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Introduction

When Ronald Reagan was elected president of the United States in November 1980, he pledged to restore certain old-fashioned values to public life: patriotism and piety, hard work and thrift. To underscore the point, one of the first changes he made on entering the White House in January was to take down the portraits of Thomas Jefferson and Harry Truman in the Cabinet Room and put up those of Dwight Eisenhower and Calvin Coolidge.1

Reagan’s choice of the genial, avuncular Eisenhower most Americans could understand, if not necessarily endorse. In contrast, the exaltation of Coolidge appeared, at best, idiosyncratic. President from 1923, when he acceded to the office upon the sudden death of Warren Harding, until 1929, when he retired after forswearing a second full term, Coolidge was enormously popular throughout his tenure—an icon of his era every bit as much as Charles Lindbergh, Babe Ruth, or Charlie Chaplin. Yet by 1981 the long-departed Yankee Republican figured only marginally in the history books and even less so in the nation’s collective memory. Coolidge’s popular reputation, such as it was, had hardened into a cartoon—one that endures today.

Coolidge has become the grim-faced “Silent Cal”—Theodore Roosevelt’s daughter Alice made famous the judgment that he looked “as if he had been weaned on a pickle”—and a consummately passive president. “His ideal day,” mocked his contemporary
H. L. Mencken, “is one on which nothing whatever happens.” He is still remembered as he was seen by the “smart set” of the 1920s—intellectuals and writers like Mencken, Walter Lippmann, and William Allen White—who berated him as a mediocrity and a stooge of the business class. In popular culture, Coolidge survived not in weighty biographies but tucked away in novels such as Nathanael West’s 1934 gem, A Cool Million, which parodies Coolidge as the former president Shagpoke Whipple, whose Horatio Alger-style platitudes, in the desperation of the Depression, curdle into fascism. With his nineteenth-century regard for individual integrity, esteem for business, and taste for small government, Coolidge has stood distant and indistinct across the chasm introduced into history by the New Deal and World War II.2

Yet to Ronald Reagan, who was a teenager during Coolidge’s presidency, Silent Cal remained a hero, “one of our most underrated presidents.” Throughout his two terms in office, Reagan perused Coolidge speeches and biographies; after his 1985 cancer surgery, Reagan was seen in his recovery room reading a book about Silent Cal. His staff brought to the White House the conservative writer Thomas Silver, whose 1982 book Coolidge and the Historians argued that liberal scholars had given Coolidge a bum rap. Reagan agreed. “I happen to be an admirer of Silent Cal and believe he has been badly treated by history,” Reagan told a correspondent. “I’ve done considerable reading and researching of his presidency. He served his country well and accomplished much.” More important, Reagan drew on Coolidge’s homilies for his own statements, and in 1981, when he fired striking air traffic controllers, he took inspiration from Coolidge’s tough line in 1919 against striking Boston policemen.3

Other Reaganites similarly found a model in the neglected president. Wall Street Journal editorialist Jude Wanniski, the apostle of supply-side economics, viewed Coolidge as an unsung prophet. The columnist Robert Novak ranked Coolidge as his second favorite American leader—after Reagan, of course—and the Republican consultant Roger Stone hosted annual celebrations of the former president on July 4, which happened to be Silent Cal’s birthday. In
September 2006, the conservative Heritage Foundation hosted an evening entitled “Coolidge: A Life for Our Time,” featuring a premiere screening of “the first film ever made of the personal and political life of Calvin Coolidge.” Nonetheless, amid all the scholarly attention devoted of late to the founders of post-World War II conservatism, Coolidge and the avatars of the conservative prewar years have remained largely overlooked.4

Foremost among Coolidge’s achievements, for Reagan and his followers, were the economic policies he pursued, which helped maintain a robust prosperity for his five and a half years in office—but also contributed to the crash and Great Depression that followed. Reagan remembered only the upside. “He cut the taxes four times,” Reagan said in 1981 of Silent Cal. “We had probably the greatest growth and prosperity that we’ve ever known. And I have taken heed of that, because if he did nothing, maybe that’s the answer [for] the federal government.” Coolidge also succeeded in doing something that Reagan could not: he paid down the federal debt substantially—the last president to do so until Bill Clinton.5

To Reagan and his supporters, Coolidge represented an ideal. They shared with him not just a belief in small government but also its flip side: a faith in a mythic America in which hardworking, God-fearing neighbors buffered one another from hardship. Both men felt confident that private virtue could check the threat of moral decay brought on by modern changes. Where Reagan pined for the small towns of the 1920s, Coolidge waxed nostalgic for the nineteenth-century Vermont of his youth, a world of McGuffey’s Readers and toil on the farm, Congregationalist churches and town meetings. Less a censorious Puritan than a pious man of sentimental faith, Coolidge shunned the era’s new secularism as well as its resurgent fundamentalism; he saw religion as a source of virtue, not of division, oppression, or intellectual limitation.6

Business, likewise, was for him benign, not predatory. In the early decades of the twentieth century, Progressive Era reforms had countered some of the worst depredations of the unfettered capitalism of the Gilded Age. By the 1920s, a view was emerging that capitalists’
new sense of social responsibility would preclude the need for aggressive federal intervention in the marketplace. Coolidge shared this view. A believer in the regnant economic orthodoxy of Say’s Law—the notion, propounded by the French economist Jean-Baptiste Say, that supply creates its own demand—Coolidge held that industrial productivity, by generating prosperity, would serve the general good. Indeed, he equated the public interest not with some consensus brokered to satisfy competing social factions but with something close to the needs of industry itself. He wanted, as he once said, “to encourage business, not merely for its own sake but because that is the surest method of administering to the common good.”7

Coolidge famously summarized this philosophy in his January 1925 declaration to the American Society of Newspaper Editors: “The chief business of America is business.” Although sometimes caricatured as a sign of Coolidge’s obeisance to corporations, the statement actually contained a more subtle though still pro-business message. No apologist for raw laissez-faire, Coolidge believed that public-spiritedness was needed to counter the corrupting temptations of the profit motive. He was reminding the editors that they had to remain high-minded if the commercially driven newspaper business was to benefit the public. “The chief ideal of the American people,” he explained, “is idealism.” And Coolidge’s economic outlook was indeed idealistic.8

 


 



Besides sharing an idealized image of America, Ronald Reagan resembled Calvin Coolidge in another important sense. For all his paeans to an idyllic past, Reagan was decidedly forward-looking in several respects: his delight in a consumer society, his use of communications media to advance his goals, and his conception of presidential leadership. The same was true of Coolidge.

Although the fires of political progressivism cooled in the 1920s, social change and modernization continued. The sociologists Robert and Helen Lynd called the decade “one of the eras of greatest rapidity in change in the history of human institutions.” America was
plunging headlong into modernity, with its whirligig of jazz and speakeasies, Model Ts and skyscrapers, movies and radios, liberated women and the “New Negro.” The consumer economy was enshrining a habit of self-definition based on pleasure, leisure, and personal choice, displacing an older ethic of ascetic living and pride in one’s craft. Sitting aloof from it all in Washington, with his woolen suits, Victorian mores, and disapproving grimace, the dour Coolidge seemed to many a world apart. “We were smack in the middle of the Roaring Twenties, with hip flasks, joy rides, and bathtub gin parties setting the social standards,” wrote Edmund Starling, Coolidge’s Secret Service agent and daily walking companion. “The president was the antithesis of all this and he despised it.”9

But the president was no reactionary. He did not seek to stand athwart history yelling stop. If he helped mute public enthusiasm for activist government, he didn’t significantly roll back the gains of the Progressive Era any more than Eisenhower undid the New Deal or Reagan repealed the Great Society. And if he frowned upon the culture of the 1920s, he smiled contentedly at the rising living standards that made it all possible. Indeed, like his friends Henry Ford, the automaker who clung to ideals of an agrarian past while championing cutting-edge business practices, and Bruce Barton, the adman who reconciled the Christian ideal of salvation with the consumer culture’s imperative to spend and enjoy, Calvin Coolidge bridged the zeitgeists of two eras. His modern aspects, though under-appreciated, are as significant as his traditional ones.10

Coolidge hailed an economy of unprecedented dynamism—what observers were calling the “New Era.” As automation spelled the end of artisanal and skilled labor jobs (and as work became less a calling than a form of employment), shorter workweeks, increased leisure time, and rising living standards ushered in a new ethic of consumption. Productive and socially responsible industries, it was hoped—aided by technology and efficient management methods—would deliver material comfort to a growing number of citizens. Americans now placed their increasingly plentiful choices about what to buy for their homes, their families, and themselves at the
center of their identity. Spending and buying became a form of freedom under capitalism and a ticket to the good life. F. Scott Fitzgerald would call it “the greatest, gaudiest spree in history.” Others called it the Coolidge Prosperity.11

