan of the 1920s was a towering example—the sociologist Rory McVeigh offered a revealing analogy. “If I am the only person in town who is willing to mow the lawn for the wealthy widow at the end of the block, I can demand a sizable reward for my services,” McVeigh wrote in a study of the Klan’s political influence. “My purchasing power would undergo devaluation if (a) the new kid on the block made his services available to her, or (b) the widow becomes tired of dealing with the lawn and replaces it with Astroturf.” It is a useful way of thinking about why the Klan opposed immigration (which brought a bunch of new kids to the block who might mow the lawn for less money) and was anxious about technological change in general (the move from agrarian life to industrialized economy and then the attendant march of automation in factories meant jobs would become ever more difficult to come by).

			The Zangwill-TR “melting pot” of immigration and assimilation, Hiram Evans said, was therefore among the “superficial doctrines” and “fallacious arguments” destroying the country. “The Klan believes in the upbuilding of the American nation—founded, as history emphatically declares, on the supremacy of the white race, the genius of the Nordic and Anglo-Saxon peoples, and the free private interpretation of God’s word,” Evans said. (“Jesus was a Protestant,” was a Klan byword.)

			The Klan of the 1920s gave its adherents a social and political program that spoke to both the practical fears of the moment and to a mythology of identity. In a speech entitled “Americanism Applied,” the governor of Georgia, Clifford Walker, addressed the “Second Imperial Klonvokation,” held in Kansas City over three days in September 1924. A Phi Beta Kappa graduate of the University of Georgia and a former attorney general of the state, Walker had lost an earlier gubernatorial election when his opponent, Thomas Hardwick, had courted the Klan. Learning his lesson, Walker joined the organization and became an enthusiastic advocate for the Klan.

			
			Speaking in Kansas City of the need for education, for roads and highways, and for extending healthcare, Walker offered a platform for white working-class voters while enumerating the dangers foreign immigration posed to the destiny of his listeners. “What good will it do, I ask you, to train and develop the minds and hearts and bodies of our boys and our girls, what good will it do if we build a bridge across their chasm and at the end of the highway of youth—at the maturity of the boy and the girl—there is a darkened and a poisoned and a decadent nation for them to live in?”

			There was more. “I would build a wall of steel,” Walker said, “a wall as high as Heaven, against the admission of a single one of those Southern Europeans who never thought the thoughts or spoke the language of a democracy in their lives.”

			

			—

			It became known, mordantly, as the “Klanbake.” Inside Madison Square Garden from June 24 to July 9, 1924, the floor of the Democratic National Convention was the scene of platform battles and ballot after ballot after ballot—103 in all—to nominate a presidential candidate to stand against Republican Calvin Coolidge, who had succeeded Warren G. Harding after Harding’s death the previous summer. The delegates included an estimated 343 Klansmen, and the “Invisible Empire” was all too evident on the convention floor. Their main mission in New York: the defeat of the Irish-Catholic governor of New York, Alfred E. Smith.

			With the imperial wizard and his team headquartered at the Hotel McAlpin at Herald Square and at the Great Northern on Fifty-seventh Street, the Klan also fought an anti-KKK platform plank, and the struggle revealed a sad but inescapable political reality: The organization was big enough, and dispersed enough, to make many in the mainstream of the party fearful of opposing a movement with such support. “Outnumbering the anti-Klan members…will be those who are either in sympathy with the Knights or who deem it politically expedient to be neutral,” the Klan newspaper The Fiery Cross wrote. “The delegates from the west and south, where the Klan is powerful and exercises great power, do not want to go to the voters of their states with a platform that says thumbs down to the millions of Klansmen throughout the nation.”

			
			A contentious fight ensued over the plank, which read:

			
				We condemn political secret societies of all kinds as opposed to the exercise of free government and contrary to the spirit of the Constitution of the United States. We pledge the Democratic Party to oppose any effort on the part of the Ku Klux Klan or any organization to interfere with the religious liberty or political freedom of any citizen, or to limit the civic rights of any citizen or body of citizens because of religion, birthplace, or racial origin.

			

			The anti-Klan delegates were eloquent, but given the KKK’s power—and the politicians’ fear of its power, which of course multiplied its influence—the vote was certain to be close. “If you are opposed to the Ku Klux Klan,” Bainbridge Colby, a former Wilson secretary of state, told the convention, “for God’s sake, say so.” It was, he added, “this un-American, this poisonous, this alien thing in our midst, abhorrent to every American, hateful to the genius of our institutions, in conflict and at variance with every throb in the precepts of Americanism that have come down to us through the decades from the fathers of our Country.” Edmund Moore of Ohio said that “if 343 members of the Klan who are members of this Convention can control the action of the other eight hundred, if the Imperial Wizard has got us all in his pocket, I, for one, am going to crawl out.” 

			William R. Pattangall of Maine also argued for explicitly denouncing the Klan. “I say to you,” Pattangall told the delegates, “that there is need to be sent over the whole wide United States a message…that our party hates bigotry, hates intolerance; opposes bigotry and opposes intolerance; and because it hates them and hates hypocrisy and opposes them, it therefore calls bigotry and intolerance and hypocrisy by their right names when it speaks of them.”

			Pattangall then yielded to Mrs. Carroll Miller of Pennsylvania. “What would you, my friends, think of a home in America where the little children shuddered nightly in terrorizing fear of the hooded Ku Klux Klan?” she asked. “Oh, there are such places, hundreds of them…where a foreign-born is discriminated against by the shopkeeper, places where the wife waiting for her husband to return from the mine, the field or the factory never feels sure that he will not be mobbed or beaten to death before he returns to her and his family.”

			
			She called on her fellow newly enfranchised women to join her in opposing the Klan. “If the men are afraid to face this issue, I beg you women to cast aside your trepidation and deceit,” Miller said. “We who are accustomed to suffer the pains of childbirth that the race may go on should not be afraid to uphold a great principle that our children may live in happiness and security. We who are accustomed to wait and fight in the lonely watches of the night for the life of the child when death is hovering over the crib should not be the ones to flinch now.”

			Rising in opposition, Governor Cameron Morrison of North Carolina urged the delegates to drop the reference to the Klan. “Are we, without trial and without evidence…to try, condemn, and execute more than a million men who are professed followers of the Lord Jesus Christ?” To attack the Klan directly, Morrison said, “will make half a million Ku Klux in the next ten days, in my judgment.” Jared Y. Sanders of Louisiana was subtler, trying to cast the Klan as a victim of the proposed platform language. “And remember one thing more,” Sanders said. “You cannot fight intolerance with intolerance. You cannot fight the devil with fire. He is an expert in that line.” 

			Finally, William Jennings Bryan, the grand old man of the party, rose. To name the Klan specifically in the platform, he said, was not worth the political cost. It would divide the party, and for Bryan there were larger battles to be waged. “I call you back in the name of our God; I call you back in the name of our party; I call you back in the name of the Son of God and Savior of the world,” Bryan told the delegates. “Christians, stop fighting, and let us get together and save the world from the materialism that robs life of its spiritual values.”

			In a victory for the Klan, the plank was defeated, but only by the narrowest of margins. And while the Klan helped deny Al Smith the nomination, it also failed to carry its frontrunner, former secretary of the treasury (and Woodrow Wilson son-in-law) William G. McAdoo, to victory. At Madison Square Garden, Smith supporters, who opposed Prohibition, which the Klan favored, attacked with the cry of “Ku, Ku, McAdoo!” McAdoo’s backers replied with: “Booze! Booze! Booze!” The convention was left with a compromise nominee in John W. Davis, a former congressman, solicitor general, and ambassador to the Court of St. James’s.

			
			After the 103rd ballot, a California delegate turned to a colleague on the floor and asked, “Is it really over?”

			“Yes,” his colleague said.

			“Amen!”

			

			—

			In August 1925, on a day of occasional rain showers, thirty thousand Klansmen (some estimates say fifty thousand) converged on Washington for a huge march on the National Mall. “The parade was grander and gaudier, by far, than anything the wizards had prophesied,” the journalist H. L. Mencken wrote. “It was longer, it was thicker, it was higher in tone. I stood in front of the Treasury for two hours watching the legions pass. They marched in lines of eighteen or twenty, solidly shoulder to shoulder. I retired for refreshment and was gone an hour.” Returning, Mencken was struck by the continuity of the scene. “When I got back Pennsylvania Avenue was still a mass of white from the Treasury down to the foot of Capitol Hill—a full mile of Klansmen and their ladies.”

			The demonstration—in full regalia—took place at a time when long-standing cultural buoys seemed in danger of being swept away by a hostile modernity. The Scopes Trial in Dayton, Tennessee, in the summer of 1925 was emblematic of the struggles of the day. Bible-believing Southerners opposed the teaching of evolution in public schools, prompting a celebrated contest between William Jennings Bryan and Clarence Darrow in a rural East Tennessee county. A sign hung outside the courthouse urging people to READ YOUR BIBLE—as if that were the last word on the subject.

			Which, for many believers, it was. Testifying about the literalism of the Bible—whether the whale in fact swallowed Jonah, for example—Bryan grew flustered. “I do not think about things I don’t think about,” he said at one point.

			Darrow pounced. “Do you think about things you do think about?” he asked.

			
			Eloquent, acerbic, and controversial (as well as, in the views of some of his contemporaries and in diary entries published after his death, anti-Semitic), Mencken came south from Baltimore to cover the trial. “Such obscenities as the forthcoming trial of the Tennessee evolutionist…call attention dramatically to the fact that enlightenment, among mankind, is very narrowly dispersed,” Mencken wrote. “It is common to assume that human progress affects everyone—that even the dullest man, in these bright days, knows more than any man of, say, the Eighteenth Century, and is far more civilized….But the great masses of men, even in this inspired republic, are precisely where the mob was at the dawn of history….They know little if anything that is worth knowing, and there is not the slightest sign of a natural desire among them to increase their knowledge.”
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						In August 1925, thirty thousand Ku Klux Klansmen (some estimates put it at fifty thousand) staged a massive demonstration on a day of occasional rain showers in Washington, D.C.

					

				

			

			Mencken’s brilliant, if ungenerous, caricature of Bryan, the former politician, captured the essence of a great man in decline. During a powerful speech by Darrow, Mencken wrote that Bryan “sat tight-lipped and unmoved. There is, of course, no reason why it should have shaken him. He has those hillbillies locked up in his pen and he knows it….These are his people. They understand him when he speaks in tongues. The same dark face that is in his own eyes is in theirs, too. They feel with him, and they relish him.”

			
			And they exulted in his victory for their cause: The jury sided with Bryan, convicting Scopes of violating the Tennessee statute against the teaching of evolution. (Scopes was fined $100.) At the conclusion of the trial, Darrow predicted, rightly, that the events at Dayton would endure. “I think this case will be remembered because it is the first case of this sort since we stopped trying people in America for witchcraft,” Darrow said. “We have done our best to turn the tide…of testing every fact of science by a religious doctrine.” One legacy of Dayton was that religion and science had joined race and ethnicity as a theater of war in the fight within the American soul.

			

			—

			What of the Klan? “No arguments you may use, no facts you may present, no logic you may array will in the slightest affect these people,” the Kansas editor William Allen White, who opposed the Klan in an unsuccessful race for governor, wrote. “They have no capacity for receiving arguments, no minds for retaining or sifting facts and no mental processes that will hold logic. If they had any of these they would not be Kluxers.”

			Fortunately, White was being hyperbolic. The story of the Klan in the 1920s suggests that arguments, facts, and logic, steadily presented, can help shed light when darkness threatens to prevail. By 1928 or so, the Klan, like its Reconstruction predecessor in the early 1870s, was ebbing. And just in time: A Klan with substantial strength in the tumult of the 1930s might have increased the chances of America falling into the totalitarianism that consumed some European nations in the same years. “The Ku Klux Klan,” the Reverend Charles Jefferson, the pro-Klan author of Roman Catholicism and the Ku Klux Klan, said, “is the Mussolini of America.”

			Despite the Klan’s political power, American institutions designed to check and balance popular passion struck blows against the Invisible Empire. The courts, the press, and two presidents (Warren G. Harding and Calvin Coolidge) took stands, however limited, against the politics of fear.

			In 1928, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld a New York law requiring the Klan to file membership lists with state authorities on the grounds that, as the appellate court in the case wrote, “It is a matter of common knowledge that the association or organization”—the Klan—“exercises activities tending to the prejudice and intimidation of sundry classes of our citizens.”

			
			In the opinion of the court, authored by Justice Willis Van Devanter, an appointee of President Taft’s, the Klan “was conducting a crusade against Catholics, Jews, and negroes, and stimulating hurtful religious and race prejudices….It was striving for political power, and assuming a sort of guardianship over the administration of local, state, and national affairs; and…at times it was taking into its own hands the punishment of what some of its members conceived to be crimes.” Three years earlier, in 1925, a unanimous Supreme Court had declared a Klan-supported Oregon law targeted at Roman Catholic schools unconstitutional. The Klan and its allies had passed a statute to force all children to attend public schools, thus shuttering Catholic institutions; the court was unimpressed and struck it down.

			Voices of reason in the popular press did what they could. Like William Allen White—and like the justices of the Supreme Court—many editors saw the Klan as potentially fatal to the yet-unrealized but nevertheless real promise of the country. The New York World had led the way, publishing a landmark investigative series on the Klan in 1921; its reporting on the organization’s violence was particularly vivid. In the short run, though, the press’s opposition had the perverse effect of boosting the Klan rather than undercutting it. In a dynamic that’s familiar in our own time, hostility from the journalists of the East convinced a number of middle Americans that a cause under such assault must have something to recommend it. 

			“It wasn’t until the newspapers began to attack the Klan that it really grew,” William Simmons recalled. When the House Rules Committee, prodded by the World series, held brief hearings into the Klan, it, too, inadvertently fed the flames, at least for a time. “Certain newspapers also aided us by inducing Congress to investigate us,” Simmons recalled. “The result was that Congress gave us the best advertising we ever got.”

			The work of combatting broadly held views like those of the Klansmen of the 1920s is almost never easy or quick. It requires years of persistent witness and of standing firm in protest when it would be more convenient to give in and move on. In the case of the Klan, journalists had to repeat the same points over and over at the risk of boring readers—and, truth be told, themselves, for one reason many people go into journalism is a love of novelty, of shifting narratives, changing scenes, new characters, and fresh contests. The case against the Klan, though (like the case against segregation, and, later, the case against Senator Joe McCarthy), required a willingness to return again and again to the argument that decency and the Klan could not coexist. “Wearing masks, practicing sacrilege in burning fiery crosses, appealing to race and religious hatreds is so thoroughly un-American and so contemptible that we are surprised that any intelligent person would engage in such perfidy for even one performance,” The Dalton Citizen, a newspaper in North Georgia, wrote in 1925. 

			

			—

			
			The presidency also played a role in suggesting that America should be above Klan-like extremism. In October 1921, President Harding, a Republican, went to the heart of Democratic Dixie for the fiftieth anniversary celebration of the founding of Birmingham, Alabama. Harding had supported anti-lynching laws—a strong civil rights position in that time—and took the occasion on this hot Wednesday in Birmingham’s Capitol Park to deliver an unusual speech on race. He spoke of political equality (“I would say let the black man vote when he is fit to vote; prohibit the white man voting when he is unfit to vote”) and of equality of opportunity in terms of economics and education. (“Partnership of the races in developing the highest aims of all humanity there must be if humanity…is to achieve the ends which we have set for it.”)

			Harding, however, approvingly cited the assertions of hereditary inferiority in Stoddard’s Rising Tide of Color and insisted that he did not envision social equality or what he called “amalgamation.”

			“There are many who do not agree with [Harding] as to political equality,” The New York Times reported after the speech, “but what he said about the impossibility of ‘social equality’ more than offset anything he said on other lines.” That wasn’t quite the case. “If the President’s theory is carried to its ultimate conclusion,” Senator Pat Harrison, Democrat of Mississippi, remarked, “then that means that the black man can strive to become President of the United States.”

			
				
					[image: Dr. W.E.B. Du Bois, African American founder of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. Ca. 1920.]
				

				
					
						William Edward Burghardt Du Bois (1868–1963) was a scholar, historian, and activist—as well as an editor and a poet—whose penetrating writings and devotion to the cause of equality made him one of the nation’s most important voices through decades of tumult and progress.

					

				

			

			W.E.B. Du Bois gave Harding limited credit. It was, Du Bois said, “a braver, clearer utterance than Theodore Roosevelt ever dared to make or than William Taft or William McKinley ever dreamed of.”

			That said, Du Bois then eviscerated the president’s Stoddard-inspired white-supremacist views. The “pseudo-science to which the President unhappily referred,” Du Bois wrote, was “vain, wrong and hypocritical.” For Du Bois the right path forward lay with those who shared the view of the Pan-African Congress, which Du Bois had helped found: “The absolute equality of races—physical, political and social—is the founding stone of world peace and human advancement. No one denies great differences of gift, capacity and attainment among individuals of all races, but the voice of science, religion and practical politics is one in denying the God-appointed existence of superior races, or of races naturally and inevitably and eternally inferior.” For Du Bois, “To deny this fact is to throw open the door of the world to a future of hatred, war and murder such as never yet has staggered a bowed and crucified humanity.”

			At Birmingham, Harding obliquely spoke out against the Klan and its extra-legal vigilantism. “The nation which withstood internecine conflict, so heroically fought as was the Civil War, will tolerate the threat of no minority which challenges the supremacy of law or endangers our common welfare,” Harding said. “There will never come the day when the rights of any minority are denied [and]…no minority shall ever challenge the supremacy of the rule of law.”

			
			The president was more direct on the Klan question in the third week of May 1923 when he dedicated a statue of Alexander Hamilton at the Treasury Department. “We have our factions which seek to promote this or that interest, without regard to the relationship to others, and without regard for the common weal,” Harding said. “We have the factions of hatred and prejudice and violence….Hamilton warned us that ‘however such combinations or associations may now and then answer popular ends, they are likely themselves to usurp the reins of government, destroying afterward the very engines which have lifted them to unjust dominion.’ ” The New York Times’s headline on its story about the event made it clear that no one doubted what Harding was talking about: “Harding Deplores Growth of Factions and Strikes at Klan.” He made the same case to the Imperial Grand Council of the Ancient Order of the Nobles of the Mystic Shrine in June of that year. Of “menacing organizations,” Harding said, “This isn’t fraternity, this is conspiracy.”

			In attempts to hurt Harding with racially minded white voters in the Jim Crow era, his political opponents had long trafficked in rumors that he had black ancestry. In the 1920 presidential campaign, a professor at the College of Wooster in Ohio, William E. Chancellor, produced inflammatory pamphlets on the subject. “By means of a fake family tree and a number of worthless affidavits,” the historian Robert K. Murray wrote, “Chancellor’s circulars showed that no fewer than four separate and converging lines of Harding ancestors possessed Negro blood.” Harding chose to meet the allegations with a dignified public silence, as did his wife, Florence. “I want you to know I have known about these miserable attacks,” Mrs. Harding wrote a friend, “but more than that, I want you to be assured, and absolutely certain that I am not in the least disturbed by them….We are unafraid, undismayed, and undisturbed.”

			In private, Harding acknowledged that the facts of the matter were a mystery to him. “How do I know, Jim?” Harding privately said to James Faulkner of the Cincinnati Enquirer. “One of my ancestors may have jumped the fence.” (In 2015, DNA testing disproved the speculation.)

			
			There were other rumors, too. After Harding’s death in 1923, the Klan put out the word that Harding had, as president, secretly joined its ranks while in office. “We have 227 in the House of Representatives and 27 in the United States Senate,” Basil E. Newton of the Klan’s Imperial Council exaggeratedly claimed, “and we held one initiation in the dining room of the White House. You know what that means.” The Coolidge administration said the reports were “too ridiculous to discuss.” 

			Coolidge, the new president, had been at his boyhood home in Vermont when the news about Harding’s death came, and he took the oath of office in the middle of the night from his father, a notary public. Taciturn and enigmatic, an embodiment of New England rectitude, frugality, and learning, President Coolidge was a more interesting man than either many of his contemporaries or most historians have thought him. Though he, like Harding, refrained from taking the Klan on by name, Coolidge offered the country some glimpses of its better self.

			In the general election campaign of 1924, Coolidge’s running mate, Charles G. Dawes, denounced the Klan in a speech in Augusta, Maine. “Government cannot last if that way, the way of the Ku Klux Klan, is the way to enforce the law in this country,” Dawes said that August. “Lawlessness cannot be met with lawlessness if civilization is to be maintained.” Dawes tried to soften his attack, though, adding, as The New York Times put it, that “many join it in the interest of law and order.” The speech, the Times reported, had “confound[ed the] party in Maine” and left the “audience unresponsive.” 

			After conferring with Coolidge, Dawes dropped the subject. It was apparently the president’s judgment that the less said about the Klan the better. “He was probably fearful that a direct attack on the Klan by name would detract from addressing the pressing issues of postwar reconstruction then demanding the attention of the American people, as well as sow the seeds of discord among them at the very moment when national unity was essential for moving forward,” the Coolidge scholar Jerry L. Wallace wrote. “In addition, such an attack would provide the Klan with a goldmine of publicity and likely bring it renewed vigor”—which, as Simmons had pointed out, had happened when Congress had investigated the Klan in 1921. 

			
			“Moreover,” Wallace wrote, “the President undoubtedly realized from his study of history that hate groups like the Klan had historically come and gone, and that this Klan would be no different. Thus, it was best to let the Klan burn itself out, which, indeed, it did.” Still, Coolidge’s reticence had a price. “One political consequence was that black leaders, especially the younger ones, began to question their historic relationship with the Republican Party,” Wallace wrote, “and urban Democrat politicians like [Al] Smith moved to take advantage of this.”

			On Saturday, August 9, 1924, Coolidge did make himself plain. A correspondent had written the president to express outrage at news that a black man was considering seeking the Republican nomination for a congressional seat from New York. “It is of some concern,” the man had written, “whether a Negro is allowed to run for Congress anywhere, at any time, in any party, in this, a white man’s country.” Coolidge replied that he was “amazed” at the letter. Citing the service of half a million black men in the U.S. armed forces during the Great War, the president wrote: 

			
				The suggestion of denying any measure of their full political rights to such a great group of our population as the colored people is one which, however it might be received in some other quarters, could not possibly be permitted by one who feels a responsibility for living up to the traditions and maintaining the principles of the Republican Party. Our Constitution guarantees equal rights to all our citizens, without discrimination on account of race or color, I have taken my oath to support that Constitution. It is the source of your rights and my rights. I propose to regard it, and administer it, as the source of the rights of all the people, whatever their belief or race.

			

			The African American Chicago Defender published Coolidge’s letter under the headline “Cal Coolidge Tells Kluxer When to Stop.”

			

			—

			Words like these set a proper tone, but the causes of the Klan’s fall were complex. Americans did not wake up one morning and decide to be a better people. For one thing, restrictive immigration law in the 1920s, particularly the National Origins Act of 1924, which set limiting quotas, defused the passion around the issue; there were fewer targets as the years went by. (The 805,228 immigrants arriving in 1921, for instance, fell to 164,000 by the end of the decade.) Economic growth—the much-heralded prosperity of the decade, which put the “roar” in the Roaring Twenties—also reduced tensions. As more people came to have a stake in the nation’s success, and as that success became ever more linked to a widening opportunity, fewer of them were vulnerable to the Klan’s creed. Commerce was culture; relative security in wages and employment undercut the potency of the politics of fear.

			
			The Klan sabotaged itself, too, as when one of its key leaders, David Curtis Stephenson of Indiana, was arrested for the kidnapping, rape, and murder of a young woman on whom he had gnawed in a gruesome crime. (He was convicted of second-degree murder.) “I’m a nobody from nowhere, really—but I’ve got the biggest brains,” he had said during his rise to power. “I’m going to be the biggest man in the United States!” As historians of the KKK phenomenon have noted, the revelation of depravity and of hypocrisy at the pinnacle of the Klan undercut the organization’s self-righteous claims to be an irreproachable knighthood.

			For his part, Coolidge urged the country to move beyond the forces that had fueled the rise of the second Klan. Addressing a convention of the American Legion in Omaha, Nebraska, on Tuesday, October 6, 1925, Coolidge was broad-gauged. “Whether one traces his Americanism back three centuries to the Mayflower, or three years of the steerage, is not half so important as whether his Americanism of to-day is real and genuine,” Coolidge said. “No matter by what various crafts we came here, we are all now in the same boat.”

			He spoke of tolerance and of liberalism. “Granting first the essentials of loyalty to our country and to our fundamental institutions, we may not only overlook but we may encourage differences of opinion as to other things,” Coolidge said. “For differences of this kind will certainly be elements of strength rather than of weakness. They will give variety to our tastes and interests. They will broaden our vision, strengthen our understanding, encourage the true humanities, and enrich our whole mode and conception of life.” In an indirect but unmistakable allusion to the Klan and its “100 percent Americanism” platform, Coolidge told the veterans: “I recognize the full and complete necessity of 100 percent Americanism, but 100 percent Americanism may be made up of many various elements.” Coolidge added:

			
				If we are to have…that union of spirit which is the foundation of real national genius and national progress, we must all realize that there are true Americans who did not happen to be born in our section of the country, who do not attend our place of religious worship, who are not of our racial stock, or who are not proficient in our language. If we are to create on this continent a free Republic and an enlightened civilization that will be capable of reflecting the true greatness and glory of mankind, it will be necessary to regard these differences as accidental and unessential. We shall have to look beyond the outward manifestations of race and creed. Divine Providence has not bestowed upon any race a monopoly of patriotism and character.

			

			Afterward, Henry Hugh Proctor, a graduate of Nashville’s Fisk College and of the Yale Divinity School, a friend of W.E.B. Du Bois, and pastor of the First Congregational Church in Atlanta, and, later, the Nazarene Congregational Church in Brooklyn, reflected on Coolidge’s message. “Particularly do we want to thank you for that great word you spoke at Omaha, the bravest word spoken by any Executive in threescore years,” Proctor said. “It sounds like Lincoln.” 
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						Navy Chief Petty Officer Graham Jackson, shedding tears of grief, plays as FDR’s body is taken from the Warm Springs Foundation in Warm Springs, Georgia, April 1945.
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				We must drive the Jewish international bankers out of Wall Street! We must destroy the Bolshevik labor unions! We must purge our country of all the alien elements and ideas that now infest her! America for Americans!

				—The fictional former president SHAGPOKE WHIPPLE, in Nathanael West’s 1934 novel, A Cool Million

				The only limit to our realization of tomorrow will be our doubts of today. Let us move forward with strong and active faith.

				—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT, undelivered Jefferson Day Address, April 1945
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			ON CHRISTMAS EVE 1929, not quite two months after the disastrous stock market crash, dessert was being served to President Herbert Hoover and his holiday guests in the State Dining Room when word came that the West Wing was in flames. The Oval Office itself, installed by President Taft during a 1909 renovation, was burning. According to published reports, the president, dressed in a dinner jacket and smoking a cigar, excused himself to inspect the fire. “At times it seemed as if the flames were subdued,” The New York Times wrote, “but there were occasional bursts of blaze through the roof, and the firemen had great difficulty in getting control of the situation.” In the main part of the mansion, the First Lady tried to distract the guests by asking the Marine Band to play on.

			Metaphors don’t come much more apropos: The Hoover White House, at the onset of the Great Depression, subject to the destructive whims of an uncontrollable force. “Those parts which had not been actually destroyed,” the Times noted of the West Wing, “were gutted and water-soaked.” Something seemingly invincible, impervious to destruction, was proving vulnerable.

			
			The same would soon be said of America itself. By 1932–33, the Great Depression was consuming the United States, creating public anxiety and eroding trust in the most basic of institutions. In his trilogy on Roosevelt and the New Deal, published between 1957 and 1960, the historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., referred to the 1920s and early ’30s as “The Crisis of the Old Order.” America seemed on the cusp of a violent break from the ancien régime of democratic capitalism. Would the nation save itself or, like Italy and, as the ’30s unfolded, Germany, seek comfort in totalitarianism? Or might it choose the path of the Soviet Union, casting its lot with Communism?

			The questions were not academic. When the financier Bernard M. Baruch said the nation was facing a situation “worse than war,” there was, Time reported, “widespread agreement.” Nearly 20 percent of the workforce, or one out of five people, was jobless. “The country had never before known unemployment of these magnitudes or of this duration,” the historian David M. Kennedy wrote. “It had in place no mechanism with which to combat mass destitution on this scale.” Mobs of hungry youths were loose in the countryside. Armed standoffs roiled placid places such as Sioux City, Iowa. A Senate committee was told hard truths: “There are many signs that if the lawfully constituted leadership does not soon substitute action for words, a new leadership, perhaps unlawfully constituted, will arise and act.” 

			Hoover’s successor knew all this. In the summer of 1932, Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt of New York had told an adviser that the two most dangerous men in America were Huey Long of Louisiana and Douglas MacArthur, the army chief of staff. Long, the powerful Louisiana “Kingfish,” could conceivably orchestrate a coup from the populist left, and MacArthur might manage the same feat from the right. The general had already led a disastrous U.S. Army attack on veterans gathered in Washington seeking a promised pension bonus. (“MacArthur has decided to go into active command in the field,” said MacArthur, speaking, as was his wont, in the third person. “There is incipient revolution in the air.”) 

			The loudest cheers during Roosevelt’s inaugural address on Saturday, March 4, 1933, did not come from his assurance that the only thing Americans had to fear was fear itself. No, as Eleanor Roosevelt noted, the greatest ovation greeted the new president’s assertion that the present emergency might require him to assume extended wartime executive powers.

			

			—

			
			It was a mad, and maddening, time. In the middle of February 1933, Roosevelt, then the president-elect, was nearly killed in a park in Miami when an armed assailant, Giuseppe Zangara, opened fire from about ten yards away. FDR had stopped off in the city while on a fishing cruise aboard the Nourmahal, a yacht owned by his friend Vincent Astor. When Roosevelt disembarked, Astor, seeing the huge crowds, had a strange premonition. “It would be easy,” the millionaire remarked, “for an assassin to do his work and escape.” 

