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[T WAS NOT long ago that the
Indiana twang of Elmer Davis was
coming over the airwaves, bringing--

along with the news he was broadcast-
ing—the reminder that we were born
free. Millions of Americans remember
the voice, the words, and the message
of courage that sustained them through

the dark days of the McCarthy
invasion.

Now, against the background of events
that kept him busy for half a century,
we have the biography of Elmer Davis:
Hoosier boy and Rhodes Scholar,
irreverent young reporter aboard Henry
Ford’s Peace Ship, serious observer of
America and the world from the twen-
ties through the ominous 1930,

Then the reader follows Davis through
his difficult years as Director of the
Office of War Information and through
the McCarthy era, when Davis was
one of the most effective opponents of
that tyrannical demagogue. There was
courage and independence in every
step Elmer Davis took. His enemies
were many and bitter, but his point of
view prevailed.

Quoting extensively from Davis’s let-
ters, articles and broadcasts, Roger
Burlingame does full justice to the
salty, humorous personality of the
man and, especially, relates Davis to
the history which he reported, criti-
cized and influenced. For Davis was a
publicist, and his career was public.
So this book is a history as well as a
biography, and it is unlikely to be
replaced or superseded.
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“

HIS COLLEAGUES—he had no peers—recognized Elmer
Davis as the greatest journalist of his generation. His integrity,
courage, and common sense helped guide the country through
one of the most troubled periods of its history; and he set a
standard which the bhest of American newspapermen, magazine
writers and broadcasiers have been trying to live up to ever

e —HARPER'S MAGAZINE

From DON’T LET THEM SCARE YOU ...

In the most desperate days of the McCarthy panic, when many
dared not move or speak without looking ove. their shoulder for
the fancied specter, a slow, even, Middle-Western voice brought
reassurance into millions of American homes. It presented the
extreme contrast with the reckless shouts that rose from the Senate
floor. It appraised, it reasoned, it recalled to an America unafraid;
its tone and cadence were those of an old Yankee—perhaps a
puritan—certainty; of the stubborn vision that made the impos-
sible feasible through the tough march that once joined the oceans.
And the words were the words of the Founding Fathers, infused
with wise biblical advice but couched in the colloquial usage of the
rural fireside.

Again and again, in various words but never in any that obscured
the basic meaning, the voice said:

“The first and great commandment is, Don’t let them scare
you. For the men who are trying to do that to us are scared them-
selves. They are afraid that what they think will not stand critical
examination; they are afraid that the principles on which this
Republic was founded and has been conducted are wrong. They
will tell you that there is a hazard in the freedom of the mind,
and of course there is, as in any freedom. In trying to think right
you run the risk of thinking wrong. But there is no hazard at all,
no uncertainty, in letting somebody else tell you what to think;
that is sheer damnaticn.”
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This book grew out of a conversation with Elmer Davis’s oldest
and closest friend, Paul Kieffer. When Paul suggested the biog-
raphy, it seemed to me that he was suddenly meeting my most
urgent unexpressed wish; yet I was unsure of my capacity to
fulfill so bright a hope. Paul persuaded me that it was worth a
try and offered to help me by opening whatever avenues of ap-
proach were accessible to him. As he was executor of the Davis
estate, these were considerable. Though nothing in the nature of
a subsidy was ever considered by either of us, he was able to
obtain for me certain exclusive privileges such as that of examin-
ing documents in the control of the family and to establish a
liaison with Mrs. Davis and her children which was essential to
my enterprise. The cooperation that the family has given me so
generously and so wholly without commitment has brought me a
confidence which, in my early uncertainty, was scarcely antici-
pated.

The Davis-Kieffer friendship goes back to Elmer’s Oxford days.
Himself one of the first batch of American Rhodes Scholars in
1902, Paul Kieffer’s interest in succeeding groups led him to make
the acquaintance of the boy from Indiana in 1913. Later he be-
came as welcome in the Davis home as if he had been a member
of the family. The children called him “Peke’ and looked forward
eagerly to his visits.

My own acquaintance with Elmer Davis was more casual but
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it was against a background of admiration as great as any I have
ever felt. To me he was not only the only broadcaster who really
understood the news but the only one who could make me under-
stand it too. When I missed one of his talks, I felt as hungry and
dissatisfied as if I had gone without a necessary meal. It is true,
as occasional passages of this book imply, that I sometimes dis-
agreed with him, but always after he had fairly presented me with
the grounds for disagreement.

I know from the many people I have talked to and the letters
and editorials and citations I have read that thousands or even
millions of Americans felt as I did. To count the confused and
doubting folk he has taught to think with clarity or the scared
men and women to whom he has given courage would be an
exercise in arithmetic progression toward infinity. Though he is
dead, the progression goes on: the growth from his words will be
sturdy in our children’s future.

From those who worked or played with Elmer Davis, I have
had abundant help. To the family—Fliss, Robert Lloyd and
Anne—TI owe most for they have made every step easy, extending
hospitality to me on my visits to Washington and supplying me
with personal details I could not have otherwise found. To my
sorrow, Fliss did not live till I had finished the book.

Of his colleagues in radio, Edward R. Murrow gave me most,
but I must also thank Eric Severeid and William Paley of CBS.
In ABC there were John Daly and Thomas Velotta, with whom
Elmer was associated in his postwar work ; both made valuable
contributions. In my study of his work for the government I was
helped by Jonathan Daniels, Arthur Sweetser, Archibald Mac-
Leish, Edward Barrett, Edward Stanley, John Mason Brown,
Victor Weybright, Carl Lokke, Joseph Barnes, Samuel William-
son, Katharine Pringle, Harold Guinzburg, Armitage Watkins,
Francis Brennan, Robert Hale, and Whitney Shepardson.

At the Library of Congress, my old friend David Mearns, head
of the Manuscript Division, put at my disposal the very con-
siderable body of Elmer Davis papers which were given to the
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Library by the family after his death. In all my work at the
Library Mr. Mearns, his extremely knowledgeable assistants,
Messrs. Vance and Thompson, and the entire staff of the Division
did everything possible to make me feel at home in the Library
and to make my way there easy.

On my first visit to the Library of Congress, I had a special
stroke of luck. A young employee of the Library, who introduced
himself as Jerry Love, told me he had heard I was writing Elmer
Davis’s biography and that he wanted to offer his help as a citizen
of Aurora, Indiana, Elmer’s native town. Mr, Love had been a
Davis fan since he had heard him talk at the Aurora High School
commencement in 1951 and had kept the story about the speech
from the local newspaper. He then gave me abundant assistance
in the most difficult part of my project—Elmer’s boyhood days—
by putting me in touch with a number of elder citizens who knew
the Davises senior and the Severins.

From these people, I got great assistance. Mr. W, D. Backman,
president of Elam Davis’s First National Bank of Aurora, told
me of the family ancestry. Mrs. Esther W. Roache, secretary-
treasurer of Hillcrest Historical Foundation of Aurora, also gave
me detailed information about the family and suggested others
who could enlighten me about Elmer’s high school days.

Fellow students in the Aurora High School were Messrs.
Bernard H. Schockel and Frank C. Hopping from whose letters I
have quoted at length. President Harold W. Richardson of
Franklin College supplied me with a complete record of Elmer’s
courses and grades there. I had an extremely illuminating letter
also from a fraternity brother at Franklin, Mr. Edwin L. Deming.

For information about the Oxford days and about the Rhodes
Scholarships in general I am indebted to my friends Paul Kieffer
and Whitney Shepardson, to Mr. Courtney Smith, American
Secretary of the Rhodes Scholarship Trust, to fellow Scholars
Professor William Greene, Messrs. H. Gary Hudson, C. F. Zeek,
E. H. Eckel, and Robert Hale.

A detailed account of Elmer’s career on the New York Times

9



Acknowledgments

was provided by my lifetime friend Samuel T. Williamson who
was a fellow reporter there—excerpts from which I have used in
the text. Memories of Elmer’s life in New York in Times days
and later were contributed by Mr. and Mrs. W. W. Rogers,
Messrs. Lee Crandall, William Bridges and Robert Keith Leavitt.
I owe Mr. Leavitt a special debt of gratitude not only for his
delightful and instructive letter about the lighter side of Elmer’s
life in New York—including much about the celebrated “Baker
Street Irregulars”—but also for putting me in touch with other
informative persons.

Among those who sent me copies of letters to and from Elmer
Davis, I owe most to the late Carolyn Wilson, whom he first met
on the Ford Peace Ship and who became a lifelong correspondent
and a friend of the family. In the last year of her life, despite
severe physical handicaps, Miss Wilson let me visit her in her
home on Elmer’s old stamping ground, Mason’s Island, and told
me much about his early journalistic career.

Others who sent correspondence were Messrs. Edward L.
Bernays, Peter Viereck, James Thurber, Joseph Barnes and Mrs.
Kenneth Littauer. Mr. Thurber put me in touch with Mr. E. B.
White who, in turn, steered me toward The New Yorker—for
many years a treasury of Davisiana—and pointed out to me an
editorial in which he proposed Davis as Director of the OWL
Both of these gentlemen suggested that I ask the help of Miss
Ebba Jonnsen, The New Yorker’s librarian, who gave it gen-
erously.

Two revealing views were given me by Elmer’s radio agent,
Thomas L. Stix, and Dr. Bernard Cohen, his physician. Mr. Stix
lent me a record of that celebrated voice which was a catalyst to
my work. Dr. Cohen showed an appreciation of his patient’s
humor which was refreshing in a doctor.

I have made constant use of the New York Public Library and
I want to acknowledge the patience, kindness and courtesy of
those members of the staff whom I have consulted. Here, Mr.
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Robert Hill of the Manuscript Division introduced me to the
Library’s collection of Davis papers.

In the editorial offices of the New York Times, my distinguished
fellow writer, Robert L. Duffus, provided me with many back
issues of this paper to whose columns—news and editorial—
Elmer anonymously contributed and he pointed out their true
authorship.

Several of my sources were confidential and I have reluctantly
acceded to the requests of some of my most enlightening in-
formants to withhold their names. I thank them just the same.

I have always welcomed reasonable editorial advice and that
of George Stevens of Lippincott has been wise and patient. George
is a real editor. He refuses to follow the current fashion of running
a manuscript through a copy desk on a belt conveyor.

Kenneth Littauer has shared with George the editorial func-
tion. My wife, a trained critic, has read every word more than
once with her usual stern detachment. For stenography, typing
and collaboration on the index my thanks go to Mrs. Russell A.
Loring.

Of the many books I have consulted for historical background,
I can name only a few. In constant use were Churchill’s volumes
on the second World War. Eisenhower’s Crusade in Europe and
Robert E. Sherwood’s Roosevelt and Hopkins were essential.
One of the most valuable books I have seen is an English publica-
tion entitled T%e War (not to be confused with the recent Ameri-
can volume with the same name), edited by Desmond Flower and
James Reeves. It is a collection of eyewitness and first-hand ac-
counts of events, the authors of which range from generals to
corporals, from prime ministers to government clerks. I have also
used Fleet Admiral William D. Leahy’s I Was Tkere, the Memoirs
of Harry S Truman, Senator Joe McCarthy by Richard Rovere,
Only Yesterday and Since YVesterday by Frederick Lewis Allen,
Ford: Expansion and Challenge by Allan Nevins, Tke American
Republic by Richard Hofstadter, William Miller and Daniel
Aaron, The Time for Decision by Sumner Welles, This is London
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by Edward R. Murrow, The American Rhodes Scholarskips by
Frank Aydelotte, The World Between the Wars by Quincy Howe,
The War, First Year by Edgar McInnis, and Volumes 3, 5 and 6
of Our Times by Mark Sullivan. Other books and periodicals
from which I have quoted I have credited in the text.

Danbury, Connecticut, October 1, 1960
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PROLOGUE

1

on them, are scarcely credible. Such are those immediately

following the Civil War, when corruption in North and
South made this country “the scandal,” as Kipling said, “of the
elder world.” Such, too, are the years of the 1920’s, when, parallel
with the progress of national prohibition, we embarked on a career
of madness that ended with the depression, a calamity second only
to civil war in horror and depth. But the most recent lapse came
when we had succeeded to leadership of the world, when the war-
tired nations looked to us for counsel and strength, yet when,
obsessed by fear, we failed not only them but ourselves.