Notwithstanding his largely top-down conception of political economy, Coolidge took pride in the middle class’s acquisition of new amenities and its apparent attainment of the good life. He welcomed the go-go consumption even as he shared widespread fears about moral decay. Indeed, it was precisely by epitomizing old-fashioned values—by demonstrating that they could survive amid the new consumerism—that Coolidge was able to cheer on the New Era. He offered the public, Lippmann wrote, a “Puritanism de luxe, in which it is possible to praise all the classic virtues while continuing to enjoy all the modern conveniences.”12

Coolidge accommodated himself to a different aspect of modernity by speaking directly to the public to galvanize popular opinion behind his presidency. “Decisions in the modern state tend to be made by the interaction, not of Congress and the executive, but of public opinion and the executive,” Lippmann noted in 1920. “Government tends to operate by the impact of controlled opinion upon administration.” Like Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson before him, Coolidge governed mainly in this fashion, through what his aide Campbell Bascom Slemp called “direct reliance upon the mass of the people.” As his vice president, Charles Dawes, explained, “The popularity of Coolidge … is due to the fact that he, not [Congress], best understood the people and they him.”13

Coolidge’s frequent public appeals helped him maintain his popularity. His addresses were less finely reasoned arguments than reassuring homilies, but they disposed people to feel positively about him and the country. Indeed, for a supposedly silent man, many of the highlights of his life centered on speaking. He won praise for the valedictories he delivered to his high school and college classes, and the key piece of campaign literature in his gubernatorial and presidential bids was a collection of his speeches called Have Faith in Massachusetts. As president, he pioneered the use of radio to
broadcast major addresses, in which his high-pitched New England twang, however unimpressive it might have been in a large hall, pleased living-room listeners with its lack of pretension.

At first blush Coolidge’s reticence and the weight he placed on speaking seem contradictory. In fact, they help explain each other. Coolidge succeeded as a communicator precisely because he labored over his speeches, chose his words carefully, and kept his comments simple. “Above all, be brief,” he said in his inaugural address to the Massachusetts state senate as president of the body—advice he heeded himself. As president, he would prove a welcome contrast to his bombastic predecessor, Harding, whose typical speech the Democratic politician William McAdoo described as “an army of pompous phrases moving over the landscape in search of an idea.” Coolidge also indulged the White House press corps, which was growing in size and influence. He held 520 presidential press conferences, meeting with reporters more regularly than any chief executive before or since.14

Presaging the Hollywood stagecraft of Reagan’s White House, Coolidge also made use of newsreels, happily posing for cameras filming him performing chores at his Vermont homestead. The leading public relations men of his day—Bruce Barton, a close and trusted friend, and Edward Bernays, an occasional adviser—came to the White House bearing advice and schemes. Coolidge understood public relations not tactically but strategically, as a means for resting his presidency on broad popular support—making him, in this sense, a truly modern president.

 


 



Notwithstanding Coolidge’s frequent public comments, and the care that went into forging his “Silent Cal” image, his taciturnity was no myth: Coolidge was fiercely unrevealing about his personal thoughts and feelings. His speeches and press conferences, however copious, fail to shed much light on the inner man. According to one scholar’s analysis of twenty-two Coolidge speeches, the president used the word I only once in some 52,094 words. “What Coolidge
thinks of himself I daresay will never be known,” wrote Mencken. “His self-revelations have been so few and so wary that it is even difficult to guess. No august man of his station ever talked about himself less.” Even in private conversations, Coolidge kept his guard up. In a rare moment of self-disclosure, he once said that his inveterate shyness predated even the deaths of his mother and his sister, both of whom passed away when he was a boy.15

This interiority, which gave rise to talk of the “Coolidge enigma,” has long frustrated biographers. “In common with everyone else at Washington, I have been eager to pluck out the heart of Mr. Coolidge’s mystery, to discover what sort of a man he is, to establish a basis for appraisal,” wrote Edward Lowry in the New Republic magazine in 1921, shortly after Coolidge became vice president. “All in vain, for he has revealed nothing, disclosed nothing.” In the record handed down to later generations, he remains isolated, remote. Even the best biographies contain few examples of interactions with friends and aides, sustained glimpses of his social life, or evidence of his private thoughts. Though his wife, Grace, appears in some accounts, his two sons are nearly invisible. In Coolidge’s own autobiography, he mentions them four times apiece.16

Coolidge’s silence itself has to be appreciated as a telltale expression of his restrained character. “His outward reticence and aloofness,” wrote Edmund Starling, perceptively, “were part of a protective shell.” This reserve was evident to everyone who met him. Five feet nine inches tall, slender, with wispy sandy hair and a pallid complexion, Coolidge was moderately handsome but not imposing. He had fine, bony features, a strong cleft chin, pale blue eyes, and a thin downturned line of a mouth that gave him an undeniable air of sternness. “He was splendidly null,” wrote a friend from his lawyering days in Northampton, Massachusetts, before he rose to be governor, “apparently deficient in red corpuscles, with a peaked, wire-drawn expression.” Arizona congressman Lewis Douglas described him as looking “much like a wooden Indian except more tired-looking.” The plain demeanor and upright bearing seemed to reflect his deep-rooted rectitude and modesty.17


Described as “an eloquent listener,” one who “could be silent in five languages,” Coolidge never overcame his shyness. His fondness for cigars, a signature trait noted by many White House visitors, suggested a man who liked having his mouth stuffed so he didn’t have to speak; the journalist Bruce Bliven recalled an interview in which the president, in response to each question, would “tilt his head back, holding his long thin Yankee stogie at the angle of an anti-aircraft gun, and think.” “Life was largely a mental experience” for him, Starling wrote. Stories and wry comments about Coolidge’s taciturnity are legendary. One of the best known concerns the writer Dorothy Parker’s reaction to his death, in 1933. Informed of Coolidge’s passing, the Algonquin Table wit didn’t miss a beat: “How could they tell?” she asked.18

Coolidge’s muteness is especially striking because he chose an extrovert’s profession. But even in the world of politics he found justifications, both philosophical and tactical, for his reticence. “The words of the president have an enormous weight and ought not to be used indiscriminately,” he wrote in his autobiography, which is short and unrevealing. In dealing with callers, Coolidge told his successor, Herbert Hoover, silence truly is golden: “If you keep dead still, they will run down in three or four minutes. If you even cough or smile they will start up all over again.” To the financier Bernard Baruch, he gave similar counsel. “Well, Baruch, many times I say only ’yes’ or ‘no’ to people. Even this is too much. It winds them up for twenty minutes or more.” The silence redounded to his benefit. Coolidge’s reserve impressed the public as the hallmark of a safe, steady leader. It allowed different citizens to project onto him their own commonsense wisdom.19

Coolidge could be chatty on occasion. Though hardly a natural conversationalist, he charmed guests. One visitor, Cordell Hull, the chairman of the Democratic National Committee (and later Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s secretary of state), reported that in a meeting he had with Coolidge, the president “talked freely and easily … and was as affable as I could have wished.” To conclude, moreover, that because Coolidge was stiff he was also humorless is a mistake.
Indeed, the instances of Coolidge’s comic instinct sometimes crowd out serious discussions of his policies. One of his wife’s favorite tales was that of the hostess who, aware of the president’s reputation for pithiness, beseeched him at an event, “I made a bet today that I could get more than two words out of you.” Coolidge’s reply: “You lose.” As Will Rogers noted, “Mr. Coolidge had a more subtle humor than almost any public man I ever met.”20 In public and private, Coolidge honed an underappreciated wit whose soul truly was its brevity.a

Coolidge’s restraint surfaced in other ways, too. Intellectually, he was smart but never daring; Columbia University president Nicholas Murray Butler, who admired Coolidge, charged that he was “wholly lacking in imagination,” a harsh but not inaccurate assessment. Socially, he was withdrawn; serving as vice president when the office’s main duty was to lead the Senate, “he made no friends among the Senators,” wrote Oswald Garrison Villard in the Nation, “and ate his lunch from a tin box in a corner of a committee room.” Even in lighter moments, Coolidge remained poker-faced. “He never smiled when he was telling a joke or making a witty remark,” noted Starling.21