			Within half an hour, armed with an eight-dollar pearl-handled .32 revolver, Zangara got off five shots but missed Roosevelt, instead wounding the mayor of Chicago, Anton Cermak, who was standing near the president-elect. The news was yet another blow to the country’s fragile sense of stability. “People seemed to feel that their faith in the future was also the assassin’s target,” Time wrote. Attending to the mayor, FDR, for his part, was preternaturally calm. “I’m all right,” he called out. “Roosevelt was simply himself—easy, confident, poised, to all appearances unmoved,” Roosevelt adviser Raymond Moley recalled. That night, safely back on the Nourmahal, Roosevelt drank a glass of whiskey and went to bed. 

			The assassination attempt exacerbated a fraught season. Asked whether history had ever seen anything like the Depression, John Maynard Keynes replied: “Yes. It was called the Dark Ages, and it lasted four hundred years.” In 1930, testifying before Congress, Father Charles Coughlin, the popular, often incendiary, radio priest, said: “I think by 1933, unless something is done, you will see a revolution in this country.” Describing the plight of the unemployed, the historian William Manchester wrote: “Although millions were trapped in a great tragedy for which there could plainly be no individual responsibility, social workers repeatedly observed that the jobless were suffering from feelings of guilt. ‘I haven’t had a steady job in more than two years,’ a man facing eviction told a New York Daily News reporter in February 1932. ‘Sometimes I feel like a murderer. What’s wrong with me, that I can’t protect my children?’ ” 

			A small group of rich Wall Streeters also tried their hand at conceiving and launching a plot to supplant FDR as president by attempting to convince the retired Marine major general Smedley Butler, a respected veteran, to raise an army, march on Washington, and take the capital. Fearful of Roosevelt and his reforms, the “Wall Street Putsch” conspirators were planning to impose a fascist state. (The episode was also known as the “Business Plot.”) Butler was an unwilling traitor. “If you get 500,000 soldiers advocating anything smelling of Fascism,” Butler told one of the plotters who approached him, “I am going to get 500,000 more and lick the hell out of you, and we will have a real war right at home.” The retired general told FBI director J. Edgar Hoover about the conspiracy. Reports about the Wall Street cabal’s machinations soon leaked, and the threat fell apart. 

			
			In late 1934, secret congressional hearings, highlights of which were reported in the press, detailed what the plotters had been planning. Twice awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor, Butler testified before a House panel led by Congressmen John McCormack of Massachusetts and Samuel Dickstein of New York. “May I preface my remarks by saying, sir,” Butler told McCormack, who co-chaired the committee, “that I have one interest in all of this, and that is to try to do my best to see that a democracy is maintained in this country?”

			“Nobody who has either read about or known about General Butler would have anything but that understanding,” McCormack replied. The retired general then offered his side of the story of being approached by well-funded intermediaries to lead a military takeover of Roosevelt’s Washington. “Gen. Butler Bares ‘Fascist Plot’ To Seize Government By Force,” read the front-page headline in The New York Times on Wednesday, November 21, 1934.

			“If General Butler had not been the patriot he was, and if they had been able to maintain secrecy, the plot certainly might very well have succeeded, having in mind the conditions existing at that time,” McCormack recalled to the author Jules Archer nearly four decades later. “No one can say for sure, of course, but when times are desperate and people are frustrated, anything like that could happen….If the plotters had got rid of Roosevelt, there’s no telling what might have taken place….A well-organized minority can always outmaneuver an unorganized majority, as Adolf Hitler did….The same thing could have happened here.”

			McCormack had little patience for skepticism about the gravity of the possible coup. “The people were in a very confused state of mind, making the nation weak and ripe for some drastic kind of extremist reaction,” McCormack said. “Mass frustration could bring about anything.” General Butler, McCormack added, “regarded the plot very gravely indeed. He knew that this was a threat to our very way of government by a bunch of rich men who wanted fascism.”

			

			—

			
			Sinclair Lewis’s 1935 novel It Can’t Happen Here told the story of the rise of an authoritarian state in an America riven by economic and cultural chaos. Lewis’s book painted a disturbing portrait of a United States that abandoned liberal democracy and sought stability in fascism. “Why, there’s no country in the world,” a fictional editor remarks in the novel, “that can get more hysterical—yes, or more obsequious—than America.” The editor’s sad rhetorical query: “Where in all history has there ever been a people so ripe for a dictatorship as ours!” 

			Across the Atlantic, Winston Churchill took note of Lewis’s book. “I was reading the other day a recent American novel by Sinclair Lewis—It Can’t Happen Here,” Churchill wrote in August 1936. “Such books render a public service to the English-speaking world. When we see what has happened in Germany, Italy and Russia we cannot neglect their warning.”

			Less well known than Lewis’s work is a small novel by Nathanael West, A Cool Million, a Candide–Horatio Alger parody. Published a year before It Can’t Happen Here, A Cool Million includes the tale of the rise of a fascist politician. In it, a former American president, Shagpoke Whipple, takes advantage of the Depression to demagogue his way back to power. Here is West’s portrait of a Whipple rally:

			
				“I’m a simple man,” he said with great simplicity, “and I want to talk to you about simple things. You’ll get no highfalutin’ talk from me.

				“First of all, you people want jobs. Isn’t that so?…

				“Well, that’s the only and prime purpose of the National Revolutionary Party—to get jobs for everyone….

				“This is our country and we must fight to keep it so. If America is ever again to be great, it can only be through the triumph of the revolutionary middle class.

				“We must drive the Jewish international bankers out of Wall Street! We must destroy the Bolshevik labor unions! We must purge our country of all the alien elements and ideas that now infest her!

				“America for Americans! Back to the principles of Andy Jackson and Abe Lincoln!” 

			

			West was writing fiction, but only just. Perhaps the most consequential figure of the day, aside from FDR himself, was Huey Long, the former Louisiana governor who went to the U.S. Senate in 1932. Charismatic, wily, ambitious, and able, Long had a deep connection to poor voters who felt marginalized and to middle-class people who felt threatened. At lunch one day at Hyde Park, the Roosevelt family seat, the flamboyant Long arrived in a loud suit and a colorful tie. “Who is that awful man sitting to my son’s right?” Sara Delano Roosevelt asked. 

			Long was strikingly effective on the campaign trail. After watching him charm the farmers of the West and the Plains, five Democratic state chairmen sent word back to headquarters: “If you have any doubtful state,” they wrote party chief James Farley, “send Huey Long to it.” When Roosevelt lost the vote in Pennsylvania to Hoover in November 1932, Farley realized his mistake in failing to deploy Long to the depressed mining regions. “We never again underrated him,” Farley recalled. 

			Change—revolutionary change—was at hand, Long believed, and he saw himself as the tribune of the people. “A mob is coming here in six months to hang the other ninety-five of you damned scoundrels,” Long told a fellow senator, “and I’m undecided whether to stick here with you or go out and lead them.” Before a meeting with the president-elect himself, Long told reporters, ominously: “I’m going to ask him did you mean it, or didn’t you mean it?” By “it,” Long meant his own vision of the redistribution of wealth, which he believed key to saving capitalism itself. “Certainly we are facing communism in America,” Long said. “The country has been going toward communism ever since the wealth of this country began to get into the hands of a few people.” 

			In an April 1932 speech to the Senate called “The Doom of America’s Dream,” Long argued that both Democrats and Republicans had failed the country at one time or another. Power was concentrated in the hands of a self-serving financial and political elite. Only radical change, brought about by dynamic, unconventional leaders—leaders like Long—could make the nation the property of the people once more:

			
				The great and grand dream of America that all men are created free and equal, endowed with the inalienable right of life and liberty and the pursuit of happiness—this great dream of America, this great light, and this great hope—has almost gone out of sight in this day and time, and everybody knows it; and there is a mere candle flicker here and yonder to take the place of what the great dream of America was supposed to be….

				Unless we provide for the redistribution of wealth in this country, the country is doomed; there is going to be no country left here very long. That may sound a little bit extravagant, but I tell you that we are not going to have this good little America here long if we do not take to redistribute the wealth of this country. 

			

			He focused not only on the poor. “Where is the middle class today?” Long asked in 1933. “Where is the corner groceryman, about whom President Roosevelt speaks? He is gone or going. Where is the corner druggist? He is gone or going. Where is the banker of moderate means? He is vanishing….The middle class today cannot pay the debts they owe and come out alive. In other words, the middle class is no more.” 

			Long was a master at generating headlines. “He delighted in starting a fight,” his biographer T. Harry Williams wrote. “Things are awfully quiet around here,” Long would say to his secretary, Earle Christenberry. “What have you got in your files that we can liven them up with?” A Democratic colleague said: “Frankly, we are afraid of him. He is unscrupulous beyond belief. He might say anything about me, something entirely untrue, but it would ruin me in my state….It’s like challenging a buzz saw. He will go to the limit. It is safer for me and the rest of us to leave him alone.” 

			
			One day in the Senate, much to the delight of the spectators in the galleries, Long was baiting Tennessee senator Kenneth McKellar. The presiding officer tried to calm the crowd when Senator Alben Barkley of Kentucky spoke up. “When the people go to a circus,” Barkley said, alluding to Long, “they ought to be allowed to laugh at the monkey.” 

			Writing in The Nation in 1935, the journalist and broadcaster Raymond Gram Swing took Long’s measure as candidate for the presidency. “He will be direct, picturesque, and amusing, a relief after the attenuated vagueness of most of the national speaking today,” Swing wrote. As long as Americans trusted FDR and believed in the New Deal, Swing wrote, all would be well. But if that faith were to collapse, Long might well be the man of that troubled hour. “Huey’s chances depend on those sands of hope and trust running out,” Swing wrote. “He is no menace if the President produces reform and recovery. But if in two years, even six, misery and fear are not abated in America the field is free to the same kind of promise-mongers who swept away Democratic leaders in Italy and Germany.” 

			As his “Share Our Wealth” message spread, taking political form in grassroots clubs, Long grew in popularity. A banker from Montana wrote to Roosevelt saying that Long was “the man we thought you were when we voted for you.” Louis Howe, FDR’s political adviser, told the president that “it is symptoms like this I think we should watch very carefully.” 

			There was much to keep an eye on. Lawrence Dennis, a native of Georgia and a former foreign service officer, wrote a pair of books in the thirties: Is Capitalism Doomed? and The Coming American Fascism. “I am in favor of a middle-class revolution,” Dennis wrote, arguing that the media of the age made Americans susceptible to suggestion. “We have perfected techniques in propaganda and press and radio control which should make the United States the easiest country in the world to indoctrinate with any set of ideas, and to control for any physically possible ends.” Diversity—political, racial, religious, ethnic—was the enemy. Talk of equality for women or for racial and ethnic minorities would give the fascist movement room to run. To Dennis, “undoubtedly the easiest way to unite and animate large numbers in political association for action is to exploit the dynamic forces of hatred and fear.” 
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			While Long politicked and Dennis wrote, Charles Coughlin, a Roman Catholic priest who built a broadcasting kingdom on earth from the Royal Oak suburb of Detroit, was an influential voice over the airwaves. Coughlin started out as anti-Communist in the late 1920s; his populist message would morph through the years, settling mainly on a platform of anti-Semitism. In broadcasts, when Alexander Hamilton, the first secretary of the treasury, came up, Coughlin would say, as if in passing, “whose original name was Alexander Levine.” 
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			To Lawrence Dennis, the Coughlin-Long flocks were the perfect vehicles for revolution. “I hail these movements and pressure groups,” Dennis wrote in 1935, “not because their members are as yet fascists or friends of fascism, but because they are making fascism the alternative to chaos and national disintegration.” 

			Hugh S. Johnson, a retired general and former head of Roosevelt’s National Recovery Administration, lashed out at the president’s foes in March 1935. “You can laugh at Father Coughlin—you can snort at Huey Long—but this country was never under a greater menace,” Johnson said. President Roosevelt, Johnson told the nation, was “our sole hope.” 

			

			—

			
			That hope, the man chosen to rescue the nation from the abyss, Franklin Roosevelt, was hardly seen in a heroic light in the shadows of 1932. According to The New Republic, the New York governor was “not a man of great intellectual force or supreme moral stamina.” Walter Lippmann, the most important columnist of the time, wrote: “Franklin D. Roosevelt is no crusader. He is no tribune of the people. He is no enemy of entrenched privilege. He is a pleasant man who, without any important qualifications for the office, would very much like to be President.” Oswald Garrison Villard, the NAACP cofounder, was harsh about the gentleman from Hyde Park. “He has spoken of the ‘forgotten man,’ ” Villard wrote of Roosevelt, “but nowhere is there a real, passionate, ringing exposition of just what it is that the forgotten man has been deprived of or what should be done for him….We can see in him no leader, and no evidence anywhere that he can rise to the needs of this extraordinary hour.” 

			Charming, cagey, and courageous, FDR would spend the next dozen or so years winning four White House terms and trying, with varying degrees of success, to prove his critics wrong. Americans in his time were questioning the very viability of the constitutional order and of capitalism itself. In his speech accepting the presidential nomination at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago in July 1932, he addressed himself to the future. “Wild radicalism has made few converts, and the greatest tribute that I can pay to my countrymen is that in these days of crushing want there persists an orderly and hopeful spirit on the part of the millions of our people who have suffered so much,” Roosevelt said. “To fail to offer them a new chance is not only to betray their hopes but to misunderstand their patience.”

			The forces of progress, Roosevelt believed, were not to cower or to lash out, but to engage. “To meet by reaction that danger of radicalism is to invite disaster,” he said. “Reaction is no barrier to the radical. It is a challenge, a provocation. The way to meet that danger is to offer a workable program of reconstruction, and the party to offer it is the party with clean hands.” He then introduced a crucial phrase: “I pledge you, I pledge myself,” FDR said, “to a New Deal for the American people.” The crisis was existential. “His impulse,” Winston Churchill wrote of FDR in the mid-1930s, “is one which makes toward the fuller life of the masses of the people in every land, and which, as it glows the brighter, may well eclipse both the lurid flames of German Nordic self-assertion and the baleful unnatural lights which are diffused from Soviet Russia.”

			
			Roosevelt was, it is true, an unlikely revolutionary. Born into enveloping privilege at Springwood, his family’s house at Hyde Park in New York’s Hudson Valley, Roosevelt was educated at home, at Endicott Peabody’s Groton School, at Harvard, and at Columbia law school. His mother adored him with an all-consuming, even suffocating, love (“Mama left this morning,” he wrote his father at age eight and a half, “and I am to have my bath alone!”). Theodore Roosevelt was his hero and role model. He married TR’s favorite niece, Eleanor, served in the New York State Senate, and went to Washington as assistant secretary of the navy (a post TR had also held) under Wilson. His marriage survived the discovery of a love affair with Lucy Mercer, his wife’s social secretary, in 1918, and he was nominated for vice president on the Democratic ticket with James M. Cox of Ohio in 1920.

			It was by any measure a dazzling life—and then, in August 1921, at his family’s summer retreat at Campobello Island on the Bay of Fundy, Franklin Roosevelt was stricken with infantile paralysis. He would never walk unaided again. He was thirty-nine years old. A quarter of a century later, after Roosevelt died at Warm Springs, Georgia, in the spring of 1945, Churchill, his wartime ally, rose in the House of Commons to pay tribute to the fallen American chief. An astute biographer and a discerning statesman, Churchill, who said that FDR’s death had struck him with the force of “a physical blow,” spoke about the great, if largely unmentioned, fact about the American president. “President Roosevelt’s physical affliction,” Churchill said, “lay heavily upon him.” 

			A man of courage, Churchill appreciated it when he detected courage in others, and he had seen it, intimately, in Franklin Roosevelt. “It was a marvel that he bore up against it through all the many years of tumult and storm,” Churchill said of FDR’s paralysis. “Not one man in ten millions, stricken and crippled as he was, would have attempted to plunge into a life of physical and mental exertion and of hard, ceaseless political controversy. Not one in ten millions would have tried, not one in a generation would have succeeded, not only in entering this sphere, not only in acting vehemently in it, but in becoming indisputable master of the scene.” 

			
			Lyndon Johnson wept when he heard the news from Warm Springs. “He was just like a daddy to me always,” Johnson, then a congressman from Texas, said. “He was the one person I ever knew, anywhere, who was never afraid. God, God—how he could take it for us all!” The New York Times wrote: “Men will thank God on their knees, a hundred years from now, that Franklin D. Roosevelt was in the White House, in a position to give leadership to the thought of the American people and direction to the activities of their government, in that dark hour when a powerful and ruthless barbarism threatened to overrun the civilization of the Western World.” 

			How did he do it? How did the man scorned in the beginning die a hero, bringing innumerable ordinary citizens to tears in the streets and on the farms of the country he loved? How did he salvage what seemed unsalvageable, rising to lead a nation through depression and world war?

			One answer—and there are more than a few; such is the complexity of history—lies in FDR’s sense of hope, a spirit of optimism forged in his own experience. For it is not too much to say that a man who had personally survived cataclysm and overcome paralysis was well equipped—perhaps uniquely so—to prevail over national cataclysm and political paralysis. 

			“This great Nation will endure as it has endured, will revive and will prosper,” Roosevelt told the country at his first inauguration. “So, first of all, let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance. In every dark hour of our national life a leadership of frankness and vigor has met with that understanding and support of the people themselves which is essential to victory. I am convinced that you will again give that support to leadership in these critical days.”

			By one account, FDR had drawn on his own reading for the most historically memorable line of the address—“The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” Eleanor told Roosevelt adviser Samuel Rosenman that a friend of hers had given the president-elect a volume of the writings of Henry David Thoreau not long before the inauguration. “Nothing is so much to be feared as fear,” Thoreau had written in his journal entry for September 7, 1851. FDR had the book with him during his pre-inaugural stay in Suite 776 of the Mayflower Hotel. “Roosevelt frequently picked up a book at his bedside for brief reading before turning out the lights,” Rosenman recalled. “It may be that in this way he came across the phrase, it stuck in his mind, and found its way into the speech.”

			
			To Roosevelt, faith—powerful, resilient faith—was key. “We do not distrust the future of essential democracy,” Roosevelt said in closing his first inaugural. “The people of the United States have not failed. In their need they have registered a mandate that they want direct, vigorous action. They have asked for discipline and direction under leadership. They have made me the present instrument of their wishes. In the spirit of the gift I take it.”

			In that spirit he carried on. Privately he wondered if all would come out right. A friend told him he might well be remembered as the greatest of presidents if he succeeded, but that he would go down as the worst if he failed. “If I fail,” Roosevelt replied, “I shall be the last one.” Publicly, though, he never wavered. Conservatives hated him; radicals thought him a milquetoast opportunist; liberals weren’t sure, from moment to moment, quite what to make of him. 

			Just as he had to balance himself with steel braces on his legs, a cane in one hand and an aide—often one of his sons—on his other side simply to force himself forward when he rose from his wheelchair (he called it “stumping”), Roosevelt maneuvered with care through the storms of the decade. “It was part of his conception of his role,” adviser Rexford Tugwell said, “that he should never show exhaustion, boredom, or irritation.” Or extremism of any kind. He had told Americans what to expect from him. Running for president in 1932, Roosevelt said:

			
				Say that civilization is a tree which, as it grows, continually produces rot and dead wood. The radical says: “Cut it down.” The conservative says: “Don’t touch it.” The liberal compromises: “Let’s prune, so that we lose neither the old trunk nor the new branches.” This campaign is waged to teach the country to march upon its appointed course, the way of change, in an orderly march, avoiding alike the revolution of radicalism and the revolution of conservatism. 

			
As one might expect, this course failed to please the loudest voices in the sundry camps of American politics. “Franklin, darling, why is everyone opposed to so much of your program?” his mother once asked him. “A number of people have told me that they don’t think it will work.”

			“Mummy, I think I know who you have been talking with, and if I’m right, they are people who don’t understand the first thing about government, never having served in it, nor have they the slightest conception of the great problems facing the nation,” FDR replied. “Their only worry is that they might find themselves having to get along with two automobiles instead of three, but they don’t give a hoot for the man who not only can’t afford a car but is unable to feed and clothe his family. These are the people I’m concerned about and if I succeed in raising their standard of living, I won’t lose any sleep over some of our friends who are opposed to my Administration.” 

			Disappointed liberals lobbied the president to move more quickly on social and economic issues. “You’ll never be a good politician,” FDR once told Eleanor, who frequently presented such pleas to her husband. “You are too impatient.” At a White House meeting, Roosevelt parried a questioner with a lesson in practical politics. Lincoln, Roosevelt said, “was a sad man because he couldn’t get it all at once. And nobody can. Maybe you would make a much better President than I have. Maybe you will, someday. If you ever sit here, you will learn that you cannot, just by shouting from the housetops, get what you want all the time.” He sometimes turned to sports to make his point. “I have no expectation of making a hit every time I come to bat,” Roosevelt remarked. “What I seek is the highest possible batting average.” 

			He argued that leadership, even his own, was imperfect. A wise public, Roosevelt believed, would give a well-meaning, forward-leaning president the benefit of the doubt. “The country needs and, unless I mistake its temper, the country demands bold, persistent experimentation,” Roosevelt said in 1932. “It is common sense to take a method and try it: If it fails, admit it frankly and try another. But above all, try something….We need enthusiasm, imagination and the ability to face facts, even unpleasant ones, bravely.”

			
			His headmaster from Groton, Endicott Peabody, grasped the essence of his old pupil. “At the time Franklin Roosevelt became President,” Peabody said, “things were in the worst kind of doldrums owing to the inefficiency of Mr. Hoover as President. Change of a drastic nature was called for, and Franklin answered the call. Some of his policies have been mistaken. He prophesied that they would be….Many have in my judgment contributed to the benefit of the people at large and have saved this country from the serious attacks made upon it by extreme radicals.” 

			The Rector, as Peabody was known, held a special place in Roosevelt’s heart and mind. “It is a great thing for our country,” Peabody wrote Roosevelt, “to have before it the leadership of a man who cares primarily for spiritual things.” (This was a common view among those who loved Roosevelt. “You and I are for Roosevelt because he’s a great spiritual figure, because he’s an idealist,” FDR confidant Harry Hopkins once remarked to the playwright and speechwriter Robert E. Sherwood. “Oh—he sometimes tries to appear tough and cynical and flippant, but that’s an act he likes to put on.”) For all the exigencies of political life, Roosevelt had been shaped by, and drew sustenance from, the message of hope that Peabody had taught him. 

			Sustained by this view of progress, Roosevelt urged the nation onward. “We shall strive for perfection,” Roosevelt said. “We shall not achieve it immediately—but we still shall strive. We may make mistakes—but they must never be mistakes which result from faintness of heart or abandonment of moral principle….Our Constitution of 1787 was not a perfect instrument; it is not perfect yet. But it provided a firm base upon which all manner of men, of all races and colors and creeds, could build our solid structure of democracy.”

			The salience of hope, the dangers of fear, and the need for open American hearts were familiar Roosevelt themes throughout his presidency. When FDR died, Harry Hopkins called Robert Sherwood. “You and I have got something great that we can take with us all the rest of our lives,” Hopkins said, continuing: 

			
				It’s a great realization. Because we know it’s true what so many people believed about him and what made them love him. The President never let them down. That’s what you and I can remember. Oh, we all know he could be exasperating, and he could seem to be temporizing and delaying, and he’d get us all worked up when we thought he was making too many concessions to expediency. But all of that was in the little things, the unimportant things—and he knew exactly how little and how unimportant they really were. But in the big things—all of the things that were of real, permanent importance—he never let the people down.

			

			Reporting from North Carolina in 1934, the journalist Martha Gellhorn wrote that she had found Roosevelt’s portrait in house after house after house. The president, she wrote, was “at once God and their intimate friend; he knows them all by name, knows their little town and mill, their little lives and problems….He is there, and will not let them down.” The novelist Sherwood Anderson affirmed the point. “More than any man who has been President within the memory of any of us now living,” Anderson wrote, “he has made us feel close to him.” 

			Through the vagaries of the thirties, Roosevelt tacked this way and that, sometimes under-reaching with the New Deal, sometimes over-reaching. “The New Deal is simply the effort of a lot of half-baked Socialists to save capitalism for the dumb capitalists,” a “shrewd liberal” remarked to the journalist John Gunther. Roosevelt’s initial two years in office were focused largely on rescuing the American system, including banks and basic economic confidence. 

			Beginning in 1935, in what was known as the Second New Deal, the president blunted much of Long’s redistributive platform with the Social Security Act, the Wagner Act (guaranteeing collective bargaining), and programs that put millions to work on infrastructure and other public projects. In a pre-1936 campaign conversation with his adviser Samuel Rosenman, Roosevelt sketched out how he would oppose himself if he were running as a Republican in the coming race for reelection: “I would say: ‘I am for social security, work relief, etc., etc. But the Democrats cannot be entrusted with the administration of these fine ideals.’ I would cite chapter and verse on WPA inefficiency—and there’s plenty of it—as there is bound to be in such a vast, emergency program. You know…the more I think about it, the more I think I could lick myself.” 

			
			But no one else could. The threat from Huey Long ended with the Kingfish’s assassination in the fall of 1935: Long had lived, and died, violently. Thunderously reelected in 1936—he lost only Maine and Vermont—Roosevelt read too much into his mandate and attempted to alter the makeup of the Supreme Court, which had blocked a number of New Deal measures. There was a backlash against the plan, which, along with a recession, brought the overconfident FDR back into balance. Arthur Krock of The New York Times evoked the era well with this observation about the president:

			
				The Republicans say officially that the President is an impulsive, uninformed opportunist, lacking policy or stability, wasteful, reckless, unreliable in act and contract….Mr. Roosevelt seeks to supervene the constitutional processes of government, dominate Congress and the Supreme Court by illegal means and regiment the country to his shifting and current ideas—a perilous egomaniac.

				The Democrats say officially that the President is the greatest practical humanitarian who ever averted social upheaval, the wisest economic mechanician who ever modernized a government…savior and protector of the American way—including the capitalist system—and rebuilder of the nation….Mr. Roosevelt has constructed, with daring and fortitude, a sound bridge from the perilous past to the secure future.

				He is not wholly either, and he is certainly something of both. In the opinion of this writer he is much more of the latter than the former. 

			

			

			—

			The telephone in the president’s bedroom in the family quarters of the White House rang in the middle of the night as Thursday, August 31, 1939, became Friday, September 1, 1939. Adolf Hitler’s Wehrmacht, executing a war plan code-named Case White, had struck Poland. World War II had begun in earnest. William Bullitt, Roosevelt’s ambassador to France, got the word and called the president, who took the call in bed. “Well, Bill,” Roosevelt said, “it’s come at last. God help us all.” 

			
			It was understandable that Roosevelt was thinking about the Almighty, for the problems the president faced seemed insuperable. The nation was strongly isolationist, and fear was a common theme—fear of entanglement, fear of sacrificing American blood and treasure for the advantage of others, fear of putting foreign demands ahead of national needs. The Depression was global in nature; if only we could put America first, the isolationists argued, then all might still be well. 

			This view was held widely and deeply. In 1936, a survey by George Gallup found that 95 percent of those polled believed America should stay out of any European war. Roosevelt was intuitively attuned to such political facts. “He is a gentleman in every sense of the word, well meaning and very ambitious,” Sir Ronald Lindsay, the British ambassador to the United States, wrote the Foreign Office in London. “He has antennae and political sense to his very finger-tips. Instinctively he knows what the feeling of the moment is and what is politically possible.” 

			He also performed the essential presidential function of looking ahead, beyond the moment, to what the world might bring. And the more he contemplated Germany’s evident designs to expand—Hitler referred to it as the Reich’s search for Lebensraum, or living space—the more Roosevelt sensed ultimate trouble. Constrained by neutrality legislation and by public opinion, the president nevertheless did the best he could to prepare for the possibility of war. His success can be gauged, in part, by the anti-Roosevelt views of the more fervent isolationists. Oswald Garrison Villard believed “the greatest safeguard would be having a man in the White House firmly and immovably resolved not to let the country get into war under any conditions whatsoever.” 

			Roosevelt waged a steady but not overwhelming campaign to make the world appear relevant to a country battered by Depression and wary of foreign entanglements. That wariness was tangible. Congressman Louis Ludlow of Indiana even proposed a constitutional amendment that would have required a popular referendum to declare war (except in cases where the United States was attacked). The amendment came to a vote in the House in early 1938. Polling showed significant public support, with 73 percent favoring Ludlow’s bill. In a letter to the Speaker of the House, Roosevelt wrote: “Our Government is conducted by the people through representatives of their own choosing. It was with singular unanimity that the founders of the Republic agreed upon such free and representative form of government as the only practical means of government by the people. Such an amendment to the Constitution as that proposed would cripple any President in his conduct of our foreign relations, and it would encourage other nations to believe that they could violate American rights with impunity.” The House voted the measure down, 209 to 188.

			
			Score one for Roosevelt, but he did not win them all. “We must not be misguided by this foreign propaganda that our frontiers lie in Europe,” the aviator and isolationist leader Charles Lindbergh said. “What more could we ask than the Atlantic Ocean on the east, the Pacific on the west? An ocean is a formidable barrier, even for modern aircraft.” Roosevelt’s view was subtler: The fates of nations were interconnected. 

			In late July 1939 the president met with the congressional leadership seeking to revise neutrality laws in order to enable the United States to sell arms to Britain and France. Led by Senator William Borah of Idaho, the isolationists refused. “Well, Captain, we may as well face the facts,” Vice President John Nance Garner told Roosevelt. “You haven’t got the votes, and that’s all there is to it.” 

			Then, in a matter of weeks, Hitler invaded Poland. In a broadcast two weeks after the invasion, Charles Lindbergh argued for leaving the Old World to its own devices. “Now that war has broken out again, we in America have a decision to make on which the destiny of our nation depends,” Lindbergh said, adding: “In making our decision, this point should be clear: these wars in Europe are not wars in which our civilization is defending itself against some Asiatic intruder. There is no Genghis Khan or Xerxes marching against our Western nations. This is not a question of banding together to defend the White race against foreign invasion. This is simply one more of those age-old quarrels within our own family of nations.” 

			Roosevelt disagreed. In his own address to the nation in the first days of September 1939, FDR summed up the reality of the modern world. “Passionately though we may desire detachment,” the president said, “we are forced to realize that every word that comes through the air, every ship that sails the sea, every battle that is fought, does affect the American future.”

			
			From the fall of 1939 through 1940 and into 1941, Roosevelt carefully but surely signaled his opposition to Germany. As he sought a third term, running against the Republican Wendell Willkie, himself an interventionist, the president conceded this much to isolationist sentiment, announcing in Boston: “And while I am talking to you mothers and fathers, I give you one more assurance. I have said this before, but I shall say it again and again and again: your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.” Listening on the radio, Willkie said, “That hypocritical son of a bitch! This is going to beat me.” 