It was precisely in mid-century that the meaningless, ground-
less wave of panic hysteria swept us. It began with the speech of
a psychopathic demagogue on February 9, 1950. There are those
who say it was the demonic power of the late Senator Joe
McCarthy that created the panic wave out of vacuum. It seems
more likely that the stage had been set for the rabble-rousing
Senator to rant on.

Since the closing years of the 1930’s we had been put through a
series of mental gymnastics probably unparalleled in history—at
least in that span of time. In the ’thirties, beginning with Roose-
velt’s recognition of the Soviet Union in 1933, a considerable
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Prologue

number of the American intelligentsia had softened toward com-
munism. Several philosophical writers had dallied with its
ideology ; some, even, had joined the Party. Then with the Stalin-
Hitler pact of 1939, these converted adherents fell away in droves.
Their bitterness against their former comrades grew with the
Russo-Finnish war of 1940, but suddenly, the following year, we
must all love the Russia which fought so valiantly against the
Nazis! The injured people, stabbed in the back by the unspeak-
able Fithrer hypocrite, had at last seen the light; communism—or
at least its evil features—was on the wane and Russia and the
West might go on together like the lion and the lamb after
Armageddon into a millennium of peace.

But when “peace” came (with the echoes from Hiroshima and
Nagasaki still jarring the American conscience), with it came the
shattering disillusionment from Moscow where, phoenix-like, the
Comintern rose from the synthetic ashes, and Stalin repudiated
every war-inspired promise. And, in the postwar years, certain
Americans wondered if we had been fighting the wrong enemies,
and we were asked by our policy-makers to turn forgiving eyes
toward Germany and Japan, for they, after all, were the great
bulwarks against communism ; perhaps, even, they should be re-
armed by Nato and Seato, whatever those were besides pro-
nounceable combinations of initials.

Was it surprising, then, that the American people should with-
draw into themselves, into something they could understand or
thought they could understand and, because fear had become the
fashion in the world, should create their own little bogy man, the
American Communist? The fact that this bogy had no tangible
existence except in negligible quantities and weakened convictions
made no difference, he was American and therefore comprehen-
sible (however un-American he might be!) and more immediately
frightening.

The American legend, hung over from the invulnerable isolation
days, taught us to turn our eyes away from the obscure and
essentially evil Europe and Asia to something we could know
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PROLOGUE

and touch, that had been purified by wilderness, sanctified by
pioneer hardship and become, finally, independent, no longer
dependent upon a foreign wellspring. Yet now, in conflict with this
ideal, had come the phenomenon of communication: the radio
brought a fear which could no longer be allayed by the floating
comfort of Ivory Soap or the fast relief of Anacin. This fear, being
nameless, might just as well be turned homeward as toward its
unclear source and it awaited only its crystallizer, its interpreter
who would make it appear concrete. So along, at this moment,
came Joe McCarthy, waving in his hand the alleged names of
alleged American Communists—alleged to be engaged in sub-
verting the United States government from within.

It is undoubtedly true that the Wisconsin Senator did not at
first realize what he was doing. Those who, like Mr. Richard
Rovere, have tried to analyze McCarthy’s elusive mentality,
believe he thought he was merely making campaign speeches in
which he had inserted a novel gimmick; that no one was more
surprised than he at its effect. But it is plausible to assume that
he lit, by those words, a fuse of fear which had been laid into
the farthest and darkest corners of confused, bewildered and be-
deviled America.

Having lit the fuse, McCarthy, watching with surprise the
speed with which it burned, saw that it served his personal ambi-
tion and followed it, blowing upon it to enhance the haste of
the burning. We know what happened—all but the youngest of us
know ; in the search for Communists led by McCarthy’s wild and
obfuscating statements the lives of innocent men and women were
ruined, distrust was spread across the land and we became the
laughingstock of the world. The rabble-rousing Senator held the
Congress in the hollow of his hand, including many of those
members who hated him most, intimidated one President and
gained the temporary support of such otherwise intelligent states-
men as Robert Taft. That he was able to humiliate the Army, to
cause the FBI to circumvent its rules, and to render inoperative
portions of the Constitution itself was not because of his personal
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power, appealing as it was to the vulgar, but because he was the
spokesman for an inarticulate fear—a spokesman who seemed,
for a moment, to give it meaning and could furnish victims for
the panic rage.

Many Americans today are deeply ashamed of their faith in
this false god and take comfort only in the truth that so many
others were in the same rudderless boat. But now, in this after-
math when all but the far echoes of the tumult and shouting are
stilled, it might be well to consider some of those who were not
in the boat ; who consistently spoke calm and guidance from a firm
American shore and brought the unhappy people back to sanity.

There was one in particular. .

2

In the most desperate days of the panic, when many dared not
move or speak without looking over their shoulder for the fancied
specter, a slow, even, Middle-Western voice brought reassurance
into millions of American homes. It presented the extreme con-
trast with the reckless shouts that rose from the Senate floor. It
appraised, it reasoned, it recalled to an America unafraid; its
tone and cadence were those of an old Yankee—perhaps a puri-
tan—certainty; of the stubborn vision that made the impossible
feasible through the tough march that once joined the oceans.
And the words were the words of the Founding Fathers, infused
with wise biblical advice but couched in the colloquial usage of the
rural fireside.

Again and again, in various words but never in any that obscured
the basic meaning, the voice said:

The first and great commandment is, Don’t let them scare
you. For the men who are trying to do that to us are scared
themselves. They are afraid that what they think will not
stand critical examination; they are afraid that the prin-
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ciples on which this Republic was founded and has been
conducted are wrong. They will tell you that there is a hazard
in the freedom of the mind, and of course there is, as in any
freedom. In trying to think right you run the risk of think-
ing wrong. But there is no hazard at all, no uncertainty,
in letting somebody else tell you what to think; that is
sheer damnation.

Then, in the year before the voice began to fail from a man’s
overwork in the effort to bring his people back to a rational view
of the true American way, these words, paraphrasing Lincoln,
spurred the courage that was beginning to return.

This nation was conceived in liberty and dedicated to the
principle—among others—that honest men may honestly
disagree; that if they all say what they think, a majority.
of the people will be able to distinguish truth from error;
that in the competition in the market place of ideas, the
sounder ideas will in the long run win out. For almost four
years past we have been c¢ngaged in a cold civil war—it is
nothing less—testing whether any nation so conceived and
so dedicated can long endure.

I believe it will endure, but only if we stand up for it. The
frightened men who are trying to frighten us, because they
have no faith in their country, are wrong; and even wronger
are the smart men who are trying to use the frightened men
for their own ends. The United States has worked, the prin-
ciples of freedom on which it was founded—free thought
as well as political liberty—have worked. This is the faith
once delivered to the fathers—the faith for which they were
willing to fight and, if necessary, die, but for which they
fought and won.

Two years after these words were spoken, the voice that spoke
them was stilled and the tired man went into the long suffering
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Prologue
which led to his death, but the cause in which they were said has,
for the time at least, been won. And, as someone has said, words

are seeds, and if the soil has deep feeding, they grow. And it is
not easy to believe, even in this still uncertain age, that the

American ground has turned sterile.
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1

called “the gay nineties” ; Thomas Beer wrote of it as The

Mauve Decade, and other deprecatory terms have been
thrown at it from the pinnacle of today’s space-conscious superi-
ority. We think of it as leisurely, slow-moving, romantic, compla-
cent and hypocritical.

But this is hindsight. To the men and women who lived in
them, the times were stimulating and robust. The American
continental frontier had, to be sure, officially closed. Yet a new
expansion westward to the Far East began in 1898, as one result
of a war of which, today, we are vaguely ashamed, and the expan-
sion has troubled us ever since. But this flight of the eagle across
the Pacific was hailed, at the end of the ’nineties, as a final
demonstration of Manifest Destiny, and only a few skeptical
prophets shook their heads.

To those of us who were boys when the curtain began to fall on
the century, there was a sense of sharp change, of new acts and
new actors that would crowd the stage when the curtain should
rise again. Politics were for our elders. We heard meaningless
echoes of the jingle of free silver and the death rattles of Popu-
lism, and we had difficulty with the picture of mankind being
“crucified upon a cross of gold.” But the immediate and tangible
war news was thrilling provided one did not have to bother about
causes or results, and, for such of us as lived in the urban centers,

19
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the new technologies and industrial expansion brought daily ex-
citement.

News of the X-ray came from Europe in ’95. The following
year, wireless telegraphy was born. Niagara Falls was “harnessed”
in mid-decade and the long-distance transmission of electric
juice in the late ’'nineties brought light into the darkest corners
and power into transportation. The telephone was still a marvel
and scarce in the back country and Edison’s phonograph with
its wax cylinders and big brass horn was still a fascinating novelty.
To the boys who heard it no news was more urgent than that
which came from Kokomo, Indiana, where Elwood Haynes had
demonstrated a horseless carriage. For many years thereafter this
“toy” was an object of derision to the majority of adults—the
same adults who thought experimenters with flight belonged in an
asylum—but even the boys scarcely dreamed that this engaging
contraption would one day remake the map of the United States.

That map had already been twice drawn. First settlers followed
the rivers and established towns on their banks and when the
Industrial Revolution came, the factories, needing both water
power and transportation, were built in the river towns. But the
railroads changed this design. As trains brought coal for the new
steam power and carried both raw materials and factory products,
cities grew up along the tracks ignoring the waterways. Thus
Pittsburgh and Cincinnati, for instance, were river bred—flat-
boats brought the people and steamboats the industries—but it
was locomotives that gave life to Indianapolis. In the state of
Indiana, therefore, there was a distinction between rail-built
Indianapolis and the towns on the bank of the Ohio, a short dis-
tance down river from Cincinnati. In the 1890’s this distinction
was sharp and there was dispute as to whether the river-town
folk or those up north were the real “Hoosiers.” Certainly the
river towns came first in time while the rest of the state was
largely a swamp, malarial and swarming with mosquitoes, and the
first Indianans were immigrants who came either down or across
the Ohio. All this changed, to be sure, when Elwood Haynes’s
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Kokomo toy developed into the third map-maker; then all were
good Hoosiers together, unified, and some thought too arrogantly
proud of their state—“hoosier than thou,” Robert Benchley is
said to have said.

But in the “mauve decade” the river towns of Indiana were still
mainly agricultural, innocent of factory soot and, by ambitious
urban Americans called “backward.”

One of the backward towns, less than thirty miles across the
state line from Cincinnati, was Aurora, named for the sunrise
which it faced. (Another river town a few miles away was named
by one less impressed by mythology, simply, Rising Sun.) Aurora
is still there, somewhat enlarged, and prouder since one of its
sons talked, nightly, to twelve and a half million people.

In the early years of the nineteenth century, the settlers of
Aurora came from two directions: from Pennsylvania in flatboats
and from Kentucky in enlarged canoes called pirogues. One from
each group led in establishing the town: Jesse Lynch Holman and
Thomas Gaff. Gaff started a whiskey distillery and Holman wrote
a book.

Actually Judge Holman’s book was written in Kentucky before
he crossed the river, but after it was published, he so regretted it
that he burned the edition—or as much of it as he could buy in
—in Aurora’s public square. The book was a novel called Thke
Errors of Education. It seems that Holman, grown older and
wiser and perhaps more ethically sensitive since he had moved
north, looked on this youthful creation, when he saw it in print,
with horror as certain to corrupt the morals of the young. The
event was, as a later historian of Aurora wrote, “the first and,
so far, the only book-burning in Indiana.”

The distillery, on the other hand, was not thought corrupting
in that robust age, and survived. The Gaffs were solid citizens,
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respected by young and old. They made good whiskey—rye and
bourbon—and these things were as much part of the pioneer diet
as bread and meat. It has been said that liquor helped combat
the rigors of climate and gave strength for the chopping of trees;
that it began to affect morals only after the physical work was
done and men had become otherwise corrupted by warm houses
and prepared food.

By 1890, the whiskey distillery in Aurora had been joined by
another enterprise—a coffin factory. Aurorans insist there was no
connection between these industries; that the products of this
new concern were largely exported—perhaps to the malarial mid-
lands of the state. There was also a flour mill and a very respect-
able First National Bank. Two railroads had come in to supple-
ment the river transportation—the Monon and the B. & O.
Aurora had some quite prosperous citizens—and some lowly ones
too.