Coolidge matched this economy of speech with an economy of money—not just in the policies he promulgated but in his personal habits. He pared back opulent White House dinner menus and made cheese sandwiches for his bodyguard when they went on afternoon walks—grousing, perhaps in jest, that “I have to furnish the cheese.” Never an ideologue—he was too unreflective to fall prey to the seductions of an all-encompassing theory—Coolidge built his belief system on the Victorian virtues he had imbibed in his youth. Of course, teaching a boy that waste is a moral wrong, as
Coolidge’s father did, need not turn him into a fiscal conservative; but in Coolidge’s case, private and public parsimony shared common roots in the New England soil.22

They were connected, too, to Coolidge’s hands-off, solitary style of governing. “Coolidge had no cabinet of any kind,” said White House usher Irwin “Ike” Hoover, “he went [at] it alone in all things.” He convened no brainstorming groups or bull sessions in his White House to float ideas, run through hypotheticals, or hear out policy options. Instead, he simply delegated decisions to trusted subordinates. His first “rule of action,” he wrote, was “never do … anything that someone else can do for you.” He handed Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon the reins of economic policy; Secretaries of State Charles Evans Hughes and Frank Kellogg drove foreign policy; and Herbert Hoover at Commerce grabbed control of as many new projects as he could. Coolidge rarely overrode or questioned their decisions.23

Notwithstanding this relative isolation, Coolidge had aides to whom he turned. He commanded deep loyalty from a team of old hands from Massachusetts, such as the businessmen Frank Stearns and William Butler, and from fellow Amherst graduates like the financier Dwight Morrow and the attorney Harlan Fiske Stone. Chief Justice William Howard Taft, the former president, also gave counsel, as did senior staffers such as Bascom Slemp, the White House secretary (the equivalent in those days of chief of staff); Everett Sanders, Slemp’s successor; and Edward “Ted” Clark, Coolidge’s personal secretary. These colleagues did not form a bustling, dynamic White House. They tended, rather, to reinforce the president’s traditional ideas and cautious leadership style. In the main (though not to a man) members of a well-to-do WASP elite, they were conservative but not reactionary, rather like Coolidge himself.

 


 



In Coolidge’s personality lay the fundaments of how he would govern as president. Sparing in words, money, and effort, he was also, in the end, sparing in vision, without great aspirations for his presidency. Compared to the activist Theodore Roosevelt, the visionary
Woodrow Wilson, or even the flamboyant Warren Harding, Coolidge was unambitious—lacking an ennobling idea of how to improve the country or even much of a positive program. In this regard, to be sure, he was hardly out of step with his times; only after the New Deal would Americans demand sweeping programs from their leaders. Hewing to earlier norms, Coolidge thought that the federal government shouldn’t do anything that state or local government—or, better yet, the private sphere—could handle. “If the federal government were to go out of existence,” he once said, “the common run of people would not detect the difference.” He maintained that “the states are the sheet anchors of our institutions.”24

If this judgment was defensible in the nineteenth century, by the 1920s it was becoming obsolete. The first decades of the new century had transformed the role of the federal government and the presidency. Progressive Era reforms had made Washington responsible for a host of new realms of commerce and industry. America’s rise to global stature carried unavoidable commitments. Roosevelt and Wilson had arrogated power to the White House; even under Harding the office had grown, with the landmark 1921 Budget Act tasking the president with setting a policy agenda and accounting for its costs. The president was now an indispensable actor in keeping the country affluent, strong, and just. Whatever his ideology, that duty could not be abdicated. Coolidge, who embraced the flowering of modernity in other respects, didn’t understand this new reality.

The limited conception of government’s role had the effect of serving business above all. In important ways Coolidge’s economic philosophy did resemble the old laissez-faire doctrine: he favored regulating business lightly, cutting taxes, containing federal expenditures, and using budget surpluses to reduce the debt. In other respects, however—such as his support for high tariffs on imports—Coolidge’s policies might be more accurately called Hamiltonian, with government purposefully promoting the interests of private manufacturers and finance. Indeed, Coolidge described Hamilton’s economic creed as central to the Republican Party of the 1920s:
“The party now in power … is representative of those policies which were adopted under the lead of Alexander Hamilton,” he said. “This doctrine our party … still applies to the business regulations of this republic, not that business may be hampered but that it may be free, not that it may be restricted but that it may expand.” Whereas Coolidge regarded the claims of minority groups—immigrants or workers, veterans or African-Americans—as distinct from, and secondary to, the well-being of the majority, he saw the needs of business (for whom, ironically, the term “special interests” had originally been coined) as largely congruent to that of the public as a whole. “I have been greatly pleased to observe,” Coolidge noted, “that the attitude of the Chamber of Commerce very accurately reflects that of public opinion generally.” After all, unleashing corporate productivity would shower bounty on all of society. And in the short term, events appeared to validate his policies, as the flurry of consumption in the 1920s—and, later in the decade, a spiral of stock-market speculation—goosed the economy and gave the decade its heady rush.25

Coolidge’s narrow conception of his role as president also led him to stay largely on the sidelines of the decade’s culture wars. Although not a temperance crusader, he accepted Prohibition without fuss and let it be known that (unlike Harding) he obeyed the law. He shared none of the bigotry of the revived Ku Klux Klan, yet he never managed to summon a rousing denunciation of that noxious fraternity. He laudably commuted the sentences of members of the Industrial Workers of the World still languishing in jails for their World War I dissent, but he declined to intervene on behalf of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, the anarchist immigrants sentenced to death for murder in Massachusetts, deeming their case a state affair. When contentious social issues did become federal matters, Coolidge typically adopted a moderate conservative stance. He endorsed antilynching laws but didn’t fight hard for them, and, in one of his most consequential acts as president, he signed a 1924 law that severely limited immigration, especially from ethnic groups deemed undesirable.26


Diffidence and moderation similarly colored Coolidge’s foreign policy. Neither a Wilsonian internationalist nor a defiant isolationist, he supported efforts to work with Europe and Japan to build a more peaceful future, though in most cases he pressed his cause too lightly, or adopted goals too ephemeral, to yield lasting gains. He avoided the League of Nations debate, backed down in his efforts to get the United States to join the World Court, and failed to build on Harding’s arms limitations treaties. The major agreements he did strike—the 1924 Dawes Plan addressing European debt and the 1928 Kellogg-Briand Pact promising to “outlaw war”—were hailed in their day but turned out to be toothless once Europe’s crises worsened. Just as the Depression would occasion recriminations about Coolidge’s economic agenda, so the resumption of hostilities abroad in the 1930s would discredit international policies that had once seemed the essence of wisdom.

Coolidge’s record, in sum, was neither substantial nor enduring. Too many problems, left unaddressed, mounted; too many causes languished unpursued. His constricted vision of his office crippled him.

And yet, as Coolidge knew, a president’s achievement does not lie merely in the laws and policies he implements. What also counts is how a president gauges, guides, and gives expression to the mood of the people he leads. Here is where Coolidge’s success lies. Most Americans viewed him as levelheaded if not extraordinary, virtuous if not visionary—a man whose presence in the White House offered sustenance and calm. Embodying the cherished ideals of a fading order while giving silent benediction to the ethos of a new age, Coolidge was a transitional president at a transitional time. In his anxious acceptance of the era’s ballyhoo and roar, in the quiet pleasure he took in beholding the fruits of American industry, in the solitary sadness he felt in trying to treasure a lost world—in all these ways he reflected and defined the 1920s. To understand that critical decade, then, it is necessary to reckon with Calvin Coolidge, the thirtieth president of the United States.




1

Out of Plymouth Notch

Calvin Coolidge remembered the rustic world of his boyhood, not altogether romantically, as a lost arcadia. He was born on the Fourth of July, in 1872, seven years after the end of the Civil War. He grew up, like his parents, in Plymouth Notch, Vermont, a village of farmhouses nestled in the Green Mountains. It had 1,300 residents, almost all of Yankee descent.

Typical of rural America, living conditions in Plymouth Notch were rough and rugged. Frigid winters dragged on for months. No gas lamps, running water, or coal furnaces relieved the hardship. Taxing labor—building fences, tending the animals, tapping trees to make syrup—fell even upon young boys like Calvin.