			Roosevelt’s deeds did not comport with his remarks in Boston. He had already won repeal of the embargo on arms sales overseas. He had worked out an agreement with Britain to exchange old American destroyers for basing rights. He waged an undeclared naval war in the Atlantic. And at the beginning of 1941, he proposed a broad plan, called Lend-Lease, to supply the Allies. 

			The idea had come to him during a holiday fishing trip aboard the USS Tuscaloosa in the Caribbean with Harry Hopkins. A seaplane had brought Roosevelt an impassioned letter from Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who was pleading for material aid to keep Hitler at bay. 

			Six months earlier, writing on the evening of Saturday, June 15, 1940, Churchill, standing virtually alone against Hitler, had begged Roosevelt for help. “Although the present government and I personally would never fail to send the Fleet across the Atlantic if resistance was beaten down here, a point may be reached in the struggle where the present ministers no longer have control of affairs and when very easy terms could be obtained for the British Islands by their becoming a vassal state of the Hitler empire,” Churchill had said. “A pro-German Government would certainly be called into being to make peace and might present to a shattered or a starving nation an almost irresistible case for entire submission to the Nazi will.” 

			In the bleak days of May and June, Churchill was ready to die, if necessary, for the cause of Britain; as he had told his cabinet on Tuesday, May 28, “We shall go on and we shall fight it out, here or elsewhere, and if at last the long story is to end, it were better it should end, not through surrender, but only when we are rolling senseless on the ground.” 

			
			Now, in the closing weeks of 1940, Churchill sought aid from Roosevelt, who read the letter in the sunshine aboard the Tuscaloosa. “Unless we can establish our ability to feed this Island,” Churchill wrote, “to import the munitions of all kinds which we need, unless we can move our armies to the various theatres where Hitler and his confederate, Mussolini, must be met, and maintain them there, and do all this with the assurance of being able to carry it on till the spirit of the Continental Dictators is broken, we may fall by the way, and the time needed by the United States to complete her defensive preparations may not be forthcoming.” 

			Churchill’s appeal worked. The president proposed Lend-Lease, a program to supply the British without becoming more directly involved in the war. Returning to Washington, Roosevelt used his State of the Union address, delivered to Congress on Monday, January 6, 1941, to link his vision of life at home with his understanding of America’s interests abroad: “Today, thinking of our children and of their children, we oppose enforced isolation for ourselves or for any other part of the Americas.” He continued:

			
				Every realist knows that the democratic way of life is at this moment being directly assailed in every part of the world—assailed either by arms or by secret spreading of poisonous propaganda by those who seek to destroy unity and promote discord in nations that are still at peace….

				As men do not live by bread alone, they do not fight by armaments alone. Those who man our defenses, and those behind them who build our defenses, must have the stamina and the courage which come from unshakable belief in the manner of life which they are defending. The mighty action that we are calling for cannot be based on a disregard of all things worth fighting for.

			

			And what were the democracies fighting for? “In the future days, which we seek to make secure, we look forward to a world founded upon four essential human freedoms,” he said. 

			
				The first is freedom of speech and expression—everywhere in the world. The second is freedom of every person to worship God in his own way—everywhere in the world. The third is freedom from want—which, translated into world terms, means economic understandings which will secure to every nation a healthy peacetime life for its inhabitants—everywhere in the world. The fourth is freedom from fear—which, translated into world terms, means a world-wide reduction of armaments to such a point and in such a thorough fashion that no nation will be in a position to commit an act of physical aggression against any neighbor—anywhere in the world.

			

			He closed on a note of realistic hope. “That is no vision of a distant millennium,” Roosevelt said. “It is a definite basis for a kind of world attainable in our own time and generation.”

			

			—

			On Thursday, September 11, 1941, Charles Lindbergh stepped to the microphones at an America First Committee rally in Des Moines. Founded by law students at Yale University, America First was devoted to the principle that “American democracy can be preserved only by keeping out of the European war” and that “ ‘Aid short of war’ weakens national defense at home and threatens to involve America in war abroad.” In late 1940, so many Americans were signing up for America First that Time said the group’s “organization drive…was going like a house afire.” By one estimate sixty thousand people had joined eleven different chapters.

			Lindbergh had taken it upon himself to speak, as he put it elsewhere, for “that silent majority of Americans who have no newspaper, or newsreel, or radio station at their command.” Now it was time, he had decided, to make himself very clear on what he saw as a critical issue facing the nation as it debated whether to go to war against Hitler: the role of American Jews. 

			“It is not difficult to understand why Jewish people desire the overthrow of Nazi Germany,” Lindbergh said in Des Moines. “The persecution they suffered in Germany would be sufficient to make bitter enemies of any race. No person with a sense of the dignity of mankind can condone the persecution of the Jewish race in Germany. But”—and the but here is epochal—“no person of honesty and vision can look on their pro-war policy here today without seeing the dangers involved in such a policy, both for us and for them….Their greatest danger to this country lies in their large ownership and influence in our motion pictures, our press, our radio, and our Government.” The British and the Jews, Lindbergh continued, “for reasons which are not American…wish to involve us in the war. We cannot blame them for looking out for what they believe to be their own interests, but we must also look out for ours.” 

			
			Roosevelt had turned on Lindbergh long before. The previous year, after another isolationist plea to the country from the aviator, the president had told Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, Jr.: “If I should die tomorrow, I want you to know this. I am absolutely convinced that Lindbergh is a Nazi.” 

			The Lindbergh remarks in Des Moines on the role of Jewish opinion worried more than a few of his fellow isolationists. “Lindbergh’s anti-Jewish speech is, of course, all wrong,” Herbert Hoover wrote. “And I fear it will hurt all of us who are opposed to war.” Norman Thomas, the Socialist leader, declined to speak further on behalf of America First. “Not all Jews are for war,” Thomas said, “and Jews have a right to agitate for war if we have a right to agitate against it.” John T. Flynn, a journalist and America Firster, sent a plaintive message to the committee’s leaders after Des Moines. “It seems incredible to me that Col. Lindbergh without consulting anyone literally committed the America First movement to an open attack upon the Jews.” 

			Anti-Semitism was a fact of life in America. In the Red Scare years, Henry Ford’s Dearborn Independent, a Michigan newspaper, chronicled the alleged Jewish influence in American life and published The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a fabricated anti-Semitic text that provided haters a false narrative of Jewish conspiracy. 

			“When we get through with the Jews in America,” Father Coughlin told an audience, “they’ll think the treatment they received in Germany was nothing.” The German-American Bund, led by Fritz Kuhn, had held a twenty-thousand-strong gathering at Madison Square Garden in February 1939 that featured cries of “Heil Hitler.” “The principles of the Bund and the principles of the Klan are the same,” a Bund leader said while appearing with Arthur Bell, the grand dragon of the New Jersey Klan. In 1940, fearing a third Roosevelt term, the Third Reich had sought to influence the presidential election by placing newspaper ads and paying for isolationist congressmen to attend the Republican National Convention. 

			
			Even after Pearl Harbor and Hitler’s declaration of war on the United States in December 1941, there were those who peddled a toxic blend of anti-Semitism (which came to include Holocaust denial), virulent anti-Communism, and Nazi ideology. Gerald L. K. Smith, a former ally of the late Huey Long, was a leading Hitlerite who ran for president in 1944 and published an alt-right forerunner, The Cross and the Flag. In later years, Smith advocated a form of Christian nationalism. “The Christian Nationalist Crusade,” he wrote, “is a nationwide political movement dedicated to the mobilization of citizens who respect American tradition and whose idealism is founded on Christian principle….We believe that the destiny of America in relationship to its governing authority must be in the hands of our own people. We must never be governed by aliens. We must keep control of our own money and our own blood.” 

			

			—

			Americans, FDR noted in 1941, would “rather die on our feet than live on our knees,” and the passion for freedom, for justice, and for the rule of law was not limited to the world beyond the seas. After news of the June 1940 lynching of Elbert Williams, the secretary of his local NAACP branch in western Tennessee, The Pittsburgh Courier wrote: “There is something definitely wrong about a so-called democratic government that froths at the mouth about…terrorism abroad, yet has not a mumble of condemnation for the same sort of thing at home.” 

			Eleanor Roosevelt was in many ways the conscience of the White House. “My impression of both him and Mrs. Roosevelt,” H. G. Wells wrote of the president and the First Lady, “is that they are unlimited people, entirely modern in the openness of their minds and the logic of their actions.” As a younger woman she had shared the anti-Semitism of the age, once describing Felix Frankfurter as “an interesting little man but very Jew.” As she grew older, her perspective widened. When The New York Times published a dispatch from Warm Springs on the twenty-fifth anniversary of FDR’s death, it quoted a white Southerner: “Mrs. Roosevelt? Well, she was what you’d call a Negro lover, wasn’t she?” Roy Wilkins, of the NAACP, said: “The personal touch and the personal fight against discrimination were Mrs. Roosevelt’s. That attached to Roosevelt also—he couldn’t hardly get away from it—and he reaped the political benefit from it.” 

			
				
					[image: The tireless Eleanor Roosevelt pressed FDR on anti-lynching legislation and resigned from the Daughters of the American Revolution when the group refused to allow Marian Anderson to perform at Constitution Hall.]
				

				
					
						The tireless Eleanor Roosevelt pressed FDR on anti-lynching legislation and resigned from the Daughters of the American Revolution when the group refused to allow Marian Anderson to perform at Constitution Hall.

					

				

			

			Lynchings of blacks by whites had still occurred with depressing regularity into the thirties. According to contemporary reports, there had been 3,500 such attacks since 1900 but only 67 indictments and 12 convictions. In December 1933, in a speech to the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in America, FDR spoke out against such racially motivated violence. “We know that it is murder, and a deliberate and definite disobedience of the Commandment, ‘Thou shalt not kill,’ ” the president said. “We do not excuse those in high places or in low who condone lynch law.”

			
			Fine words, but the president felt constrained by the abiding problem of the Democratic Party: the appeasement of its segregationist Southern wing. Mrs. Roosevelt and the NAACP pressed the president to take a firm stand on federal anti-lynching measures only to find him consumed with other matters. “If I come out for the anti-lynching bill now, they will block every bill I ask Congress to pass to keep America from collapsing,” Roosevelt told NAACP leader Walter White. “I just can’t take the risk.” He would not spend political capital on civil rights, but when Mrs. Roosevelt asked if she might speak her mind on the lynching question, the president said, “You can say anything you want. I can always say, ‘Well, that is my wife; I can’t do anything about her.” 
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			In the end, FDR supported such a measure, though it failed in Congress: The president sacrificed the legislation to ensure support for other New Deal programs. “I am so sorry about the bill,” Eleanor wrote White. “Of course, all of us are going on fighting, and the only thing we can do is hope we will have better luck next time.” A small sign of the structural nature of racist sentiment came when a young aide, Will Alexander, was leaving the administration in June 1940. “Will, don’t you think the New Deal is undertaking to do too much for the Negro?” asked Henry Wallace, the secretary of agriculture who joined FDR’s ticket as vice president later that summer. 

			
			On the symbolic front, Mrs. Roosevelt resigned from the Daughters of the American Revolution in 1939 when the group refused to allow Marian Anderson, the African American singer, to perform at the DAR’s Constitution Hall near the White House. From Groton, Endicott Peabody wrote approvingly, telling Eleanor that the DAR’s discrimination was “in line with the prejudice, I might say cruelty, with which we have dealt with the negro people. Your courage in taking this definite stand called for my admiration.” 

			Anderson was instead invited to sing at the Lincoln Memorial to a vast Easter Sunday afternoon audience on the Mall. She opened with “My Country ’Tis of Thee” and closed with “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen.” Harold Ickes, the secretary of the interior, wrote that he had “never heard such a voice” and that “the whole setting was unique, majestic, and impressive.” Walter White called the concert “one of the most thrilling experiences of our time.” 

			The NAACP, among others, had been long at work battling discrimination in employment, education, housing, voting, and public accommodations. It was the slowest of goings, but the warriors for equality fought on, year in and year out, court case after court case, flashpoint after flashpoint. In early 1941, A. Philip Randolph, the leader of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, decided that a mass march on Washington would be the best way to draw attention to segregation in the nation’s burgeoning defense industries. Writing the NAACP’s Walter White, Randolph argued that “something dramatic has got to be done to shake official Washington and the white industrialists and labor forces of America to the realization of the fact that the Negroes mean business about getting their rights as American citizens under national defense.” The First Lady was also urging integration within the armed forces themselves and the promotion of blacks within the military. In his diary, Henry Stimson, the secretary of war, lamented “Mrs. Roosevelt’s intrusive and impulsive folly.” 

			When he heard about Randolph’s proposed July 1941 march, Roosevelt dispatched his wife to New York to try to talk the African American leadership out of it. “You know where I stand,” Mrs. Roosevelt told Randolph and White. “But the attitude of the Washington police, most of them Southerners, and the general feeling of Washington itself are such that I fear that there may be trouble if the march occurs.” The reward for calling off the demonstration was Executive Order 8802, banning discrimination in military industries and creating the Fair Employment Practices Committee to enforce the new directive. “I hope from this first step,” Mrs. Roosevelt wrote Randolph, “we may go on to others.” 

			

			—

			
			Roosevelt’s greatest concession to fear, the internment of Japanese Americans after Pearl Harbor, was also arguably his greatest failure as president. Beginning in 1942, about 117,000 Americans of Japanese descent were rounded up and consigned to concentration camps for the duration of the war. The shameful episode had all the hallmarks of a fevered era of fear run amok. There was racial prejudice, anxiety about espionage, and a lost sense of justice. “Japs live like rats, breed like rats, and act like rats,” said the governor of Idaho, Chase Clark. The attorney general of California, Earl Warren, argued in favor of internment. 
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			On Thursday, February 12, 1942, Walter Lippmann wrote that while he understood “the unwillingness of Washington to adopt a policy of mass evacuation and mass internment,” there was no real choice in the matter. “The Pacific Coast is officially a combat zone: some part of it may at any moment be a battlefield,” Lippmann wrote. “Nobody’s constitutional rights include the right to reside and do business on a battlefield.”

			
			Seven days later Roosevelt issued Executive Order 9066, giving legal sanction to the internment, in typically desperate conditions, of American citizens. It was a decision of a nation in panic, of a government that had lost its bearings, of a president who had chosen to forsake his duty to the spirit and to the letter of the Constitution. The ACLU challenged the program in court, writing Roosevelt: “Enforcing this on the Japanese alone approximates the totalitarian theory of justice practiced by the Nazis in their treatment of the Jews.” 

			A majority of the Supreme Court upheld the essence of Roosevelt’s order in several cases, deciding, coldly, that “Hardships are part of war, and war is an aggregation of hardships.” The author of the opinion: Hugo Black. 

			The military did allow the creation of an all–Japanese American unit, the 442nd Regimental Combat Team, which fought bravely and well. In December 1945, General Joseph W. Stilwell, the American commander in the Far East known as “Vinegar Joe,” flew to the farmlands of Orange County, California. On the porch of a frame shack, Stilwell presented Mary Masuda with the Distinguished Service Cross. Masuda and her parents had been detained under Executive Order 9066; her brother Kazuo had served in the 442nd, performing nobly under fire in Europe, including a twelve-hour lone mortar barrage on German positions. He was killed in action. 

			There were some show business figures in Stilwell’s entourage on his trip to the Masuda homestead. One of the party had this to say: “Blood that has soaked into the sands of a beach is all of one color. America stands unique in the world: the only country not founded on race but on a way, an ideal. Not in spite of but because of our polyglot background, we have had all the strength in the world. That is the American way.” 

			Eloquent words, and Ronald Reagan, then a thirty-four-year-old movie star and liberal activist, spoke them well. More than four decades later, Reagan, in his final year as president of the United States, quoted a newspaper clipping about the presentation at the Masudas’ as he prepared to sign the Civil Liberties Act of 1988. The bill—numbered 442 in honor of the 442nd—authorized compensation for the detained families and, perhaps more important, apologized to the victims of Roosevelt’s internment policy. “For here,” Reagan said, “we admit a wrong; here we reaffirm our commitment as a nation to equal justice under the law.” 

			

			—

			
			As President Reagan’s apology suggests, there was no real debate about the moral content of internment. The same cannot be said, however, of Roosevelt’s response to the tragedy of the Holocaust, the systematic murder of six million Jews and others the Third Reich deemed less than human. Scholars continue to argue over the president and the Final Solution: Did Roosevelt do enough to save Jewish lives from being lost in the Shoah? 

			On Thursday, April 12, 1945, Edward R. Murrow of CBS—perhaps the most famous man in broadcast journalism—visited Buchenwald, a Nazi concentration camp where nearly sixty thousand people had died. The prisoners Murrow saw were too weak to rise from their cots; he told listeners that he watched a man fall over dead. Inmates showed Murrow the numbers tattooed on their arms. “There were two rows of bodies stacked up like cordwood,” Murrow said, describing a room with a concrete floor. “They were thin and very white. Some of the bodies were terribly bruised, though there seemed to be little flesh to bruise. Some had been shot through the head, but they bled but little.” 

			Three days later, Dwight Eisenhower, the Supreme Allied commander, wrote of his own tour of a death camp. “The things I saw beggar description,” he said. “The visual evidence and the verbal testimony of starvation, cruelty and bestiality were so overpowering as to leave me a bit sick….I made the visit deliberately, in order to be in a position to give first-hand evidence of these things if ever, in the future, there develops a tendency to charge these allegations merely to ‘propaganda.’ ” 

			Hitler had come to power in Germany on Monday, January 30, 1933. “For us, it is a problem of whether our nation can ever recover its health, whether the Jewish spirit can ever really be eradicated,” Hitler said as early as 1920. “Don’t be misled into thinking you can fight a disease without killing the carrier, without destroying the bacillus. Don’t think you can fight racial tuberculosis without taking care to rid the nation of the carrier of that racial tuberculosis. This Jewish contamination will not subside, this poisoning of the nation will not end, until the carrier himself, the Jew, has been banished from our midst.” The Nuremberg Laws of 1935 and Kristallnacht in November 1938 should have left no doubts about the evils of Nazi ideology even before World War II. 

			
			President Roosevelt responded, in a fashion, to the crisis even before Kristallnacht. As the scholars Richard Breitman and Allan J. Lichtman wrote, the president had two ideas, both politically risky—and he was not a man who undertook political risks lightly. First, after Hitler took over Austria, Roosevelt combined the Austrian and Germany immigration quotas to increase the number of refugees who could be accepted into the United States. His second idea, one that led to a not entirely successful international conference in Évian, France, was that the nations of the world would accept a certain number of refugees, thus—Roosevelt hoped—moving them out of harm’s way. 

			After a time, however, Roosevelt slowed his efforts to increase the flow of refugees out of the Nazi sphere. Why? Because the 1940 election was approaching. Henry Morgenthau, Jr., the secretary of the treasury and a Hudson Valley neighbor of Roosevelt’s, believed that Roosevelt began thinking of a third term as 1938 wore on—which led the president to return to safer political form. As Breitman and Lichtman wrote: “The more Roosevelt risked on initiatives for Jews, the less he thought he could carry Congress and the public with him on broad issues of foreign policy.” And so ended the prewar Roosevelt story on Jewish questions.

			As the global conflict grew, Roosevelt believed, strongly, that the best course was to focus on first preparing for total war and second on waging it. The fastest way to save the Jews, the president argued (and Churchill agreed) was to defeat Germany. That was the core conviction. On Thursday, December 17, 1942, the United States, Great Britain, and other Allied governments issued a declaration:

			
				The German authorities, not content with denying to persons of Jewish race in all the territories over which their barbarous rule has been extended, the most elementary human rights, are now carrying into effect Hitler’s oft-repeated intention to exterminate the Jewish people in Europe. 

				From all the occupied countries Jews are being transported in conditions of appalling horror and brutality to Eastern Europe. In Poland, which has been made the principal Nazi slaughterhouse, the ghettos established by the German invader are being systematically emptied of all Jews except a few highly skilled workers required for war industries. None of those taken away are ever heard of again. The able-bodied are slowly worked to death in labor camps. The infirm are left to die of exposure and starvation or are deliberately massacred in mass executions. The number of victims of these bloody cruelties is reckoned in many hundreds of thousands of entirely innocent men, women and children. 

			

			Still, Roosevelt resisted turning the war into one to save the Jews, or to save any single group, and specific issues of rescue or of refugees tended to be put to the periphery. 

			Then, in early 1944, pressed by Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau, Roosevelt established the War Refugee Board in order to deal with as many such issues as possible. It was an imperfect solution, but it was a step forward. In 1998, the historian Gerhard L. Weinberg concluded: 

			
				Every single life counts, and every individual saved counts. There cannot be the slightest doubt that more efforts could have been made by an earlier establishment of the War Refugee Board and by any number of other steps and actions. The general picture in terms of overall statistics would not have been very different; but the record of the Allies would have been brighter, and each person saved could have lived out a decent life. The exertions of the Allies in World War II saved not only themselves but also the majority of the world’s Jews. But the shadow of doubt whether enough was done will always remain, even if there really were not many things that could have been done.

			
One wishes for a better outcome, for wiser heads, for a more compassionate public. Yet one wishes in vain. The only comfort, if we can call it that, is that a knowledge of our past failings may equip us to confront evil without delay when evil comes again. For it will.

			

			—

			Eleanor Roosevelt brought her husband word of the opening of Operation Overlord, the Allied assault on Hitler’s Fortress Europe on the northern coast of France. “On D-Day, about three o’clock in the morning, I was called by the White House switchboard and told to awaken the President, that the War Department wanted him on the telephone—General Marshall was speaking himself,” Mrs. Roosevelt recalled of Tuesday, June 6, 1944. “I went in and wakened my husband. He sat up in bed and put on his sweater, and from then on was on the telephone.”

			Overlord was a vital turning point. Churchill called the landings at Normandy “the most difficult and complicated operation that has ever taken place.” In his bedroom in the White House, Roosevelt “was tense waiting for news,” Eleanor recalled, and his mind was on the fates of the men who were hitting the beaches and scaling the cliffs. “I wonder how Linaka will come out,” Mrs. Roosevelt recalled the president saying. Russell Linaka, a World War I veteran, had worked on FDR’s tree plantations at Hyde Park and was now commanding a landing craft. (He made it through.) 

			The president, who loved the King James Version of the Bible and the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer, was to broadcast a prayer that evening. His daughter, Anna, and son-in-law, John Boettiger, had helped him draft it during a weekend stay at Kenwood, his aide Edwin “Pa” Watson’s estate in the shadow of Monticello. The White House released the text of the prayer to the afternoon newspapers. That night, with an estimated audience of one hundred million Americans, FDR recited his words in what was one of the largest mass prayers in human history:

			
				Almighty God: Our sons, pride of our Nation, this day have set upon a mighty endeavor, a struggle to preserve our Republic, our religion, and our civilization, and to set free a suffering humanity.

				Lead them straight and true; give strength to their arms, stoutness to their hearts, steadfastness in their faith.

				They will be sore tried, by night and by day, without rest—until the victory is won. The darkness will be rent by noise and flame. Men’s souls will be shaken with the violences of war.

				For these men are lately drawn from the ways of peace. They fight not for the lust of conquest. They fight to end conquest. They fight to liberate. They fight to let justice arise, and tolerance and good will among all Thy people. They yearn but for the end of battle, for their return to the haven of home….

				With Thy blessing, we shall prevail over the unholy forces of our enemy. Help us to conquer the apostles of greed and racial arrogancies. Lead us to the saving of our country, and with our sister Nations into a world unity that will spell a sure peace—a peace invulnerable to the schemings of unworthy men. And a peace that will let all of men live in freedom, reaping the just rewards of their honest toil.

				Thy will be done, Almighty God.

				Amen.

			

			Listening to the broadcast, FDR’s cousin Margaret “Daisy” Suckley wrote that the prayer had been “beautifully read by the P. this evening. It is wonderful, in these days, to find the head of this huge nation lead the people in prayer.” 

			

			—

			When news came of Roosevelt’s death, Robert Sherwood could not fathom the reports. “I couldn’t believe it when somebody told me he was dead,” Sherwood recalled. “Like everybody else, I listened and listened to the radio, waiting for the announcement—probably in his own gaily reassuring voice—that it had all been a big mistake…and everything was going to be ‘fine—grand—perfectly bully.’ ”

			But it was true. “It finally crushed him,” Sherwood thought. “He couldn’t stand up under it any longer….The fears and the hopes of hundreds of millions of human beings throughout the world had been bearing down on the mind of one man, until the pressure was more than mortal tissue could stand.” 

			
			In his cottage at Warm Springs—where a porch had been designed to resemble the prow of a ship, giving the paralyzed president the illusion of movement, of freedom—Roosevelt left the draft of a speech he had been scheduled to deliver on Saturday, April 13, 1945, on the occasion of the birthday of Thomas Jefferson. “Today, science has brought all the different quarters of the globe so close together that it is impossible to isolate them one from another,” Roosevelt was to have said. “Today we are faced with the preeminent fact that, if civilization is to survive, we must cultivate the science of human relationships—the ability of all peoples, of all kinds, to live together and work together, in the same world, at peace….The only limit to our realization of tomorrow will be our doubts of today. Let us move forward with strong and active faith.”

			They were, in a way, his last words.
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						Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, with Joseph N. Welch, who was serving as the U.S. Army’s chief counsel in the televised Army-­McCarthy hearings of 1954.
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				The fact that we have a well-informed so-called middle class in this country is what makes it the greatest republic the sun has ever shone upon, or ever will shine upon again.

				—HARRY S. TRUMAN, 1948

				He was impatient, overly aggressive, overly dramatic. He acted on impulse. He tended to sensationalize the evidence he had….He would neglect to do important homework and consequently would, on occasion, make challengeable statements.

				—New York lawyer ROY M. COHN, on Senator Joseph R. McCarthy
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			The president, as usual, was up early. At eight o’clock on the morning of Thursday, October 30, 1952, Harry S. Truman stepped out on the rear platform of his train at Muskegon, Michigan. He was doing what he loved: conducting a whistle-stop tour of the country, delivering fiery campaign remarks. Four years earlier, in 1948, as an underdog in the contest to win a full term of his own, Truman had made the barnstorming train stop a political hallmark. Now he was out there again, this time for Adlai Stevenson, the Democratic nominee who was facing Republican Dwight D. Eisenhower.

			Truman had been reading a recent issue of Business Week, a newsmagazine that was hardly a friend to the administration. The cover story was about John Jay Hopkins, the head of General Dynamics, and the defense contractor’s mission to build an atomic submarine. But Truman was, for the moment, more interested in a story headlined “Making Everyone Middle Class.”

			“It used to be true,” the magazine said, “as the old saying goes, that the rich got richer and the poor had children. But for the past 50 years at least, the U.S. economy has been making nonsense out of the adage. The poor have had children all right. But the children, by and large, have got richer.”

			
			Armed with the piece, Truman cheerfully addressed the crowd in Muskegon. “The Democratic Party has done great things for the people of this country in the past twenty years,” Truman said. “We gave you social security, minimum wage laws, sound farm programs, and full employment. That is what the New Deal and the Fair Deal mean to you. Try to think of one thing the Republican Party has done to advance your interests. You will have a hard time finding it.”

			Truman then turned to Business Week. “The article points out that ten percent of the people at the very top of the economic scale get a smaller proportion of the national income than they used to, and the other ninety percent of the people get more of it,” the president said. “This means that most of the people are better off than ever before. And the magazine points out that this is due to the things your Government has been doing.” He quoted the piece: “ ‘High levels of employment have put millions of jobless onto somebody’s payroll, cut unemployment to rock bottom. In addition, the number of women workers has jumped sharply, giving many low-income families a double paycheck. Farm prosperity has lifted a whole economic class out of the bottom brackets and into the middle class.’ ”

			Truman was pleased. “Now there you have it,” he said. “There you have it—in the words of an opposition magazine. That is what the Democratic Party means to you. So, my friends, when you go to the polls on Tuesday, think of the welfare of this great country of yours. The welfare of this United States, the greatest and the most powerful Republic in the history of the world is at stake.”

			

			—

			The product of both government action and of market forces, the creation of the post–World War II middle class was one of the great achievements in history. When the historian James T. Patterson, writing a volume on the America of 1945 to 1974 for the Oxford History of the United States, sat down to lay out the statistics for growth in the postwar years, he gave his chapter on the subject a simple but telling title: “Booms.” America’s economy in the quarter century after World War II, the former British prime minister Edward Heath observed, was “the greatest prosperity the world has ever known.”

			By 1945, average weekly earnings had nearly doubled since December 1941, and Americans had saved about $136 billion during the war—a staggering sum. By 1949 per-capita income in the United States handily outpaced that of the nearest global contenders. Birth and employment rates, college educations, home ownership, life expectancy—by just about every measure, many Americans in the years after V-E and V-J Days were enjoying unparalleled good fortune.

			
			The engines of prosperity propelled millions into the broad middle class—an economic, cultural, and political ethos in which these millions of people had stakes in the present and future of the nation. “Of the three classes,” Euripides had written, “it is the middle that saves the country.” Rhapsodizing about the New World, J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur observed, “Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of men, whose labors and posterity will one day cause great changes in the world. Americans are the western pilgrims….Here the rewards of his industry follow with equal steps the progress of his labor; his labor is founded on the basis of nature, self-interest; can it want a stronger allurement?” To Walt Whitman, “The most valuable class in any community is the middle class.”

			Theodore Roosevelt appears to have been the first president to use the term “middle class” in a state paper. In 1906, in his Sixth Annual Message to Congress, TR wrote approvingly of the bourgeois, observing, “The best Americanism is that which aims for stability and permanency of prosperous citizenship, rather than immediate returns on large masses of capital.” Two years later, in his speech accepting the Republican presidential nomination, William Howard Taft said that the “farming” and “middle” classes tended “to build up a conservative, self-respecting community, capable of self-government.” In 1948, in an address on healthcare, President Truman said, “The fact that we have a well-informed so-called middle class in this country is what makes it the greatest republic the sun has ever shone upon, or ever will shine upon again.” In 1955, speaking to the AFL-CIO, President Eisenhower brought the architect of Communism into the conversation, saying, “The Class Struggle Doctrine of Marx was the invention of a lonely refugee scribbling in a dark recess of the British Museum. He abhorred and detested the middle class. He did not foresee that, in America, labor, respected and prosperous, would constitute—with the farmer and businessman—his hated middle class.”