Above the riverbank, the town rises steeply and the streets
and their lines of houses are on tiers. From the beginning, these
tiers have graded the citizens. On the river level, the people live
in shacks, raise a patch of tobacco for their own smoking and
chewing and subsist mainly on river fish. On the top tier are the
big houses of the rich and great ; in between are the homes of the
middling gentry, small businessmen, storekeepers, doctors and
lawyers. In the spring of every year the river threatens to flood;
when it carries out its threat, the lowly folk run for their lives up
the hills, invading the barns of the better-off, but they have always
come back after the waters have subsided.

In a large house on one of the middle tiers, lived Elam Holmes
Davis. He was, in 1890, cashier of the First National Bank of
Aurora. He was a respected citizen. He was active in the Baptist
church. His wife had been Louise Severin, daughter of a Palatine
German who had found his way to Aurora after the German revo-
lution of 1848. She was Elam’s second wife. She and her spinster
sister, Huldah, both taught in the Aurora High School and Louise
Davis eventually became its principal. Louise was as articulate
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as Elam was laconic. To these people a son was born on January
13, 1890. They named him Elmer—a hick name, he used to say
later with a characteristic winking pride in the circumstances of
his birth, and appropriate to the “backward” town on the Indiana
bank of the Ohio.

3

Sixty-one years later, in 1951, Elmer Davis went back to
Aurora to give the commencement address to the high school’s
graduating class. It was an adult speech, for this man, who had
read aloud to his own eleven-year-old son from James Jeans’s T4e
Universe Around Us, never talked down to boys and girls. He
told them about the traditions of their river and their town. He
told them of the people who had come as immigrants in his
grandfather’s day.

They left us [he said] an honorable inheritance, those resi-
dents of Aurora who went before us—a way of life that suits
us, a freedom that makes that way of life possible; freedom
to think, to say what we think, and to act according to our
conclusions.

In that same address, he gave an uncommon picture of the town
and a brief glimpse of his boyhood against its background.

What distinguished Aurora from the other towns of its size
was the universal interest in music and the almost universal
capacity for performing it. I say almost universal, for I was
one of the very few people around town who couldn’t sing.
Even buried in the back row of Charlie Gardiner’s male
chorus, T did better if they couldn’t hear me. And to be un-
able to sing, in Aurora of those days, was about as much of
a deformity as if you’d had both legs cut off by a freight
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train. Luckily, by playing second fiddle in the high school
orchestra, and later in the old Interurban Orchestra that used
to play up and down the river . . . I just managed to get
under the wire. .

It is an unflattering portrait, but Elmer Davis was not given
to talking enthusiastically about himself. He added a recollection
of the attitude of the members of his own graduating class forty-
five years earlier toward the world they were about to enter.

In our day we could believe that progress was ever onward
and upward with no reversals. . . . We never dreamed then
that there could be hard times as bad as those of 1929 and
after; . . . and we never dreamed that the human race could
ever again slip back into such an abyss of barbarism as
Germany was in the nineteen thirties or Russia is today.

Inability to sing was not the only thing that troubled Elmer’s
growing years. His passionate interest in sports had not, in his
boyhood, the cooperation of his body. He had neither the close-
knit build nor the quick physical coordination essential to good
performance on diamond and gridiron. He has been described as
“ungainly,” with a head too large for his slender body. A high
school classmate remembers that “there was something droll
about his appearance, a serious drollery.” He gave a first im-
pression of great seriousness, yet those who made an effort to
know him discovered, as his boyhood friend Bernard Schockel
tells, “a sort of wiry, dry, explosive, provocative humor, not
respective of the dignity of the victim, although such humor was
impersonal— . . . his remarks were likely to be general, objec-
tive, seemingly unaware of the sensitivity of the listener. So that
his classmates treated him with affectionate drollery, as it were,
and with a bit of caution.”

But the physical ineptitude which limited his participation in
baseball was transferred to an intellectual pursuit in Elmer’s mind
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—a profound understanding of the beloved game that lasted
through life. In school, therefore, he became manager of the
team, which involved the financial arrangements and the schedul-
ing of games. He was an infallible keeper of box scores. In such
sports, too, as boxing, he learned rules and fine points which
enabled him later to become a sports writer of considerable
celebrity.

Yet he never got over the itch to take part. “He gave me the
impression,” writes his classmate Frank Hopping, “that he would
gladly exchange his mental acumen and keenness for the ability
to excel in athletics.” Perhaps, though, even had some magician
offered him the exchange he would not, after all, have excelled.
He was too dedicated to scholarship to have given adequate time
and energy to sport. For him the “A’s” were not those of Aurora’s
teams but of her classrooms. These he won without apparent
effort—to the surprise and envy of his schoolmates.

One would suppose that, with all this smartness, as it was
called, this boy would have been a teachers’ favorite. On the
contrary, he was, apparently, a thorn in their flesh, particularly
in that of his Aunt Huldah Severin, who taught science and
mathematics in the school. We are much aware, today, of the
prevalence of conformity supposed by the social scientists to be
peculiar, in the free world, to the United States, and we think
of earlier eras as being distinguished by rugged individualism.
That this was not true in the small Indiana towns at the start of
the century is evident from the reminiscences of Aurora people.
In such a Baptist stronghold, deviation from the orthodox in
thought as well as in behavior was looked upon with horror by
the guardians of youthful morality. And from his earliest high
school years, Elmer Davis was a rebel. Whether he had been born
into that camp or whether hard-shell Baptist Aurora put him
there, that is where he remained. When, later, he supported the
New Deal, certain citizens of this Republican stronghold eyed
him with suspicion and, despite his persistent attacks on com-
munism, labeled him a “fellow traveler.”
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4

At sixteen, in the fall of 1906, he went to Franklin College in
Franklin, Indiana, twenty miles south of Indianapolis. The college
had been founded in the mosquito days before the railroads.
Indiana had always taken education seriously. The pattern of it
had been laid out in the great documents which had established
the Northwest Territory—the Ordinances of 1785 and 1787—and
which were embodied in her constitution when Indiana became
a state.

The boy’s appearance and manner as he arrived on the campus
were not immediately appealing to the worldly wise sophisticates
from the north. Those upperclassmen who were gunning among
the freshmen for fraternity brothers watched him with negative
expressions. There was, in addition to his long, lanky and awk-
ward look, the inimical fact of his coming from southern Indiana.
Inter-Hoosier prejudice had lasted until 1906, two years before
the Model! T was born. So for several months he was left alone
to pursue his studies, an exercise which usually consoled him for
loneliness.

In a college as small as Franklin, however, it is difficult for any
student to remain long by himself. One classmate and then an-
other began to laugh with Elmer’s wit rather than at his figure.
After a while even the awful barrier between north and south
broke down. Franklin and Aurora were, indeed, on the same rail-
road, and the railroads, Elmer remembered, strung the threads of
culture in Indiana. So before the end of freshman year the
brothers of Phi Delta Theta changed their expressions and he
was pledged.

After that his shyness began to dissolve and he moved into the
leadership that later made him, a Phi Delta brother recalls, “the
pride of his college and his fraternity.” He was an editor and a
playwright and at the top in studies. He also found amusement
in Indianapolis, rumors of which came to his father’s ears. To
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Elam Davis cards and the theater were works of the devil. In
March of Elmer’s senior year he wrote, cautioning his son against
this waywardness. It was costly, he said, impaired the boy’s health
and would injure his reputation—especially if, as Elmer then ex-
pected, he was to be a teacher. He was disturbed, too, by Elmer’s
apparent apostasy, his expressed “contempt” for prayer and his
willingness to listen to the “idiotic sayings” of agnostic professors.

But a month or so later, Davis, senior, changed his tune. “Order
your clothes,” he wrote, “and get all you will need, so that you
will be prepared for your journey and I will take care of the
finances.” What journey, he does not say, but not, surely, the
short rail trip on the Monon road from Franklin to Aurora. Be-
tween Elam Davis’s letters, his son must have won the Rhodes
Scholarship to Oxford. There must have been other letters—letters
of congratulation, and it would have been characteristic of Elmer
to throw them away. But this one he kept: perhaps because there
was a reference in it to a girl to whom he had become engaged
(but never married) or possibly because on the back of the en-
velope, in pencil, was the box score of a ball game he wanted to
remember.

But scholarship or not, there was good reason even for this
austere father to be proud of the youth as he emerged from his
gangling adolescence, his wisdom already balanced by worldly
humor. In his four years at Franklin Elmer had only twice slipped
below the grade of A. The slips came in psychology and geology.
In Greek, Latin and German; in mathematics, chemistry, history
and political economy he had won top marks in every semester.
In Greek he had read the Anabasis, the New Testament and the
Iliad ; in Latin, Livy and Horace, Plautus and Terence and even
De Rerum Natura by Lucretius—an uncommon but a wise assign-
ment for the times—and he had studied both European and
American history. And, in the end, to his Bachelor of Arts degree
was attached the parenthesis of magna cum laude. In the face of
these triumphs, Elam Davis could scarcely support his allegation
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of wasted time even if, in winning them, his son had cracked the
hard shell of Aurora’s orthodoxy.

In the fall of 1909, the boy had felt equal to the stiff “qualify-
ing” examination for the scholarship. The Rhodes trustees laid
emphasis on the term. These examinations were not competitive.
The best man did not necessarily win. But one who passed the
examination was qualified for election. Other criteria were then
applied and the candidate who met all the extracurricular re-
quirements was chosen and was notified of his election some time
after the first of the year in which he was to enter the Oxford
college to which he had been assigned.

In the six years that the Rhodes Scholarships had been given
there had been 397 Scholars from all the countries named in the
founder’s will. Elmer Davis was Number 398.

5

Cecil John Rhodes had lived in the prime years of the British
Empire and was, himself, an empire builder. In his youth he
was torn between two desires: to be educated and to be rich.
In pursuit of this dual avatar, he shuttled between Kimberley in
South Africa and Oxford in England. It was not an easy com-
mutation in the 1870’s when the voyage took seventy days. At
about the time of his first visit to the Cape Colony, the fabulous
Kimberley diamond mines were discovered and exploited and
Rhodes, a common laborer digging with his pick and shovel, saw
his future in the sparkling stones he turned up. Yet the world of
books and study never ceased calling to him. It took him eight
years to get his Oxford degree and he cherished it as dearly as he
did the colossal wealth that gave him the kind of power that has
long since disappeared from the Western world. This uncommon
dualism of mind has been a happy thing for the beneficiaries of his
most celebrated will.

This last of his seven wills, with its codicils testifying to this
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strange man’s restless thinking and his reach toward the perfection
of his scheme is one of the signal documents in the history of
international scholarship. The scheme covered first the English-
speaking countries—the Empire and the United States; then a
codicil let in Germans who knew English.

In these days it is hard to recapture the spirit of Cecil Rhodes’s
dreams. But they were the epitome of British imperial thinking
in the nineteenth century. English schoolboys were brought up on
the slogan, borrowed from Spain, that the sun never sets on the
Empire. In the last decade of the century, Britons swelled with
pride at the poem that Kipling in one of his less humble moods
composed :

The poor little street-bred people that
vapour and fume and brag,

They are lifting their heads in the stillness
to yelp at the English Flag!

But there was no vainglory, no flag-waving or lion-roaring in the
long dream of Cecil Rhodes. He honestly believed that mankind
would be better off if it was wholly dominated by the Anglo-
Saxon race. He wanted the entire continent of Africa to be part
of the Empire ; he wanted men and women to go out from England
and settle in the Middle East and in South America until the
population in those lands was predominately British, and he spoke
for the “recovery of America”—protesting that he had no wish
to make of the United States a subject nation, but rather that it
should be an integral part of the Empire with the central govern-
ment alternating between London and Washington. If these things
were accomplished, Rhodes believed that there would come to
pass an eternal Pax Britannica with no more wars or hates or
international disharmony. Whether that grandiose scheme would
have produced, in the new century, the beginning of the Scriptural
millennium instead of the bloodiest of all times is a question
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which belongs with the ifs of history—a difficult game to play
since all empire except the Soviet has so utterly dissolved.

Rhodes first stated his dream at the age of twenty-two when
wealth and power lay far in the future. But it was the inspiration
of his impulse toward riches. From this point to the last of his
seven wills, there was a progressive moderation of his aims until
at last they took tangible form in the educational project of the
Scholarships. But meanwhile he had added nearly half a million
square miles of South Africa—what has become Rhodesia—to the
Empire and he had helped set the stage for the conflict which
would add the Transvaal as well. In this land he had become a
benevolent despot, a true dictator, yet beloved by the natives and
even, for a time, by many of the Dutch as well.