Coolidge, however, remembered not the hardship but an idyllic life of county fairs, bobsledding on snowy slopes, romps over the green hills, a well-taught pride in executing his chores, and blissful nights under starry skies. “Vermont is my birthright,” he later reminisced. “Here one gets close to nature, in the mountains, in the brooks, the waters of which hurry to the sea.”1

The Coolidge family shared the attitudes common to the region: the Puritan piety, the esteem for hard work and thrift, and what Coolidge recalled as the refusal to show disdain toward others “except toward those who assumed superior airs.” The Yankee political culture included both conservative and progressive strains. The first state to abolish slavery, Vermont prided itself on its religiously
rooted egalitarianism, though its lack of racial and ethnic diversity made such tolerance a mostly abstract affair. Indeed, Vermonters looked warily upon the unruly, ethnically diverse Democratic Party, with its immigrants, wage earners, and urbanites. For them, the Party of Lincoln embodied their values of civic duty and robust individualism. Though hardly shrill in his partisanship, Coolidge never questioned which party merited his loyalty. Even when he was a teenager, he recalled, party affinities among Vermonters were sufficiently monolithic that Republican Benjamin Harrison’s presidential victory in 1888 over the incumbent Democrat Grover Cleveland gave rise to unalloyed festivity at his high school. “Two nights were spent parading the streets with drums and trumpets,” Coolidge wrote, “celebrating the victory.” Vermont would retain its Republican allegiance even through the New Deal—favoring the GOP presidential candidate in every election until Lyndon B. Johnson won the state for the Democrats as part of his 1964 landslide.2

Yankee Republicanism seemed to run in the Coolidge blood. Before Calvin’s birth, the town of Plymouth and the outlying “Notch” had served as home to four generations of Coolidges; the family traced its ancestry to the Puritans who first came to Massachusetts in the early seventeenth century. Plymouth was where Calvin’s parents, John Calvin Coolidge and Victoria Moor, first met and where in 1868 they were married. When their first child, the future president, arrived four years later, the Coolidges gave him John’s full name but chose to refer to him as Calvin. (Later, in an act of mildest rebellion, Coolidge would drop the “John” altogether.) In 1875, Victoria gave birth to a sister for Calvin named Abigail.

John Coolidge was a jack-of-all-trades. Though tending a farm was a full-time job, he rarely went without other work. He ran the town’s general store when Calvin was born but soon sold it and bought the farmhouse across the way. Moved by the New England esteem for public service, John went on to hold, as one admirer remarked, every local or state office “except the undertaker”: he served as selectman, school commissioner, tax collector, constable, deputy sheriff, and eventually state representative and state senator.3


Calvin revered his father and imbibed his sense of duty and mission. “My father had qualities that were greater than any I possess,” Calvin later insisted. “He was a man of untiring industry and great tenacity of purpose.” As a boy Calvin accompanied John to the courthouse and to town meetings. These experiences instilled what he called “a good working knowledge of the practical side of government” and a view of politics as noble.4

Coolidge was close to his mother as well. Fair-haired and sentimental like her son, she loved to plant flowers, “gaze at the purple sunsets, and watch the evening stars,” he recalled. But as long as he could remember, she suffered from tuberculosis, and she died in 1885, at the age of thirty-nine, after having been injured by a runaway horse. Following her death, Coolidge wrote, “life was never to seem the same again.” Although he rarely disclosed his emotions, he spoke effusively about her throughout his life. To Edmund Starling, the president’s bodyguard and friend, Coolidge seemed able to recall “every day he had spent with her.” “I wish I could really speak to her,” the president told Starling. “I wish that often.” Coolidge kept his mother’s photograph on his desk and carried with him a locket that held a lock of her hair.5

Five years after the loss of his mother, Coolidge’s sister, Abbie, also died, probably from appendicitis, at the age of fourteen. She had recently joined Calvin as a student at the Black River Academy in nearby Ludlow, where she was his favorite companion. Her sudden loss—she died within a week of taking ill—was nearly as shattering as that of his mother. Beyond the obvious grief, the precise effect of these traumas on Calvin is hard to determine. They didn’t create his inclination to diffidence or his fear of the unplanned, which had been in evidence from a young age. But they must have reinforced those traits. For the rest of his life, Calvin would remain deliberate in his decisions, conservative in his temperament and ideology, and restrained in his personal style.

Coolidge’s eventual choice of a life in politics represented a triumph of his ambition and his admiration for his father over the shyness he felt so acutely as a boy. “It’s a hard thing for me to play
this game,” he told Frank Stearns, the Massachusetts department store mogul he befriended at mid-career. “In politics, one must meet people, and that’s not easy for me … . When I was a little fellow, as long ago as I can remember, I would go into a panic if I heard strange voices in the house. I felt I just couldn’t meet the people and shake hands with them. Most of the visitors would sit with Mother and Father in the kitchen and the hardest thing in the world was to have to go through the kitchen door and give them a greeting … . I’m all right with old friends, but every time I meet a stranger, I’ve got to go through the old kitchen door, back home, and it’s not easy.”6

 


 



In his autobiography, Coolidge mentions no childhood friends. Biographers cite no significant relationships outside his family until he got to college. His experience at Black River, where he enrolled in February 1886, at age thirteen, was often solitary. A wallflower at school social events, he wrote to his father about his homesickness, and on weekends he frequently returned to Plymouth Notch to see his father or visited an aunt and uncle in a nearby town.

Gradually, though, Coolidge’s social skills improved. He began to display his winning mischievousness. In his autobiography, he looked back on his adolescent pranks with appropriately measured pride. “One morning as the janitor was starting the furnace he heard a loud bray from one of the classrooms,” Coolidge recalled, where the worker discovered “a domestic animal noted for his long ears and discordant voice. In some way during the night he had been stabled on the second floor.” In one of the memoir’s rare flashes of his dry wit, Coolidge added, “About as far as I deem it prudent to discuss my own connection with these escapades is to record that I was never convicted of any of them and so must be presumed innocent.”7

Besides finding his stride socially at Black River, Coolidge also improved academically. Following a college preparatory curriculum, he studied Greek and Latin, as well as history and politics, his favorite subjects. He distinguished himself enough to be asked to
deliver a graduation address. His talk, titled “Oratory in History,” with its high praise for Cicero and Demosthenes, Patrick Henry and Daniel Webster, suggested that for all Coolidge’s reticence, he found public speaking compelling. The address touted the power of rhetoric to shape history. “It was not the fleets of Attica, though mighty, nor the valor of her troops, though unconquerable, that diverted her destinies,” Coolidge pronounced, “but the words and gestures of men who had the genius and skill to move, to concentrate, and to direct the energies and passions of a whole people.” If grandiloquent to modern ears, Coolidge’s performance impressed the crowd. A local newspaper reporter called it “masterly in its conception and arrangement.” For the rest of his life, in both state and national politics, Silent Cal would fight past his shyness to surprise doubters and win acclaim for his speeches. Although no one ever mistook him for a natural talent, and he never mastered the stirring, crowd-pleasing style of history’s great orators, he managed early on to find his voice: restrained, thoughtful, intelligent. Behind the rostrum, his native moderation came through, and audiences seemed to like his performances all the more because they expressed the measured sentiments of someone not given to gratuitous lecturing.8

With his strong academic record and his keen ambitions, Coolidge was a natural choice to attend college. Amherst College, not far across the border in western Massachusetts, was a natural choice for Black River graduates. When Coolidge took the entrance exam, however, he was ill and failed to complete it, and he was denied admission. Undeterred, he undertook another term of preparatory study, at the nearby St. Johnsbury Academy, whose well-connected principal then helped arrange the young man’s admission to Amherst. He matriculated in 1891, at the age of nineteen.9

At college, Coolidge followed a trajectory similar to his path in high school, starting off socially isolated but finding a place for himself over his four years. A respectable student, he continued to study history, politics, and oratory, taking classes in declamation, rhetoric, public speaking, and debate. Coolidge also fell under the influence of a philosophy professor with a cult following on campus. Charles
Garman was no scholar but an immensely popular tutor who preached a homegrown brand of Christian humanism that emphasized spirituality, self-reliance, and industry. During Coolidge’s presidency, the journalist Frederick Lewis Allen would mock these “old American copybook maxims … brought down from some Vermont attic where McGuffey’s Reader gathered dust,” but students at Amherst lapped up the wisdom that Garman imparted through his Socratic classroom style. “No doubt there are those who think they can demonstrate that this teaching was not correct,” Coolidge later conceded in recalling the devotion to Garman’s home-published pamphlets, which substituted for books on the syllabus. “With them I have no argument. I know that in experience it has worked.” Coolidge’s preference for experience over ideas was a deeply rooted strait.10

As in high school, Coolidge’s peers found him withdrawn and insecure. “He lacked small talk, and he was never known, I suspect, to slap a man on the back,” recalled a classmate. “He rarely laughed. He was anything but a mixer.” Over time, however, Coolidge made some good friends, including Dwight Morrow and Harlan Fiske Stone, both of whom he would later appoint to high government posts. His classmates came to appreciate his deadpan wit and talent for speech making, which he developed through conscientious application in and out of class. In his junior year he shared the prize for the best orator in the class, and at the end of his senior year he not only won Latin academic honors, graduating cum laude, but was chosen by his peers to deliver the Grove Oration, a humorous send-up of the senior class, at commencement.11

At his father’s urging, Coolidge pursued a career in law. Shortly after graduation, he went for a walk with Morrow to discuss life after college. Morrow said he planned to go to law school at Pittsburgh. But Coolidge preferred to stay closer to home; he remained very much attached to his father (who had remarried in 1891, to a local woman, Carrie Brown) and to the area. When Morrow asked him where he planned to study, Coolidge replied, “Northampton is the nearest courthouse.” In 1895, attending law school wasn’t
necessary to practice at the bar; aspiring lawyers still often “read” law under the tutelage of practicing attorneys, and Coolidge preferred practical training to academic study. Northampton became his new home.12

 


 



Coolidge apprenticed himself to two Amherst graduates, John Hammond and Henry Field, who ran a small firm and had been charmed by the young man’s wit. They specialized in humdrum work such as real estate, wills, and small-time litigation—work for which Coolidge, with his sober diligence, proved abundantly suited. After two years at the firm, Coolidge passed the bar in 1897 just before his twenty-fifth birthday.