			The middle mattered—and as the middle grew, it mattered ever more. As long ago as the American Founding, it was an accepted truth that an economic unit that was neither very rich nor very poor offered a republic vital political stability. Definitions of middle-class are elusive and elastic. The scholar Ganesh Sitaraman holds with one offered by The Economist magazine (the journal edited by Walter Bagehot, of the “dignified” and “efficient” construct of constitutions): “To be middle class,” Sitaraman wrote, summarizing the magazine’s criteria, “means that you have enough spending money to provide for yourself and your family without living hand to mouth, but not enough to guarantee their future.” Nothing, in other words, can be taken for granted, for there’s always the risk that your prosperity might fall victim to time and chance.

			
			Whatever one’s class status, there’s a tendency for many to think that they’re a Horatio Alger hero—an emblem of rugged individualism and singular success. The American ideal of what Henry Clay had called “self-made men” in 1832 is so central to the national mythology that there’s often a missing character in the story Americans like to tell about American prosperity: government, which frequently helped create the conditions for the making of those men. 

			Many Americans have never liked acknowledging that the public sector has always been integral to making the private sector successful. We often approve of government’s role when we benefit from it and disapprove when others seem to be getting something we aren’t. Given the American Revolution’s origins as a rebellion against taxation and distant authority, such skepticism is understandable, even if it’s not well-founded. We have long proved ourselves quite capable of living with this contradiction, using Hamiltonian means (centralized decision-making) while speaking in Jeffersonian rhetorical terms (that government is best which governs least).

			The Pacific Railroad and Homestead acts, signed by Lincoln, used the power of government to settle the West. The railway legislation gave federal support to the creation of a transcontinental railroad, a vast project that played a key role in making the United States an economic and cultural whole. Once the Golden Spike had joined the rails of East and West, the danger and duration of stagecoach rides gave way to the muscle and speed of locomotives—able to carry dreamers west, ship crops east, and shrink the psychic distance of the continent.

			
			The Homestead measures enabled settlers to claim small parcels of farmland, making new lives (and livelihoods) possible. The Morrill Act created land-grant universities, opening higher education to many throughout the country. The legislation of the Progressive Era brought a measure of humanity to the rigors of the industrial age and a democratization of power through women’s suffrage, the rise of primaries, and the direct election of senators. And when the prosperity of the Roaring Twenties proved short-lived, the New Deal and particularly Social Security redefined the individual’s relationship to the state, knitting the public and private sectors together much more closely. While it took World War II to put a true end to the Great Depression, the work of the New Deal had already added a new and permanent dimension to the American experiment in the mid-twentieth century: the expectation that government could play a more direct role in individual lives.

			

			—

			That expectation was met in World War II and its aftermath. First came immense defense spending that truly transformed the United States into what FDR, in 1940, had called “the great arsenal of democracy.” Then, while the war was still under way, the GI Bill of Rights, formally called the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, would eventually help lift millions into previously unreachable economic and cultural spheres. 

			Championed by the American Legion, the legislation provided veterans with college tuition, guaranteed home loans, and offered other benefits. It is not a coincidence that it was a prosperous white America, which, in the mid-1960s, became more open, however belatedly and reluctantly and incompletely, to people of color, women, and immigrants (after a 1965 law ended the quotas that had governed entry into the country since the 1920s). A sense of comfort and of economic security helped create a climate of hope—and that sense of comfort and of economic security was the result of public and private investment in a broad range of Americans.

			
				
					[image: WWII: VETERANS, c1945.  'Veterans - Prepare for Your Future Thru Educational Training.' Lithograph, c1945.]
				

				
					
						Officially the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, the GI Bill helped create a thriving middle class by providing tuition, guaranteeing home loans, and offering other benefits to returning World War II veterans.

					

				

			

			President Eisenhower, a Republican, continued the work of his two Democratic predecessors, spending billions on Cold War defense and on the interstate highway system. Criticized by conservatives for failing to dismantle the New Deal and the Fair Deal—a dream of the right during the two-decade-long reigns of Roosevelt and Truman—Eisenhower resisted reflexive partisanship. “Now it is true that I believe this country is following a dangerous trend when it permits too great a degree of centralization of governmental functions,” Eisenhower wrote one of his brothers in 1954. “I oppose this—in some instances the fight is a rather desperate one. But to attain any success it is quite clear that the Federal government cannot avoid or escape responsibilities which the mass of the people firmly believe should be undertaken by it….Should any political party attempt to abolish social security, unemployment insurance, and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would not hear of that party again in our political history.”

			
			Eisenhower’s essential acceptance of the existing political order was wise governance, but, as ever, fear could not be totally conquered. In the same years Truman and Eisenhower were using the presidency to improve the infrastructure of prosperity, anxieties about foreign influence and subversion were growing. “There was an atmosphere throughout the land [in the early 1950s] of suspicion, intolerance, and fear that puzzled me,” William L. Shirer, who had covered Nazi Germany, wrote on returning home. “I had seen these poisons grow into ugly witch hunting and worse in the totalitarian lands abroad, but I was not prepared to find them taking root in our own splendid democracy.” Yet here they were.

			

			—

			In the closing weeks of 1954, during a long drive down the Hudson Valley to New York City, the conversation among the four passengers in the car—all friends—turned, as it usually did, to politics. One of their number: Robert Welch, a conservative candy manufacturer based in Massachusetts. (Two of his most popular products: the caramel “Sugar Daddy” and the chocolate “Tar Baby.”) Welch believed, and told his friends, that President Eisenhower was to blame for the Republicans’ loss of both the House and the Senate in the November 1954 midterm elections. The president, Welch said, had engaged in a “double-crossing” of his own party, refusing to campaign for candidates after promising to do so. The Congress had been “moved a few notches further left by the defeat of several conservatives,” he said, adding that “this effect was probably intentional” on Eisenhower’s part.

			His friends expressed surprise, and Welch recalled that he then explained how Eisenhower—lifetime soldier, conqueror of Hitler, former supreme commander of NATO, and now president of the United States—was an “agent” of a “Communist conspiracy” to undermine and take over America. With a rising worry about domestic subversion in recent years, Welch said, there had been some hope that the country was coming to understand the threat from Moscow. “The American people,” Welch later wrote, “had begun to wake up to the extent of Communist infiltration into our government and into every segment of our public life.” 

			Eisenhower, Welch claimed, had changed all that. “The sad truth is that this tyranny was actually saved, in this period of great vulnerability, by just one thing: by the inauguration, on January 20, 1953, of Dwight David Eisenhower as President of the United States,” Welch wrote. “Subtly, cleverly, always proclaiming otherwise and finding specious excuses for what were really pro-Communist actions, these Communist influences made [Eisenhower] put the whole diplomatic power, economic power, and recognized leadership of this country to work, on the side of Russia and the Communists, in connection with every problem and trouble spot in their empire.”

			
			Eisenhower—whom Welch asserted was guilty of “a very sinister and hated word”: treason—was not a lonely subversive or a solitary dupe. There were, Welch believed, plenty of others. One was Franklin Roosevelt, who, Welch wrote, had been “swept along and used by Communist forces…avid for the glory and the power of being a wartime president and of tossing around millions of men and billions of dollars with a nod of his head.” Another was the former army chief of staff and Truman secretary of defense and of state George Marshall, whom Welch said was “a conscious, deliberate, dedicated agent of the Soviet conspiracy.” To Welch, John Foster Dulles, Eisenhower’s secretary of state, was yet another “Communist agent.”

			There was no evidence for such fevered assertions. A classic conspiracy theorist, Welch fell back on a dictum of Daniel Webster’s: “There is nothing so powerful as truth, and often nothing so strange.” Where the naked eye and the rational brain saw Eisenhower as a patriot seeking to govern in a nuclear age, Welch, his vision and perception warped by a fear of Communism, detected treason.

			Four years after his ride along the Hudson, at a meeting in Indianapolis, Welch founded the John Birch Society. Named in honor of a soldier killed by Chinese Communists, the society believed itself to be engaged in an end-times struggle between good and evil. Of Birch, Welch wrote: “With his death and in his death the battle lines were drawn in a struggle from which either communism or Christian-style civilization must emerge with one completely triumphant and the other completely destroyed.”

			It was language made familiar in postwar America in part by Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, the hard-drinking provocateur from Wisconsin. “Today we are engaged in a final, all-out battle between communistic atheism and Christianity,” McCarthy told the Ohio County Republican Women’s Club in Wheeling, West Virginia, on Thursday, February 9, 1950. “The modern champions of communism have selected this as the time. And, ladies and gentlemen, the chips are down—they are truly down.”

			
			Concern about subversion was hardly novel. The House of Representatives, for instance, had formed a Committee on Un-American Activities, under the chairmanship of Congressman Martin Dies, a Democrat from Texas, in 1938. In 1940 Congress passed the Smith Act, which made it a crime for anyone to “knowingly or willfully advocate, abet, advise, or teach the duty, necessity, desirability or propriety of overthrowing or destroying any government in the United States by force or violence.” The bill was wildly popular. “The mood of the House is such that if you brought in the Ten Commandments today and asked for their repeal and attached to that request an alien law,” a congressman said, “you could get it.” 

			McCarthy, though, was something new in modern political life: a freelance performer who grasped what many ordinary Americans feared and who had direct access to the media of the day. He exploited the privileges of power and prominence without regard to its responsibilities; to him politics was not about the substantive but the sensational. The country feared Communism, and McCarthy knew it, and he fed those fears with years of headlines and hearings. A master of false charges, of conspiracy-tinged rhetoric, and of calculated disrespect for conventional figures (from Truman and Eisenhower to Marshall), McCarthy could distract the public, play the press, and change the subject—all while keeping himself at center stage.

			Showcasing largely unfounded accusations of Communist subversion, McCarthyism was about exaggerated threats at a time of real danger. Abroad, evidence of the Soviets’ post–World War II ambitions was genuine and growing. By 1949 Moscow had a successful atomic program. In response, the Manchester Union-Leader, a conservative New Hampshire newspaper edited by William Loeb, suggested a preemptive nuclear attack: “We cannot sit idle and wait for Armageddon and destruction. We must forestall such a catastrophe and the only way is to strike a proposed aggressor before he is ready to strike.” 

			The arrests of Klaus Fuchs and Julius and Ethel Rosenberg for passing nuclear secrets to the Soviets—Fuchs in Great Britain, the Rosenbergs in the United States—terrified the West. China, meanwhile, fell into Communist hands, and the Korean War began. At home there was the celebrated case of Alger Hiss, the urbane New Deal lawyer and diplomat pursued by Congressman Richard Nixon—a member of the House Un-American Activities Committee—and convicted of perjury after denying knowing Whittaker Chambers, a confessed former spy for the Russians who had become a fervent Cold Warrior. And politically, the Republican Party was eager to win seats in the House and Senate elections of 1950. Domestic fears of Communist influence were potent—and might just make a powerful midterm issue.

			
			It was in this climate that McCarthy delivered what The Wheeling Intelligencer described as an “intimate” and “homey” address to the 275 guests gathered in the Colonnade Room of the McLure Hotel at the corner of Market and Twelfth streets in Wheeling. “While I cannot take the time to name all of the men in the State Department who have been named as active members of the Communist Party and members of a spy ring,” McCarthy said, “I have here in my hand a list of 205 that were made known to the Secretary of State as being members of the Communist Party and who, nevertheless, are still working and shaping the policy in the State Department.”

			The number of McCarthy’s alleged Communists was a moving target; his charges were constantly shifting. (In the fullness of time, the 205 figure he offered at Wheeling wandered down to 57.) He thrived on a dangerous, but politically alluring, combination: hyperbole and imprecision. “Talking to Joe was like putting your hands in a bowl of mush,” recalled George Reedy, a wire-service reporter who became an aide to President Lyndon B. Johnson.

			McCarthy was an opportunist, uncommitted to much beyond his own fame and influence. His own lawyer, the young New Yorker Roy M. Cohn, could not discern any great ideological conviction in the junior senator from Wisconsin. “Joe McCarthy bought Communism in much the same way as other people purchase a new automobile,” Cohn recalled. “The salesman showed him the model; he looked at it with interest, examined it more closely, kicked at the tires, sat at the wheel, squiggled in the seat, asked some questions, and bought. It was just as cold as that.”

			
			As Cohn tells the story, in late 1949 McCarthy was given an FBI report detailing allegations of Communist infiltration within the federal government, particularly in the Department of State. It was not new information: A copy had been on file at State since at least 1947. In truth, the Soviets had made strides in penetrating Washington in the 1930s and early ’40s, but a loyalty program had rolled up many of the agents. Now, in the waning hours of the decade, Cold War ultra-hawks wanted to press the case, even though most observers believed the matter largely closed.

			McCarthy was in; he said he was “buying the package.” Why? Roy Cohn offered two reasons. “The first was patriotic,” Cohn recalled. “He was worried about the threat to the country posed by the Communist conspiracy, and he decided to do what he could to expose it.” The second? McCarthy, Cohn said, “saw the dramatic political opportunities connected with a fight on Communism. McCarthy was gifted with a sense of political timing. Sometimes he misjudged, but on balance his sense of what made drama and headlines was uncommonly good….He had found, he thought, a politically attractive issue he could sink his teeth into.”

			A few days after the Wheeling speech, a trio of Wisconsin journalists sat down with McCarthy at Moy Toy’s, a Chinese restaurant on Third Street in Milwaukee.

			“Joe, I don’t believe you’ve got a goddamn thing to prove the things you’ve been saying,” one of the reporters recalled saying. “It’s all a lot of political hogwash.”

			“Listen, you bastards,” McCarthy replied. “I’m not going to tell you anything. I just want you to know that I’ve got a pailful of shit and I’m going to use it where it does me the most good.”

			Thoughtful people correctly gauged the McCarthy threat. “McCarthy’s methods, to me, look like Hitler’s,” Eleanor Roosevelt remarked. In a private letter, President Truman agreed with a correspondent who posited that “there is no difference in kind between Hitlerism and McCarthyism, both being the same form of bacteriological warfare against the minds and souls of men.” Winston Churchill, in office for a second term as prime minister, added a paragraph to Elizabeth II’s Coronation Address, delivered from Buckingham Palace on the evening of the June 1953 ceremony at Westminster Abbey, implicitly defending the Anglo-American tradition of fair play from McCarthyite incursions. “Parliamentary institutions,” the queen said, “with their free speech and respect for the rights of minorities, and the inspiration of a broad tolerance in thought and expression—all this we conceive to be a precious part of our way of life and outlook.”
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						“I think the greatest asset that the Kremlin has is Senator McCarthy,” President Truman told a press conference in Key West, Florida, in March 1950.

					

				

			

			On Thursday, March 30, 1950, at a press conference at his Florida retreat in Key West—where Truman could indulge his fondness for Hawaiian shirts, bourbon, and poker—the president told the assembled journalists exactly what he believed. “I think the greatest asset that the Kremlin has is Senator McCarthy,” Truman said. (The reporters knew they had news. “Brother,” one exclaimed, “will that hit page one tomorrow!”) Truman reminded them that he had instituted a loyalty program as the Cold War took shape in 1947 to identify potential subversives. The administration had found the ranks of the disloyal to be “an infinitesimal part of 1 percent.”

			The GOP, Truman said, was more interested in partisan advantage than in national security. “For political background, the Republicans have been trying vainly to find an issue on which to make a bid for the control of the Congress for next year,” the president told reporters. “They tried ‘statism.’ They tried ‘welfare state.’ They tried ‘socialism.’ And there are a certain number of members of the Republican Party who are trying to dig up that old malodorous dead horse called ‘isolationism.’ And in order to do that, they are perfectly willing to sabotage the bipartisan foreign policy of the United States.”
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						The Eisenhower-Nixon ticket was successful in 1952, but the new president, who governed from the center, alienated many on the right who’d hoped for a wholesale repeal of FDR-Truman programs.

					

				

			

			In his commonsense vernacular, Truman added: “Now, if anybody really felt that there were disloyal people in the employ of the Government, the proper and the honorable way to handle the situation would be to come to the President of the United States and say, ‘This man is a disloyal person. He is in such and such a department.’ We will investigate him immediately, and if he were a disloyal person he would be immediately fired. That is not what they want. They are trying to create an issue.” The net effect of the McCarthyite campaign, Truman said, was to undermine confidence in the country in a time of cold war. “To try to sabotage the foreign policy of the United States,” he said, “is just as bad in this cold war as it would be to shoot our soldiers in the back in a hot war.”

			Not every Republican signed on for McCarthy’s machinations. On Thursday, June 1, 1950—fewer than four months after Wheeling—Senator Margaret Chase Smith, a Republican from Maine, issued what she called a “Declaration of Conscience” against McCarthy’s methods. “Joe began to get publicity-crazy,” Smith recalled in an interview with the historian David M. Oshinsky. “And the other senators were now afraid to speak their minds, to take issue with him. It got to the point where some of us refused to be seen with people he disapproved of. A wave of fear had struck Washington.”

			
			As Smith recalled it, she ran into McCarthy, who had flattered her in the past with the suggestion that she would be a fine vice presidential nominee for the Republicans in 1952, on her way to the floor.

			“Margaret,” McCarthy said, “you look very serious. Are you going to make a speech?”

			“Yes,” Smith replied, “and you will not like it.”

			“Is it about me?”

			“Yes,” Smith said, “but I am not going to mention your name.”

			A frowning McCarthy, Smith recalled, then said: “Remember, Margaret, I control Wisconsin’s twenty-seven convention votes.”

			“For what?” Smith said, pushing on.

			She rose a few moments later on the Senate floor. “I would like to speak briefly and simply about a serious national condition,” Smith said. “It is a national feeling of fear and frustration that could result in national suicide and the end of everything that we Americans hold dear.” She continued:

			
				I speak as a Republican. I speak as a woman. I speak as a United States Senator. I speak as an American….

				I think that it is high time that we remembered that we have sworn to uphold and defend the Constitution. I think that it is high time that we remembered that the Constitution, as amended, speaks not only of the freedom of speech but also of trial by jury instead of trial by accusation….

				Those of us who shout the loudest about Americanism in making character assassinations are all too frequently those who, by our own words and acts, ignore some of the basic principles of Americanism:

				The right to criticize;

				The right to hold unpopular beliefs;

				The right to protest;

				The right of independent thought.

			

			Too few heeded Smith’s warning; she was about four years ahead of most of her colleagues. While she did convince six other senators to join her “Declaration”—a defiant McCarthy dismissed them as “Snow White and the Six Dwarfs”—the Republicans were open to seeing where McCarthy’s act might lead. “Joe, you’re a real SOB,” Senator John Bricker, a Republican from Ohio, told McCarthy, “but sometimes it’s useful to have SOBs around to do the dirty work.”

			McCarthy’s popular appeal was clear. “He’s unbeatable now,” Milwaukee mayor Frank Zeidler said in the spring of 1950. “He’s a Northern Huey Long.”

			

			—

			His followers loved his style; his foes feared it. “From a distance, McCarthy may have looked, by some odd reversal of optical principles, larger than life and of greater consequence than he ever really was,” Richard H. Rovere of The New Yorker wrote at the close of the fifties. “But he was large and consequential enough in those years….He was the first American ever to be actively hated and feared by foreigners in large numbers.” In 1953, Eleanor Roosevelt, on a trip to Japan, found herself facing questions about McCarthyism. “Will you please explain these attitudes?” a Japanese businessman asked the former First Lady. “We are unable to understand why these things happen in a great democratic nation like the United States.”

			Part of the answer lies in the nature of democracy itself: Millions of Americans approved of McCarthy no matter what the elites might say or do. And McCarthy was not without support and connections in sophisticated quarters. He was friendly with the Kennedys, hiring Robert Kennedy as a staff lawyer for his committee in 1953 and taking two of the Kennedy sisters on dates. As an anti-Communist Roman Catholic, McCarthy was popular in Massachusetts, and a hospitalized Senator John F. Kennedy would miss the McCarthy censure vote in 1954.

			
				
					[image: (Original Caption) Senator Margaret Chase Smith (R. Maine) shown strolling across the Capitol Plaza, has been named the Best Tailored Woman in Government by the Custom Tailors Guild of America. Another Washingtonian, Mrs. Gwendolyn Cafritz was named Best Tailored Hostess.]
				

				
					
						Senator Margaret Chase Smith, a Republican from Maine, was an early opponent of McCarthy’s. Her “Declaration of Conscience” called for decency and fair play amid anti-Communist hysteria.
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						On CBS’s See It Now on Tuesday, March 9, 1954, the legendary broadcaster Edward R. Murrow took McCarthy on. “We must not confuse dissent with disloyalty,” Murrow said.

					

				

			

			JFK, though he privately recoiled at McCarthy’s tactics and manner, chose to remain silent on censure, upsetting the liberal wing of the Democratic Party—including Mrs. Roosevelt—who long saw his failure to stand up to McCarthy as a sign of opportunism and weakness. They weren’t far wrong: JFK wanted to keep the anti-Communist Massachusetts delegation united behind him in his hopes to become Adlai Stevenson’s vice presidential running mate in 1956 and, failing a step to higher office in the meantime, he did not want a McCarthyite challenge in his 1958 bid for reelection to the Senate. Challenged a decade or so later about his work for McCarthy, Robert Kennedy replied, “Well, at the time, I thought there was a serious internal security threat to the United States…and Joe McCarthy was the only one doing anything about it.” (But, RFK admitted, “I was wrong.”)
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						Roy M. Cohn, who served as McCarthy’s chief counsel, recalled the senator “saw the dramatic political opportunities connected with a fight on Communism.”

					

				

			

			In the early 1950s legions of people were entranced by McCarthy’s Manichaean vision of life. He spoke in the starkest of terms, savoring superlatives. Everything was dramatic, contentious, perilous: So few things, McCarthy implied, stood between American freedom and Communist slavery. But one of those things—perhaps the most important of them—was McCarthy himself, who quoted John Paul Jones: “I have just begun to fight.”

			How he loved the story of himself as the brave warrior, a story that dominated the newspapers of the day. McCarthy needed the press, and the press came to need McCarthy. He was fantastic copy, a real-life serial. The twists and turns of the McCarthy saga meant more bylines for the reporters, more exciting headlines for the editors, and, given the subject matter—alleged infiltration of the government of the United States by a fatal foe—more copies sold for the owners. Radio and television amplified McCarthy’s impact. 

			
			As Richard Hofstadter, the Columbia University historian, wrote at the time, the “growth of the mass media of communication and their use in politics have brought politics closer to the people than ever before and have made politics a form of entertainment in which the spectators feel themselves involved. Thus it has become, more than ever before, an arena into which private emotions and personal problems can be readily projected. Mass communications have made it possible to keep the mass man in an almost constant state of political mobilization.”

			McCarthy understood the media’s ways and means. “Things have to be done by a certain time,” recalled George Reedy. “And Joe somewhat instinctively picked up the absolutely vital course of the cycle. He knew that every wire service man had to have a lead by eleven o’clock [for the afternoon newspapers]. There just wasn’t any question about it; you had to have a lead.” The senator learned to make sensational charges at just the right moment, forcing reporters to write quick stories that surged across the country by wire, reaching millions of readers before sundown.

			The New Yorker’s Richard Rovere reconstructed the rhythms of the age. McCarthy, Rovere wrote, “invented the morning press conference called for the purpose of announcing an afternoon press conference.” Rovere continued:

			
				The reporters would come in—they were beginning, in this period, to respond to his summonses like Pavlov’s dogs at the clang of a bell—and McCarthy would say that he just wanted to give them the word that he expected to be ready with a shattering announcement later in the day, for use in the papers the following morning. This would gain him a headline in the afternoon papers: “NEW MCCARTHY REVELATIONS AWAITED IN CAPITAL.” Afternoon would come, and if McCarthy had something, he would give it out, but often enough he had nothing, and this was a matter of slight concern. He would simply say that he wasn’t quite ready, that he was having difficulty in getting some of the “documents” he needed or that a “witness” was proving elusive. Morning headlines: “DELAY SEEN IN NEW MCCARTHY CASE—MYSTERY WITNESS BEING SOUGHT.” He had no cause for concern if the whole thing turned out to be nothing, as so often happened. He had the headlines; “MCCARTHY” was becoming a more and more familiar arrangement of type and was engraved more and more deeply on the American mind.

			
His office produced weekly phonograph albums to send to Wisconsin stations that dutifully aired them. As described by the journalist Edwin R. Bayley, who obtained some of these recordings, interviewers posing as journalists would ask McCarthy congenial questions that led to senatorial disquisitions on the iniquities of the mainstream press, the Democrats, the Communists—anybody, really, who had had anything negative to say about McCarthy and his methods that week.

			Television offered him ever expanding reach. The number of TV sets in America quintupled during McCarthy’s heyday, rising from 5 million in 1950 to 26 million in 1954. To McCarthy, the new medium created nearly unlimited possibilities to dominate the public consciousness, and he valued performance over substance. “People aren’t going to remember the things we say on the issues here, our logic, our common sense, our facts,” he remarked to Roy Cohn before the televised army hearings. “They’re only going to remember the impressions.”

			The senator inhabited his own curious world, moving around Washington and around the nation with a coterie of aides, investigators, and reporters. He was good company. A showman at heart, McCarthy attacked the press in public but drank and schmoozed with journalists in private. Amid hearings in the capital, he would adjourn for lunch at a corner table in the Carroll Arms Hotel where he would take off his suit coat, have a Manhattan, eat a slab of lamb, order coffee, and muse about the action.

			McCarthy’s headline hunting also benefitted from the culture of journalism at midcentury: that the job of a journalist was to report the content of a statement, not to assess its validity. “My own impression was that Joe was a demagogue,” one journalist of the era observed. “But what could I do? I had to report—quote—McCarthy. How do you say in the middle of your story, ‘This is a lie’? The press is supposedly neutral. You write what the man says.” Walter Lippmann defended the press in similar terms. “McCarthy’s charges…are news which cannot be suppressed or ignored,” Lippmann wrote. “They come from a United States senator and a politician…in good standing at the headquarters of the Republican Party. When he makes such attacks against the State Department…it is news which has to be published.”

			
			Palmer Hoyt, the editor and publisher of The Denver Post, thought McCarthyism required a new way of reporting. In a memorandum to his staff, Hoyt suggested that neutrality was not the highest virtue—truth was. Reporters should “apply any reasonable doubt they [might] have to the treatment of the story.” In other words, if a McCarthy statement was demonstrably false, the journalists should feel free to say so—in print. “It seems obvious that many charges made by reckless or impulsive public officials cannot and should not be ignored,” Hoyt wrote, “but it seems to me that news stories and headlines can be presented in such a manner that the reading public will be able to measure the real worth or value and the true meaning of the stories.”

			Hoyt believed steady and informed reporting on McCarthy was the best antidote to the fever of the time. “Believe me, there is nothing wrong with this country that repeated strong dosages of the facts will not correct,” Hoyt told other editors at a Tucson, Arizona, meeting in November 1954. “Even McCarthyism will melt away before this treatment.”

			When he read coverage he disliked, McCarthy did not keep quiet—he went on the offensive, singling out specific publications and particular journalists, sometimes at rallies. He particularly hated The Milwaukee Journal. “Keep in mind that when you send checks over to the Journal,” McCarthy told business audiences, “you are contributing to bringing the Communist Party line into the homes of Wisconsin.” To a Journal reporter, McCarthy confided: “Off the record, I don’t know that I can cut [the Journal’s] profits at all….But if you show a newspaper as unfriendly and having a reason for being antagonistic, you can take the sting out of what it says about you. I think I can convince a lot of people that they can’t believe what they read in the Journal.”

			

			—

			
			The Washington Post had assigned the reporter Murrey Marder to cover McCarthy after Wheeling. On Election Night 1952, the paper’s publisher, Philip Graham, told Marder that Eisenhower’s victory over Adlai Stevenson would cost Marder his beat. According to David Halberstam, who interviewed Marder about the moment, “Graham was sure that Ike’s presidency would eventually mean McCarthy’s isolation; now that the Republicans had the White House, they would not need McCarthy any longer. But Marder understood McCarthy’s recklessness and his hatred of authority. Party loyalty was not even an issue with the senator—it would not matter who was in the White House. No, Marder speculated, his beat was not finished; instead they would now need two people to cover the senator.” Halberstam’s verdict: “They were both right.”

			The Post expected much from Eisenhower. “It is this newspaper’s hope and belief,” the Post editorialized in March 1952, “that McCarthyism would disappear overnight if Eisenhower were elected.” That was not to be. One sign of trouble: Eisenhower had flinched in taking McCarthy on during the presidential campaign. The senator had accused George Marshall of treason the year before, telling the Senate that Marshall was part of “a conspiracy of infamy so black that, when it is finally exposed, its principals shall be forever deserving of the maledictions of all honest men.” 

			In the text of a speech he was to deliver in Milwaukee on Friday, October 3, 1952, Eisenhower was slated to defend Marshall in no uncertain terms. “I know that charges of disloyalty have, in the past, been leveled against General George C. Marshall,” Eisenhower was to have said. “I have been privileged for thirty-five years to know General Marshall personally. I know him, as a man and as a soldier, to be dedicated with singular selflessness and the profoundest patriotism to the service of America. And this episode is a sobering lesson in the way freedom must not defend itself.”

			Ike never uttered the words. Talked out of it by political advisers who thought it unwise to antagonize McCarthy and his supporters (the voices included Wisconsin governor Walter J. Kohler, Jr., and New Hampshire governor Sherman Adams, the future White House chief of staff), Eisenhower always regretted his failure to say what he thought, and he hated that the world knew what had happened, for word of the dropped paragraph leaked to The New York Times. (“It turned my stomach,” General Omar Bradley wrote of the Eisenhower-Marshall-McCarthy episode.)

			
			Unlike Truman, who openly denounced McCarthy, Eisenhower was patient and reticent. “Nothing will be so effective in combating his particular kind of trouble-making as to ignore him,” the new president wrote in 1953. “This he cannot stand.”

			The strategy was less dramatic—and less heroic—than one could have hoped for from Eisenhower. But it was his strategy, and he stuck to it. “I had made up my mind how I was going to handle McCarthy,” Eisenhower recalled. “This was to ignore him….I would give him no satisfaction. I’d never defend anything. I don’t care what he called me, or mentioned, or put in the papers. I’d just ignore him.”