He died in 1902 as the Boer War drew to its close. Immediately
the trustees of his huge estate began to work out the complex
provisions of his last will. Perhaps most difficult of all were the
plans for Rhodes Scholarships in the United States. Basic to the
trouble here was the difference between British and American
concepts of the higher education.

6

In the United States, the extreme ideal of democracy has in-
fused and finally controlled education as it has all other aspects
of American life. We suffer today from the compulsion in our
schools to consider all students equal and to offer little advan-
tage to the uncommonly gifted. The result is a conformity to a
norm set by a low common denominator and boys and girls are
kept immature beyond their adolescence. To maintain the pre-
tense of equal opportunity an arithmetical scheme of credits is set
up and the pressure of strict supervision demanded by the least
adult of the group is applied to all. But this arithmetical scheme
further seems to set an equality of values for all subjects so that
the student believes himself to be educated as soon as he has
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gained the correct number of credits. As Frank Aydelotte, a
former Rhodes trustee, has written:

It is so easy for the quantitative method of counting up hours
in a registrar’s office to get itself translated into a quantitative
theory of culture. When . . . the elective system seems to be
based on some kind of democracy of courses in which one
“hour” is equal to another no matter how many light-years of
intellectual distance may separate their origins, it is easy for
the student . . . to come to think of education in purely
quantitative terms. A man cannot do this in Oxford. The very
lack of a system brings him face to face with the reality of
education,

This difference tended to frighten Americans away from the
qualifying examinations. The requirement of Greek and Latin
also excluded many boys, for our schools did not insist on the
classics. Thus competition for the Scholarship was reduced. But
the trustees had further trouble carrying out the provisions of the
Rhodes will. These provided that there should always be two
Rhodes Scholars at Oxford from each state or territory. The
trustees soon found that, notwithstanding the theory of democratic
education, the states were far from equal in levels of learning. So
while several boys were eligible from, say, Massachusetts, there
were fewer from Mississippi. This varied from year to year but
Rhodes’s plan of two from every state was a more quantitative
scheme than Oxford’s traditions warranted.

Today, all of these problems have been met ; the United States
has been divided into regions of six states each. Returning Rhodes
Scholars, full of enthusiasm, have spread the word and the com-
petition is keen. And the Latin and Greek requirements have been
abolished. These changes were made possible by those clauses in
the Rhodes will which allowed flexibility to the trustees: and
told them that the aim was to get the best Scholars rather than
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to stick to details of method. But in 1910, none of this adjustment
had been made.

On the other hand, in 1910, the American committees of se-
lection were determined, whatever the difficulties, to meet the
founder’s ideals of young manhood. These were carefully specified
in the will.

My desire being [it read] that the student who shall be
elected to the Scholarships shall not be merely bookworms,
I direct that . . . regard shall be had to (1) his literary and
scholastic attainments; (2) his fondness for and success in
manly outdoor sports . .. (3) his qualities of manhood,
truth, devotion to duty, sympathy for and protection of the
weak, kindliness, unselfishness and fellowship; and (4) his
exhibition during school days of moral force of character and
of instincts to lead and take an interest in his schoolmates.

Perhaps there was no one in the state of Indiana in 1910 who
could present the requisite B.A. or B.S. degree and, at the same
time meet all the other standards. Elmer Davis, however much
otherwise he may have qualified, could show little “success” in
outdoor sports. “Fondness” he had indeed in theory. But here
again the English concept differed from the American. Even in
1910 the American amateur athlete was professional in all but
pay. English boys played for the fun of it. “Success” in England
was synonymous with “fondness.” There was no grueling com-
petition in an English college, no bitterness at failure to “make”
a team. You played rugby or soccer because you loved it; the
games were incidental to other pursuits.

So Elmer, holding, at twenty, a degree of B.A. magna cum laude
and already reading the odes of Horace for pleasure, was elected
and prepared, as the Franklin year closed, to go out into a larger
world than Aurora or Franklin had dreamed of. His fellows looked
on him with a mixture of awe and puzzlement. They read the
account of his success in the Indianapolis Times and asked each

32



THE LIFE AND TIMES OF ELMER Davis

other what was Oxford, what was Queen’s, what on earth was
Litterae Humaniores, the “honor school,” Davis had chosen? And
why should an Indiana man want to go that far from home with
all the opportunity there was here? Some shook their heads and
said well, that was the kind of thing that happened to a man once
he forsook the good Baptist faith, and they predicted he’d be
sorry when he found himself in that godless foreign place. The
young men thought and said what all groups of undergraduate
Americans think and say when they see one in their midst who
knows precisely where he is going and why.

7

In 1910, William Howard Taft was in the second year of his
Presidency. In England, Edward VII died and the people shouted
Long Live the King to George V. In Germany, the Emperor,
William 11, said, “Looking on myself as God’s instrument, I shall
go my way without regard to the ideas and opinions of the time”;
the cruiser Moltke was launched at Hamburg and a battleship
squadron took permanent station at Wilhelmshaven. In the Far
East, Korea was annexed to Japan.

In the United States, the Boy Scouts of America, the Rocke-
feller Foundation and the Carnegie Peace Fund were established.
Mark Twain, O. Henry, Winslow Homer, Julia Ward Howe, John
La Farge and Mary Baker Eddy died. The Pennsylvania railroad
began running trains under the Hudson River to Manhattan.
Glenn Curtiss made a new record by flying sixty miles in one hour
and eighteen minutes; Barney Oldfield broke the world auto-
mobile record at 2724 seconds a mile, and the trotter Uhlan
trotted at the rate of 1.58 minutes a mile, thus establishing a new
record on the harness track. In Highland Park, Detroit, Henry
Ford opened a vast new plant to be devoted to the manufacture by
assembly-line techniques of the Model T. The year was remark-
able for its abundance of strikes and trust-busting. Philadelphia
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was victorious in the World Series, winning four games to Chi-
cago’s one.

In October, after inventing a highly ingenious way of crossing
the ocean without paying his passage, Elmer Davis enrolled at
Queen’s College, Oxford. In his case the hope of Cecil Rhodes
that men might come to England to study “without . . . with-
drawing them or their sympathies from the land of their adoption
or birth” was abundantly realized. For Elmer remained not only
American but indomitably Hoosier as well.
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weakening of their earlier conviction that all Americans

were products of the Wild West; if not actual cowboys, at
least they were rugged folk accustomed to nightly attacks by
grizzly bears and Indians. This had been normal enough, for
people always believe what they want to believe about foreigners.
Such a romantic view of America was long cherished by English-
men and their final awakening to the drab truth that we were,
indeed, much like themselves was disappointing.

Mr. Hugh Moran, a Rhodes Scholar of 1905, writing more than
fifty years later in the American Oxonian, recalls his first days at
Wadham College. A white-haired Fellow (member of the faculty)
dropped in to call. “I say,” he asked Moran, “do tell me, did you
ever know Billy the Kid?” When Moran said no, the Fellow was
sorry. It then appeared that he knew more about Billy the Kid
than Moran knew. He had learned of him years before when he
had lived briefly on a ranch in the Far West and Billy had be-
come one of his favorite characters. He forgave Moran his igno-
rance, then, and took him home to tea. His wife, Moran
remembered, “bowed formally and motioned me to a seat, looking
me up and down as if astonished that I did not wear a sombrero
and buckskin shirt. . . .”

By 1910, however, enough Americans had come to Oxford to
alter the traditional opinion. Several American Scholars had bril-
liantly distinguished themselves. They had not only stood well by
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comparison with colonials—men from Australia, Canada and
Rhodes’s own South Africa—but they had competed successfully
with Englishmen in both studies and sports. Whether or not this
was pleasing to the English youths who might have preferred to
look upon their transatlantic cousins as glamorous savages, the
adjustment toward truth was in accord with the shape of things
to come—with a time of necessary partnership in the defense of
Western civilization.

But, as Cecil Rhodes had wished it, the candid young Ameri-
cans cherished the differences between themselves and their hosts.
If they had tried to ape the English manners and too readily
accept the English views, one of the purposes of the scholarships
would have been defeated. For both Englishmen and Americans
on this high intellectual plane the divergencies were healthy.
Through the years the liberalization of Oxford from the extreme
conservatism of the past has come partly through contagion from
American students and many of our own educational institutions
have been inoculated by returning Rhodes Scholars who have be-
come professors, with resulting changes in the design and practice
of scholarship. All this was, perhaps, inevitable as the world grew
smaller and alliances between peoples became irresistible, but it
was hastened by the far vision of Cecil Rhodes.

But such a future, in 1910, was dim for most of us, and
England, for Americans of small means, was a fortnight away
from New York and farther still from Aurora, Indiana. To the
Hoosier home-town boy, the journey must have seemed like an
adventure ; the horizon both alluring and fearsome. What went on
in the private mind of Elmer Davis as he faced the prospect we
are unlikely to discover; we only know that, when he had covered
the first lap, his behavior was both bold and shrewd.

2

To a young man of twenty, thriftily reared, for whom the doors
of opportunity have suddenly opened wide, money is likely to be
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a primary consideration. For young Davis, the transatlantic
future was bright enough. The enormous sum of three hundred
pounds (in 1910, the equivalent of $1,500) awaited him in Oxford
but no part of this was available to him in New York on the
eve of the adventure. Most certainly he did not want to be be-
holden to his father for more than the barest of expenses. There
was no enmity there, as later events were to show; only an urgent
wish for independence. He knew that he was leaving Aurora for
good. That narrow circle of experience was behind him. He might
have occasional nostalgic dreams about the home town and he
would continue to be proud of the state but he wanted no ties
with it. His father might pay for his trip to New York but he
would invent his way on from that point.

Forty-eight new Rhodes Scholars were on their way to England
that fall. Most of them were embarking at New York. Why not
persuade them all to go on the same ship? This would give them
a chance to get acquainted before “term” at the colleges began.
Also, if one passenger could herd all the others on board a certain
ship, might not the steamship company to which she belonged
look on that passenger with favor?

Davis asked this question in the office of the American Line.
An official said the company would not only look with favor, they
would give such a passenger his own passage free. It was not a
new device even in 1910, nor was it a particularly brilliant one,
but it revealed a distaste for debt—even to a father—that
amounted in later years to one of the few fears that ever dis-
turbed Elmer Davis and made him, as a friend said, a sort of
financial hypochondriac.

The Haverford was not a passenger ship but passengers were
welcome for their passage money. Her cargo was mainly cattle.
She made her way slowly in the early October winds and landed
in Liverpool.

As always, men made cautious acquaintance with Davis. Some
were scared of his close-packed wit. Even as a boy, he took quick,
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strong dislikes. His irony withered the fakers, the pretentious.
But others who jumped the first hurdles became deeply attached.
Those who understood humor got to know him best; but, in any
crowd, the percentage of men responsive to wit is never high.

His cabin mate was Whitney Shepardson who, more than forty
years later, was to share with him some of the burdens of the
second World War. Shepardson was a graduate of Colgate and
was headed for Balliol College. Sharing a small cabin for two
weeks on a cattle steamer, men either kill each other or become
enduring friends. But there was no casualty in the Davis-Shepard-
son quarters, and if there were occasional word battles, both en-
joyed them, for they were both experts in word marksmanship.

It was raining in Liverpool when the Haverford docked there.
It was still raining in Oxford on the Sunday night that Davis and
a fellow Scholar, Charles Zeek, from Louisiana, arrived. The train
had been late and when their hansom cab arrived at Queen’s
College, the gate was closed. For a while they stood in the cold
rain, pounding on the gate breaking the deep Sabbath stillness
with their noise. Finally a man in a top hat came and opened the
gate. His appearance was impressive. Davis held out his hand.

«I'm Elmer Davis, sir,” he said, “and I suppose you are the
president of the college.”

“No, sir,” the man replied, “I am the college porter.”

“Such,” Professor Zeek remembers, “was our introduction to
Oxford, where we found the porter and the messenger to be among
the most important people in the college quadrangle.”

The clothes-conscious Britishers of those days must have been
amused by the American sartorial variety. At Oxford anyone who
did not wear the gray bags and Norfolk jacket was conspicuous.
What they thought of the peg-topped trousers, the padded
shoulders, the high-button shoes and the pork-pie hat that were
fashionable at the time in Aurora, Indiana, is not recorded but
the looks these Oxford lads cast at Elmer Davis are remembered
by his fellow Scholars. In clothes, he eventually capitulated with
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inroads into his 300 pounds, but it is well remembered that he
continued to wear with pride the other marks of his Americanism.