On the surface, Coolidge didn’t seem destined for great things. But beneath his quiet exterior, ambitions surged. Hammond and Field were active in local politics, and within a year Coolidge, benefiting from their connections, set his sights on office. In 1898 he was elected to the Northampton city council—as a Republican, naturally. For the next thirty years he would remain, almost uninterrupted, a holder of public office.

Coolidge’s rise in local, state, and national politics was as methodical as it was swift. He rarely held a position for more than a couple of years before climbing to the next rung. From 1898 to 1928, he lost only one race, in 1905—for the Northampton school board. Undeterred, he ran the next year for the state legislature and won. Northampton elected him mayor in 1909; he lowered municipal taxes and shrank the city debt while raising teachers’ salaries. In 1911 he won election to the state senate and within two years became president of the body—and a power in state politics.

Coolidge’s ascent baffled those observers who found it hard to see past the vapors of ordinariness he exuded. During his presidency, critics would ascribe his success to luck, to being at the right place at the right time. But luck is often the residue of design, and Coolidge “meant to be ready to take advantage of opportunities,” as he put it. Nor did his critics always appreciate that anti-politics can
be a smart form of politics—that a lack of panache can confer the air of competence and integrity that voters seek. In his early races, Coolidge had to force himself to introduce himself to strangers; as president he would endure state dinners and depart at the first possible moment. But throughout it all Coolidge never seemed to be someone he wasn’t.13

As incongruous as Coolidge’s forced glad-handing was his marriage in 1905 to Grace Goodhue, invariably described as vivacious and judged by Edmund Starling “the personification of charm.” A Phi Beta Kappa graduate of the University of Vermont and a teacher at the Clarke Institute for the Deaf in Northampton, Grace had an olive complexion, lush black hair, and all the social ease her husband lacked. Coolidge’s courtship of her initiated his first serious romantic relationship, and the two were wed within two years of meeting.14

With her warmth and friendliness, Grace often brought out Calvin’s lighter side. Despite her New England roots, she lacked his flintiness; on the contrary, her gaiety won over many who found her husband unbearably dour. Later she would delight Washington society with her style and poise. Their marriage would provide an important anchor to Coolidge—all the more solid because Grace wasn’t deeply involved in his career. Like his religious faith, she gave him a reservoir of strength and security cordoned off from political affairs.

The young couple moved into half of a two-family house in Northampton. They stayed there, living in Coolidge’s trademark frugal manner, until he became vice president, and they would return there after his presidency. “The process of my domestication,” Grace recalled, “was undertaken almost immediately,” as she learned to darn socks and master other household chores. Soon, two sons were born: John on September 7, 1906, and Calvin Jr. on April 13, 1908. From the beginning, Coolidge seemed to favor the younger boy, whose delicate physique, blue eyes, and reddish hair gave him a distinct resemblance to his father. Coolidge related to both boys by joking and teasing, but they reacted to his japes
differently. While Calvin Jr. learned to mimic his father’s style and tease back, the thin-skinned John felt wounded by his father’s ribbing.15

Coolidge’s severe style of parenting, not uncommon for the age, stemmed from his old-fashioned conception of fatherhood. He sought above all to instill his code of discipline, diligence, and responsibility. Loving but stern, he laid down strict rules about how the boys should dress, study, and even pray. On at least a few occasions he hit them. Both boys took their father’s efforts to heart. John, who lived to be ninety-three, remembered late in life that his father was “very, very strict.” Calvin Jr., who came to share his father’s crisp wit, agreed. In the summer of 1923, when he was working a job in a tobacco field, another boy discovered Calvin’s identity and remarked: “If my father was president, I would not work in a tobacco field.” To which the boy replied, “If my father were your father, you would.”16

Coolidge’s parsimony in these years gave rise to much lore. At their Northampton home, the Coolidges didn’t have their own telephone service but shared a party line. Coolidge saw no reason to buy a car, even though they were now being produced cheaply and abundantly. “I had to plan very carefully for a time to live within my income,” he explained. “I know very well what it means to awake in the night and realize that the rent is coming due, wondering where the money is coming from.”17

The same even-keeled determination guided Coolidge’s rise. Besides his charming charmlessness, Coolidge possessed several underappreciated traits. He refrained from denouncing opponents, preferring to stress the principles, however banal, underlying his own positions. He alienated few voters and strengthened his hand in building coalitions and appealing to different constituencies. When Theodore Roosevelt broke with the Republican Party to run for president in 1912 as the candidate of his own Progressive, or “Bull Moose,” Party, he exacerbated a rift in the GOP between its liberal wing and its conservative, pro-business “Old Guard.” In Massachusetts, Coolidge helped heal that breach, not because he was a
Rooseveltian at heart but because he was temperamentally a moderate, palatable to both of the party’s warring camps. Coolidge’s relatively liberal record in the state senate on certain progressive keystones—he supported women’s suffrage and the direct election of senators, for example—earned him the confidence, if not the enthusiastic support, of GOP progressives and even some Democrats.

At the same time, Coolidge forged relationships with influential Massachusetts businessmen and power brokers. Most important was Frank Stearns, the owner of an eponymous department store and an Amherst man sixteen years Coolidge’s senior, who became a key patron. For the rest of Coolidge’s career, Stearns would raise and spend money on the politician’s behalf, even paying his personal expenses. Stearns also brought business interests into line behind Coolidge, freeing up the rising politician to court other groups. Meanwhile, Coolidge cemented his bond with U.S. Senator Winthrop Murray Crane—a former governor, a force in state Republican politics, and a rival to its other kingfish, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge. Crane’s right-hand man, William Butler, a textile manufacturer and former state representative, became a critical ally as well. Crane and Butler’s politicking helped Coolidge ascend to the state senate presidency and establish himself as a player on Beacon Hill. Butler would eventually ride Coolidge’s coattails to a seat in the U.S. Senate and the chairmanship of the Republican National Committee.

 


 



Coolidge became president of the state senate in 1913, at a high tide of political reform. Woodrow Wilson was shepherding progressive legislation through Congress. The militant Industrial Workers of the World were making gains among wage laborers; the year before they had led a successful textile strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts, that Coolidge, as the head of a legislative committee, had mediated. The suffragists Alice Paul and Lucy Burns organized a new party to secure the vote for all women. Two constitutional amendments—introducing the income tax and the direct election
of senators—had just been ratified. Public opinion generally backed these progressive causes, even as the middle and upper classes were growing fearful of more radical changes.