			“Getting in the gutter” with McCarthy, a phrase Eisenhower often used, would be counterproductive. “I would not have you believe that I have acquiesced in, or by any means approve, the methods he uses,” Eisenhower wrote. “I despise them….But I am quite sure that the people who want me to stand up and publicly label McCarthy with derogatory titles are mistaken.”

			Still, he did speak out occasionally. In 1953, McCarthy deplored the contents of libraries at American installations overseas. Cohn and David Schine, a hotel heir, took a highly publicized European trip, a kind of grand tour of censorship. Among other titles, the senator’s staff targeted The Maltese Falcon and The Thin Man, on the grounds that the writer Dashiell Hammett, who supported left-wing causes, had posted bail for a group with Communist ties in 1951, and refused to name names in Red-hunting hearings. They also complained that the libraries failed to subscribe to American Legion Monthly. The European newspapers, Benjamin C. Bradlee, then the press attaché at the American embassy in Paris, recalled, were aghast. “What is America becoming to allow these people to go around and represent it?” was a typical comment.

			At Dartmouth College in 1953, Eisenhower alluded to the controversy. “Don’t join the book burners,” he said. “Don’t think you are going to conceal faults by concealing evidence that they ever existed. Don’t be afraid to go into your library and read every book, as long as that document does not offend our own ideas of decency. That should be the only censorship. How will we defeat communism unless we know what it is, and what it teaches, and why does it have such appeal for men, why are so many people swearing allegiance to it?”

			

			—

			
			At ten-thirty on the evening of Tuesday, March 9, 1954, CBS broadcast an episode of Edward R. Murrow’s See It Now. Its subject: Senator McCarthy. Its means of storytelling: images and recordings of McCarthy’s own words. At the conclusion of the report, Murrow spoke more in sorrow than in anger. “We must not confuse dissent with disloyalty,” he said. “We must remember always that accusation is not proof and that conviction depends upon evidence and due process of law. We will not walk in fear, one of another. We will not be driven by fear into an age of unreason if we dig deep in our history and our doctrine, and remember that we are not descended from fearful men—not from men who feared to write, to speak, to associate and to defend causes that were, for the moment, unpopular.”

			Then came Murrow’s final words. “The actions of the junior Senator from Wisconsin have caused alarm and dismay amongst our allies abroad, and given considerable comfort to our enemies,” Murrow said. “And whose fault is that? Not really his. He didn’t create this situation of fear; he merely exploited it—and rather successfully. Cassius was right. ‘The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, but in ourselves.’ Good night, and good luck.”

			A few weeks later, on the evening of Monday, April 5, 1954, President Eisenhower walked down to the Broadcast Room in the White House basement. Featuring a handsome desk, special lights, and large prompters, the studio offered the president a convenient venue from which to address the nation. He had decided to try something new: a more casual speech, without a full text. There would be cue cards with a few notes—that was all. He would be seated on the edge of the desk and look directly into the camera—a Fireside Chat for the television age. His theme was fear—and how America should fight it. 

			Eisenhower is usually remembered for two rhetorical moments. The first dates from June 1944, when he drafted a letter accepting full responsibility in the event of the failure of the D-Day landings against Hitler’s Fortress Europe. The second came in his January 1961 Farewell Address warning about the “military-industrial complex.” His April 1954 speech about fear, which falls about midway between these landmarks, appears, at first glance, to be a forgettable presidential address—or at least a routine one. The remarks repay consideration, however, for in them Eisenhower described the disposition necessary to survive life in an age of strain and uncertainty. “We are worried about Communist penetration of our own country,” he said, “and we are worried about the possibility of depression and the loss of jobs among us here at home.” He continued:

			
				Now, the greater any of these apprehensions, the greater is the need that we look at them clearly, face to face, without fear, like honest, straightforward Americans, so we do not develop the jitters or any other kind of panic, that we do not fall prey to hysterical thinking.

				Sometimes you feel, almost, that we can be excused for getting a little bit hysterical, because these dangers come from so many angles, and they are of such different kinds, and no matter what we do they still seem to exist….

				It is the American belief in decency and justice and progress, and the value of individual liberty, because of the rights conferred upon each of us by our Creator, that will carry us through….There must be something in the heart as well as in the head. 

			

			

			—

			The end for McCarthy came in the months following the Murrow broadcast and the Eisenhower speech on fear, when hearings into McCarthy and the U.S. Army opened in the Senate. Behind the scenes, the president had maneuvered to detail the pressure that McCarthy and Roy Cohn had exerted to secure favors for David Schine, an intimate of Cohn’s who had been drafted. The report of this influence—with its implication of an illicit relationship between Cohn and Schine, always denied by Cohn—drove the hearings. Day by day and week by week, McCarthy performed poorly before large television audiences, coming across as more gadfly than crusader.

			
			In an iconic moment, the counsel for the army, Joseph N. Welch, attacked the senator, who had clumsily attempted to impugn the loyalty of a young lawyer on Welch’s team. “Until this moment, Senator, I think I never really gauged your cruelty or your recklessness,” Welch told McCarthy. “Little did I dream you would be so reckless and cruel as to do an injury to that lad….I fear he shall always bear a scar needlessly inflicted by you. If it were in my power to forgive you for your reckless cruelty I would do so. I like to think than I am a gentle man, but your forgiveness will have to come from someone other than me.”

			McCarthy blundered forward and took up the theme again. Welch was ready and struck with force. “Let us not assassinate this lad further, Senator,” Welch said. “You have done enough. Have you no sense of decency, sir, at long last? Have you left no sense of decency?”

			Yet a good bit of McCarthy’s base of support remained loyal. After the Welch drama, Gallup found that while McCarthy’s favorability ratings were falling, 34 percent of the country still backed the senator, a formidable-enough number. “Unless we can get rid of [McCarthy],” an Eisenhower Republican senator remarked to Cohn, “he’s going to be a mighty big thorn in our side.” That 34 percent figure was the problem. The Republicans, Cohn believed, were worried that McCarthy could bolt the GOP, form a “right-wing third party ticket,” and attract enough support to throw the 1956 presidential election to the Democrats.

			By the end of the year the threat evaporated when the Senate censured McCarthy. The move to condemn him by resolution was the result of much of the Senate’s revulsion against his reckless methods. Senator Ralph Flanders, Republican of Vermont, led the charge. “This matter is indeed a serious one,” Flanders said. “The senator [McCarthy] has an habitual contempt for people….Unrebuked, his behavior casts a blot upon the reputation of the Senate itself.” 

			The senior senator from Connecticut, Prescott Bush, spoke out in favor of censure. It was not the first time that Bush, a patrician with a strong New England moral code and sense of fair play, had taken on McCarthyism. Two years earlier, while sharing a stage with McCarthy in Bridgeport, Connecticut, during the 1952 campaign, Bush had criticized his Wisconsin colleague’s methods in front of a raucously pro-McCarthy crowd. Now, with the censure resolution pending, Bush told the Senate that McCarthy “has caused dangerous divisions among the American people because of his attitude, and the attitude he has encouraged among his followers, that there can be no honest differences of opinion with him. Either you must follow Senator McCarthy blindly, not daring to express any doubts or disagreements about any of his actions, or in his eyes you must be a Communist, a Communist sympathizer, or a fool who has been duped by the Communist line.” The resolution passed by a vote of 67 to 22. (Twenty-two of the Senate’s 44 Republicans voted to condemn.)

			
			Once feared as indomitable, McCarthy was finished politically. He continued to drink heavily, and his health deteriorated. He died of acute hepatitis—his liver was inflamed, almost certainly because of his drinking—in 1957, at the age of forty-eight.

			

			—

			The conventional view of McCarthy’s fall turns on his erratic performance during the army hearings. But Roy Cohn believed something deeper was also at work. “Undoubtedly the hearings were a setback,” Cohn recalled. “But there were other perhaps more fundamental reasons for his decline. By the time the hearings ended, McCarthy had been the center of the national and world spotlight for three and a half years. He had an urgent universal message, and people, whether they idolized or hated him, listened. Almost everything he said or did was chronicled.”

			That surfeit of attention, Cohn argued, itself contributed to McCarthy’s decline. “Human nature being what it is, any outstanding actor on the stage of public affairs—and especially a holder of high office—cannot remain indefinitely at the center of controversy,” Cohn recalled. “The public must eventually lose interest in him and his cause. And Joe McCarthy had nothing to offer but more of the same. The public sought new thrills….The surprise, the drama, were gone.”

			To everything, in other words, there is a season, and McCarthy’s hubris hastened the end of his hour upon the stage. “I was fully aware of McCarthy’s faults, which were neither few nor minor,” Cohn recalled. “He was impatient, overly aggressive, overly dramatic. He acted on impulse. He tended to sensationalize the evidence he had—in order to draw attention to the rock-bottom seriousness of the situation. He would neglect to do important homework and consequently would, on occasion, make challengeable statements.”

			
			The urge to overstate, to overdramatize, to dominate the news, could be costly, and so it proved to be for McCarthy. The Wisconsin senator, Cohn said, was essentially a salesman. “He was selling the story of America’s peril,” Cohn recalled. “He knew that he could never hope to convince anybody by delivering a dry, general-accounting-office type of presentation. In consequence, he stepped up circumstances a notch or two”—and in so doing he opened himself to attacks that proved fatal. He oversold, and the customers—the public—tired of the pitch, and the pitchman.

			

			—

			By the end of 1954, McCarthy may have been spent, but the forces he represented—popular anxiety about the fate of the nation—would never completely subside. Like McCarthy, right-wing figures such as the John Birch Society’s Robert Welch cast Eisenhower in the role of villain. The old general’s moderate domestic views and pragmatic foreign policy made him anathema to conservatives who, longing for a crusader, instead found themselves living with a conciliator.

			But we ought not to paint the rise of post–World War II movement conservatism—a movement that reached its apotheosis with the election of one of its early enthusiasts, Ronald Reagan, to the presidency in 1980—with too broad a brush. It is true that, as William A. Rusher, the publisher of William F. Buckley, Jr.’s National Review, the conservative magazine founded in 1955, recalled, “modern American conservatism largely organized itself during, and in explicit opposition to, the Eisenhower Administration.” For most of those conservatives, however, Eisenhower was too moderate, not too Red. Writing in the inaugural issue of the magazine, Buckley, then twenty-nine years old, argued that the conservative mission was to stand “athwart history, yelling Stop”—history in this instance being understood as the flow of power to the state, which Buckley called “the dominant social feature of this century.” Buckley’s respectable conservatism was based not on paranoia but on a reasonable critique of the assumptions of midcentury liberalism.

			Buckley, in fact, was a critical figure in moving the Birchers out of the mainstream conservative movement. In January 1961, during a meeting at the Breakers in Palm Beach with a handful of conservatives that included Barry Goldwater, Buckley agreed to take on the far right by attacking what he called the “Birch fallacy.”

			
			“How would you define the Birch fallacy?” Buckley was asked.

			“The fallacy,” Buckley replied, “is the assumption that you can infer subjective intention from objective consequence: we lost China to the Communists, therefore the President of the United States and the Secretary of State wished China to go to the Communists.”

			“I like that,” Goldwater said.

			In National Review, Buckley wrote: “How can the John Birch Society be an effective political instrument while it is led by a man whose views on current affairs are, at so many critical points…so far removed from common sense? That dilemma weighs on conservatives across America….The underlying problem is whether conservatives can continue to acquiesce quietly in a rendition of the causes of the decline of the Republic and the entire Western world which is false, and, besides that, crucially different in practical emphasis from their own.”

			The Birchers represented a persistent type of political belief. In the spring of 1954, shortly before McCarthy’s fall, Richard Hofstadter delivered a lecture as part of the American Civilization Program at Barnard College. Later published in The American Scholar as “The Pseudo-Conservative Revolt,” this piece of Hofstadter’s, while less celebrated than the essay on the “paranoid style in American politics,” is equally incisive. In it, Hofstadter argued that the right was now animated not by a classical understanding of conservatism (a recognition of the limits of human reform and a skepticism about far-reaching public initiatives) but by a mindset that was, in its way, as expansive as the liberal hope of progress. He called this strain “pseudo-conservatism,” writing:

			
				Who is the pseudo-conservative, and what does he want? It is impossible to identify him by social class, for the pseudo-conservative impulse can be found in practically all classes in society, although its power probably rests largely upon its appeal to the less educated members of the middle classes. The ideology of pseudo-conservatism can be characterized but not defined, because the pseudo-conservative tends to be more than ordinarily incoherent about politics. The lady who, when General Eisenhower’s victory over Senator [Robert A.] Taft [for the Republican presidential nomination] had finally become official in 1952, stalked out of the Hilton Hotel declaiming, “This means eight more years of socialism” was probably a fairly good representative of the pseudo-conservative mentality….

				The restlessness, suspicion and fear shown in various phases of the pseudo-conservative revolt give evidence of the real suffering which the pseudo-conservative experiences in his capacity as a citizen. He believes himself to be living in a world in which he is spied upon, plotted against, betrayed, and very likely destined for total ruin. He feels that his liberties have been arbitrarily and outrageously invaded. 

			

			A key Hofstadter insight had to do with motivation. Politics was not a high-minded philosophical contest between competing visions of reality; it was, rather, a messy struggle that often defied easy categorization. As Hofstadter wrote:

			
				Political life is not simply an arena in which the conflicting interests of various social groups in concrete material gains are fought out; it is also an arena into which status aspirations and frustrations are, as the psychologists would say, projected. It is at this point that the issues of politics, or the pretended issues of politics, become interwoven with and dependent upon the personal problems of individuals. We have, at all times, two kinds of processes going on in inextricable connection with each other: interest politics, the clash of material aims and needs among various groups and blocs; and status politics, the clash of various projective rationalizations arising from status aspirations and other personal motives. 

			

			

			—

			When Joe McCarthy died at Bethesda Naval Hospital on Thursday, May 2, 1957, he was once more the center of attention. “Years will pass before the results of his work can be objectively evaluated,” Vice President Nixon said, “but his friends and many of his critics will not question his devotion to what he considered to be the best interests of his country.” 

			
			Many others did not believe a distance of years was required to offer their verdict. His home-state Milwaukee Journal wrote, “The harmful influence of McCarthy and McCarthyism was felt far beyond the world of politics. It injured American prestige in the eyes of the world….Future generations are likely to find this period as fantastic, and harmful to the American spirit, as that of the Salem witch hunts, the post–Civil War Reconstruction or the Ku Klux Klan.” 

			The Louisville Courier-Journal took the longest of views: 

			
				There is an element almost of classical tragedy in the life and death of Joseph McCarthy. His rise to fame had the sudden, spectacular violence of a rocket splitting the night sky with unhealthy brilliance. With equal speed the glare faded and the spent stick came racing downward. Now it has struck earth. McCarthy, the meteoric, the defiant, the proud is now dead. In the classic form, true tragedy derives only from a man of great qualities who is destroyed by one fatal flaw of character. It would be hard to make a case for greatness in the Senator from Wisconsin.

			

			At a requiem mass at St. Matthew’s Cathedral, Monsignor John Cartwright said that McCarthy would “take his place among those colleagues of the hall of fame, each one of whom is great in memory because at one time or another he had the fortitude to stand alone.” McCarthy’s casket was borne from the church to the Capitol for a brief state funeral—customary for sitting senators—attended by Vice President Nixon, 32 of 49 Senate Democrats, and 38 of 46 Senate Republicans. House Speaker Sam Rayburn, Alice Roosevelt Longworth, and Roy Cohn were there, too.

			A notable fixer, Cohn thrived at the nexus of law, politics, media, and society. “I don’t want to know what the law is,” he’d say of a case. “I want to know who the judge is.” One of his more celebrated clients in afteryears was a young real-estate developer who was looking to move into Manhattan from his family’s base in Queens. And Roy Cohn was always there for Donald Trump.
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						King and Johnson, pictured here in the Oval Office in December 1963, found themselves sharing history’s stage as the country confronted the unfinished business of the Civil War.
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				Nigguhs hate whites, and whites hate nigguhs. Everybody knows that deep down.

				—Governor GEORGE C. WALLACE of Alabama

				At the moment when I was hit on the bridge and began to fall, I really thought it was my last protest, my last march. I thought I saw death, and I thought, “It’s okay, it’s all right—I am doing what I am supposed to do.”

				—JOHN LEWIS, who was beaten at the foot of the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, on Sunday, March 7, 1965
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			Lyndon Johnson couldn’t sleep. As Friday, November 22, 1963, turned into Saturday the twenty-third, the new president of the United States—he had taken the oath of office some eight hours before, in Dallas, in the wake of the assassination of his predecessor, John F. Kennedy—wanted to move. “Very frankly, Mr. Speaker,” Johnson told House Speaker John McCormack of Massachusetts in these difficult days, “I can’t sit still. I’ve got to keep the government going.” “Lyndon acts as if there is never going to be a tomorrow,” his wife, Lady Bird, once observed, and on this long Friday evening, her husband, wearing his pajamas in the Johnsons’ house in Spring Valley in northwest Washington, gave orders about everything he could think of. There was so much to do—a president to bury; a sudden, tragic transition to manage; a Cold War world to master.

			To his aides who sat by his bedside, taking notes, Johnson seemed calm in the madness of the hour. “Lyndon,” Lady Bird remarked that night, “is a good man to have in a crisis.” No president had been assassinated since William McKinley, and the horror in Dallas marked the first unexpected transfer of American power in the Nuclear Age. Johnson was already thinking beyond the moment. “Well, I’m going to tell you,” he said, “I’m going to pass the civil rights bill and not change one word of it. I’m not going to cavil, and I’m not going to compromise. I’m going to fix it so everyone can vote, so everyone can get all the education they can get.” Fate had given him ultimate power, and he intended to use it.

			
			President Kennedy had left a proposed civil rights act in the Congress. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s eight-year-old daughter Yolanda was distraught on the afternoon of the assassination. “Oh, Daddy,” she said, “now we will never get our freedom!” King was reassuring. “Now don’t you worry, baby,” he said. “It’s going to be all right.”

			It was a crowded moment. In June, Governor George Wallace had tried to prevent the integration of the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa. The next day, Medgar Evers, the field director of the NAACP in Mississippi, had been assassinated in his driveway. In August the country had watched King address the March on Washington. In September had come the brutal deaths of four little girls on a Sunday morning when Klansmen bombed the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama. And yet, as King well knew, the American attention span was notoriously brief. “We’re still a ten-day nation, Walter,” King said to his colleague the Reverend Walter Fauntroy, who recalled the remark to the writer Nick Kotz. King, according to Kotz, had a “sense that the country seemed unable to focus on a single issue such as civil rights for more than ten days.”

			A Southerner in a Democratic Party divided between liberals based in the Northeast and segregationists in the Old Confederacy, Johnson faced the worst of all political worlds on civil rights. Yet he knew, too, that it was a task for the ages—a task for great and good men who, if they overcame the tyranny of the present, would bask in the warm light of history. As Johnson gathered himself to press ahead with the Kennedy administration’s civil rights legislation—in his first address to Congress as president LBJ would frame the fight as the most fitting possible tribute to JFK—he was advised to go slow and to play it safe, at least until after the 1964 presidential election. As political a man as ever drew breath, Johnson, however, dismissed such counsel with a penetrating rhetorical question: “Well, what the hell is the presidency for?” he asked, if not to do the big things lesser men might not?

			

			—

			Johnson had hardly been a progressive in his pre–White House years. A Texan with an astute sense of politics and a consuming ambition, he had erred on the side of appeasing his segregationist constituents. While he had declined (along with Tennessee senators Albert Gore, Sr., and Estes Kefauver) to sign the 1956 Southern Manifesto, a declaration pledging resistance to the Warren Court’s groundbreaking school-integration decisions, Johnson had also weakened civil rights bills in the Senate. (Though he would point out that at least they passed, in some form.)

			
			His commitment to the cause after Dallas forms one of the great chapters of personal transformation and of political courage in the history of the presidency—one akin to Lincoln’s move from tolerance of slavery in 1861 to emancipation in 1862–63. “I’ve never felt freer in my life,” LBJ remarked in January 1964. In the story of Johnson and civil rights we can see the difference a singular president can make when the circumstances are right—and when the voices of protest are steady and brave. 

			He had begun this journey as vice president. He was stirred by the fact of his national election, even if he were the understudy on the ticket. “I wasn’t a crusader,” LBJ recalled of his days on Capitol Hill. “I represented a southern state, and if I got out too far ahead of my voters they’d have sent me right back to Johnson City where I couldn’t have done anything for anybody, white or Negro.” John Kennedy’s death had changed everything. “Now I represent the whole country, and I can do what the whole country thinks is right,” Johnson said. “Or ought to.”

			As he prepared for his first major speech as president, an address to Congress on Wednesday, November 27, 1963, Johnson received a piece of advice from Whitney Young of the National Urban League. “Let me make a quick suggestion,” Young told Johnson. “I think you’ve just got to…point out that…with the death of President Kennedy…that hate anywhere that goes unchecked doesn’t stop just for the week. And the killing at Birmingham [the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing]—the people feel that they can react with violence when they dissent.”

			Johnson agreed. “I dictated a whole page on hate—hate international—hate domestically—and just say that this hate that produces inequality, this hate that produces poverty, that’s why we’ve got to have a tax bill—the hate that produces injustice—that’s why we’ve got to have a civil rights bill,” he told Young. “It’s a cancer that just eats out our national existence.”

			
			Three years before, right-wing demonstrators in Dallas had spit at Lady Bird Johnson on a day when protestors had greeted the Johnsons with placards reading TEXAS TRAITOR. JUDAS JOHNSON: TURNCOAT TEXAN. LET’S BEAT JUDAS. In October 1963 a similar crowd had attacked Adlai Stevenson, the ambassador to the United Nations, also spitting on him, striking him on the head with a sign, and denouncing him with cries of “TRAITOR!” One protestor shouted: “Kennedy will get his reward in hell. Stevenson is going to die. His heart will stop, stop, stop. And he will burn, burn, burn.” Pulling away from the chaos in his car, cleaning the spit from his face, Stevenson murmured, “Are these human beings or animals?”

			In his November 1963 appearance before the Congress, Johnson said: “John Kennedy’s death commands what his life conveyed—that America must move forward. Let us turn away from the fanatics of the far left and the far right, from the apostles of bitterness and bigotry, from those defiant of law, and those who pour venom into our Nation’s bloodstream.”

			

			—

			In the South in particular—as ever—national characteristics were magnified to the point of absurdity during the Cold War. Race—also as ever—was the flashpoint. “We know that if we protest we will be called ‘bad niggers,’ ” the novelist Richard Wright wrote in his 1941 book Twelve Million Black Voices. “The Lords of the Land will preach the doctrine of ‘white supremacy’ to the poor whites who are eager to form mobs. In the midst of general hysteria they will seize one of us—it does not matter who, the innocent or guilty—and, as a token, a naked and bleeding body will be dragged through the dusty streets.” Such hysteria was fomented, Wright noted, by appeals to poor whites for whom color was everything since they had nothing else.

			In 1948, when Hubert H. Humphrey, then the mayor of Minneapolis, called on the Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia to “get out of the shadow of states’ rights and walk forthrightly into the bright sunshine of human rights,” supporters of Strom Thurmond and his segregationist worldview marched out of the convention, went south, and met at Birmingham to form the Dixiecrat ticket. Worried about Communists and civil rights—President Truman had integrated the military the same month of the Dixiecrat rebellion—the disaffected began to carry Confederate battle flags to rallies, seeking to link their cause with the Lost one. After the school-integration rulings of 1954 and 1955, defiance grew. IMPEACH EARL WARREN signs appeared across the South. Georgia incorporated the battle emblem into its flag in 1956. South Carolina hoisted the Confederate colors over its capitol in 1962 as part of the centennial commemoration of the war. And George Wallace ordered the flag to be flown above the state capitol dome on the day Attorney General Robert Kennedy called on him in Montgomery.

			
			In her memoir I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Maya Angelou recalled a childhood spent in the universe of the rural Jim Crow South. She and her brother, who were three and four, had been put on a train to travel—alone—from Long Beach, California, to Stamps, Arkansas, where their grandmother ran a country store. One evening, Angelou recalled hearing the hoofbeats of the sheriff’s horse in the yard. “His twang,” she wrote, “jogged in the brittle air.” He warned of a planned Klan night ride. Angelou’s uncle Willie, the sheriff said, “ ‘better lay low tonight.’ ” A black man had apparently “ ‘messed with a white lady today. Some of the boys’ll be coming over here later.’ ”

			Listening from the side of the store, Angelou reflected on the Klansmen. “The ‘boys’? Those cement faces and eyes of hate that burned the clothes off you if they happened to see you lounging on the main street downtown on Saturday. Boys? It seemed youth had never happened to them. Boys? No, rather men who were covered with graves’ dust and age without beauty or learning. The ugliness and rottenness of old abominations.”

			In a way, Angelou was just as furious about the sheriff’s condescension, the blithe evil of warning the innocent to “lay low.” “If on Judgment Day I were summoned by St. Peter to give testimony to the used-to-be sheriff’s act of kindness, I would be unable to say anything in his behalf,” she wrote. “His confidence that my uncle and every other Black man who heard of the Klan’s coming ride would scurry under their houses to hide in chicken droppings was too humiliating to hear.”

			Yet her uncle hid. What choice did he have? Angelou, her brother and her grandmother covered him in potatoes and vegetables inside the store’s storage bins. The night passed without incident—the Klansmen did not call—but if they had, Angelou wrote, “they would have surely found Uncle Willie and just as surely lynched him.”

			

			—

			
			Robert Penn Warren had come from the world Angelou was describing. A native of Guthrie, Kentucky, who had been educated at Vanderbilt University and was a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford, Warren began his academic career at Louisiana State University and at what was then known as Southwestern, a university in Memphis, before moving north to Yale. In the wake of the school-integration decisions, Warren—novelist, poet, critic, professor—accepted an assignment from Life magazine to travel from Connecticut to his native South, where enraged white Southerners were carrying signs that read KEEP OUR SCHOOLS WHITE. A Southern-born friend of Warren’s in New York told him: “I’m glad it’s you going, and not me.”

			He knew what she meant. He didn’t really want to do it, but he knew he had to. Bearing witness, seeking to understand, confronting past and present in their complexity and pain: It was all part of what Warren had called “the awful responsibility of Time” in his 1946 novel All the King’s Men. The result of Warren’s journey was his 1956 book Segregation: The Inner Conflict in the South. Warren, who had written sympathetically of segregation in a 1930 essay he now repudiated, sought out the voices of African Americans and white supremacists, of ministers and teachers, of businessmen and farmers.

			In the South there was suspicion of “the New York press,” with one resident of the Old Confederacy telling Warren: “Well, by God, it’s just a fact, it’s not in them not to load the dice in a news story!” There was a tragic sense that full reconciliation was impossible. “You hear some white men say they know Negroes,” a black teacher in Louisiana told Warren. “Understand Negroes. But it’s not true. No white man ever born ever understood what a Negro is thinking. What he’s feeling.” And there was the making of common cause with neo-Nazis and anti-Semites. One segregationist mused to Warren about Gerald L. K. Smith, the prominent white nationalist. “Lord, that man’s mailing list would be worth a million dollars!”

			A few years later, on the occasion of the centennial of Fort Sumter, Warren wrote a small book, The Legacy of the Civil War. In it he posited that the war had given the South the “Great Alibi” and the North a “Treasury of Virtue.” The Great Alibi “explains, condones, and transmutes everything.” Evil became good; the inexcusable explicable, pardonable. “Even now, any common lyncher becomes a defender of the Southern tradition, and any rabble-rouser the gallant leader of a thin gray line of heroes, his hat on saberpoint to provide reference by which to hold formation in the charge,” Warren wrote. “Even if the Southerner prays to feel different, he may still feel that to change his attitude would be a treachery—to that City of the Soul which the historical Confederacy became, to blood spilled in hopeless valor, to the dead fathers, and even to the self. He is trapped in history.”

			
			Did the Southern “man who, in the relative safety of mob anonymity, stands howling vituperation at a little Negro girl being conducted into a school building,” Warren asked, “ever consider the possibility that whatever degree of dignity and success a Negro achieves actually enriches, in the end, the life of the white man and enlarges his own worth as a human being?”

			The answer was no. The Southerner who stood howling, or who voted for those who instigated and benefitted from that howling, was being governed by a fear that, having lost the war of 1861–65, he was now being asked to suffer yet another defeat—the loss of a way of life in which whites were supreme.

			To Warren, though, there was also fault among the victors. “The Treasury of Virtue, which is the psychological heritage left to the North by the Civil War, may not be as comic or vicious as the Great Alibi, but it is equally unlovely,” he wrote. “It may even be, in the end, equally corrosive of national, and personal, integrity. If the Southerner, with his Great Alibi, feels trapped by history, the Northerner, with his Treasury of Virtue, feels redeemed by history, automatically redeemed. He has in his pocket, not a Papal indulgence peddled by some wandering pardoner of the Middle Ages, but an indulgence, a plenary indulgence, for all sins past, present, and future, freely given by the hand of history.”

			The sins of the North, past and present, had been paid off from the Treasury of Virtue. “In the happy contemplation of the Treasury of Virtue it is forgotten that the Republican platform of 1860 pledged protection to the institution of slavery where it existed, and that the Republicans were ready, in 1861, to guarantee slavery in the South, as bait for a return to the Union,” Warren wrote. “It is forgotten that racism and Abolitionism might, and often did, go hand in hand.” After Appomattox, Warren argued, the North fell victim to self-righteousness. “The crusaders themselves, back from the wars, seemed to feel that they had finished the work of virtue,” he wrote. “Their efforts had, indeed, been almost superhuman, but they themselves were, after all, human.”

			
			In the closing pages of Segregation, the earlier book, Warren mused about the path forward for both North and South. “We have to deal with the problem our historical moment proposes, the burden of our time,” he wrote. “We all live with a thousand unsolved problems of justice all the time….All we can do for posterity is to try to plug along in a way to make them think we—the old folks—did the best we could for justice, as we could understand it.”

			

			—

			A noble, high-minded view. The reality on the ground in the America into which Warren was publishing his books, though, could be neither noble nor high-minded—or even mindful at all. “Nigguhs hate whites, and whites hate nigguhs,” George Corley Wallace once drawled. “Everybody knows that deep down.”