The preservation of what has been called, ad nauseam, his
“twang” amid the deeper and more resonant tones that sur-
rounded him was probably not consciously rebellious. Persons
with sensitive ears almost invariably take on something of the
accent of the daily speech they hear. The so-called “drawl” of the
southern United States, for example, is peculiarly infectious and
many a Yankee, however determined to guard his speech, has
returned after a long sojourn in the South to amuse his northern
friends with the lazy overlay that has softened his normal staccato
harshness. Now we know from Davis’s own statements that he
did not have a sensitive ear. He was never able to acquire any-
thing resembling a proper French accent though his idiom and
grammar were correct and though he was married to a woman
who was nearly bilingual. So the celebrated “twang” was more
likely a result of physical inflexibility than of Hoosier stub-
bornness. In any case its effect was profound because it was so
integral with his other traits.

Two things he could never quite take. One was the climate,
which he called “un-Christian.” The other was the eight-o’clock
roll call, that curious institution which seemed so at odds with
Oxford’s general freedom from restriction. No count, for in-
stance, was taken of attendance at lectures or other functions.
Where a man might eat was his own affair. But, for the first two
years residence in the college was required and this was checked
by a curfew and a rising hour.

It is told that when Davis’s “scout” knocked at his door one
morning and announced that it was half past seven, sir, Elmer
said yes and turned over. In an hour the man returned: It’s half
past eight, sir. Through the morning this was repeated every
hour. Finally the disheartened man called: It’s noon, sir, and I'm
going home.

Elmer’s rooms were on a stair in the corner of the Back Quad.
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On the wall hung an oar from a shell of 1833 when the Queen’s
College crew won a victory over a Cambridge crew. The oar must
have been a reminder of a sport in which young Davis could never
excel. Perhaps more important to him was the occupancy of the
rooms many years before by the great Jeremy Bentham.

3

The first few weeks of an American Rhodes Scholar were, in
1910, full of surprises. This is less true today since in our uni-
versities there is more awareness of English educational systems
and since so many returning Scholars have told their tales.

It was disconcerting, for instance, after graduating, perhaps
with honors, from an American college to find oneself again a
freshman in a hierarchy in which the upperclassmen looked at
one down their noses. It was galling to discover that no recogni-
tion whatever was given to the American degree or the American
honors. At the same time it seemed curious that the student—
“fresher” though he be—was left so utterly to his own devices as
far as methods of study, choice of lectures to be attended, hours
of work and play; and above all that there were no tests or
quizzes, no devices by which he or his teacher could keep a
periodic check on his work.

As Frank Aydelotte, former American Secretary to the Rhodes
Trustees wrote in his book, The American Rhodes Scholarships :

The American student at Oxford misses almost all the aca-
demic machinery that he has been used to in his native
university. At Oxford there are no ‘“courses” in the Ameri-
can sense of the term. There are no record cards in the
registrar’s office, no “signing up” for the lectures he expects
to attend, no required number of hours per week, no daily
assignments, no mid-term tests or hour exams. The Rhodes
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Scholar is a little puzzled on his first Monday morning, and
on a great many mornings thereafter, to know just what he is
expected to do at a given hour or moment. Shall he read this
volume, or master such and such a table of dates, or attend
such and such a lecture, or perchance wander down High
Street in search of tobacco, or shall he spend a few hours in
the shop of one of the delightful Oxford booksellers . . . ?
The whole world of work and play . . . is all before him
where to choose. His only hard-and-fast academic engage-
ment is to call on his tutor once a week at a specified hour te
read an essay on a specified topic.

In short, the American student discovered that Oxford was
more interested in educating than in instructing him. Nothing
was thrust upon him. The English college is interested in drawing
out rather than putting in. It provides abundant opportunity
for the student to show his talent, his aptitude or his interest:
perhaps never again will he find such wide-open gates for his
effort. But he must make his own way through them; no
one will push him or try to “get him by.” To the tutor he will
express himself and a good tutor will listen as much as he will
talk. American educators are coming to see the merit in such a
pattern, but few of them did so in 1910.

Scraps of reminiscence by men who were at Queen’s with
Elmer Davis throw some light on activities there that were sign-
posts pointing toward his mature character and career.

I do not recall [writes H. Garey Hudson of the class behind
his] that Elmer engaged in any of the college sports. [An-
other contemporary remembers that one row on the river in a
cold rain was enough.] It seems to me that his usual exercise
was an afternoon walk adorned with some of his character-
istic brilliant conversation. His keen observations and dry wit
were well known,
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And he was a rebel, as always, against tyranny.

On the occasion of a revolt in the Junior Common Room
against a small clique of upperclassmen who, though without
talent in anything except political manipulation, had arro-
gated to themselves the control of college affairs including
sports, Elmer was a leader in planning the parliamentary
strategy through which the bosses were overthrown.

That these bosses were the sacred “upperclassmen” who,
Scholar Hudson recalls, were customarily regarded as demigods
by those below made no difference to Scholar Davis. Give me
Liberty! he shouted, in effect, and won the battle.

That Elmer Davis was mature enough to fit quickly into this
unsystematic system is evident from the rapidity with which he
made his way. That he was able, in addition to the rigorous
pursuit of litterae humaniores, to explore Europe as far as Turkey
and thus establish in his early twenties a basis for his later inter-
national understanding, is still more significant. But the Oxford
educational design helped there, too.

Vacation, at Oxford, takes up half the year. There are six
weeks at Christmas, another six weeks at Easter and four months
in the summer when the student is free to go his own way. He is
under no compulsion whatever. But vacation at Oxford is not the
same as vacation in an American college. In a subtle but essential
sense, the Oxford vacation is part of the curriculum. In America
when final exams for the year are done with, the student does
his best to forget his college work. Either he goes in for an orgy
of rest and play or he gets a summer job usually remote from
his college courses. But at Oxford, when he is released from con-
ferences with his tutor and from lectures, his deeper educational
work begins. Now, in leisurely privacy, he can digest all that the
term has fed him; he can reflect and he can let himself be led
into new paths of understanding. In term, he is guided into learn-

42



THE LIFE AND TIMES OF ELMER Davis

ing; in vacation he educates himself. In vacation his hours of
reading may be supplemented by play but he is never under the
pressure to enjoy himself that departmentalizes American school
and college and, indeed, business life.

The scholarship stipend makes travel possible and travel is en-
couraged in the English university tradition. To the purposeful
scholar it is integrated with study. The man whose “honor school”
is European history finds on the Continent the artifacts that give
tangible substance to his reading. If, like Davis, he is pursuing
the classics, these will come into high visibility in Greece and
Rome.

4

From Aurora, Indiana, to Oxford in England is a long stride.
But for the English-speaking youth with Anglo-Saxon blood, Eng-
land is never quite another world. From Aurora to Paris, how-
ever, is a jump out of reality. When he first found Paris, England
had not drawn Davis entirely out of Aurora. There were other
Americans in Paris, then, escaping its unreality by banding to-
gether but watching from their safe refuge the engaging strange-
ness. One of these, a student like himself and living with a group
of students, had gone a little deeper into Paris than most; she
had worked at it and could interpret it in more universal terms.
She was a Boston girl, younger than Elmer, with more, perhaps,
of what the snobs called culture and less of book learning. Telling
him about Paris, showing him the theater and the opera, the
gardens and the Guignols and amused by his occasional derisive
appraisals, Florence MacMillan was presently in love.

Elmer, however, had much to think about and much to see in
Europe before he went back to Queen’s College. There was no
question, then, of marriage: it must stand, if at all, far in the
future. Marriage forfeited the Rhodes Scholar his scholarship.
But in those days, there was plenty of time for everything. Love
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could be slow or interrupted, and marriage was a serious thing
with economic implications in that far-off time when you had to
pay for what you bought, and if a young American had hasty
thoughts, Oxford soon dissolved them.

It is possible that, after a Paris vacation, a new color or note
was added to the already abundant harmony of litterae humani-
ores. Certainly if there had been danger of Davis’s becoming that
object of Rhodes’s dread, a bookworm, Paris mitigated it.

After “term” had begun a few reminders came in the post from
across the Channel. Elmer and Florence had found a first bond—
one of those ties so eagerly sought by trysting youth—in the
coincidence of their birthdays. Both were born on the thirteenth
of January. On this thread were hung many of the shy words
that began the long courtship.

But before this romance had begun there were other troubles
that threw it out of focus. As early as January, 1911, a letter had
caught up with Elmer in Dresden where he had gone on his first
holiday. The news it contained must have disturbed his entire
Oxford stay. It was from his mother. It told of a financial disaster
that had overtaken his father. A local company in which Elam
Davis had had faith and had become involved had failed. The loss
of his stock which he had borrowed money to buy, and his per-
sonal endorsement on some defaulted notes, had put him in debt
to the extent of nearly $20,000.

To Elmer this news coming so near the start of his new life
must have been a shocking blow. His reply to his mother’s letter
does not survive. It is possible that he offered to come home at
once to help her out, for a month later he got a letter from his
father playing down the bad news. It began, “Pleased to know
you enjoyed vacation” but cautioned him that it was better to
stay at school and give time to his studies than to go on trips of
recreation. Then:

As for me and the financial embarrassment that has over-
taken me, do not let that worry you . . . while we will be
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very poor, while the Lord gives us good health, and plenty of
work, we feel rich, and will be enabled to get on without
trouble . . . we are living comfortably, your mother is
greatly enjoying her teaching, and I still have my position
in the bank.

It must have been about this time, nevertheless, that the de-
termination came to cut the time of Oxford study from three to
two years. However much the people at home discounted the con-
sequence of the disaster, the news posed an uncertainty: how
long would it be before young Elmer would have to get out and
work to help mend the broken fortunes? And when the hint of
love came in Paris, that doubt built higher the barrier to eventual
marriage.

Yet none of these troubles could dangerously interrupt this
levelheaded youth in the pursuit of his education under the im-
mortal aegis of Cecil Rhodes. On the contrary, they spurred him
to harder effort, determined him to capture the full loot while
there was yet time. The dominant fact about the life of Elmer
Davis was its evasion of waste. He filled every hour with mental
activity, but not to overflowing, so that nothing was lost and his
memory sealed what his mind had embraced.

In June, 1912, he believed he was ready for what was known
in Oxford as “Greats”—the examination for his B.A. degree. He
had mastered the Greek language and had read deeply in the
literature and history of Greece. These things became part of the
very currency of his writing and speaking in later years. There
are allusions to ancient history in many of his best essays; his
letters and addresses composed in troublous years compared the
politics of Hellenic or Roman times with those of the current
American scene. The effect of some of this study on his radio
talks was noted by Professor William C. Greene :

I used to recommend to my Harvard classes in Greek that
they listen to Davis, among other reasons because his Oxford
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training in Greats had contributed to his masterly use of con-
nectives in his brief broadcasts and to his clarity in indicating
thereby his shifts of direction,—emphasis, or qualification, or
statement of opposing facts.

In Greats, Davis won a Second. Why he did not get a First was
explained in a letter written by his tutor, E. M. Walker of Queen’s
College:

Mr. Davis came to this college as a Rhodes Scholar in the
autumn of 1910 and began his reading for the Schol Litterae
Humaniores in January, 1911. His original intention was to
take the usual period of reading, two and a half years. Cir-
cumstances, however, compelled him to enter for the exam-
ination a year earlier in June, 1912; and he thus had a full
year less for his course of study than is customary. In spite
of this, he all but obtained a First Class. This I regard as one
of the most remarkable achievements I have ever known in
this Schol.

Still, when the examination was over, he did not go home. By
getting his degree in 1912 he could hold himself ready for return
at any time. But the letters from home were not insistent.

He spent the summer traveling. In Belgrade, he fell into the
hands of an unscrupulous money changer who took his good
British money and gave him, in exchange, the worthless currency
of a dead regime. “I was a stranger,” he quoted, as usual from the
Bible, “and he took me in.” The detailed knowledge of the
Balkans and of the complex relationships of central European
peoples to Germany and Russia which appeared in later essays
was acquired, in part at least, in these vacation travels.

In October he took up “digs” in Walton Street and did post-
graduate work through the winter. Letters from both his father
and mother at that time told of his father’s illness and the cost of
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medical treatment but they still urged him not to come home—
yet.