In tune with this sentiment, Coolidge supported many progressive reforms even as he worried that change was happening too fast. In his first speech as senate president he warned of extremists and affirmed his belief in the soundness of the system. Dubbed “Have Faith in Massachusetts,” the speech represented another instance of the taciturn politician using the rostrum to his advantage. His address struck a chord, brought him acclaim, and made him a contender for lieutenant governor, a largely honorific position that nonetheless served as a stepping-stone to the governor’s chair. Coolidge thought the post worth pursuing, and in 1915 he was elected on a ticket headed by Samuel McCall, a former congressman. Coolidge bided his time through three one-year stints as lieutenant governor until, in 1918, McCall stepped aside. Coolidge was now the front-runner to lead the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

Like Vermont, Massachusetts in 1918 was heavily Republican, with strong Yankee traditions. Coolidge won endorsements from most of the state’s newspapers and by all rights should have been elected in a cakewalk. But Boston and the industrial cities in the eastern part of the state were swelling with immigrants and trending Democratic. What was more, the Democratic nominee, a Framingham shoe merchant named Richard Long, played for the workingmen’s vote, assailing Coolidge as a shill for business. With Wilson having led the country into the First World War in April 1917, patriotism was becoming a favorite issue of demagogues, and Long insinuated that Coolidge wasn’t fully behind the war effort. Although Coolidge wished to stick to the high road, and did so more or less, he wasn’t immune to the pressures of wartime pandering. He engaged in his share of bashing “the German military despotism” and “its conspiracy against mankind,” as if to prove his patriotic bona fides. Ultimately, he squeaked out a victory of 214,000 votes to Long’s 197,000—the slimmest margin of his career.18


The narrowness of Coolidge’s win, however, didn’t obscure the impressive slope of his ascent. At forty-six, he had reached the pinnacle of state politics. “My progress had been slow and toilsome,” he wrote with characteristic modesty, “with little about it that was brilliant, or spectacular, the result of persistent and painstaking work.” His responsiveness to the public temper—showing strains of progressivism, of anti-radicalism, and of war hawkishness each when the times demanded—and his blend of caution and unobtrusive ambition had served him well. They would continue to do so in the years ahead.19




2

On the Brink

In his years in Massachusetts government, Coolidge had conducted his business at the statehouse in Boston while maintaining his small Northampton home across the state, where Grace and their two sons stayed. In Boston, Coolidge rented a room for a dollar and a half a night at the Adams House hotel. After he was elected governor, however, a change in lifestyle was in order. Since Massachusetts provided for no governor’s mansion, Coolidge arranged to rent a second room at the Adams House, for another dollar a night.1

Every indication suggested that Coolidge would govern as simply as he lived. Besides keeping his modest lodgings, he was known to arrive at events by streetcar (anticipating the unpretentious commuting habits of a later Massachusetts governor, Michael Dukakis). He still stood apart from Boston’s Brahmin aristocracy, still lunched with friends and businessmen at the Union Club, still politicked quietly but ably. Even now he struck observers as a lesser figure than Massachusetts’s other leading officeholders—Murray Crane, Coolidge’s mentor in state politics, and Henry Cabot Lodge, then mobilizing to defeat President Wilson’s plans to join the new League of Nations. Unlike these titans, Coolidge shunned high-profile or controversial roles. When Wilson visited Boston on his return from peace talks in France in February 1919, Governor Coolidge welcomed him and struck a middle-of-the-road stance, calling for American entry into the League provided that various amendments to the treaty
could be passed. A month later, Coolidge moderated a debate about the League between Lodge and Harvard president A. Lawrence Lowell. “Both men won,” Coolidge pronounced at the end.2

Moderation was Coolidge’s watchword. In state affairs he stressed efficiency, honesty, and harmony. He tried to reduce taxes. He vetoed a bill to raise legislators’ salaries by 50 percent and other measures to upgrade the Boston ferry and to widen a South Boston thoroughfare, insisting, with a reasoning that always undergirded his governance, that “the functions of the City Hall ought not to be performed by the State House.” Toward the end of his term he vetoed a bill that would have allowed the sale of beer and light wine, considering it to be a violation of Prohibition, established by the Eighteenth Amendment in 1919.3

Coolidge leavened his fiscal conservatism with the progressive impulses he had shown as a legislator. He signed into law measures to improve working conditions, regulate landlords, fund new forests, and control outdoor advertising. He endorsed bills crossing his desk that provided bonuses, hiring preferences, and other benefits to returning veterans, though he opposed more sweeping measures to guarantee them jobs. And his most significant feat as governor married progressivism’s efficiency to conservatism’s taste for small government: he restructured the state government, consolidating in a single year more than one hundred agencies into fewer than twenty.

Coolidge’s commitment to his work routinely kept him from his wife and sons. “While our boys were growing up,” Grace later recalled, “their father sacrificed much in devoting himself so diligently to his public duties that he was unable to be with them as much as he would have liked.” He missed birthdays and other special occasions. But as he taught his sons, hard work was unavoidable for men who wished to make something of themselves.4

 


 



Coolidge’s record as governor was creditable but not strong enough to advance his own ambitions. To propel himself to national prominence, he needed something more—a transformative event. That
opportunity arrived late in the summer of 1919 with the Boston police strike. This was the year of the first Red Scare, a national panic about Bolshevism and anarchism, prompted by the Russian Revolution abroad and radical violence at home. Fueling the anxiety was an outbreak of labor agitation, itself fed by a postwar dynamic of surging prices and comparatively stagnant wages. During the year, some four million Americans walked off their jobs as part of an estimated 2,665 strikes, including an industry-wide strike by 350,000 steel workers. Though a spirit of reform persisted in many quarters, it was now more than counterbalanced by the new fear of radical change.

These conditions did not bode well for Boston’s policemen. Poorly paid, saddled with long hours, subject to danger in their daily work, the officers, mostly Irish-Catholic, resented the city’s English-descent Protestant elite. For months the policemen had been trying to gain leverage to negotiate for better contracts, but the police commissioner, a hard-bitten, self-important fifty-nine-year-old Republican named Edwin Curtis, refused to let them form a union, contending it could lead to a strike that would jeopardize public safety. In late August, the policemen’s lead negotiators opted to unionize anyway, affiliating with Samuel Gompers’s American Federation of Labor. Curtis promptly fired the eight police leaders who had made the deal and had them tried under administrative procedures. All eight—and soon another eleven—were convicted.

Tensions escalated. Boston mayor Andrew Peters also opposed a policemen’s union, but as a Democrat and a glad-handing politician, he was sensitive to his Irish as well as his Yankee constituents and more sympathetic to the officers than Curtis was. (Peters had no direct authority over Curtis, who was appointed by and answerable to the governor.) Seeking a compromise, Peters assembled a committee, led by the prominent banker James Storrow, to find a solution centering on independent arbitration. To support his plan, Peters appealed to Governor Coolidge, who was spending the August doldrums visiting Northampton and Vermont. Peters was sorely disappointed.


At the time, Coolidge wasn’t considered hostile to labor. Although he had planned to seize control of the telephone system when operators threatened to strike earlier in the year, he had also mediated the 1912 Lawrence textile strike to the workers’ satisfaction and, earlier in his gubernatorial term, discreetly addressed the grievances of Boston’s streetcar men. Nor was Coolidge callous toward the policemen’s plight; he had urged improvements in the overcrowded stationhouses. But he declined to be drawn into the police standoff. Through his whole career he would propound a doctrine—part philosophy of government, part management style—that favored delegating responsibility wherever possible and making decisions at upper levels only when necessary. In this case, he deemed the labor negotiations a local affair, essentially siding with Commissioner Curtis, whose view of the matter he privately shared. On Monday, September 8, when Coolidge spoke to the convention of the Massachusetts Federation of Labor in Greenfield, Massachusetts, he didn’t even mention the brewing crisis.

He was sticking his head in the sand. At the same meeting, workers resolved to decry “the Hunnish attitude of Police Commissioner Curtis.” And on that same Monday, Curtis suspended the nineteen convicted officers, seeding outrage among cops and the Irish working class. Pushed into a corner, the policemen voted 1,134 to 2 the next day to strike. Shortly after five o’clock that evening, 1,117 of Boston’s 1,544 cops walked off the beat.5

Tuesday’s autumn twilight had a nip in the air and a lingering mist after three days of sporadic rain. At first the streets stayed calm. But as news of the strike spread, looters and hooligans gathered in Boston’s neighborhoods—South Boston, the North End, and the West End, bordering Beacon Hill—where they drank, threw dice, hollered, stole tires from cars, and harassed pedestrians. After midnight, the tomfoolery escalated into rioting. Young men smashed store windows, raided shops, and wantonly destroyed property. Assured by Curtis that the state militia wasn’t needed, Coolidge hadn’t mobilized them. Nor did he do so during the
night. He slept soundly at Adams House as the mayhem continued in the wee hours.

Despite this negligence, the press (and, it appeared, the public) mostly blamed the police. Even President Wilson fixed fault on the officers, whose abdication of their “sacred and direct” duty, he said, amounted to “a crime against civilization.” Bostonians panicked, fearing lawlessness might reign unchecked. Alarmists invoked the specter of Bolshevism. Other workers—firemen, streetcar workers, telephone and telegraph operators—who harbored their own grievances considered joining the strike. On Wednesday night, Mayor Peters called out the Boston units of the state militia, but even with the help of seven hundred Harvard students and other volunteer patrolmen, they couldn’t restrain the mobs. Rioting continued. Three men were killed.6

On Thursday, after prodding from Crane, Butler, and others, Coolidge belatedly brought out the full State Guard. Order was restored.