			Born in 1919, a native of Barbour County, Alabama, Wallace had not always been a race-baiter. Just after World War II, as a young man, he’d expressed progressive thoughts. “You know, we just can’t keep the colored folks down like we been doin’ around here for years and years,” Wallace told a Sunday school teacher at his church. “We got to quit. We got to start treatin’ ’em right. They just like everybody else.” He veered between hard-line segregation and a (relatively) more moderate stance for the next decade or so. In 1948 he sought election as an alternate delegate to the Democratic National Convention with the slogan: “Unalterably opposed to nominating Harry S. Truman and the so-called Civil Rights Program.” Yet in 1958, in a race for governor against fellow Democrat John Patterson, Wallace denounced the Ku Klux Klan while Patterson ran right. Never again. “John Patterson out-nigguhed me,” Wallace was reputed to have remarked to a group of pols at Montgomery’s Jefferson Davis Hotel after he lost. “And boys, I’m not goin’ to be out-nigguhed again.” (Wallace denied this oft-repeated anecdote ever afterward.) “He used to be anything but a racist,” an old political associate recalled, “but with all his chattering, he managed to talk himself into it.”

			
			Elected governor in 1962, Wallace was inaugurated at the state capitol on Monday, January 14, 1963, at the site where Jefferson Davis had taken the oath as president of the Confederate States of America; Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, where Martin Luther King, Jr., had been pastor from 1954 to 1960, sat a block away. Speaking from what he proudly called “this Cradle of the Confederacy, this very Heart of the Great Anglo-Saxon Southland,” Wallace cried: “In the name of the greatest people that have ever trod this earth, I draw the line in the dust and toss the gauntlet before the feet of tyranny and I say…segregation now…segregation tomorrow…segregation forever.”

			The crowd erupted. Wallace took a moment to wipe his nose in the winter cold, then plunged on. He knew what he was doing. “I’m gonna make race the basis of politics in this state,” Wallace said before the inaugural, “and I’m gonna make it the basis of politics in this country.” Wallace brought something intriguing to the modern politics of fear in America: a visceral connection to his crowds, an appeal that confounded elites but which gave him a durable base. The cigar-chewing bantam figure with slicked-back hair (he privately admired Robert Kennedy’s tousled look) was “simply more alive than all the others,” a female journalist told the writer Marshall Frady. Alluding to a Wallace speech in New Hampshire, the woman continued: “You saw those people in that auditorium when he was speaking—you saw their eyes. He made those people feel something real for once in their lives. You can’t help but respond to him. Me—my heart was pounding. I couldn’t take my eyes off him, there were all those people screaming. You almost love him, though you know what a little gremlin he actually is.”

			He provoked devotion and rage. Many adored him, revering him as a new savior; many others despaired of a future under his rule. Educated people in Alabama were said to be reading books about Nazi Germany, particularly William L. Shirer’s The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, searching for parallels. One woman whom Frady described as “a gentle, bespectacled, exquisitely civilized Montgomery dowager” could not contain herself: “I wish he were dead. I wish someone would kill him. He ought to die. He’s awful, terrible. I would kill him myself if I just had the chance—I would.”

			
			In Wallace the Lost Cause found new relevance. In the months after his inauguration, the crisis came: A federal court ordered the integration of the University of Alabama. Wallace had pledged to stand in the schoolhouse door—as the popular phrase had it—to prevent just such a thing. He savored the hour, however hopeless it was. The very hopelessness of it all was in fact part of the appeal of defiance, for Southerners loved tragic stands against the inevitable. Wallace reminded Marshall Frady of William Faulkner’s Reverend Hightower in Light in August, “whose gray head, as he sits by his window at dusk, is filled with the flash and roar of the old glorious doomed charges, the lifted sabers and bugles and grimy howling faces above gaunt, galloping horses.” It was more than sentiment about a distant past; it was tangible, present, unfolding.

			So ran the line from the polemics of Edward Alfred Pollard to the politics of George Corley Wallace—a line connecting the Civil War to the Cold War, the 1860s to the 1960s, a distant America to the contemporary one. The federal government was the villain. States’ rights were the salvation of the Founders’ vision. White supremacy was to be protected by whatever means possible.

			Yet Wallace failed. The Kennedy Justice Department enforced the court order, and the university was integrated. On the evening of the day federal officials compelled Wallace to stand aside, President Kennedy spoke to the nation. “Today,” the president said, “we are committed to a worldwide struggle to promote and protect the rights of all who wish to be free.”

			Kennedy’s language was straightforward, his tone reasonable. “This is not a sectional issue,” he said. “Difficulties over segregation and discrimination exist in every city, in every State of the Union, producing in many cities a rising tide of discontent that threatens the public safety. Nor is this a partisan issue….We are confronted primarily with a moral issue. It is as old as the Scriptures and is as clear as the American Constitution.”

			An elegant formulation, but Kennedy continued to speak in concrete terms, making the issue as tangible as he could: “If an American, because his skin is dark, cannot eat lunch in a restaurant open to the public, if he cannot send his children to the best public school available, if he cannot vote for the public officials who represent him, if, in short, he cannot enjoy the full and free life which all of us want, then who among us would be content to have the color of his skin changed and stand in his place?”

			
			Wallace was forced to step aside at Tuscaloosa (“Now you sonuvabitches are on the other side, ain’t you?” he joked to the federalized Alabama National Guard, now under presidential orders to enforce the law against their governor), and his stand in Tuscaloosa in the early summer of 1963 helped push Kennedy to introduce a wide-ranging civil rights measure—the legislation that was still pending when the president was killed in November. Kennedy had carried the day against Wallace, but it was just that—the day, not eternity.

			

			—

			Title II of the proposed bill outlawed segregation in public accommodations. One day in the Senate, Johnson, still the vice president, called over John Stennis of Mississippi, a fellow Democrat. As a Senate Democratic aide recalled the moment: 

			
				Johnson said, “How do you like that Title II of the civil rights bill, John?”

				Stennis said, “Oh, Lyndon, well, you know, our people just can’t take that kind of thing. It’s just impossible. I mean, I believe a man ought to have the right to—if he owns a store or owns a café—he ought to have the right to serve whom he wants to serve. Our people will just never take it.”

				Lyndon said, “Then you don’t think you’ll support it.”

				“Oh, no, Lyndon, I don’t think I’ll support it at all.”

				Johnson said, “Well, you know, John, the other day a sad thing happened. Helen Williams and her husband, Gene, who [are African Americans and] have been working for me for many years, drove my official car from Washington down to Texas, the Cadillac limousine of the vice-president of the United States. They drove through your state, and when they got hungry, they stopped at grocery stores on the edge of town in colored areas and bought Vienna sausage and beans and ate them with a plastic spoon. And when they had to go to the bathroom, they would stop, pull off on a side road, and Helen Williams, an employee of the vice-president of the United States, would squat in the road to pee. And you know, John, that’s just bad. That’s wrong. And there ought to be something to change that. And it seems to me that if people in Mississippi don’t change it voluntarily, that it’s just going to be necessary to change it by law.”

				“Well, Lyndon, I’m sure that there were nice places where…”

				Then the vice-president just said, “Uh-huh, uh-huh,” and sort of looked away vacantly and said, “Well, thank you, John.” And Stennis left. Johnson turned around to me and winked. It represented, as I say, the first time I had ever really had the feeling that the comprehension of the simple indignity of discrimination was deep in Johnson.

			

			On the evening of Kennedy’s funeral in Washington, Johnson tracked King down in New York City. King, who was staying at the Waldorf Astoria on Park Avenue, had issued a supportive statement the day after the assassination, and Johnson was grateful. “President Johnson will follow the path charted by President Kennedy in civil rights,” King had said. “It does not at all mean a setback.”

			“We know what a difficult period this is,” King said to Johnson on the telephone.

			“It’s just an impossible period,” Johnson said. “We’ve got a budget coming out that’s practically already made, and we’ve got a civil rights bill….We’ve got to just not give up on any of them.”

			“Well, this is mighty fine,” King said. “I think one of the great tributes we can pay in memory of President Kennedy is to try to enact some of the great progressive policies that he sought to initiate.”

			“I’m going to support ’em all and you can count on that,” Johnson said. “And I’m going to do my best to get other men to do likewise and I’ll have to have you-all’s help. I never needed it more’n I do now.”

			Providence—or fate, depending on one’s worldview—had brought King to the center of the great domestic drama of the American Century. A scion of the African American ecclesiastical elite—his father, Martin Luther King, Sr., was a leading preacher, the pastor of Atlanta’s Ebenezer Baptist Church—the younger King was educated at Morehouse College in Atlanta, Crozer Theological Seminary in Pennsylvania, and Boston University. He was called to the pulpit of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery in 1954. In December 1955, when Rosa Parks, a seamstress, was arrested after declining to surrender her seat on a Montgomery city bus to a white passenger, organizers needed a place to meet to explore a boycott of public transportation. E. D. Nixon, the president of the local NAACP, called King. Nixon wanted to hold the gathering at Dexter.

			
			Geography, as Napoleon is sometimes said to have remarked, was destiny. Dexter’s “central location made the church convenient for people working in downtown offices,” wrote King biographer Taylor Branch. Yes, of course, King told Nixon.

			On the night he first spoke to a mass meeting on the boycott, in a scene vividly described by Branch, King sensed the possibilities of the moment—not least because there were so many people flocking to the gathering that his car could not get near the building. “This,” King remarked to a friend, “could turn into something big.”

			“We are here this evening—for serious business,” King told the huge crowd on Monday, December 5, 1955. “We are here in a general sense, because first and foremost—we are American citizens—and we are determined to apply our citizenship—to the fullness of its meaning.”

			He saluted Rosa Parks’s courage, then offered a trilogy of sentences that transported his audience and set the keynote for the next dozen years of his now-public life. “And you know, my friends,” King said, “there comes a time when people get tired of being trampled over by the iron feet of oppression. There comes a time, my friends, when people get tired of being plunged across the abyss of humiliation, where they experience the bleakness of nagging despair. There comes a time when people get tired of being pushed out of the glittering sunlight of life’s July, and left standing amid the piercing chill of an Alpine November.”

			As the ecstatic crowd calmed, he said again: “We are here—we are here this evening because we are tired now.”

			And at last, at last: “And we are determined here in Montgomery—to work and fight until justice runs down like water and righteousness like a mighty stream!”

			
			From that moment until his assassination on the balcony of a Memphis motel in April 1968, King would lead a complex movement of nonviolent protest against segregation and for economic justice. His house in Montgomery was bombed within two months of his debut boycott sermon. “Nigger, we are tired of you and your mess now,” a caller told King on the telephone after the attack. “If you aren’t out of this town in three days, we’re going to blow your brains out and blow up your house.” In the face of such hate, King’s faith sustained him. “Lord, I’m down here trying to do what’s right,” he prayed after the call. “But Lord I must confess that I’m weak now. I’m faltering, I’m losing my courage.”

			As King recalled it, “I could hear an inner voice saying to me: ‘Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness. Stand up for justice. Stand up for truth. And, lo, I will be with you even until the end of the world.’ I heard Jesus saying still to fight on. He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone.”

			By making a nonviolent case against segregation, King and innumerable others appealed to the nation’s conscience in memorable campaigns—from sit-ins to Freedom Rides to Mississippi’s Freedom Summer to the Children’s Crusade in Birmingham. Protest and high politics—the crucial forces that history usually requires to make great changes—intersected most notably, perhaps, on Wednesday, August 28, 1963, at the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom.

			King’s address to the march that afternoon was not going well, or at least not as well as he had hoped. The day had been long; the crowds massed before the Lincoln Memorial were ready for some rhetorical adrenaline, some true poetry. King’s task was to lift his speech from the ordinary to the historic, from the mundane to the sacred. He was standing before the greatest audience of his life. Yet with the television networks broadcasting live and President Kennedy watching from the White House, King was struggling with a text that had been drafted by too many hands late the previous night at the Willard Hotel. One sentence he was about to deliver was particularly awkward: “And so today, let us go back to our communities as members of the international association for the advancement of creative dissatisfaction.” King was on the verge of letting the hour pass him by.

			Then, as on Easter morning at the tomb of the crucified Jesus, there was the sound of a woman’s voice. King had already begun to extemporize when the singer Mahalia Jackson spoke up. “Tell ’em about the dream, Martin,” said Jackson, who was standing nearby. King left his text altogether at this point—a departure that put him on a path to speaking words of American scripture, words as essential to the nation’s destiny in their way as those of Lincoln, before whose memorial King stood, and those of Jefferson, whose monument lay to the preacher’s right, toward the Potomac. The moments of ensuing oratory lifted King above the tumult of history and made him a figure of history—a “new founding father,” in Taylor Branch’s apt phrase.

			
			“I say to you today, my friends…even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still have a dream,” King said. “It is a dream deeply rooted in the American Dream”—a dream that had been best captured in the promise of words written in a distant summer in Philadelphia by Jefferson. “I have a dream,” King continued, “that one day this nation will rise up, live out the true meaning of its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.’ ”

			Drawing on the Bible and “My Country, ’Tis of Thee,” on the Emancipation Proclamation and the Constitution, King projected an ideal vision of an exceptional nation. In King’s imagined country, hope triumphed over the fear. In doing so, King defined the best of the nation as surely as Jefferson did in Philadelphia in 1776 or Lincoln did at Gettysburg in 1863.

			
				I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia, sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood.

				I have a dream that one day even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice.

				I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character….

				I have a dream today.

			

			Like our more familiar founders (Washington, Adams, Hamilton, Jefferson), King was a practical idealist, a man who could articulate the perfect but knew that human progress, while sometimes intoxicatingly rapid, tends to be provisional. The march was but a step. Nineteen sixty-three, King said that day, was “not an end but a beginning.”

			
			It’s tempting to romanticize the words King spoke before the Lincoln Memorial. To do so, however, cheapens the courage of the nonviolent soldiers of freedom who faced—and too often paid—the ultimate price for daring America to live up to the implications of the Declaration of Independence and become a country in which liberty was innate and universal, not particular to station, creed, or color. In Washington to demand legislative action, King spoke as a minister of the Lord, invoking the meaning of the Sermon on the Mount in a city more often interested in the mechanics of the Congress.

			White Washington had expected mayhem. Few bureaucrats or lawyers who worked downtown in the capital showed up for work on the day of the march. That many blacks? In one place? Who knew what might happen? Even the ordinarily liberal New York Times was wary. “There was great fear there would be rioting,” recalled The New York Times’s Russell Baker, who was assigned a front-page feature on the march, “so the Times chartered a chopper.” Boarding the helicopter early in the day, Baker grew so bored by the peaceable spectacle that he asked the pilot to fly over his house so he could check on the condition of his roof. “Finally,” said Baker, “I had him land at National Airport and went to the Lincoln Memorial.”

			It was, it turned out, not only orderly but also integrated. Bob Dylan, Charlton Heston, and Marlon Brando were there; Baker took note of the series of speeches and songs, including Mahalia Jackson’s “I Been ’Buked and I Been Scorned,” a spiritual delivered with such power that Baker reported Jackson’s voice seemed to echo off the far-off Capitol. Speaker after speaker—the young John Lewis, the aged A. Philip Randolph—made the case for racial justice. “For many, the day seemed an adventure, a long outing in the late summer sun—part liberation from home, part Sunday School picnic, part political convention, and part fish-fry,” James Reston wrote in his piece for the Times the next day.

			In the White House, “JFK heard some of the speeches and chants through an open window of the third-floor White House Solarium,” the historian Michael Beschloss wrote. “Gripping the windowsill, he told the Mansion’s courtly black doorman, Preston Bruce, ‘Oh, Bruce, I wish I were out there with them!’ ” But not enough to risk appearing at an event that Kennedy believed would alienate many white voters.

			
			The president watched King’s speech on television, listened with appreciation, then readied for a meeting with the march’s leadership to discuss pushing legislation through a Congress still dominated by white-segregationist Democrats. The conversation did not produce much in the way of progress. Kennedy feared moving too quickly, and, as they had said again and again all afternoon, the civil rights delegates from the Mall believed the time for action was at hand. 

			King had anticipated Kennedy’s temporizing. The pilgrimage would be long, he had told his listeners, and the pilgrims had to maintain the moral high ground they had so effectively claimed through nonviolence. “In the process of gaining our rightful place, we must not be guilty of wrongful deeds,” King had told the crowd. “We must forever conduct our struggle on the high plane of dignity and discipline.” If the politicians were too slow, well, that meant there had to be yet more dignity and yet more discipline.

			The Times’s Reston, a reliable molder and barometer of Establishment opinion, however, believed the day had in fact accomplished something, even if JFK was less than enthusiastic during the White House meeting late that afternoon. “The demonstration impressed political Washington because it combined a number of things no politician can ignore,” Reston wrote. “It had the force of numbers. It had the melodies of both the church and the theater. And it was able to invoke the principles of the founding fathers to rebuke the inequalities and hypocrisies of modern American life.”

			On that August Wednesday, on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial—the spot on which he stood is marked there now, a sacred slab hidden in plain sight in the middle of the American capital—King drew from scripture as he joined the ranks of the founders. In the beginning of the Republic, men dreamed big but failed to include everyone in that dream, limiting liberty largely to white men. Speaking in 1963, King brilliantly argued for the expansion of the founders’ vision—nothing more, but surely nothing less. In so doing, a preacher from the South summoned a nation to justice and won his place in the American pantheon. “I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and every mountain shall be made low,” King said. “The rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight. And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together.” He paused, then pressed on: “This is our hope. This is the faith that I go back to the South with. With this faith we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope.” Transforming that hope into history remained the work of King’s days.

			

			—

			
			And of Lyndon Johnson’s. In the months after the Kennedy assassination, the new president pressed his old colleagues on Capitol Hill to give the civil rights bill a full and fair trial. President Johnson asked King to come see him in the Oval Office on Tuesday, December 3, 1963. LBJ spoke of the minutiae of reform—he needed to force the legislation out of the Southern-controlled Rules Committee in the House with a “discharge petition,” a device that would put the bill on the floor for a vote. Johnson was understandably consumed with the maneuver. Without it the bill would die a procedural death; with it progress was possible. “He made it very clear he wants the civil rights bill out of the Rules Committee before Christmas,” King told reporters afterward. “He means business. I think we can expect even more from him than we have had up to now.”

			The day before his meeting with King, Johnson had also made himself clear in a telephone conversation with Washington Post publisher Katharine Graham. “Now every person that doesn’t sign that petition has got to be fairly regarded as being anti–civil rights,” Johnson had said. “I don’t care if he votes against the bill after he gets a chance to vote on it….But I don’t think any American can say that he won’t let ’em have a hearing either in the committee or on the floor. That is worse than Hitler did. So we’ve got to get ready for that and we’ve got to get ready every day. Front page. In and out. Individuals. Why—are—you—a-gainst—a—hearing? And point ’em out and have their pictures and have editorials and have everything else that is in a dignified way for a hearing on the floor.”

			Johnson went to work on members of the House and, after victory there in January (when the Rules Committee forwarded the bill to the full House) and in February (when the House passed the legislation), he shifted his energies to his former colleagues in the Senate. He needed sixty-seven votes in the upper chamber to invoke cloture and cut off the Southern-led filibuster. 

			
			“They tell [this] story [about] the difference between Kennedy as president and Johnson as president,” recalled James H. Rowe, Jr., an old FDR hand: 

			
				A senator would come to Kennedy and say, “I’d love to go along with you, Mr. President, but it would give me serious trouble back home.” Kennedy would always say, “I understand.” Now Johnson knew damn well the senator was going to tell him that, and he never let the senator get to the point of his troubles back home. He would tell him about the flag, and by God, the story of the country, and he’d get them by the lapels and they were out the door. That’s why he got so much done so fast. Roosevelt would do that, too. He would do it, let’s say, with more charm than Johnson, but they’d get the same results. They’d get what they wanted.

			

			Richard Russell, Jr., of Georgia, a segregationist and a Johnson mentor, appreciated his apprentice’s gifts—so much so that he feared defeat for the Southern way of life at the hands of a Southern president. “I have no doubt that the president intends to throw the full weight of his powerful office and the full force of his personality—both of which are considerable—to secure the passage of this program,” Russell said in January 1964.

			From the White House, Johnson wheedled and cajoled, pressing the case again and again (rightly, as it turned out) that history would reward those who voted with him. “I made my position unmistakably clear: We are not prepared to compromise in any way,” Johnson recalled. “ ‘So far as this administration is concerned,’ I told a press conference, ‘its position is firm.’ I wanted absolutely no room for bargaining….I knew that the slightest wavering on my part would give hope to the opposition’s strategy of amending the bill to death.”

			The president would not bend. “Dick, you’ve got to get out of my way,” Johnson told Russell. “If you don’t, I’m going to roll over you. I don’t intend to cavil or compromise”—a phrase Johnson had also used on the night of the assassination.

			
			“You may do that,” Russell said. “But it’s going to cost you the South, and cost you the [1964 presidential] election.”

			“If that’s the price I have to pay,” Johnson said, “I’ll pay it gladly.”

			Which was not strictly true—Johnson never found anything gladdening about political defeat. But it says much about his commitment to doing the right thing that he was willing even to entertain the possibility of sacrificing the presidency itself for the cause of a single bill.

			He tasked Senator Hubert Humphrey of Minnesota with a great deal of management of the legislation. The Republican minority leader, Everett Dirksen of Illinois, was a key player. “Now you know that this bill can’t pass unless you get Ev Dirksen,” Johnson told Humphrey. “You and I are going to get him. You make up your mind now that you’ve got to spend time with Ev Dirksen. You’ve got to let him have a piece of the action. He’s got to look good all the time.” The president was emphatic: “You get in there to see Dirksen! You drink with Dirksen! You talk to Dirksen! You listen to Dirksen!”

			Johnson and his allies never gave up. “We were well organized, very well organized,” Humphrey recalled. “We issued a daily newsletter, I think for the first time in history, that reported what had happened the day before and gave our supporters answers to the arguments of the opposition. But the main thing was that we had complete liaison at all times with the White House, with the president himself, and he answered every question and so far as I can remember did everything we asked—and usually a lot more, too.”

			The president did not believe such a large legislative and cultural undertaking could be done on a partisan line vote. “Unless we have the Republicans joining us and helping us,” Johnson told Humphrey, “we’ll have a mutiny in this goddamn country, so we’ve got to make this an American bill and not just a Democratic bill.” He used similar language in talking to Dirksen. “We don’t want this to be a Democratic bill,” Johnson told the Republican from Illinois. “We want it to be an American bill. It is going to be worthy of the ‘Land of Lincoln,’ and the man from Illinois is going to pass the bill, and I’m going to see that he gets proper credit.”

			Finally, in the early summer of 1964, Johnson won the cloture vote to shut down the segregationist filibuster of the civil rights bill in the Senate. “It’s just a miracle,” Robert Kennedy remarked to Johnson, but it wasn’t, really—it was the result of incredibly intense work by the president to force the triumph of hope and history over political calculation and fear. “There was a glorious feeling about it, there really was,” recalled Ramsey Clark, a Kennedy-Johnson Justice Department official. “It just seemed like there was immense generosity in the American people, and goodwill, and they were going to do something about this great wrong.” One Southern member of the House, Congressman Charles Weltner, a Democrat from Atlanta, changed his initial nay to a yea on the final bill. “I would urge that we at home now move on to the unfinished task of building a new South,” Weltner said. “We must not forever be bound to another lost cause.” President Johnson could not have put it better.

			
			He signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 in the East Room on Thursday, July 2. Two days later, on the Fourth, Robert Kennedy called Johnson at the president’s ranch. “Well, listen, we had a good day!” Kennedy said.

			“Good,” Johnson said.

			“I think that the most significant thing is that the Chamber of Commerce in Jackson, Mississippi, voted last night to abide by the law,” Kennedy said. “And the vote was sixteen to one.”

			“Good,” said Johnson. “That’s wonderful!”

			“Yeah, and then…Savannah, Atlanta, and all these cities went along. Birmingham, Montgomery, and a lot of the cities went along very, very well.”

			Johnson was pleased, but he knew, too, that it was a battle, not the war. “I want you to write me the goddamndest, toughest voting rights act that you can devise,” Johnson told Nicholas Katzenbach of the Justice Department. He made the same point to Hubert Humphrey, who would soon become Johnson’s vice president. “He used to tell me, ‘Yes, yes, Hubert, I want all those other things—buses, restaurants, all of that—but the right to vote with no ifs, ands, or buts, that’s the key,” Humphrey recalled of Johnson. “ ‘When the Negroes get that, they’ll have every politician, north and south, east and west, kissing their ass, begging for their support.’ ”

			On the 1964 bill, Johnson had risen to the occasion created by the voices of protest—had, in fact, surpassed the occasion. And he knew that he and his party would pay a political price. “It is an important gain,” Johnson told Bill Moyers after signing the 1964 law, “but I think we just delivered the South to the Republican Party for a long time to come.”

			
			In the hour of victory—he had done something of a scale no president since Lincoln had seriously attempted to do—Johnson suffered a fairly common fate: gloom amid the grandeur of achievement. (“Nothing except a battle lost,” Wellington once remarked, “can be half so melancholy as a battle won.”) He mused for a time about bowing out of the 1964 presidential campaign and retiring to Texas. “You are as brave a man as Harry Truman—or FDR—or Lincoln,” Mrs. Johnson, addressing her husband as “Beloved,” wrote him in this period. “You have been strong, patient, determined beyond any words of mine to express. I honor you for it. So does most of the country. To step out now would be wrong for your country, and I can see nothing but a lonely wasteland for your future.” 

			Johnson remained in the fight. The presidency seemed to be everything (or close to it) to him, and he believed it could be everything (or close to it) for the nation as well. In the first week of June 1963, in a recorded telephone call with Kennedy counsel and speechwriter Theodore C. Sorensen, Johnson, then the vice president, had pressed Sorensen on the need for President Kennedy to make an explicit statement of support for civil rights—ideally in the South. Kennedy, Johnson told Sorensen, should say something like this: 

			
				We’re all Americans. We got a Golden Rule, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” Now I’m leader of this country. When I order men into battle I order the men without regard to color. They carry our flag into foxholes. The Negro can do that, the Mexican can do it, others can do it. We’ve got to do the same thing when we drive down the highway at places they eat. I’m going to have to ask you all to do this thing. I’m going to have to ask the Congress to say that we’ll all be treated without regard to our race. 

			

			Johnson said that he was certain such candor would be worth it. “I believe that he’d run some of the demagogues right in the hole,” Johnson said of Kennedy. The key thing, LBJ believed, was to make the moral case for racial justice so self-evident that the country could not help but agree. “Then a man is put in the position almost where he’s a bigot to be against the president,” Johnson told Sorensen. “This aura, this thing, this halo around the President, everybody wants to believe in the President and the Commander in Chief….The good people, the church people, I think have to come around to him, not the majority of them maybe, but a good many of them over the country….I’m telling you they’d be out there by the hundreds of thousands.” 

			
			Major civil rights progress was possible, Johnson said, and only the president could successfully press the message. “I think the presidency can get it for him,” LBJ said, still referring to Kennedy. “I have spoken from Milwaukee to Chicago to New York to Los Angeles to Illinois last night, and Gettysburg and Dallas, and Johnson City, Texas, and I think that I know one thing, that the Negroes are tired of this patient stuff and tired of this piecemeal stuff and what they want more than anything else is not an executive order or legislation, they want a moral commitment that he’s behind them.” 

			Proud of his own remarks at Gettysburg, where he had spoken out in favor of civil rights the week before, on Memorial Day, the vice president recalled other encouraging moments on the road. “I’ve been in North Carolina this year….I’ve been into Florida,” Johnson said. “Neither place would they allow Negroes to come. I said, ‘I’m going to come and I’m going to talk about their constitutional rights and I want them on the platform with me, and if you don’t let them I’m not coming, period.’ By God, they put them on both places, right on the platform and…eating with us.” 

			Johnson was thinking about the uses of TR’s “bully pulpit,” returning to his argument for presidential leadership:

			
				The President is the cannon. You let him be on all the TV networks just speaking from his conscience, not at a rally in Harlem, but at a place in Mississippi, or Texas or Louisiana and just have the honor guard there with a few Negroes in it. Then let him reach over and point and say, “I have to order these boys into battle, in the foxholes carrying that flag. I don’t ask them what their name is, whether it’s Gomez or Smith, or what color they got, what religion. If I can order them into battle I’ve got to make it possible for them to eat and sleep in this country.” Then…everybody…goes home and asks his wife, “What’s wrong with this?” and they go to searching their conscience. Every preacher starts preaching about it. We ought to recognize that and [keep] them busy. 

			
In the 1964 general election campaign against Republican nominee Barry Goldwater, the conservative senator from Arizona, LBJ got the chance to act on the advice he had given Sorensen. In October, the president was due in New Orleans. His aide Bill Moyers passed along some advice by wire: “Several people in New Orleans, including our advance men, feel the President should not refer to ‘civil rights.’ ” The preferred term, Johnson was told, was “constitutional rights.” 

			The president had other ideas. At an evening banquet at the Jung Hotel in New Orleans, Johnson said, “If we are to heal our history and make this Nation whole, prosperity must know no Mason-Dixon line and opportunity must know no color line.” He called for unity against the forces of fear. “Now, the people that would use us and destroy us first divide us….If they divide us, they can make some hay. And all these years they have kept their foot on our necks by appealing to our animosities, and dividing us.”

			Now was the time, the president said, to rise above racism. “Whatever your views are, we have a Constitution and we have a Bill of Rights, and we have the law of the land, and two-thirds of the Democrats in the Senate voted for [the Civil Rights Bill of 1964] and three-fourths of the Republicans,” Johnson said. “I signed it, and I am going to enforce it, and I am going to observe it, and I think any man that is worthy of the high office of President is going to do the same thing….I am not going to let them build up the hate and try to buy my people by appealing to their prejudice.” 

			In his memoirs, Johnson recalled that the “applause was less than overwhelming. But I was in it, and I had to continue. I wanted the whole nation to know how profoundly animosity and hatred waste the common effort and dissipate the common energy.” He could, he recalled, “only say what I deeply believed. I spoke off the cuff and from the heart.”