For her birthday on January 13, 1913, Elmer sent Florence
MacMillan thirteen roses. “How,” she wrote him that night, “did
you spend our birthday?” They were engaged, then, but further
hope was long deferred. In June, another coincidence strength-
ened the bond that the coincidence of their birthdays had estab-
lished. Both Florence and Elmer were recalled to America by the
illness of their fathers. Both arrived too late. William Donald
MacMillan and Elam Holmes Davis died within a week of each
other.

The letter telling him of his father’s death by heart failure met
Elmer as he landed in Boston on the White Star Liner Cymric out
of Liverpool.

With his arrival the lean years began. They were years of
courage and self-denial. They did not tend to reduce the symp-
toms of financial hypochondria. But they were full of enterprise
and the development of a diversity of talents.
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1

HE YEAR 1913 was the year before the deluge from

which we have never wholly emerged. It was more than

the end of an era or a delayed turn of the century; more
than an eve of revolution. It was the meeting moment of a past
and a future more different from each other than any pasts and
futures so suddenly juxtaposed had ever been before. It was a
moment of dead center when directional movement seemed to
have stopped for the sole apparent purpose of letting us enjoy
being alive in the security of the best possible world. Tomorrow
we—citizens of the civilized world as we called ourselves—ex-
pected to continue in the march of progress into an infinity of
green pastures.

The march of civilization [wrote Elmer Davis looking back
on 1913 from 1940] had freed man from his traditional wor-
ries—food and security. Ruinous wars, destructive social
upheavals, were as certainly outgrown as famine, pandemic
diseases, religious bigotry. Man was free to think; he could
think boldly, for the machinery of society was foolproof.
If society still needed improvement, that could be accom-
plished by the direct primary, or the popular election of
senators, or the initiative, referendum, and recall ; or by giv-
ing the vote to women.
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Actually the change in velocities, or whatever it was that
brought the dead center in 1913, had begun earlier in the Ed-
wardian years. Windows had been opened to air out the stuffiness
of late Victorian rooms. A new visibility had penetrated the
corners hitherto darkened by artificial convention as surely as the
electric light had done away with the shadows of the gaslit
streets. The resulting change of manners had brought in a new
frankness which eventually became as artificial as the conceal-
ment which had preceded it but which, in 1913, was still fresh
and refreshing.

Before about 1912 it was generally true that the righteous
could be seen in certain places, the wicked in certain others;
now the two streams intermingled for the first time. . . .
So nice girls went to tango teas at cabarets, and drank cock-
tails, and smoked cigarettes, and talked sex with boys; and
of course there was a tremendous uproar.

If we try now to hear that uproar it will be drowned out by
the echoes of the guns and bombs that we have been hearing ever
since. But those of us that can remember its sound are sure that
it was rather pleasing than otherwise to the young people who
had inspired it; it was obbligato to the dance melodies—the
counterpoint of the tangos. We were spurred to bigger and bolder
things when

Our moral mentors told us that it was an age of unprec-
edented license and corruption, and that we boys and girls
who had just cracked our shells were a brood of vipers from
the pit.

There was nothing peculiarly American about all this. The
same kind of renaissance (as it then seemed) was sweeping over
Europe. Men and women were dancing in Rome and Paris and
Berlin; women in those places were lost in even bigger smoke
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clouds than in America, and in the England that Elmer Davis
had just left, the tango tea was especially popular because there
was tea in it. The night clubs—always international whether they
are in London, Vienna or Cairo—were as crowded with young
“vipers” as in New York and the horror of the English clerics
reverberated in the Gothic vaults of Anglican cathedrals.

To us of that generation all these things that we did in 1913
were gay because there were no strings to them, they were of the
moment, uncomplicated, pure fun. The present was so utterly
present, so overwhelming that yesterday was forgotten, tomorrow
indefinitely postponed. This has never been the same since, per-
haps will never be.

2

The fringe of all this must have brushed Elmer Davis even
in the cloistered ambiance of Queen’s College during his last few
months in England. Whether his work, bringing alive the dead
languages and exploring ancient Rome, had kept him from the
tango teas he has not said; at least we know he was aware of
them. He was more aware of them in England and of all the
moral revolution than in Cincinnati and Aurora where he went
to help his mother out of her personal tragedy and out of the
financial doldrums in which Elam Davis’s death had left her. It
was hardly an atmosphere calculated to emphasize the joy of
living. To this young man dynamic with energy and feeling the
urgency of a world he must live at the center of, an Indiana river
town gave no inspiration. It belonged to a past he wanted to
shuffle off like an old skin and he was impatient to get into the
central whirlpool currents of America. A look at the high school,
maybe the college at Franklin, induced a fading of the never too
strong impulse toward a teaching career.

It was quite natural for him to want to write. At Oxford he
had done essays and theses that were highly praised. What has
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been preserved of his writing in those days has not the directness
or the thrift of words that later set him apart from his lush con-
temporaries. But anyone who could see latent talent in a manu-
script saw it in his. “He writes excellent English,” wrote Tutor
Clark of Queen’s, “and expresses himself with vigour.” And
H. Garey Hudson, Queen’s 11, notes:

Elmer belonged to a group including Christopher Morley
and John Crowe Ransom which set about writing a novel.
Each member of the group in succession was responsible for
a chapter, his aim being to leave the plot so tangled as to
defy the efforts of the next writer to solve it.

He had come to grips with his mother but he had done that
before (along with Aunt Huldah) and won. Louise Davis was a
persistent woman ; it was said she could talk such a stream that in-
terruption was nearly impossible. She was dead set against the
career of a free-lance writer—an idea Elmer had played with at
Oxford—and she had written him that he could not possibly sup-
port himself so: advice which was, of course, quite sound. But
he must teach, she said, teaching made money, then if he insisted,
he could write “on the side.”

Elmer had learned the expediency of silence. It was Elam
Davis’s way to let Louise talk. Elmer privately approved the
technique. He let his mother have her say and did not try to
argue. But after she was through he went his own way—which
was to New York—and took her with him.

There must have been some money somewhere. (There nearly
always is.) It is certain that he could not have supported both
his mother and himself on the wages from his first job on Adven-
ture magazine—ten dollars a week. But it was equally certain
that even in 1913 when ten dollars was ten dollars that, at week’s
end, there was little left for either saving or dissipation. He lived
as far west as you can get on 113th Street in New York. It was
there that, in September, a wistful letter reached him after being
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forwarded from Aurora in which Florence MacMillan, now in
Brookline, Massachusetts, said that she was still wearing his pin
but would send it back to him whenever he should find someone
he liked better.

Adventure irked him in the winter and he began casting about
for something into which he could more deeply get his teeth.
Early in 1914, a letter from Arthur Greaves of the New York
Times told of a possible job there. “I got it,” Elmer scribbled in
the margin of Greaves’s letter, and the letter with the young
man’s exuberant annotation is among the handful from those
days that have survived.

3

It was a broad jump from the quiet of Queen’s College to the
tempestuous city room of the New York Times, even with Aurora
and adventureless Adventure in between. To the cub reporter
who chased fire engines, turned up at the spot of a murder before
the body was cold or, at short notice, covered a sports event, the
Latin poets were of little immediate use. It is true that the Times
was more consistently aware of erudition than the other New
York papers, but on a more leisurely floor than that on which
Davis worked, and its scholarly sallies usually waited till Sunday
to emerge. Also, the Times screened the news so that only that
which was “fit to print” appeared—on its front pages at least.
And the editors, too, followed a code of rhetoric and a prescribed
vocabulary which pleased young men who had taken on the Eng-
lish language as their mistress.

When this young man of twenty-four began his job on the
Times, there was plenty of news. We are surprised, looking back
over the yellowed or microfilmed papers, that there were so few
portents even in the foreign dispatches. The cloud no bigger than
a man’s hand that hung so pregnant over Europe was scarcely
visible. There had been war, there was unrest in the Balkans, but
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there was always unrest in the Balkans and the Balkans were
too far away to be worried about by New Yorkers—or, for that
matter, Londoners or Parisians. But New Yorkers took the do-
mestic news seriously.

Woodrow Wilson had been in the White House long enough to
arouse the ire of the conservatives who regarded any interruption
of the status quo as a threat to the life of the Republic. Wilson
was critical of business and industry. The tariff, he said, “makes
the government a facile instrument in the hands of facile inter-
ests.” He appeared to favor what was not yet called a welfare
state. He planned a reform of banking and currency. He consid-
ered private monopolies “indefensible and intolerable.”

In the year before, the state of Wyoming had ratified the in-
come tax amendment ; now it was a reality and to cap the horror,
taxes were publishable and therefore incomes could be fairly
accurately guessed at by the public. Businessmen, accustomed to
almost countless years of cut-throat competition and a caveat
emptor policy, were uneasy before the newly created, powerful
Federal Trade Commission. Was it really true that business was
now going to be regulated from Washington? Was the sacred
laissez-faire which had brought the nation to industrial leadership
of the world about to be abandoned ?

In Panama, the canal was opened to traffic from ocean to
ocean. In Colorado, one of the bloodiest battles in the history of
American labor, between striking coal miners and gunmen whom
the operators hastily pushed into the militia, resulted in the
death of twenty-five persons, including eleven women and two
children. The violence ended only when President Wilson sent
Federal troops to Ludlow, Colorado.

It was in the spring of 1914 that President Wilson ended the
tradition whereby, in the event of national insults from abroad,
honor could only be satisfied by humble apology or war. Indeed,
for a few feverish weeks, there was a true war scare in such
inflammable centers as New York. It had nothing to do with
Europe where the fuse would soon start burning. The controversy
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was between us and Mexico. Victoriano Huerta, who had become
Mexico’s President by the expedient not unprecedented in Latin
America of murdering his predecessor, had ordered the arrest of
some United States Marines in Tampico. Huerta apologized but
the pacifist Secretary of State, William Jennings Bryan, also
demanded that he salute the American flag. This he refused to do.
While the American warmongers were screaming for blood, Presi-
dent Wilson quietly adopted a policy he called “watchful wait-
ing.” He did seize the custom house at Vera Cruz to prevent the
landing there of a shipment of arms. But later he accepted media-
tion from the “ABC” powers of South America. There was no
salute to the flag but it was a Pyrrhic victory for Huerta: a new
revolution forced him out in July. This patient act for which
Wilson was bitterly criticized marked the beginning of a new
era of international relations.

In New York, Charles Becker lost his appeal from conviction
for instigating the murder of Herman Rosenthal—a 1912 crime
so sensational that other news had been pushed off the front pages
of every paper except the Times. But even the Times ran stories
of the retrial which centered round such legendary characters as
Gyp the Blood, Dago Frank, Lefty Louie and Whitey Lewis. In
otherwise dull New York, Theodore Roosevelt arrived after trav-
els in the wilder parts of South America where he claimed to have
discovered a hitherto unknown river. Skeptics greeted this news
with the suggestion that the “River of Doubt” was well named
and one, checking Roosevelt’s location of it on the map, said it
must run uphill. But the Colonel was ill, had lost thirty-five
pounds, and the Times extended its sympathy in an editorial
headed “The Returning Conqueror.” The first widely publicized
demonstration of radiotelephone (which would one day become
the means of broadcasting) was a half-hour conversation between
the Wanamaker stores of New York and Philadelphia. And, at
the end of May, New Yorkers to whom the memory of the Ti-
tanic disaster was still vivid, were shaken by the news that the
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steamship Empress of Ireland had sunk in the St. Lawrence with
a loss of 954 lives.

These things happened against a background of serenity in the
United States. The news from abroad was no more disturbing.
The most violent news in Britain was of the behavior of militant
woman suffragists who slashed a Velasquez painting in the Na-
tional Gallery, attempted to force an entrance to Buckingham
Palace and tried to blow up a viaduct of Glasgow’s water supply.
In Germany a new record for balloon flight was established and
the editor of a newspaper was imprisoned for laughing, editori-
ally, at the Crown Prince. There was a secret convention with
France concerning Northern Anatolia and Syria. In France, an
airplane pilot flew over Mont Blanc and there was a general elec-
tion in which eleven political parties figured. There was also a
four-party election in Austria-Hungary and laws were passed
there for the compulsory education of children over six. And then,
at the end of June a shot was fired. After it nothing in the world
was ever quite the same.