Yet the crisis was still to deepen. Piqued, Curtis fired the striking police force, began hiring permanent replacements, and forbade the strikers from reclaiming their old jobs. Coolidge supported these reprisals. On September 12, Gompers telegrammed Coolidge and Peters in a bid to get the policemen their jobs back and resolve the strike. But the governor stood fast. “There is no right to strike against the public safety by anybody, anywhere, any time,” he replied to the union president, in a message he cannily released to the press. The pithy pronouncement was classic Coolidge, neatly articulating what struck many as commonsense wisdom with a tautness that made it ripe for repetition in newspapers, newsreels, and conversation. Yet if Coolidge’s position had the virtues of clarity and consistency, it didn’t justify the punitive measures that he and Curtis had meted out. Even the liberal New Republic editorialized that “the police did not deserve to win,” but the magazine spoke for progressive opinion in judging the wholesale firings to be “harsh, inexpedient, and wrong-headed.”7


Nonetheless, Coolidge’s rebuke to Gompers, quoted often in the subsequent months, tapped a nationwide vein of antagonism to trade unions. It also underscored the support for his ideal of political harmony, his view that there existed overarching public interests that trumped the sectarian demands of particular groups. The governor reaffirmed his views in a public statement on September 24, adding that to trust the public safety to “men who have attempted to destroy it” would be irresponsible. This stand made Coolidge, almost unwittingly, a national hero. His string-bean figure and dour demeanor appeared in newspapers, accompanied by gushing editorials. Seventy thousand letters and telegrams arrived in Boston bearing tributes.8

Though interpreted as decisive, Coolidge’s performance actually displayed his trademark passivity. Initially he waited to act, not wanting to usurp local power; then he deferred to Curtis’s judgment; then he acted only under pressure. Although his line on the illegality of the strike was consistent, it wasn’t until his ringing statements afterward that he was perceived as the leader. Some observers expected that his performance during the ordeal—to say nothing of his tardiness in summoning the militia—would hurt him in his quest for reelection. Coolidge himself feared the fallout might end his political career.

As it turned out, his law-and-order line helped him greatly. “Remember September the 9th,” newspaper advertisements implored. Frank Stearns, having contracted with Houghton Mifflin to publish a book of Coolidge’s speeches, added to the collection the governor’s remarks about the strike; taking its title from Coolidge’s 1914 speech “Have Faith in Massachusetts,” the volume proved to be one of the more successful campaign books in history. Riding high, Coolidge dispatched Democrat Richard Long that November in a rematch of the 1918 gubernatorial contest, winning by more than 100,000 votes.9

In the police strike Coolidge had cast his lot squarely with the middle classes over the working classes, but his behavior cannot be reduced to that of an enemy of labor. What his actions did show
were several hallmarks of his governing style. Coolidge preferred restraint to action, and he trusted his appointees, in this case Curtis, rather than overruling them. And although Coolidge harbored progressive tendencies, he was at bottom a New England conservative; he favored modest reforms so long as they neither moved too fast nor disrupted the established order. The police strike offended him not because he had contempt for workingmen but because his belief in civic harmony overrode any urgency he might feel about redressing social inequalities. His philosophy explained how he could, without contradiction, mediate strikes or crush them, depending on the circumstances.

Remarks that Coolidge made toward the end of his term as governor reflected not just pride in his accomplishments but also his idea that a single national good existed, and that politicians should seek to promote that common interest, rather than broker among warring factional interests. “We are reaching and maintaining the position … where the property class and the employed class are not separate, but identical,” he said in a speech. “There is a relationship of interdependence which makes their interests the same in the long run … . This is the ideal economic condition.” This view, quite prevalent at the time, was not a reactionary position but a mainstream conservative one—and not too far even from Progressive orthodoxy. Progressives such as Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson tended to believe that the proper goal of politics was to satisfy a “general interest,” and not the special interests of any particular groups. The Progressives considered business concerns to be among these special interests, but they sometimes put constituencies such as farmers or veterans in that category too. Significantly, Coolidge, who believed that corporate productivity would trickle down to all, did not typically contrast the needs of business with those of the public. Yet he shared the Progressives’ conception of a “general” good. Indeed, this notion was central to Coolidge’s thought, and it informed his governance in Massachusetts, as it would in Washington.10


 


 



The Coolidge persona that emerged from the Boston police strike was that of a level-headed man with firm, commonsense convictions, devoted to the general good. Those qualities, and the attention he received during the episode, put him in the running for president of the United States as the 1920 election neared.

From the start of his gubernatorial tenure, Coolidge’s backers—particularly Stearns and Morrow, who in 1914 had become a partner at the J. P. Morgan Bank, the largest in the United States—were strategizing. “I do not know of anything better that can be done to help human beings and to help business than to make Calvin Coolidge the one great leader in the country,” Stearns wrote Morrow in January 1919. After his easy reelection, Coolidge too began to think he had a shot. Stearns and Morrow tried to position him for the Republican Party nomination, to be awarded at the national convention in June 1920.11

One invaluable asset was the pioneering advertising man Bruce Barton. Just thirty-three at the time, the son of a Congregationalist minister and an Amherst graduate, Barton had shuttled between magazine journalism and advertising in his early years before forming the firm of Barton, Durstine & Osborn in 1919. (George Batten would join them as a partner in 1928, giving the firm the initials under which it would become famous, BBD&O.) A celebrant of business and an apostle of the emerging consumer culture, Barton went on to enjoy a rich and varied career. In 1925 he published The Man Nobody Knows, the best-selling book in America for two years running, which reinvented Jesus Christ as a charismatic entrepreneur. Later, he would win election to Congress from Manhattan’s Upper East Side “Silk Stocking District,” earning in that role a place in Franklin Roosevelt’s rogues’ gallery of obstructionists, “Martin, Barton and Fish.”

Barton began to serve Coolidge as an informal consultant, at a time before full-time political publicist was a known job description. He was introduced to the Massachusetts governor in 1919 by Morrow, a friend of both men, who arranged a meeting in Boston.
Like Coolidge, Barton bridged two eras, fusing a commitment to rural values and an inclination to celebrate the bounty of the New Era. Joining Coolidge’s unofficial team, Barton wrote a glowing profile of the governor in the magazine Collier’s, the first such article in a national publication. “Less than five percent of the people of America today are doing 95 percent of the talking,” Barton noted, with a nod to Coolidge’s silence. “The radicals and reactionaries fill the newspapers, but the great majority of Americans are neither radicals nor reactionaries. They are middle-of-the-road folks who own their own homes and work hard … . Coolidge belongs with that crowd.” Over the next decade, the publicist would pen many more of these encomiums for magazines whose editors were either inexcusably blind to Barton’s service to Coolidge or shamefully derelict in ignoring it. Barton thus helped forge the image of “Silent Cal,” portraying Coolidge’s stony New England reserve as a hallmark of his flinty integrity.12

Barton’s portraits were strategic, designed to stress Coolidge’s best qualities. Some critics, after all, viewed Coolidge’s diffidence as a bloodless reserve. “Wild Indians could not have tortured a groan or a grin from him,” the Boston Globe said, reflecting the ethnic insensitivities of the day. But Barton could transform these defects into the virtues of earthiness and sincerity. In one article, he told of Coolidge sitting on a porch when a man in a wagon passed, calling out hello to “Cal.” Coolidge replied with his own “Howdy, Newt,” and then explained matter-of-factly to Barton: “Cousin of mine. Haven’t seen him for twenty years.” Evocative photographs illustrated Barton’s paeans, including, in Barton’s first piece, a shot of Coolidge behind a two-horse hitch at the Vermont family farm.13

Coolidge accommodated himself to the publicity blitz. Some historians have viewed Coolidge as guileless at public relations. But he recognized, even as many of his contemporaries did not, that such efforts were part and parcel of modern politics. “In public life it is sometimes necessary,” he wrote in his autobiography, “in order to appear really natural, to be actually artificial.” Long before the term “photo op” was coined, stories surfaced of the governor’s pliability
for the cameras. “Let’s spruce up a bit,” he suggested to Frank Stearns before they posed for the lenses. “And let’s talk. It looks more natural and makes a better picture.”14

Barton, meanwhile, was indefatigable. Eyeing the upcoming 1920 convention, he placed pro-Coolidge ads in cities that hosted state caucuses to choose their delegates. He churned out articles targeting women, pamphlets aimed at teachers, and brochures meant for delegates, to whom Stearns was sending, at his own expense, copies of Have Faith in Massachusetts—all with Coolidge’s assent. Barton arranged for Coolidge supporters around the country to write to Literary Digest urging the magazine to include the governor in its series of profiles of presidential aspirants. It did.