			An old Democratic senator from the South, Johnson told the New Orleans audience, had been chatting one evening with Sam Rayburn, then a young congressman from Texas. (Though Johnson did not name him in the speech, he was referring to Senator Joe Bailey, Sr., who was raised in Mississippi and represented Texas in the House and in the Senate.) “He was talking about how we had been at the mercy of certain economic interests, and how they had exploited us,” Johnson recalled. And he said, “Sammy,…I would like to go back down there and make them one more Democratic speech. I just feel like I have one in me. The poor old State, they haven’t heard a Democratic speech in 30 years. All they ever hear at election time is Nigra, Nigra, Nigra!” 

			
			The crowd was shocked—and then rose to give the president a prolonged ovation. “Many of his most acerbic critics have affirmed that this was Johnson’s finest hour,” the historian William E. Leuchtenburg wrote. “There was no way a northerner could have delivered that speech and had it carry the same meaning.” Johnson had done what he had come to do. Determined to preach the gospel of inclusion in the segregated South, he had done so, he recalled, “not in New York or Chicago or Los Angeles, but in New Orleans—near home, in my own backyard.”

			In November LBJ won a full presidential term in his own right with 61.1 percent of the popular vote in a forty-four-state landslide; Goldwater took just six states. (Though, with the exception of Arizona, Goldwater’s victories all came in the old Confederacy and included Louisiana, where Johnson had made his impassioned plea for civil rights.)

			No matter the margin, Johnson could not remain still. “I’ve just been elected and right now we’ll have a honeymoon with Congress,” the president told his staff. “But after I make my recommendations, I’m going to start to lose the power and authority I have….Every day that I’m in office and every day I push my program, I’ll be losing part of my ability to be influential, because that’s in the nature of what the President does. He uses up capital. Something is going to come up…something like the Vietnam War or something else where I will begin to lose all that I have now. So I want you guys to get off your asses and do everything possible to get everything in my program passed as soon as possible, before the aura and the halo that surround me disappear.”

			Just as he had wooed Dirksen the previous year, Johnson reached out to Congressman Gerald Ford of Michigan, the new House Republican leader. “I don’t want to start out fighting with you, because I’m not running for re-election [a debatable proposition in 1965],” Johnson told Ford. “I’m just trying to make a good president and I want you to help me. I thought you could support me when you thought it was right and be proud of it.”

			

			—

			
			King marked his thirty-sixth birthday on Friday, January 15, 1965, and the president of the United States called to wish him the best. Voting rights, which were routinely denied to blacks in the South, were top of mind for Johnson. “There is not going to be anything, Doctor, as effective as all [black citizens] voting,” Johnson told King. “That will give you a message that all the eloquence in the world won’t bring,” for votes meant the powerful—and a candidate aspiring to power—“will be coming to you then, instead of you calling him.”

			King and his colleagues in the movement understood, and they had launched a voting-rights drive in Alabama in the first days of 1965. The flashpoint: Selma, Alabama, the seat of Dallas County. On Sunday, March 7, 1965, a voting-rights march from Selma to Montgomery had barely begun when Alabama state troopers charged a line of nonviolent demonstrators. Trapped between asphalt and his uniformed attackers at the foot of the Edmund Pettus Bridge, inhaling tear gas and reeling from two billy-club blows to his head, John Lewis, then twenty-five-years old, felt everything dimming. He could hear screams and racial slurs and the clop-clop-clop of the troopers’ horses. His skull fractured, his vision blurred, Lewis believed the end had come. “People are going to die here,” he said to himself. “I’m going to die here.” Yet for Lewis there was, strangely, no sense of panic, no gasping, no thrashing, no fear. He was at peace.

			The world around him on that day, though, was at war, and the television cameras were whirring. Images of the Alabama troopers’ attack on Lewis and his fellow marchers ran that evening; ABC broke into the network broadcast premiere of Judgment at Nuremberg to show the footage. What had begun as an ordinary day in a small Southern city was soon to be known as Bloody Sunday, and the scene at the bridge became that rarest of things: a crossroads in the long story of civilization.

			
			Lewis’s was a vision of nonviolent social change that has more in common with the martyrs of old than with the politics of a given hour. “At the moment when I was hit on the bridge and began to fall,” Lewis recalled, “I really thought it was my last protest, my last march. I thought I saw death, and I thought, ‘It’s okay, it’s all right—I am doing what I am supposed to do.’ ” Which was to dramatize the injustice of segregation and to call white America to redemption—not through violence but through witness.

			Born in 1940 to sharecropper parents, Lewis overcame a childhood stutter by preaching to chickens on the family farm in Pike County, Alabama. After the Montgomery bus boycott catapulted King to fame, Lewis sought out the emerging civil rights icon, became chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, and began a fabled life in the movement. Lewis was beaten and arrested across the South, including on the epochal Freedom Rides; spoke at the March on Washington in 1963; and was leading the Selma-to-Montgomery voting-rights effort when he and Hosea Williams crested the Pettus Bridge and spotted the line of troopers on that March Sunday.

			Lewis had prepared to be arrested. In his backpack he carried two books, an apple and an orange, and a toothbrush and toothpaste. Then he heard the commander’s order: “Troopers, advance!” He has always remembered the enormity, the totality, of the reaction of his attackers: “The troopers and possemen swept forward as one, like a human wave, a blur of blue shirts and billy clubs and bullwhips,” Lewis wrote in his affecting memoir of the movement, Walking with the Wind. “We had no chance to turn and retreat.” The pain was to be endured. There was no help for it.

			Lewis made it back to Brown Chapel AME, the Selma church that served as the headquarters for the march, and was eventually persuaded to go to a local emergency room. He still remembers the ambient smell of tear gas from the clothes of the victims seeking medical attention.

			For Lewis, the civil rights struggle always centered on whether the best of the American soul (the grace and the love, the godliness and the generosity) could finally win out over the worst (the racism and the hatred, the fear and the cruelty). In the end, after the marches and the beatings and the riots, the light has largely triumphed over the dark. “I always felt growing up that in the South there was evil but also good—so much good,” Lewis said. “We are still in the process of becoming. I am very, very hopeful about the American South—I believe that we will lead America to what Dr. King called ‘the beloved community.’ I travel all the time, but when I come back to the South, I see such progress. In a real sense a great deal of the South has been redeemed. People feel freer, more complete, more whole, because of what happened in the movement.”

			
				
					[image: Sunday, March 7, 1965, would become known as “Bloody Sunday” after Alabama authorities attacked nonviolent voting-rights marchers.]
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			He is a preacher still, one whose voice, trained so long ago in the farmyard, continues to captivate. “The march of 1965 injected something very special into the soul and the heart and the veins of America,” Lewis said. “It said, in effect, that we must humanize our social and political and economic structure. When people saw what happened on that bridge, there was a sense of revulsion all over America.”

			Revulsion, then redemption: “In the final analysis, we are one people, one family, one house—not just the house of black and white, but the house of the South, the house of America,” Lewis said. “We can move ahead, we can move forward, we can create a multiracial community, a truly democratic society. I think we’re on our way there. There may be some setbacks. But we are going to get there. We have to be hopeful. Never give up, never give in, keep moving on.”

			

			—

			
			As images from the beatings at Selma spread around the nation, Johnson knew he needed to act. But he was careful. To lash out at Governor Wallace and the power structure in Alabama too hard might create more problems than it solved. “If I just send in federal troops with their big black boots, it will look like Reconstruction all over again,” Johnson said privately. “I will lose every moderate, not just in Alabama but all over the South. Most southern people don’t like this violence. They know deep in their hearts that things are going to change….But not if it looks like the Civil War all over again!” 

			Working through his friend Buford Ellington, a once and future Tennessee governor, Johnson got Wallace to agree to come to the White House for a meeting. It was a classic LBJ encounter. The president seated Wallace on a couch in the Oval Office and then positioned himself in a taller rocking chair, dominating the smaller man. “I kept my eyes directly on the Governor’s face the entire time,” Johnson recalled. “I saw a nervous, aggressive man; a rough, shrewd politician who had managed to touch the deepest chords of pride as well as prejudice among his people.” 

			Wallace, the looming Johnson said, could take care of all this trouble in a heartbeat. “Why don’t you just desegregate all your schools?” Johnson asked. “You and I go out there in front of those television cameras right now, and you announce you’ve decided to desegregate every school in Alabama.”

			“Oh, Mr. President, I can’t do that,” Wallace said. “You know, the schools have got school boards. They’re locally run. I haven’t got the political power to do that.”

			“Don’t you shit me, George Wallace,” Johnson said. Later, in the meeting, the president pressed a larger question.

			“George, why are you doing this?” Johnson asked. “You came into office a liberal—you spent all your life trying to do things for the poor. Now, why are you working on this? Why are you off on this Negro thing? You ought to be down there calling for help for Aunt Susie in the nursing home.”

			
				
					[image: “Segregation forever!” Governor George Wallace declared in his inaugural address in January 1963. That June he made a show of standing in the door of the University of Alabama to prevent its integration—but failed.]
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			He described the Great Society—the broad Johnson program on healthcare, education, and poverty. Everything seemed possible. Why not get on board?
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			“Now, listen, George, don’t think about 1968,” Johnson said. “Think about 1988. You and me, we’ll be dead and gone then, George….What do you want left after you, when you die? Do you want a great big marble monument that reads, ‘George Wallace—He Built.’ Or do you want a little piece of scrawny pine board lying across that harsh caliche soil that reads, ‘George Wallace—He Hated.’ ”

			Wallace surrendered. Under pressure from the president, the governor consented to maintain order when the march resumed. “Hell, if I’d stayed in there much longer,” Wallace remarked, “he’d have had me coming out for civil rights.” The marchers would be protected. The president of the United States had prevailed.

			

			—

			The meeting with Wallace was held at midday on Saturday, March 13, 1965. Two days later, on the evening of Monday, March 15, Lyndon Johnson entered the chamber of the House of Representatives with a purposeful stride. He did not pause to shake many hands as he walked to the well; he had work to do. Standing at the rostrum with Vice President Humphrey and Speaker of the House John McCormack behind him, the president opened a folder—the address had been written, on deadline, by Richard Goodwin—and began to speak. He did so slowly. Johnson’s public cadences could be unctuous, even ponderous, as he sought to infuse his public rhetoric with solemnity. Tonight, the tone was just right. He seemed, for once for a public man, free from political calculation or pragmatic consideration. “I speak tonight for the dignity of man and the destiny of democracy,” Johnson said. “I urge every member of both parties, Americans of all religions and of all colors, from every section of this country, to join me in that cause.” He went on:

			
				At times history and fate meet at a single time in a single place to shape a turning point in man’s unending search for freedom. So it was at Lexington and Concord. So it was a century ago at Appomattox. So it was last week in Selma, Alabama….

				In our time we have come to live with moments of great crisis. Our lives have been marked with debate about great issues; issues of war and peace, issues of prosperity and depression. But rarely in any time does an issue lay bare the secret heart of America itself. Rarely are we met with a challenge, not to our growth or abundance, our welfare or our security, but rather to the values and the purposes and the meaning of our beloved Nation.

				The issue of equal rights for American Negroes is such an issue. And should we defeat every enemy, should we double our wealth and conquer the stars, and still be unequal to this issue, then we will have failed as a people and as a nation.

				For with a country as with a person, “What is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?”

			

			Here, for the first time, the lawmakers and guests were moved from reverie to applause. The evocation of scripture—Johnson was quoting the words of Jesus from the Gospel of St. Mark—resonated. The president continued:

			
				There is no Negro problem. There is no Southern problem. There is no Northern problem. There is only an American problem. And we are met here tonight as Americans—not as Democrats or Republicans—we are met here as Americans to solve that problem.

				This was the first nation in the history of the world to be founded with a purpose. The great phrases of that purpose still sound in every American heart, North and South: “All men are created equal”—“government by consent of the governed”—“give me liberty or give me death.” Well, those are not just clever words, or those are not just empty theories….

				Many of the issues of civil rights are very complex and most difficult. But about this there can and should be no argument. Every American citizen must have an equal right to vote….

				Yet the harsh fact is that in many places in this country men and women are kept from voting simply because they are Negroes.

				Every device of which human ingenuity is capable has been used to deny this right. The Negro citizen may go to register only to be told that the day is wrong, or the hour is late, or the official in charge is absent. And if he persists, and if he manages to present himself to the registrar, he may be disqualified because he did not spell out his middle name or because he abbreviated a word on the application.

				And if he manages to fill out an application he is given a test. The registrar is the sole judge of whether he passes this test. He may be asked to recite the entire Constitution, or explain the most complex provisions of State law. And even a college degree cannot be used to prove that he can read and write.

				For the fact is that the only way to pass these barriers is to show a white skin….

				What happened in Selma is part of a far larger movement which reaches into every section and State of America. It is the effort of American Negroes to secure for themselves the full blessings of American life.

				Their cause must be our cause too. Because it is not just Negroes, but really it is all of us, who must overcome the crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice.

				And we shall overcome.

			
On the night of the speech to Congress, King called Johnson, who was back in the White House. “It is ironic, Mr. President,” King said, “that after a century, a southern white President would help lead the way toward the salvation of the Negro.”

			“Thank you, Reverend,” Johnson said. “You’re the leader who is making it all possible. I’m just following along trying to do what’s right.”

			“It is difficult to fight for freedom,” Johnson said as he signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965 in August. “But I also know how difficult it can be to bend long years of habit and custom to grant it. There is no room for injustice anywhere in the American mansion. But there is always room for understanding toward those who see the old ways crumbling. And to them today I say simply this: It must come. It is right that it should come.”

			An echo of Lincoln, perhaps inadvertent but nonetheless telling. Lincoln had spoken of the tragedy of the Civil War (“And the war came”). Johnson now spoke of progress, of a brighter day (“It must come”).

			

			—

			No one in the loop—including, almost surely, the man himself—knew whether he’d really do it. On Sunday, March 31, 1968, President Johnson was scheduled to address the nation about the Vietnam War at 9 P.M. He had a draft of a short section for the end of the speech announcing that he would not seek reelection in November. The president had talked about it with family and a few advisers, but the circle of trust was small after more than four years of tumult and war, and Johnson wanted to keep his options open. 

			At one point that Sunday, Johnson stopped in his aide Marvin Watson’s office to talk about the race with Terry Sanford, the former North Carolina governor who had agreed to manage the 1968 campaign. “After spending all day at the White House,” Johnson adviser John P. Roche recalled, “Terry Sanford left for the airport still under the impression that he was the campaign manager.” Only a few hours later, on television, Johnson withdrew, solemnly drawling, “I shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your President.” Roche couldn’t believe it. “I had already put an LBJ ’68 bumper sticker on my car,” he said, “and I was wearing an LBJ ’68 button. We were left with 15,000 of the goddamn things.”

			
			The watershed of 1968 was that kind of year: one of surprises and reversals, of blasted hopes and rising fears, of scuttled plans and unexpected new realities. The year began with Tet and cascaded into chaos: the deaths of King and of Robert Kennedy, the riots that engulfed many American cities, the calamitous Democratic National Convention in Chicago, and finally, wearily, the election of Richard Nixon as the nation’s thirty-seventh president. More than half a million U.S. troops were in Vietnam, and combat deaths occurred at a rate of about 46 U.S. troops a day, for a total of 16,899 that year. It was a period of disorienting violence, of disorder, of loss, of pervasive tragedy.

			

			—

			The setting was splendid, the congregation rapt, the preacher at ease. On the morning of the same day Johnson made his evening announcement about withdrawing from the 1968 campaign, Martin Luther King was in Washington to offer a Lenten sermon at the National Cathedral. Easter was two weeks away, but King’s mind was more on the world beyond the cathedral’s splendid stained glass than it was on the details of the Christian calendar. Standing in the ornate Canterbury pulpit, gazing out across the sprawling nave, King summoned his listeners to the hard work of the Gospel. 

			“We are tied together in the single garment of destiny, caught in an inescapable network of mutuality,” King said. “And whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly. For some strange reason I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought to be. And you can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought to be. This is the way God’s universe is made; this is the way it is structured.”

			He would be dead before the week was out. History was moving quickly as King preached amid the hymns and the psalms of the Episcopal liturgy. In the shadow of the hilltop cathedral, Johnson was preparing for his evening address to the nation. And by the time Sunday worshippers gathered again in the sacred space of the National Cathedral, King would be martyred by an assassin’s bullet outside Room 306 at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis.

			King’s earthly journey thus ended as his public life had begun back in Montgomery—at the uneasy but essential intersection of faith, politics, and history. His was a life lived between different, though sometimes overlapping, worlds: of black and white, of good and evil, of the kingdom of men and the kingdom of heaven. Buffeted by the demands of the present, King bore witness to a message that was, in Saint Augustine’s phrase, “ever ancient, ever new”: an insistence that the testimony of the prophets and the example of Christ could march from the past into what King called “the fierce urgency of now” in order to liberate the future.
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			King was not perfect, but then no man is. To know him is to know American history. From the bus boycott in Montgomery to the showdowns in Birmingham; from the “I Have a Dream” speech to the struggle for voting rights in Selma; from his antipoverty Poor People’s Campaign to his opposition to the Vietnam War, King spoke with the voice of a prophet, urging a nation to repent and return to righteousness.

			The movement was about much more than King, but it’s a recurrent fact of history that human beings seek apostles who embody widely shared creeds. And in the battle against Jim Crow and for economic justice in the 1950s and ’60s, King was that apostle, and he will be a source of fascination and veneration as long as the American story is told.
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			In that last Sunday sermon in Washington in 1968, King spoke of America, and of her obligations. To whom much is given, the scriptures tell us, much is expected—of individuals and of nations. “One day we will have to stand before the God of history and we will talk in terms of things we’ve done,” King preached. “Yes, we will be able to say we built gargantuan bridges to span the seas, we built gigantic buildings to kiss the skies. Yes, we made our submarines to penetrate oceanic depths. We brought into being many other things with our scientific and technological power.”

			It was a message that united politics and faith. King continued: “It seems that I can hear the God of history saying, ‘That was not enough! But I was hungry, and ye fed me not. I was naked, and ye clothed me not. I was devoid of a decent sanitary house to live in, and ye provided no shelter for me. And consequently, you cannot enter the kingdom of greatness. If ye do it unto the least of these, my brethren, ye do it unto me.’ That’s the question facing America today.”

			

			—

			
			By Thursday evening King was dead. When Johnson learned of King’s assassination, he telephoned Coretta Scott King and appealed to the country for calm. The next day, Friday, April 5, the president attended a memorial service for the slain King at the National Cathedral. On returning to the White House, Johnson announced a national day of mourning. “The dream of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,” the president said, “has not died with him.”

			On the road in Indianapolis on the evening King was shot, Robert Kennedy, who was seeking the Democratic presidential nomination, learned about the assassination from R. W. Apple, Jr., of The New York Times. Wearing an overcoat that had belonged to his brother Jack, RFK broke the news to an inner-city crowd. “What we need in the United States,” he said, “is not division; what we need in the United States is not hatred; what we need in the United States is not violence and lawlessness; but is love and wisdom and compassion toward one another, and a feeling of justice toward those who still suffer within our country, whether they be white or whether they be black.”

			Even then the fates were not yet satisfied. In April, Jacqueline Kennedy had shared a premonition of disaster. “Do you know what I think will happen to Bobby?” she asked Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. “The same thing that happened to Jack….There is so much hatred in this country.” She was proved correct in June, when RFK was gunned down in the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles after winning the California primary. Back in the ballroom, a woman screamed, “No, God, no. It’s happened again.”

			The fear that the world was out of balance helped Richard Nixon, who had only narrowly lost to John F. Kennedy eight years earlier, prevail, also narrowly, in November against Hubert Humphrey. The dynamics of the ’68 campaign resonate still: Nixon—advised, among others, by Roger Ailes, who would go on to found the Fox News Channel—campaigned on a cultural populism, arguing that elites and implying that minorities were undercutting American greatness. That November, running on a third-party ticket, George Wallace carried 13.5 percent of the popular vote nationally and won five states: Alabama, Louisiana, Georgia, Arkansas, and Mississippi, giving him forty-six electoral votes. It was not a bad starting point for a subsequent populist candidate who would tell voters that walls and tariffs would bring back the America they thought they had once known.

			

			—

			
			At noon on Monday, January 20, 1969, Richard Nixon stood on the East Portico of the Capitol to take the oath of office as the nation’s thirty-seventh president. To the side, wearied by an inconclusive war in Southeast Asia and exhausted from the toil of seeking to build a Great Society at home, Lyndon Johnson found his mind ranging widely. “The magnitude of the job dwarfs every man who aspires to it,” Johnson recalled in his memoirs. “Every man who occupies the position has to strain to the utmost of his ability to fill it. I believe that every man who ever occupied it, within his inner self, was humble enough to realize that no living mortal has ever possessed all the required qualifications.”

			Johnson had done the best he could, he recalled, the very best. “Scholars have been defining and refining the role of the President for almost two centuries,” he recalled. “At the core of all those definitions one basic tenet remains: The job of the President is to set priorities for the nation, and he must set them according to his own judgment and his own conscience….If the Presidency can be said to have been employed and to have been enjoyed, I had employed it to the utmost, and I had enjoyed it to the limit.”

			Though much of his presidency was consumed by the war in Vietnam, Johnson’s domestic legacy is enormous. In addition to Medicare and the other legislation of the Great Society, he signed the landmark Immigration and Nationality Act on Liberty Island in 1965, eliminating the national-origins quotas in force since the early 1920s and opening the doors of the country more widely. And a single word in the 1964 Civil Rights Act—“sex”—included gender in the bill’s protections. The addition of women to the legislation helped give the rising women’s movement an important legislative victory as they fought for equality. 

			On the House floor on Wednesday, May 21, 1969, Representative Shirley Chisholm of New York spoke out in the spirit of the time to introduce the Equal Rights Amendment. (Which was first introduced in 1923, and would fail to be enacted despite years of activism.) “Mr. Speaker, when a young woman graduates from college and starts looking for a job, she is likely to have a frustrating and even demeaning experience ahead of her,” Chisholm said. “If she walks into an office for an interview, the first question she will be asked is, ‘Do you type?’ ” Chisholm continued:

			
				As a black person, I am no stranger to race prejudice. But the truth is that in the political world I have been far oftener discriminated against because I am a woman than because I am black.

				Prejudice against blacks is becoming unacceptable although it will take years to eliminate it. But it is doomed because, slowly, white America is beginning to admit that it exists. Prejudice against women is still acceptable. There is very little understanding yet of the immorality involved in double pay scales and the classification of most of the better jobs as “for men only.”…

				What we need are laws to protect working people, to guarantee them fair pay, safe working conditions, protection against sickness and layoffs, and provision for dignified, comfortable retirement. Men and women need these things equally. That one sex needs protection more than the other is a male supremacist myth as ridiculous and unworthy of respect as the white supremacist myths that society is trying to cure itself of at this time. 

			

			

			—

			Lyndon Johnson’s last public appearance, in late 1972, very nearly didn’t happen. The former president was scheduled to speak at a conference on civil rights on Tuesday, December 12, 1972, at the LBJ Presidential Library in Austin. The Hubert Humphreys were coming; so were the Earl Warrens. Congresswoman-elect Barbara Jordan of Houston was to be there, as was Congressman Henry Gonzalez of San Antonio, Vernon Jordan, and Julian Bond. Johnson was looking forward to it, but the night before the conference began, he was sick at his ranch sixty miles away in Stonewall. To make matters worse, a highly unusual winter storm had hit central Texas. The snow and the ice were so bad that the organizers in Austin were told the roads between Stonewall and Austin were impassable. “I was just heartsick at that,” Harry Middleton, the director of the LBJ library, recalled. 

			
			But Johnson, predictably, wasn’t interested in being told what couldn’t be done. First, he overruled his doctors when they advised him that he was too ill to leave the ranch that morning. “For Johnson,” the journalist Hugh Sidey recalled, “the night was filled with pain and restlessness.”

			“I was determined that he wasn’t going to attend that symposium, and the doctor insisted that he absolutely, positively could not go—but he went,” Lady Bird said. “I now realize it was all right that he went, because he knew what he was spending and had a right to decide how he wanted to spend it.” The willful former president, Sidey reported, “put on his dark-blue presidential suit and those flawlessly polished oxfords” and headed out into the stormy morning. Then, en route, Johnson grew frustrated with his driver and commandeered the wheel, pressing ahead through the snow and ice. 

			In his remarks at the library, Johnson—his hair longer now, his frame more stooped—spoke of how far the country had come, and how far it had to go. “The progress has been much too small,” he said. “I’m kind of ashamed of myself that I had six years and couldn’t do more. So let no one delude himself that his work is done. To be black or brown in a white society is not to stand on equal ground.”

			As Nick Kotz, who covered the event for The Washington Post, reported, two members of the audience jumped up to call for the conference to denounce President Nixon. Johnson returned to the podium and offered some final political counsel to the country. Here was the Johnson of old. “The fatigue of the night before seemed to drop away, the old adrenaline machine pumping back into action,” Sidey wrote. “Going to the microphone with his hands molding the air, he delivered one of his sermons on brotherhood and reason.” 

			Back at center stage, if only for a moment, Johnson said, “Let’s try to get our folks reasoning together and reasoning with Congress and with the Cabinet! Reason with the leadership and with the President!…And you don’t need to start off by saying he is terrible—because he doesn’t think he’s terrible. Start talking about how you believe that he wants to do what’s right and how you believe this is right, and you’ll be surprised how many who want to do what’s right will try to help you.”

			
			It was a word of pragmatic hope from a man who had seen the best and the worst of a nation he knew was capable, however dark the hour, of doing the right thing. He had seen it. He had done it. And he died, three weeks into the new year, believing it could always be done again.
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						On Sunday, June 29, 1947, at the Lincoln Memorial, Harry S. Truman became the first president to address a meeting of the NAACP. “I’m everybody’s President,” he told one white Southerner who challenged his civil rights program.

					

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
			CONCLUSION

			THE FIRST DUTY OF AN AMERICAN CITIZEN

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				The people have often made mistakes, but given time and the facts, they will make the corrections.

				—HARRY S. TRUMAN

				Begin with the little thing, and do not expect to accomplish anything without an effort.

				—THEODORE ROOSEVELT

				Great leaders we have had, but we could not have had great leaders unless they had a great people to follow. You cannot be a great leader unless the people are great.

				—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT
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			HARRY TRUMAN KNEW there’d be hell to pay, but he went ahead anyway. In the first months of 1948 he dispatched his ten-point civil rights program to Congress. It was a revolutionary call for a new day of fairness and equality, and the president framed his proposals as part and parcel of what Truman called “our American faith.”

			To be sure, like many of his countrymen, Truman was no saint on matters of race. Truman used racial slurs in private, and in 1911, while courting his future wife, Bess, he wrote her that he was “strongly of the opinion that negroes ought to be in Africa, yellow men in Asia and white men in Europe and America.” A child of border state Missouri, he was the descendant of slave owners who loved Robert E. Lee and hated Abraham Lincoln. And after his White House years Truman at times sounded reactionary, dismissing the March on Washington as “silly” and speculating that demonstrations against Jim Crow were inspired by Communists.

			
			But as president of the United States, he saw his duty whole. Truman’s work on civil rights, including his focus on lynching and his decision to integrate the American military, was in part driven by his horror over brutal attacks like one in South Carolina, where a severe police beating to the face of a newly discharged black soldier had blinded the man. “My God!” Truman said. “I had no idea it was as terrible as that! We’ve got to do something!” In his public capacity he transcended the limitations of his personal background. “My forebears were Confederates….But my very stomach turned over when I learned that Negro soldiers, just back from overseas, were being dumped out of Army trucks in Mississippi and being beaten,” he told Democratic leaders. “Whatever my inclinations as a native of Missouri might have been, as President I know this is bad. I shall fight to end evils like this.”

			In his 1948 message on civil rights Truman was doing just that. “We believe that all men are created equal and that they have the right to equal justice under law,” the president wrote to Congress. “We believe that all men have the right to freedom of thought and of expression and the right to worship as they please. We believe that all men are entitled to equal opportunities for jobs, for homes, for good health and for education. We believe that all men should have a voice in their government and that government should protect, not usurp, the rights of the people.” 

			Hence the need for federal action to fulfill the nation’s promise on voting, employment, housing, criminal justice, and public accommodations. Southerners, in particular, were aghast; the Speaker of the Mississippi House of Representatives, Walter Sillers, said Truman was proposing “damnable, communistic, unconstitutional, anti-American, anti-Southern legislation.” At a White House luncheon for the executive committee of the Democratic National Committee, a committeewoman from Alabama, Mrs. Leonard Thomas, confronted the president.

			“I want to take a message back to the South,” Mrs. Thomas said to Truman. “Can I tell them you’re not ramming miscegenation down our throats? That you’re for all the people, not just the North?”

			
			The president thought the moment right for a history lesson. Then and there, in front of the leaders of his party in a contentious time just ahead of a closely fought presidential election, Truman reached for American scripture—the Bill of Rights.

			Taking a copy of the Constitution from his pocket, the president, in his flat Missouri accent, began to read. “ ‘Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances,’ ” Truman said, then moved on from amendment to amendment, enumerating the liberties of the people—all of the people. When he finished, he declared himself immovable on civil rights.

			“I’m everybody’s president,” Truman told Mrs. Thomas. “I take back nothing of what I propose and make no excuses for it.” A White House waiter, an African American, was said to have become so animated by the tense exchange that he inadvertently knocked a cup of coffee out of Truman’s hands.

			“Those—the Bill of Rights—applies to everybody in this country,” Truman said, still addressing his visitor from Alabama, and “don’t you ever forget it.” Recalling the moment years later, Truman laughed. “I was just thinking of that old woman’s face when I started reading her the Bill of Rights,” he said. “It was quite a sight….But you know something? It’s not a bad idea to read those ten amendments every once in a while. Not enough people do, and that’s one of the reasons we’re in the trouble we’re in.”

			

			—

			In his long retirement in Independence—he lived for nearly twenty years after leaving the White House—Truman often mused about history and the presidency. Dictating to his secretary or to his wife or daughter and in scribbled notes to himself, the thirty-third president was characteristically plainspoken. “You never can tell what’s going to happen to a man until he gets to a place of responsibility,” Truman observed. “You just can’t tell in advance, whether you’re talking about a general in the field in a military situation or the manager of a large farm or a bank officer or a president….You’ve just got to pick the man you think is best on the basis of his past history and the views he expresses on present events and situations, and then you sit around and do a lot of hoping and if you’re inclined that way, a certain amount of praying.”