4

It took not only the newspapers but even the experts in inter-
national politics quite a while to clarify the connection between
the assassination of Austria’s Archduke with the battles of Vimy
and the Marne. To New Yorkers, the sparks along the fuse from
Sarajevo were quite incomprehensible. A few were so horrified by
the jumping of the fire from Serbia through France, Belgium and
across to England that they began to wonder if, eventually, it
might also leap the Atlantic.

Elmer Davis, reading the flash news in August and September,
must have felt acutely the plight of his English friends. Already
England had mobilized and young men were streaming across the
Channel. Many of them, he knew, were trying to carry the happy
mood of the year past into the unknown trenches. Later he read
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of the young officers who leapt on the parapets and, with their
swagger sticks, waved their troops into the attack until the im-
personal traverses of the German machine guns convinced them
that they were no longer on the playing fields of Eton and Rugby.

In London, when all the English orchestras went into the
minor, the dancing still went on but now there was an urgency
that came among the boys and the girls so that the whole of sex
had to be crammed into the minutes before the train or the boat
left. The inconsequential mood was there no longer. If there had
been love in 1913, it was, as Elmer remembered it, “a delicately
flavored blend of reality and illusion, of candor and mystery.”
In 1914, it was, perhaps, even more unreal, yet it had a momen-
tary starkness; its candor was a necessity, not an adventure, and
its only mystery lay in the question whether or not death would
end the story.

Sex, of course, has always played a supporting role in war and
so it did in 1914, though less elegantly and less chastely than in
the Age of Chivalry. But overnight, the relatively slow, shy sex
of the English tango tea had altered. Now everything had a string
attached. Even the dancing and the cabarets, even the cocktails
and the cigarettes, suddenly had a purpose. The curious thing
was that the beetle-browed moral critics found that the activities
against which they had railed a year before were now noble, as
if all sin might be forgiven and even glorified once a patriot’s
grave appeared this side of the horizon.

From then on through the years of war and peace and war,
the human mind has been trying to catch up with the facts. Prob-
ablv. if he were alive today, Elmer Davis would doubt that it ever
could.

5

The first vivid eyewitness story to come to America—a story
which has become a classic in the history of American war cor-
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respondence—was printed, not in the New York Times but in its
rival morning paper, the Tribune. To New Yorkers it brought a
sense of the war’s immensity and of the ruthlessness which would
distinguish it from all other modern wars—a sense which, in the
years to come, would grow to fever height. Without today’s syn-
dicate pattern, however, in which such a story would be repeated
in a hundred provincial newspapers through the country, this
remarkable piece of reporting had little effect on the inland popu-
lation, much of which was still angrily pro-German.

The story was written in the city of Brussels while the veteran
American correspondent, Richard Harding Davis, watched the in-
vasion, there, of the destroying enemy.

The entrance of the German army into Brussels has lost the
human quality. It was lost as soon as the three soldiers who
led the army bicycled into the Boulevard du Régent, and
asked the way to the Gare du Nord. When they passed the
human note passed with them.

What came after them, and twenty-four hours later is still
coming, is not men marching, but a force of nature like a
tidal wave, an avalanche or a river flooding its banks. . . .

At the sight of the first few regiments of the enemy we
were thrilled. After, for three hours, they had passed in one
unbroken steel-gray column, we were bored. But when hour
after hour passed, and there was no halt, no breathing time,
no open spaces in the ranks, the thing became uncanny. . . .
You returned to watch it, fascinated. It held the mystery and
menace of fog rolling toward you across the sea.

To the shocked Americans who read this account and the same
correspondent’s story of the burning of Louvain, it was evident
that whatever glory had, in the past, attached to war, had now
departed. From these inhuman forces, no gallantry could be ex-
pected. Even in our Civil War there had been gentlemanly in-
tervals under flags of truce, prisoners were exchanged, and some-
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thing of a distinction had been maintained between soldiers and
civilians. The image of Appomattox with its honorable generals
acknowledging mutual respect at the very moment of surrender
when Lee became immortal, would fade in this new mechanical
carnage. Yet even these shocked Americans clung to a belief in
the enduring validity of the “rules of war,” so recently agreed
to at The Hague.

The battle of the Marne was normal war (except for the taxi-
cabs that carried poilus and their arms out of Paris) and the
victory, turning back so immense a force with apparent piece-
meal strategy, was glorious in the strategic legend. But when, in
May, 1915, a passenger ship was torpedoed and the passengers
denied ordinary civilized succor, this was barbarity. To those who
knew little or nothing of Genghis Khan, it was unprecedented. That
the Lusitania was loaded to the gunwales with ammunition to be
used by the Allies against Germany was, at the time, inadmissible
evidence. Even if it had been admitted it would have been far
outweighed by the fact that Americans, traveling under the um-
brella of neutrality, had perished side by side with belligerent
Britons. This infiltrated across the Hudson into the Middle West
as no other “atrocity” could have done and, even in Milwaukee,
there were red faces.

From this point on, the pro-Germans, the isolationists, and
both the professional and the conscientious pacifists fought a
losing battle. Many a sincere peace advocate, not troubling to
weigh moral causes, pronounced “a plague o’ both your houses,”
setting up the abstraction “war” as the monstrous villain; if
some high-minded St. George would come forth and kill that
dragon, it would not be necessary to take sides, for both sides
would then admit their error.

That this St. George turned up in Detroit shows how far the
dark European cloud had moved westward. He was already be-
lieved to be a saint by all those who were not convinced that he
was the devil incarnate. He had already demonstrated his saintli-
ness and his sin by establishing a minimum wage of $5 per day
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in an automotive factory which, by 1915, had the first moving
assembly line in the history of quantity production.

Once the germ of ideological pacifism had bitten Henry Ford,
he worked fast. He was richer, apparently, than any other Ameri-
can citizen and therefore his power was virtually unlimited. So
confident was he in this power that he believed he could stop the
war, now in its second year, with the aid of other idealists. It
was, perhaps, the most grandiose combination of the sublime and
the ridiculous that has ever been created even in these incredible
United States; yet it possessed a quality that, in its naiveté, was
almost mystic—the sort of thing that has more than once scared
Europeans. For reporters, editorial writers, wags and paragraph-
ers it set a field day of almost unprecedented dimensions. Like a
ribald dance in a graveyard the comedy was shocking against the
tragic background; yet the comedy was all that was necessary for
the journalists, and there was plenty of that. It was only over
the years that the event produced long afterthoughts.
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Ship, whose “delegate” passengers were committed to the job

of “getting the boys out of the trenches by Christmas,” the
Times editors scanned their reportorial staff looking for someone
sardonic enough to do justice to the project. The man they picked
was only twenty-five; he had been with the paper little more
than a year; but his stories had had precisely the dead-pan
quality that was needed for the objective reporting of a crazy
episode. A better choice than Elmer Davis could scarcely have
been made.

Having set, late in November, 1915, the goal of Christmas,
Ford had to organize the preliminaries with the racing speed that
he understood so well in another context. He had some dynamic
assistants, notably the writer Louis Lochner, the Hungarian paci-
fist firebrand, Rosika Schwimmer, the clergymen Jenkin Lloyd
Jones, Dean Marquis and Charles Aked ; Judge Ben Lindsey, the
publisher S. S. McClure, and the Ford manager employee, Gaston
Plantiff, who had not the faintest idea what the expedition was
about but was an efficient executive. Yet, as the weeks moved on,
there was nightmare confusion in the Biltmore suite where the
arrangements were being made. The ship had been chartered—the
Oscar I of the Scandinavian-American Line—and telegraphic
invitations had been sent out over a field that stretched from
William J. Bryan to Thomas A. Edison, from Jane Addams to John
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Wanamaker. As the replies came in, it was obvious that most of
those on the upper echelons of importance were availing them-
selves “with regret” of the excuse that the time was too short
for busy people to commit themselves to such a voyage, however
worthy the destination. Yet there were many acceptances from
men and women whose imagination had been fired by the bold
gesture, and a considerable group who elected to go “for the ride.”
And, naturally, there was a large crowd of uninvited persons who
flooded the headquarters with telegrams trying to persuade this
obvious “sucker,” Mr. Ford, to extend them his hospitality.

Because of the supposed educational value of the pilgrimage, a
group of students was invited. But what proved to be the deepest
thorn in the flesh of the idealists was the press delegation. Re-
porters, in Ford’s view, were supremely necessary because news
of the expedition must be sent to the corners of the earth, but
the cruel lampoons in their messages—in some cases demanded
by the editors—were not anticipated. In addition to the represent-
atives of such important papers as the New York Times and the
Chicago Tribune, there were a ragtag and bobtail from obscure
provincial papers which the regular press people regarded with
contempt.

Whether the sailing on December fourth was as broad a comic
opera as the papers made out is a question that only an eye-
witness with an enduring and photographic memory can settle
today. In the long retrospect the whole drama must be seen in a
much-mellowed light. Certainly there were many sincere and
prayerful folk among the 3,000 who saw the Oscar 11 leave her
Hoboken pier; perhaps, too, there were fewer jokesters than the
derisive papers said. But the front-page story in the New York
Times was orderly and restrained, and only the arrangement and
emphasis of the incidents suggested the sly winks of the reporter
and city editor. Even then, in the exuberant gaiety of his youth,
Elmer Davis was devoted to the truth, but, if the truth was some-
times funny, it would hardly be honest to omit it for that reason.
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However, the behavior of young Davis aboard the ship was any-
thing but respectful.

At the sailing, there were some irresistible scenes. The “Great
Commoner,” Bryan, waving his big hat in farewell and pronounc-
ing the Peace Ship a second Noah’s Ark, yet refusing the almost
physical pressure of Henry Ford to go along, was a piece of tragi-
comic drama that for a reporter was pure honey. And the famous
pacifist inventor, Thomas Edison, there he was, too, sure enough,
but on the pier, not on the deck, as the Ark moved into the Hud-
son. There was the caged squirrel anonymously presented to the
delegation with the message that it would be happy in the pres-
ence of so many “nuts.” Finally, there was the co-author of the
classic pacifist song, “I Didn’t Raise My Boy to Be a Soldier”—
in a rage because, somehow, he hadn’t got booked.

The Marconi wireless which Ford called the longest-range gun
in the world was incessantly busy from New York to Oslo (Chris-
tiania, as it was then called). Entire sermons by the clergy mem-
bers were transmitted at a cost of $1,000 apiece which Ford paid
out of his own pocket. (He had, in that capacious pocket, $10,000
in currency, put there in case anyone tried to curb his extrava-
gance.) But press dispatches also were filed in quantity and it
was these that troubled such sensitive idealists as Louis Lochner,
secretary of whatever organization there was, and the Reverend
Jenkin Lloyd Jones more than they did Ford himself. Indeed,
when the ship’s captain, after a talk with the wireless officer,
brought a handful of what he thought were outrageous messages,
Ford (perhaps remembering the success of the deprecatory Model
T jokes) said to let them go, there would be no censorship on
board.

Some of the news stories were pure fabrications invented by
reporters who were bored by the lack of news. At the instigation
of Davis, they had formed their own press club at whose meet-
ings much liquor circulated unbeknownst to the teetotaling Ford.
This impromptu organization amused the less solemn passengers.
The press club, wrote Florence L. Lattimore in a letter to the
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Survey, “provided practically all the laughs on the ship, their
mock trials and initiations into the ‘Vacillating Order of St.
Vitus’ on a windy night being the only relief from peace mission
talk on the whole trip over.” No one more than Elmer Davis
enjoyed this sort of fun. But if he endorsed any of the fantastic
news items emanating from those meetings, it is certain that none
appeared in the Times.

Nevertheless, he was immune to the effect that Ford’s person-
ality had on some of the newsmen. Miss Lattimore recorded their
confessions to her:

“My chief told me to do satirical stuff . . .” said one. “I'm
not going to do it. I can’t after seeing Henry Ford’s face.”
“I came to make fun of the whole thing,” said another, “but
my editor is going to have the surprise of his life. I tell you
I believe in Henry Ford and I’'m going to say so even if I
lose my job for it.”

Privately Davis disapproved of the whole affair. Yet his con-
tempt for it did not appear in the anonymous stories the wireless
carried for him to the Times. He was a reporter of the old school
in the days when by-lines were exceedingly rare. Perhaps if there
had been broadcasting in those days and his voice had come over
the air there would have been, in it, that inflection which edi-
torialized some of his news talks. Nevertheless he was called, by
one of the zealots—an unlikely legend says it was Henry himself
—a “snake in the garden of Eden,” a title which so delighted him
that he promptly created a “Snakes in the Garden of Eden Club”
into which he initiated his sympathetic friends.