Held in Chicago from June 8 to 12, the 1920 Republican National Convention was wide open, in the style of the rowdy party conclaves of the nineteenth century. Despite his new fame, Coolidge wasn’t among the top contenders. He lacked a strong, identifiable base that could work for him as a bloc, and because of the long odds of his nomination and his diffident nature, he declined to lobby hard for the nod. Instead he assumed the posture of a noncandidate, leaving open the chance of being drafted in case of a convention deadlock—a scenario that Barton, not coincidentally, limned in an article for the magazine Outlook.

This Cincinnatus strategy was the wisest course available, for Coolidge couldn’t have won outright. Despite his folk-hero status, not even his own Massachusetts delegation united behind his candidacy. Henry Cabot Lodge, for one, had grown cool toward the governor because Coolidge’s ally Murray Crane was trying to get the GOP to defy Lodge and support the League of Nations. (Lodge was also loyal to his friend General Leonard Wood, the U.S. Army chief of staff, one of the leading contenders for the nomination.) In any event, Coolidge’s failure to hold his own state deterred other delegations from offering him their full-throated backing.

Nonetheless, the governor’s men, operating out of Morrow’s hotel suite, worked the convention. (Coolidge himself, as was the
custom then, didn’t attend.) Barton distributed copies of a new book of Coolidge speeches on the day’s hottest issue, called Law and Order. Coolidge’s nomination drew some notice for being seconded by a woman, the actress Alexandra Carlisle—a historic first for a second. But the mention of his name sparked only a brief floor demonstration, compared to displays of half an hour or more for Wood, for Illinois governor Frank Lowden, and for California senator Hiram Johnson. On the opening ballots, Coolidge netted a mere handful of votes.

For eight rounds, Lowden and Wood duked it out. Suddenly, on the ninth ballot—thanks to some now-storied horse trading in the “smoke-filled rooms” on the thirteenth floor of the Blackstone Hotel—the handsome if undistinguished Senator Warren Harding of Ohio emerged as the leader in votes. After a bit of deft politicking from his manager, Harry Daugherty, Harding won the nomination on the tenth ballot. Coolidge received the news in Boston, where Grace had joined him. Upon hearing it, he donned his hat, left the Adams House, and walked alone across the common and through the city streets to cope with his disappointment.

Back in Chicago, attention turned to the vice-presidential nomination, also an open contest. Wisconsin senator Irvine Lenroot emerged as the favorite of the Senate Old Guard bosses, who had settled on Harding’s nomination and wanted to balance the conservative Ohioan with a liberal. But many delegates had gone home after the presidential contest, and Coolidge’s name remained in the air as a contender for the number-two spot. As the roll call began, delegates balked at having this choice imposed by fiat as well. Voices from the floor called out Coolidge’s name; the Oregon delegation formally nominated him; and a stampede began for the Massachusetts governor. Supporters whipped out the “law and order” banners that they had stashed under their seats after his halfhearted presidential bid. Coolidge won the understudy spot easily, 6741/2 votes to 1461/2 for Lenroot, on the first ballot.

Coolidge was back at the Adams House when his phone rang.
After a short exchange, he hung up and reported to Grace with typical terseness, “Nominated for vice president.”

“You aren’t going to take it, are you?” she asked, knowing his dismay over having lost the big prize, and the obscurity with which most vice presidents eventually met.

“I suppose I shall have to,” he replied. His sobriety masked an inner satisfaction. In ten minutes, friends and reporters were at the door, pressing him for comment. Sitting sphinxlike, he savored a cigar.

 


 



The fall campaign was a rout. Disillusioned with Wilson’s ambitious agenda, most voters nodded in agreement when Harding promised a return to “normalcy,” even as his ungainly coinage made grammarians wince. Barton, along with the advertising man Albert Lasker and the future motion picture czar Will Hays, applied the new art of public relations to the task of electing Harding and Coolidge. Wishing to evoke the fondly remembered William McKinley and his 1896 victory, they had Harding wage a “front porch” campaign from his hometown of Marion, Ohio, hauling a flagpole across north-central Ohio from McKinley’s native Canton. Coolidge did the stumping. He toured the Northeast and reluctantly made a foray into the Democratic South, sounding his themes of thrift, industry, and common sense in government. Newsreels played up his rural roots, showing him splitting wood and hacking tall grass with a scythe on his father’s farm. Meanwhile, on the Democratic side, Ohio governor James Cox and his running mate, the young assistant secretary of the navy, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, followed Wilson’s lead and focused excessively on the Republicans’ efforts to straddle the League of Nations question—thus calling undue attention to their own pro-League stand, which lacked the resounding popular support they imagined.15

November 2, Harding’s fifty-fifth birthday, was Election Day. The returns, broadcast nationally on radio for the first time, offered a special thrill but no great surprises. The Republicans swept the
country except the South, garnering 60 percent of the popular vote nationally and 404 of the 531 electoral votes. “The radicalism which had tinged our whole political and economic life from soon after 1900 to the World War period was passed,” Coolidge said. He called it “the end of a period which has seemed to substitute words for things.”16

Although the office of vice president held no great allure, Coolidge later realized he had been fortunate to have won that spot and not the presidency. “I am not gifted with intuition,” he wrote. “I need not only hard work but experience to solve problems.” Besides, he noted, “The Presidents who have gone to Washington without first having held some national office have been at great disadvantage.” Biding his time as lieutenant governor had served him well in his quest for the governor’s chair. Serving dutifully as vice president might well do the same.17

In the 1920s the vice presidency was little more than a ceremonial office whose chief duty was to preside over the Senate, and Calvin Coolidge did not expand its boundaries. Harding had promised him a role in the government and, in a historic move, allowed his vice president to join cabinet meetings. But Coolidge didn’t participate much. “Aside from speeches, I did little writing,” he recalled of those years, “but I read a great deal and listened much. While I little realized it at the time, it was for me a period of most important preparation.” Slowly, Coolidge grew acclimated to the Washington landscape.18

The government lacked a residence for the vice president, so Coolidge continued to rent a hotel suite. With their sons, now teenagers, at boarding school in Pennsylvania, the vice president and his wife lived in a four-room apartment at the Willard Hotel in downtown Washington. Still a relatively friendless figure, Coolidge passed his time attending social functions. Although he was capable of enjoying the rounds of dinners and parties, he just as often endured them. (“Got to eat somewhere,” he snorted when asked about his frequent dining out.) Grace, in contrast, easily slipped into the role of society woman. “She had a simplicity and charm,”
commented Alice Roosevelt Longworth, the daughter of Theodore Roosevelt and a doyenne of the Washington scene, “ … amused by all the official functions and attentions, yet as always absolutely natural and unimpressed by it all.”19

More important to the vice president were the speeches he gave. He was, he wrote Stearns, “loaded up with speeches, working from early morning until late in the night.” His favorite were his rhapsodies about the splendors of the American past, but he also delivered more substantive remarks that showed a growing conservatism. In 1921 he put his name to a series of magazine articles entitled “Enemies of the Republic” that warned of Communist ideas taking hold among students, though their stridency, uncharacteristic of Coolidge, raises the possibility that Barton or another ghostwriter authored the pieces.20

On the whole, Coolidge wasn’t much of a force in politics, the capital, or the nation. The Harding administration concerned itself with pushing for tax cuts, but even on an issue so dear to his heart, Coolidge wasn’t deeply involved. Nor did he play a large role in the passage of the 1921 Budget and Accounting Act, the most important law enacted under Harding. Other changes, too, were afoot in the early 1920s. The nation was converting from a wartime to a peacetime economy, riding out the short but painful depression of 1921. In the wake of World War I, the country was engaged in a vigorous debate over arms control, and Harding hosted a celebrated conference in Washington. Radios and automobiles were changing everyday life. Coolidge spoke prominently on none of these issues.

His obscurity, in fact, became something of a joke. Complimentary baseball passes issued by the American and National Leagues printed his name with middle initials he didn’t possess. A popular 1921 book of political gossip profiled Harding, Wilson, Lodge, and others but omitted him. Even around town, he went unrecognized. When the Willard was evacuated after a fire, a marshal stopped Coolidge from heading back to his suite.

“I’m the vice president,” Coolidge insisted.


The marshal let him proceed at first but then reconsidered. “What are you vice president of?”

“I am the vice president of the United States,” came the indignant reply.

“Come right down,” said the marshal. “I thought you were vice president of the hotel.”21

Again, political observers concluded that Coolidge was an unremarkable man who had risen as high as he was going to rise. Again, they were mistaken.
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