			
			You just can’t tell. Sobering words, but we still have to try, or else the whole democratic enterprise becomes even less intelligible than it already is. History—which is all we have to go on—suggests that a president’s vices and his virtues matter enormously, for politics is a human, not a clinical, undertaking. So, too, do the vices and virtues of the people at large, for leadership is the art of the possible, and possibility is determined by whether generosity can triumph over selfishness in the American soul.

			It’s easy to be cynical about, and dismissive of, such a view. But if natives and newcomers alike can live up to the American idea of inclusion, then our best instincts will carry the day against our worst. To think this angle of vision hokey fails to take the common sense of our history into account. As a matter of observable fact, the United States, through its sporadic adherence to its finest aspirations, is the most durable experiment in pluralistic republicanism the world has known. Other national revolutions have descended into dictatorship and persecution; ours has produced enviable, if fragile, democratic institutions.

			In the main, the America of the twenty-first century is, for all its shortcomings, freer and more accepting than it has ever been. If that weren’t the case, right-wing populist attacks on immigrants and the widening mainstream wouldn’t be so ferocious. A tragic element of history is that every advance must contend with forces of reaction. In the years after Lincoln, the America that emancipated its enslaved population endured an uneven Reconstruction and a century of regional revanchism. Under Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, the America that was rapidly industrializing and embracing many progressive reforms was plagued by theories of racial superiority and fears of the “other” that kept us from acting on the implications of the promise of the country. In the age of Franklin Roosevelt and of Harry Truman, the America that rescued capitalism, redefined the role of the state to lift up the weakest among us, and defeated fascism fell victim to racial hysteria and interned innocent Americans of Japanese descent. Truman and Eisenhower played critical roles in building an America of broadening wealth, and there was the beginning of progress on civil rights, in roughly the same years the country was roiled by McCarthyism and right-wing conspiracy theories.

			
			The only way to make sense of this eternal struggle is to understand that it is just that: an eternal struggle. And the only way to come to that understanding is by knowing the history that’s shaped us. “The next generation never learns anything from the previous one until it’s brought home with a hammer,” Truman once said. “I’ve wondered why the next generation can’t profit from the generation before but they never do until they get knocked in the head by experience.”

			So what can we, in our time, learn from the past, even while we’re getting knocked in the head? That the perfect should not be the enemy of the good. That compromise is the oxygen of democracy. And that we learn the most from those who came before not by gazing up at them uncritically or down on them condescendingly but by looking them in the eye and taking their true measure as human beings, not as gods.

			Which brings us to the moral utility of history. It is tempting to feel superior to the past. But as Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., once said, “Righteousness is easy, also cheap, in retrospect.” When we condemn posterity for slavery, or for Native American removal, or for denying women their full role in the life of the nation, we ought to pause and think: What injustices are we perpetuating even now that will one day face the harshest of verdicts by those who come after us? One of the points of reflecting on the past is to prepare us for action in the present.

			As Truman knew—and the visiting Southerner, to her discomfort, learned at that White House luncheon—the presidency offers possibilities for such action that are both dazzling and daunting. “The President,” Woodrow Wilson wrote, “is at liberty, both in law and conscience, to be as big a man as he can.” In an echo of that point, in his speech at American University in June 1963 proposing a ban on nuclear testing, JFK said, “Man can be as big as he wants.”

			Or as small. One risk we always face can grow out of the anger of crowds—literal and, in our own time, also virtual—of the alienated and the emboldened. In 1935, W.E.B. Du Bois plumbed the mind and motives of the Ku Klux Klan, and indeed of mobs and mass movements driven by fear in all times and at all places. “The method of force which hides itself in secrecy is a method as old as humanity,” Du Bois wrote. “The kind of thing that men are afraid or ashamed to do openly, and by day, they accomplish secretly, masked, and at night….How is it that men who want certain things done by brute force can so often depend upon the mob?”

			

			—

			
			The better presidents do not cater to such forces; they conquer them with a breadth of vision that speaks to the best parts of our soul. None of these men was without fault. For generations Democrats provided many of the most strident segregationists, particularly from the South, a political home, and for the past half century or so, too many Republicans have used coded racial appeals to win votes. Still, they—and we—have also had the ability to rise above their baser impulses.

			A masterful performer, Ronald Reagan came to power during what his predecessor, Jimmy Carter, called a “crisis of confidence” in a country suffering from high inflation and interest rates at home and worries about weakness abroad. Reagan had spent his pre-political days as a radio sportscaster and as a movie actor and had a remarkable ability to capture great and elusive truths. In a 1985 speech honoring the memory of John F. Kennedy, Reagan let his vivid imagination take flight in describing life in the White House. “Sometimes I want to say to those who are still in school, and who sometimes think that history is a dry thing that lives in a book: Nothing is ever lost in that great house; some music plays on,” Reagan said. 

			
				I’ve even been told that late at night when the clouds are still and the moon is high, you can just about hear the sound of certain memories brushing by. You can almost hear, if you listen close, the whir of a wheelchair rolling by and the sound of a voice calling out, “And another thing, Eleanor!” Turn down a hall and you hear the brisk strut of a fellow saying, “Bully! Absolutely ripping!” Walk softly now and you’re drawn to the soft notes of a piano and a brilliant gathering in the East Room, where a crowd surrounds a bright young president who is full of hope and laughter. I don’t know if this is true, but it’s a story I’ve been told. And it’s not a bad one, because it reminds us that history is a living thing that never dies.

			
In his Farewell Address in January 1989, Reagan addressed himself to America’s generosity of spirit in his evocation of John Winthrop’s “city upon a hill”—an image, in a sign of some consistency of thought among those who have led the nation, that John Kennedy had cited in his 1961 speech to the Massachusetts legislature as he prepared to leave for his inauguration in Washington. “I’ve spoken of the shining city all my political life,” Reagan said, “but I don’t know if I ever quite communicated what I saw when I said it.” He went on:

			
				But in my mind it was a tall, proud city built on rocks stronger than oceans, windswept, God-blessed, and teeming with people of all kinds living in harmony and peace; a city with free ports that hummed with commerce and creativity. And if there had to be city walls, the walls had doors and the doors were open to anyone with the will and the heart to get here. That’s how I saw it, and see it still….And she’s still a beacon, still a magnet for all who must have freedom, for all the pilgrims from all the lost places who are hurtling through the darkness, toward home.

			

			In 1995, when Timothy McVeigh, darkly inspired by anti-Semitism, white nationalism, and antigovernment sentiment, bombed the federal building in Oklahoma City, killing 168, including 19 children in the facility’s day-care center, leaders of both major parties said and did the right things. “Let us let our own children know that we will stand against the forces of fear,” President Clinton told mourners in Oklahoma City. “When there is talk of hatred, let us stand up and talk against it. When there is talk of violence, let us stand up and talk against it. In the face of death, let us honor life. As St. Paul admonished us, Let us ‘not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.’ ”

			In those terrible weeks, the National Rifle Association dispatched a fund-raising letter that targeted not the murderers of innocents but federal agents whom the gun lobby’s leadership derided as “jackbooted thugs.” Reading the missive, former president George H. W. Bush, a life member, resigned from the group. “To attack Secret Service agents or A.T.F. people or any government law enforcement people as ‘wearing Nazi bucket helmets and black storm trooper uniforms’ wanting to ‘attack law abiding citizens’ is a vicious slander on good people,” Bush wrote, adding that “your broadside against Federal agents deeply offends my own sense of decency and honor; and it offends my concept of service to country.” The forty-first president asked that his name be permanently removed from the rolls of the NRA.

			
			Clinton and Bush: There, from two men of different generations, different philosophies, different temperaments, came unambiguous words of denunciation in a time of national crisis over hate and extremism. The same spirit animated George W. Bush when, six years later, he insisted that America’s war on terror was not a war against all of Islam. “The terrorists are traitors to their own faith, trying, in effect, to hijack Islam itself,” Bush 43 said. “The enemy of America is not our many Muslim friends; it is not our many Arab friends. Our enemy is a radical network of terrorists, and every government that supports them.”

			Three days after the terrorist attacks of Tuesday, September 11, 2001, with thousands dead and many missing, never to be found, Bush climbed the steps of the lectern at Washington’s National Cathedral to speak of America’s resolve. But he was pastoral, too, acknowledging the loss of the hour and summoning the forces of love. “Our purpose as a nation is firm,” Bush said, continuing: 

			
				Yet, our wounds as a people are recent and unhealed and lead us to pray. In many of our prayers this week, there is a searching and an honesty. At St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York on Tuesday, a woman said, “I prayed to God to give us a sign that He is still here.”…There are prayers that help us last through the day or endure the night. There are prayers of friends and strangers that give us strength for the journey. And there are prayers that yield our will to a will greater than our own.

			

			A pause, and then Bush said: “This world He created is of moral design. Grief and tragedy and hatred are only for a time. Goodness, remembrance, and love have no end. And the Lord of life holds all who die and all who mourn.”

			
				
					[image: U.S. President John F. Kennedy, right, confers with his brother Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy at the White House in Washington, D.C., on Oct. 1, 1962 during the buildup of military tensions between the U.S. and the Soviet Union that became Cuban missile crisis later that month.  (AP Photo)]
				

				
					
						For Robert and John Kennedy, both martyred in the turbulent 1960s, politics was at once the most pragmatic and idealistic of undertakings. Here, a photographer captured an image of the brothers outside the Oval Office on the eve of the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962.

					

				

			

			In Charleston, South Carolina, in 2015, late in the presidency of Barack Obama, a young white supremacist armed with a .45-caliber Glock pistol murdered nine innocents during a Bible study group at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church. As the president eulogized one of the victims, the Reverend Clementa Pinckney, Obama spoke of hope and hate and history. 

			“According to the Christian tradition, grace is not earned,” the president said. “Grace is not merited. It’s not something we deserve. Rather, grace is the free and benevolent favor of God as manifested in the salvation of sinners and the bestowal of blessings. Grace—as a nation, out of this terrible tragedy, God has visited grace upon us for he has allowed us to see where we’ve been blind. He has given us the chance, where we’ve been lost, to find our best selves.”

			Action had to follow words. “For too long, we’ve been blind to the way past injustices continue to shape the present,” Obama said. “Perhaps we see that now. Perhaps this tragedy causes us to ask some tough questions about how we can permit so many of our children to languish in poverty or attend dilapidated schools or grow up without prospects for a job or for a career. Perhaps it causes us to examine what we’re doing to cause some of our children to hate.”

			
			Suddenly, unexpectedly, Obama began to sing the old hymn:

			
				Amazing grace! How sweet the sound,

				That saved a wretch; like me!

				I once was lost, but now am found,

				Was blind, but now I see.

			

			

			—

			Progress—redemption, even—was possible in this hour of grief. “We may not have earned it, this grace, with our rancor and complacency and short-sightedness and fear of each other, but we got it all the same,” Obama said. “He gave it to us anyway. He’s once more given us grace. But it is up to us now to make the most of it, to receive it with gratitude and to prove ourselves worthy of this gift.”

			Even by the standards of the presidency, the day Obama spoke in Charleston was a full one. That morning, before he had gone to South Carolina, he had received word that the Supreme Court had ruled in favor of same-sex marriage. “Our nation was founded on a bedrock principle that we are all created equal,” Obama said in the Rose Garden. “The project of each generation is to bridge the meaning of those founding words with the realities of changing times—a never-ending quest to ensure those words ring true for every single American. Progress on this journey often comes in small increments, sometimes two steps forward, one step back, propelled by the persistent effort of dedicated citizens. And then sometimes, there are days like this when that slow, steady effort is rewarded with justice that arrives like a thunderbolt.” The ruling, he said, “reaffirmed that all Americans are entitled to the equal protection of the law…regardless of who they are or who they love.”

			It was a watershed. “I know change for many of our LGBT brothers and sisters must have seemed so slow for so long,” Obama said, adding: 

			
				But compared to so many other issues, America’s shift has been so quick. I know that Americans of goodwill continue to hold a wide range of views on this issue. Opposition in some cases has been based on sincere and deeply held beliefs. All of us who welcome today’s news should be mindful of that fact; recognize different viewpoints; revere our deep commitment to religious freedom. But today should also give us hope that on the many issues with which we grapple, often painfully, real change is possible. Shifts in hearts and minds is possible.

			

			

			—

			
			In his postpresidential notes, Harry Truman was candid about the tricky nature of democracy. Yes, much of the nation’s fate lies in the hands of the president, but the voters have the ultimate authority. “The country has to awaken every now and then to the fact that the people are responsible for the government they get,” Truman wrote. “And when they elect a man to the presidency who doesn’t take care of the job, they’ve got nobody to blame but themselves.”

			As usual, the old man was on to something. Truman had immense regard for FDR’s longtime adviser Harry Hopkins, who also believed the followers mattered as much as the leader. “God damn it,” Hopkins had told Robert Sherwood on the day of FDR’s White House funeral, “now we’ve got to get to work on our own. This is where we’ve really got to begin. We’ve had it too easy all this time, because we knew he was there, and we had the privilege of being able to get to him….Well—he isn’t here now, and we’ve got to find a way to do things by ourselves.”

			Hopkins and Sherwood, though, were working in a national context of hope; FDR and Truman came out of the best of the American tradition of leadership. To those presidents the nation was rising, not falling. It was already great, and could be made greater. 

			In our own moment, fears of American decline are pervasive. But the imminence of chaos, of a nation torn asunder, of a country irretrievably lost is a long-standing political trope. “Commerce, luxury, and avarice have destroyed every republican government,” John Adams wrote in 1808. “We mortals cannot work miracles; we struggle in vain against the…course of nature.”

			Every generation tends to think of itself as uniquely challenged and under siege. The questions of the present assume outsize and urgent importance, for they are, after all, the questions that shape and suffuse the lives of those living in the moment. Humankind seems to be forever coping with crisis. Strike the “seems”: Humankind is forever coping with crisis, or believes it is, and will until what William Faulkner described as “the last red and dying evening.”

			
			We have managed, however, to survive the crises and vicissitudes of history. Our brightest hours are almost never as bright as we like to think; our glummest moments are rarely as irredeemable as they feel at the time. How, then, in an hour of anxiety about the future of the country, at a time when a president of the United States appears determined to undermine the rule of law, a free press, and the sense of hope essential to American life, can those with deep concerns about the nation’s future enlist on the side of the angels?

			
				ENTER THE ARENA

				The battle begins with political engagement itself. Theodore Roosevelt put it best: “The first duty of an American citizen, then, is that he shall work in politics; his second duty is that he shall do that work in a practical manner; and his third is that it shall be done in accord with the highest principles of honor and justice.” 

				Those who disdain the arena are unilaterally disarming themselves in the great contests of the soul, for they are cutting themselves off, childishly, from what Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., called the “passion and action” of the age. Politicians will disappoint; that’s inevitable. But they will also, from time to time, thrill. “Every man who has been in practical politics,” TR remarked, “grows to realize that politicians, big and little, are no more all of them bad than they are all of them good.” One need not become a candidate (though that’s certainly an option worth considering) or a political addict hooked on every twist and every turn and every tweet. But the paying of attention, the expressing of opinion, and the casting of ballots are foundational to living up to the obligations of citizenship in a republic.

				To believe something creates an obligation to make that belief known and to act upon it within the arena. Politicians are far more often mirrors of public sentiment than they are molders; that is the nature of things in a popular government and should be a source of hope for those who long for a change of presidents or of policy. In The English Constitution, Walter Bagehot defined public opinion as “the secret pervading disposition of society” that reveals itself in elections, and James Bryce, in The American Commonwealth, argued that “hereditary monarchs were strong because they reigned by a right of their own, not derived from the people. A President is strong for the exactly opposite reason, because his rights come straight from the people…Nowhere is the rule of public opinion so complete as in America, or so direct.”

				
				Skepticism about the incumbent authority of the moment is embedded in our character, for what was the American Revolution but one of history’s largest and boldest acts of reform in the cause of progress? “The spirit of resistance to government is so valuable on certain occasions that I wish it to be always kept alive,” Thomas Jefferson wrote Abigail Adams in the winter of 1787. “It will often be exercised when wrong, but better so than not to be exercised at all. I like a little rebellion now and then. It is like a storm in the Atmosphere.” So long as the resistance was informed by fact and executed with integrity, Jefferson believed, all would be well.

			

			
				RESIST TRIBALISM

				Engagement, especially at a time of heightened conflict, has its perils: Those motivated by what they see as extremism on the other side are likely to view politics not as a mediation of difference but as total warfare where no quarter can be given. The country works best, however, when we resist such tribal inclinations. “We know instinctively,” Jane Addams wrote, “that if we grow contemptuous of our fellows and consciously limit our intercourse to certain kinds of people whom we have previously decided to respect, we not only tremendously circumscribe our range of life, but limit the scope of our ethics.”

				Ever practical, Eleanor Roosevelt offered a prescription to guard against tribal self-certitude. “It is not only important but mentally invigorating to discuss political matters with people whose opinions differ radically from one’s own,” she wrote. “For the same reason, I believe it is a sound idea to attend not only the meetings of one’s own party but of the opposition. Find out what people are saying, what they are thinking, what they believe. This is an invaluable check on one’s own ideas….If we are to cope intelligently with a changing world, we must be flexible and willing to relinquish opinions that no longer have any bearing on existing conditions.” If Mrs. Roosevelt were writing today, she might put it this way: Don’t let any single cable network or Twitter feed tell you what to think.

				
				Wisdom generally comes from a free exchange of ideas, and there can be no free exchange of ideas if everyone on your side already agrees with one another. “I have been fiercely partisan in politics and always militantly liberal,” Harry Truman recalled. “I will be that way as long as I live. Yet I think we would lose something important to our political life if the conservatives were all in one party and the liberals all in the other. This would make us a nation divided either into two opposing and irreconcilable camps or into even smaller and more contentious groups.”

			

			
				RESPECT FACTS AND DEPLOY REASON

				There is such a thing as discernible reality. Facts, as John Adams once said, are stubborn things, and yet too many Americans are locked into their particular vision of the world, choosing this view or that perspective based not on its grounding in fact but on whether it’s a view or perspective endorsed by the leaders one follows. “The dictators of the world say that if you tell a lie often enough, why, people will believe it,” Truman wrote. “Well, if you tell the truth often enough, they’ll believe it and go along with you.”

				To reflexively resist one side or the other without weighing the merits of a given issue is all too common—and all too regrettable. By closing our minds to the even remote possibility that a political leader with whom we nearly always disagree might have a point about a particular matter is to preemptively surrender the capacity of the mind to shape our public lives. Of course, it may be that you believe, after consideration, that the other side is wrong—but at least take a minute to make sure. To expect to get everything you want simply because you want it is to invite frustration. Reform is slow work, and it is for neither the fainthearted nor the impatient.

			

			
				
				FIND A CRITICAL BALANCE

				“Wherever the people are well informed they can be trusted with their own government,” Jefferson wrote in 1789, adding: “Whenever things get so far wrong as to attract their notice, they may be relied on to set them to rights.” Being informed is more than knowing details and arguments. It also entails being humble enough to recognize that only on the rarest of occasions does any single camp have a monopoly on virtue or on wisdom.

				American presidents are not mythic figures. They are human beings, with good days and bad days, flashes of genius and the occasional dumb idea, alternately articulate and tongue-tied. If we are sympathetic rather than blindly condemnatory or celebratory, we will, I believe, help create a more rational political climate. One evening in 1962, as part of a series of what the Kennedys called “Hickory Hill seminars” (they had started at RFK’s house in McLean, Virginia) in which a small group of high-ranking officials would have dinner and listen to an informal lecture by a visiting scholar, the historian David Herbert Donald was chatting with President Kennedy and other guests in the Yellow Oval Room. The conversation turned to presidential rankings, and Kennedy burst out: “No one has a right to grade a President—even poor James Buchanan—who has not sat in his chair, examined the mail and information that came across his desk, and learned why he made his decisions.”

				Theodore H. White, the Time-Life writer who helped create the modern genre of presidential campaign books in which the quest for the American presidency has Arthurian tones, once defined what he called “the politician’s optic,” in which the hostile language in any press story leaps off the page while the positive recedes. By the same token, even the slightest compliment to an opponent “swells to double-size capitals” in the politician’s gaze. “This is an occupational disease of politicians,” White wrote, “just as it is for authors and actors, who similarly live by public approval or distaste.”

				Fair enough, but this injunction of TR’s remains resonant: “To announce that there must be no criticism of the president, or that we are to stand by the president, right or wrong, is not only unpatriotic and servile, but is morally treasonable to the American public.” Even with their manifold failings, journalists who seek to report and to illuminate rather than to opine and to divide are critical to a democracy. “Publicity is the very soul of justice,” the English philosopher Jeremy Bentham wrote. “It is the keenest spur to exertion, and the surest of all guards against impropriety….Without publicity, all other checks are fruitless: in comparison with publicity, all other checks are of small account.”

				
				JFK, despite his defensiveness with Professor Donald about criticism of the presidents, understood this large truth. In a Christmastime 1962 “Conversation with the President” in the Oval Office with three television network interviewers, Kennedy acknowledged the importance of a free press:

				
					I think [the press] is invaluable, even though…it is never pleasant to be reading things that are not agreeable news. But I would say that it is an invaluable arm of the Presidency….There is a terrific disadvantage [in] not having the abrasive quality of the press applied to you daily….Even though we never like it, and even though we wish they didn’t write it, and even though we disapprove, there isn’t any doubt that we could not do the job at all in a free society without a very, very active press.

				

			

			
				KEEP HISTORY IN MIND

				A grasp of the past can be orienting. “When the mariner has been tossed for many days in thick weather, and on an unknown sea, he naturally avails himself of the first pause in the storm, the earliest glance of the sun, to take his latitude, and ascertain how far the elements have driven him from his true course,” Senator Daniel Webster said in 1830. “Let us imitate this prudence, and before we float farther on the waves of this debate, refer to the point from which we departed, that we may at least be able to conjecture where we now are.”

				To remember Joe McCarthy, for instance, gives us a way to gauge demagoguery. Writing in 1959, five years after the senator’s fall, Richard Rovere reflected on the meaning of McCarthy. “I cannot easily conceive of circumstances in which McCarthy, either faulted as he was or freed of his disabling weaknesses, could have become President of the United States or could have seized the reins of power on any terms,” Rovere wrote. “To visualize him in the White House, one has, I think, to imagine a radical change in the national character and will and taste.” There was, though, no guarantee against such a radical change. “But if I am right in thinking we have been, by and large, lucky,” Rovere wrote, “there is no assurance that our luck will hold.” And it didn’t.

				
				The past and the present tell us, too, that demagogues can only thrive when a substantial portion of the demos—the people—want him to. In The American Commonwealth, James Bryce warned of the dangers of a renegade president. Bryce’s view was not that the individual himself, from the White House, could overthrow the Constitution. Disaster would come, Bryce believed, at the hands of a demagogic president with an enthusiastic public base. “A bold President who knew himself to be supported by a majority in the country, might be tempted to override the law, and deprive the minority of the protection which the law affords it,” Bryce wrote. “He might be a tyrant, not against the masses, but with the masses.” The cheering news is that hope is not lost. “The people have often made mistakes,” Harry Truman said, “but given time and the facts, they will make the corrections.”

				

				—

				Lincoln, who gave us the image of our better angels, should have the last word. “He was a president who understood people, and when it came time to make decisions, he was willing to take the responsibility and make those decisions no matter how difficult they were,” Truman wrote. “He had a good head and a great brain and a kind heart….He was the best kind of ordinary man, and when I say that he was an ordinary man, I mean that as high praise, not deprecation. That’s the highest praise you can give a man, that he’s one of the people and becomes distinguished in the service that he gives other people. I don’t know of any higher compliment you can pay a man than that.”

				In the summer of 1864, the 166th Ohio Regiment called at the White House. The volunteer infantry had seen action some weeks before when Confederate general Jubal Early—the Jubal Early who would, after Appomattox, become one of the most influential defenders of the Lost Cause through the miserable years of Reconstruction—had moved against Washington. Headquartered at Silver Spring, Maryland, in the country house of Francis Preston Blair, Early was, he recalled, “in sight of the dome of the Capitol.”

				
				The Federal troops mounted a stand at Fort Stevens, in northwest Washington, and held their ground. Lincoln, who observed the battle firsthand, came under enemy fire; “a man,” his secretary John Hay wrote, “was shot by his side.” Lincoln never flinched. “He stood there with a long frock coat and plug hat on, making a very conspicuous figure,” one observer recalled of the commander in chief. “Get down, you damn fool!” a young officer, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., of the Twentieth Massachusetts, was reputed to have snapped at the president.

				To the veterans returning to Ohio after the battle, Lincoln made some brief remarks as they prepared to go west. No one knew when the war would end; no one knew if Lincoln, who was facing reelection in November, would even be president in a matter of months. He spoke not with the poetry of Gettysburg, but his words on that August day said much about why the salvation of the Union would repay any price in blood and toil and treasure. The tall, tired president, his face heavily lined, his burdens unimaginable, was straightforward.

				“It is,” he said, “in order that each one of you may have, through this free government which we have enjoyed, an open field, and a fair chance for your industry, enterprise, and intelligence; that you may all have equal privileges in the race of life with all its desirable human aspirations—it is for this that the struggle should be maintained, that we may not lose our birthrights—not only for one, but for two or three years, if necessary.” And, finally: “The nation is worth fighting for, to secure such an inestimable jewel.”

				For all of our darker impulses, for all of our shortcomings, and for all of the dreams denied and deferred, the experiment begun so long ago, carried out so imperfectly, is worth the fight. There is, in fact, no struggle more important, and none nobler, than the one we wage in the service of those better angels who, however besieged, are always ready for battle.
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			THE ROOTS OF THIS BOOK can be traced to a Sunday afternoon call I received from Nancy Gibbs, then the editor in chief of Time, who reached out to ask me if I had anything to say about the terrible events in Charlottesville, Virginia, in August 2017. As a Southerner who grew up on Missionary Ridge, the Civil War battlefield, I could still find minié balls in our yard as late as the 1970s and ’80s. William Faulkner’s observation in Requiem for a Nun—that “The past is never dead; it’s not even past”—has always struck me as one of the great truths, and the American battles over power and race and history have proven Faulkner right with astonishing regularity.

			The result of the call from Nancy was an essay that formed the genesis of this larger project. For Time that week, I explored several different eras in which a politics of fear seemed to triumph, at least temporarily, over hope. That tension is a defining one in American history, and I soon decided that the subject merited a fuller treatment.

			For careful students of history, some of these stories may be familiar, but if we have learned anything in recent years—years in which the president of the United States has taken pride in his deliberate lack of acquaintance with the most essential historical elements of his office—it is that even the most basic facts of our common past repay attention. “Eternal vigilance,” it has been long said, “is the price of liberty,” and a consciousness about what has worked—and what hasn’t—in previous eras is surely a useful form of such vigilance. Such is my goal here.

			
			In addition to my work for Time, I have also drawn on a series of essays that I wrote for The New York Times Book Review on books that, while not fresh from the presses, seemed to me to speak to our current political and cultural moment, as well as Times op-ed columns. An interview I conducted with Congressman John Lewis for Garden & Gun magazine on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of Bloody Sunday at Selma, Alabama, was also helpful. I am grateful to my editors at these publications for the opportunities they have given me and for their permission to adapt that work for the present volume: Nancy Gibbs, Michael Duffy, Edward Felsenthal, Pamela Paul, James Bennet, James Dao, Clay Risen, Radhika Jones, David DiBenedetto, and Susan Ellingwood.

			A number of excellent historians, writers, and friends—the categories, I’m happy to say, are not mutually exclusive—generously took time to read the manuscript (or parts of it) and offer wise counsel: Annette Gordon-Reed, Eric Foner, David Oshinsky, John Milton Cooper, Jr., Walter Isaacson, Amity Shlaes, Tom Brokaw, Ken Burns, John Huey, Julia Reed, Jonathan Karp, Rushad Thomas, and Jerry L. Wallace. Thanks, too, to Corey Robin, whose Fear: The History of a Political Idea, was essential, and to Jeffrey Engel, Howard Fineman, and Ann McDaniel. I benefitted greatly from the observations of Nicholas S. Zeppos and John Geer of Vanderbilt University, both of whom had to listen to more of my musings about the project than I suspect either of them would have liked, but they never let on, for which I’m grateful. Lamar Alexander, who once taught a course on “The American Character and America’s Government” at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, kindly shared his work on the subject with me. I also owe an ancient debt to Charles Peters, and to the late Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. Their books and essays informed my argument at nearly every step of the way.

			Michael Hill, my friend and colleague, is a master of the craft of research, and his energy, experience, and good cheer are at once enviable and unique. Jack Bales performed his usual bibliographic magic; Merrill Fabry fact-checked the manuscript with intelligence and insight; Abigail Abrams, the initial researcher on the original Time essay, provided invaluable assistance.

			At Vanderbilt, where I am privileged to teach, I am indebted to David Eric Lewis, the chair of the Department of Political Science, and to Sam Girgus. For their grace in matters large and small, I am grateful to Amanda Urban, Will Byrd, Ratu Kamlani, Jean Becker, Freddy Ford, Barbara DiVittorio, Ann Patchett, Sally Quinn, Andrew Mead, Rachel Adler, Kate Childs, Jack Rose, Pamela Carter, Margaret Shannon, and Andy Brennan.

			
			Random House has been my publishing home for two decades and seven books. Gina Centrello remains a force to be reckoned with, though I don’t advise it; better, in my experience, to do as she says in the beginning, because she always prevails in the end. Which is a good thing, for her instincts and insights are spot-on. She is a matchless friend and leader.

			Wise, gracious, and tireless, Kate Medina is the best. Most writers say this about their editors, but I know this: I would never want to publish without her. The same holds true of the larger Random House team: Tom Perry, Susan Kamil, Andy Ward, Benjamin Dreyer, Dennis Ambrose, Erica Gonzalez, Anna Pitoniak, Joe Perez, Simon Sullivan, Leigh Marchant, Andrea DeWerd, Sally Marvin, Barbara Fillon, Mary Moates, and Porscha Burke. I am also grateful to Carol Poticny and Fred Courtright. My copy editor, Michelle Daniel, was characteristically indispensable. 
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				In his eloquence, Webster had defined the notion of a perpetual union. Jackson was grateful, and he put the senator’s oratory into action in late 1832 and early 1833.
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