It was on the fifth day out that an irresistible story broke, and
if the bored reporters were revived by the prospect of the head-
line WAR ON PEACE SHIP, they can scarcely be blamed. The
bomb that started it was President Wilson’s preparedness speech
wirelessed to the ship and read to the company. Now of all the
words that truly incensed Henry Ford, “preparedness” was the
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most inflammatory. Back in August in an interview published in
the Detroit Free Press, he had angrily attacked the concept and
stated repeatedly that preparedness was a cause of war. With this
belief he had indoctrinated his disciples on the Peace Ship, and a
committee proposed a resolution condemning the President’s
speech. It was then that, according to the delighted reporters, all
hell broke loose.

One of them reported “mutiny”; the message was intercepted
by a nearby ship whose captain asked if he should come to their
assistance. As is often the case, the ministers of the Gospel were
the most violent—the Reverend Mr. Jones reportedly shaking his
fist at McClure and shouting, “Go to bed, sir”; the reason for
this particular command not having been clear. But it came into
the Times story without slant or comment. Perhaps that was why,
when it was proposed by the angriest of the “delegates” to expel
the correspondents from the expedition, Snake Davis did not
escape censure.

The leaders of the party [read the Times story on December
20] refused to define or name the individuals but the Times
correspondent is believed to be included.

2

When the Oscar I1 landed in Oslo, the dissension was still so
rife that one of the Norwegian reporters said, in the presence of
the Reverend Mr. Jones, that the spirit of the devil seemed to be
abroad in the ship. The cries of “Shame! Shame!” with which
the minister replied were reported in the press of the world, but
after that, the stories dwindled away and were submerged in the
news of a more important war.

Meanwhile the poor host whose generosity had made possible
the enjoyment of so many cynical passengers had disappeared.
It was reported that when a wave had washed over him while he
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walked the deck in a storm he had contracted a severe cold and
was in bed in his cabin. Some of the reporters suspected that he
had died and, imagining that the greatest story of all was in the
offing, broke into his room where, sure enough, he was in bed but
still much alive. But it was in the privacy of this cabin that the
man who had been called Christlike became disillusioned. Rumors
had reached him of the behavior of the unredeemed passengers
which had made a farce of his idealism. His spiritual adviser,
Dean Marquis of St. Paul’s Cathedral in Detroit—who had been
opposed to the enterprise from its start—had sat long hours by
Ford’s bedside persuading him for the sake of his health, his wife
and his business to leave the party and go home. On the record,
Ford was never again called “Christlike”; after this one com-
pletely selfless act of his life, something in his soul hardened and
he became the ruthless tycoon of history.

Meanwhile, however, the ruck of the passengers, including
much of the press, not caring in the least what had happened to
their host, had a field day in the Norwegian city and later in
Stockholm, buying in the best shops everything from evening
dresses and dinner jackets to sets of china, and charging them all
to Henry. Having been legitimately booked at certain hotels, they
moved to others where the accommodations were more luxurious,
and ordered extravagant meals. It was estimated by Mr. Plantiff,
who wrote the checks, that half a million dollars had been spent
in European cities by the passengers of the Oscar II and that in
every community they visited, the exchange rate had risen.

One of the jokes perpetuated by these juvenile adventurers was
to forge the name of the Reverend Jenkin Jones on restaurant
checks for champagne. Dozens of bottles were therefore credited
to this militant teetotaler. These stories were not told until years
later; in the meantime, the whole incident faded in the garish
light of the war, then, in the early months of 1916, in its most
terrible phase.

Elmer Davis and Carolyn Wilson of the Chicago Tribune, who
afterward became a lifelong friend of the Davis family, stayed
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over after the Oscar 1I had returned with the other passengers.
They visited The Hague, supposed to be the pacifist center of the
world and, because they could read Dutch, absorbed the scathing
comments on the Ford effort in the Netherlands press. Davis
came home, in February, on the Adriatic and went back to the
city room of the Times.

Over the many years which have seen so much madness, the
episode of the Ford Peace Ship has drawn back into a gentling
perspective. Admitting that it was ill-conceived, ill-managed and
lacking in realistic understanding, many who watched to laugh
now see a demonstration of faith in an idea that seems, today, to
be archaic. On the twenty-fifth anniversary of the December sail-
ing, the Detroit Free Press said, editorially, that

we do not laugh any more, nor joke, when that unique argosy
is mentioned. We mourn rather the disappearance of times
when men could still believe in progress in human enlighten-
ment, and thought that even those in the throes of blood lust
might be led to reason. . . .

And Elmer Davis himself, in the best of all his essays, “On
Not Being Dead, as Reported,” wrote, in 1939, of the crusaders:

They were not my enemies really—only a group of high-
minded people who held with great fervor ideals on whose
practicability I had been compelled to throw some doubt, in
print; they were in fact the leaders and delegates of the Ford
Peace Party, and they looked on me as one unsaved, who had
not seen the light. Very likely there was more in that view
than I would admit at the time. I still think the Ford Peace
Party was a crazy enterprise; but an endeavor, however vi-
sionary and inadequate, to stop a war that was wrecking
Europe, appears in retrospect a little less crazy than most of
the other purposes that were prevalent in Europe in 1916.
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The salary of a newspaper reporter in the teens of the twen-
tieth century—even when that reporter covered such spectacular
episodes as the Ford peace crusade—was scarcely enough to keep
body and soul in juxtaposition in increasingly expensive New
York. Samuel T. Williamson, a Times colleague in those years,
gives an idea of the kind of pay he was getting for important
reporting.

In the summer of 1916, Elmer covered the Billy Sunday
meetings in a big wooden tabernacle up on Washington
Heights. Reporting the antics of the acrobatic revivalist for
what was then the staid New York Times was quite an ex-
perience for both the Times and the Hoosier recent Rhodes
Scholar-—for the Times because influential personages and
models of propriety had financed Billy’s invasion of sin-
ridden Manhattan, so the newspaper gave him front-page,
respectful treatment; and for Elmer because Sunday’s one-
way conversations with the Almighty lacked the formality of
the ritualistic Oxford college chapels, also, because of the
Times policy of playing up Sunday, Elmer did very well for
a Times reporter. For in those days seasoned reporters were
paid not salaries but according to space. . . . The space sys-
tem was a complicated one. Basic rate was $8 a column, $10
for an exclusive story. When a reporter was assigned to a
story like Billy Sunday, or an important convention .
which produced columns of speeches and the like, the re-
porter temporarily struck gold.

Williamson tells of the copy-reader’s custom of cutting re-
porters’ stories, but Davis's “facility with the English language
made it possible for him to write a long story so phrased that a
copy-reader couldn’t cut it much.”
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Fortunately the energy of this wiry young man—not depleted
by competitive athletics—could carry him into extracurricular
work. Besides the articles and stories he sold to a variety of
magazines, Elmer Davis had written, and one of the best publish-
ers of the day had published in 1915, a full-length novel.

The Princess Cecilia was light reading in the romantic tradi-
tion. Considering that it was in competition with books by Ernest
Poole, Theodore Dreiser, Booth Tarkington, Willa Cather, Edna
Ferber and Fannie Hurst, it did as well as D. Appleton and Com-
pany could expect a first novel to do. The story is set in an
imaginary Far-Eastern country; the inhabitants are Malays and
Arabs. After four years at Harvard, the sultan of this nation,
“Ambok,” brings home with him an American classmate whom
he names poet laureate although the young man has never written
a line of verse. As Ambok’s constitution provides that the poet
laureate shall rank below the royal barber in the hierarchy, the
young American is ostracized by the large American community
in the capital, but his love affair with a Malay princess brings a
happy ending.

The book has the tricks of its genre: the impossible literary
dialogue and the long, detailed descriptions of scenery and cos-
tume down to the last sarong. Yet the author’s private laughter
at his own story sets it apart from the ruck of the vogue: the
sapient reader soon becomes aware of the satire and is more
amused than thrilled. The Princess Cecilia was the first of a line
of such novels, but Elmer’s wit had not yet been honed to the
razor sharpness of later days. In 1915, before he had any by-line
in the paper, it was probably useful in bringing his name out of
the dark anonymity of the close-packed news columns of the
Times. And it laid a foundation for free-lance writing.

But Davis's serious, critical attention to the great crisis of
these years had already begun. It is a prop to the morale of those
writers who must simultaneously write and live, to see the realis-
tic separation in this young writer’s mind of potboilers from re-
flective, topical essays. He could hardly have been lavishly re-
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munerated for “Concerning Fatherlands” published in the Forum
two months before the German torpedoes sank the Lusitania with
its two precious cargoes of people and bullets. What, he asks, is
the true fatherland of the Germans who had come to Cincinnati
—from one of whom he was descended—to Milwaukee or Chicago
in mid-century? Was it the Germany that forced them into exile,
or the land of exile itself with its wilderness freedom and its ulti-
mate reward of prosperity for honest labor? In the answer to
these questions, Davis resolves the conflict of loyalties that, for
a time after the outbreak of war, had puzzled him.

It was true, he wrote in the Forum essay, that the sons of the
Germans who had come to America were, at this moment, “head-
long in their allegiance to the Germany of William the Second.”
But that was because

they have so idealized the Germany builded by the men who
drove them out that they think it is the same sort of Ger-
many that their defeated and exiled fathers would have built
had their dreams reached fruition.

The typical South German of those days was Victor Schef-
fel—the melancholy yet genial singer of Heidelberg. . . . A
still better type, perhaps, is that character of Scheffel’s whom
Scheffel loved—Hiddigeigei, the chivalrous, humorous, senti-
mental and philosophical tomcat. . . .

There you have the tolerant South German with his zeal
for personal liberty—the man who in America furnishes the
solid backbone of the resistance to militant censors of the
people’s habits, and who in Germany has hardly been recon-
ciled by a long course of Prussianization to the mystic
phrase, “Polizeilich verboten.” Liberty and comfort, peace
and quiet—freedom to manage their own affairs, and a little
music and a glass of beer when the day’s work was over—it
was not much that the ancestors of the German-Americans
asked. But they had to come to the Ohio Valley to get it. The
Germany they were trying to create was mortally wounded
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in 1848, and died when Bismarck became the helmsman ot
Prussia.

Davis’s own grandfather Severin was, to be sure, a Prussian
“whose brother had fallen by his side on the Berlin barricades”
—one of the relatively few who had lost faith in Prussia and were
too embittered ever to return from the Ohio Valley. Perhaps that
was one reason why his grandson had jumped back, in his think-
ing, over the heads of the Midwestern pro-Germans of March,
1915, and a reason, too, for Elmer’s certainty that

should the day come when the Germans in America must de-
cide between their old and their new home, they would to a
man be loyal to the country in which they now live.

The essay is peculiarly worth reading today. It recalls a situa-
tion unique at the time, but inevitably American. For however
happy the exile and whatever of newness the American land may
have given to compensate for the oldness that had been lost, the
nostalgia remains. The essay points the experience of all the gen-
erations of immigrants, of voluntary and of forced exiles from
Ireland and Russia and the south of Europe who have built the
New World—much of it out of their own sorrow. Yet their grief
was a sublimated grief and, for their children, only an abstract
grief. In the German case, it was an abstraction from something
that was dead, something to which, concretely, they could never
return.

For the Fatherland for which the German-American hurrahs
and argues and spends his money and his prayers is a No-
Man’s Land, a Utopia, existent only in his own fantastic
dreams.

In conclusion, Davis wrote with the scorching irony that came
to flavor so much of his later speaking, of the world we should
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face if Germany won. Americans who saw this clearly were rela-
tively few in that first spring of the war, and these words whose
truth we all recognize today must have brought conviction to
thoughtful minds in that confused time. And perhaps for Henry
Mencken this piece, if he ever read it, may have forecast the
afterthoughts of later years.

Perhaps [wrote Elmer Davis at the end of “Concerning Fa-
therlands”] Mr. Mencken and his followers are right. If the
Germans win this war we shall see a new Heaven and a new
earth—a new earth wherein Germany shall be the keystone
of the structure; a new Heaven, for it will behoove all of us
to get rid of our beaten gods and turn to those whose aid is
of avail. For some time past England and France and Bel-
gium have given their adherence to the red-capped goddess
of Liberty. True, they have given her but lip service much of
the time, with no little falling away after strange gods; but
nominally she has headed the Pantheon whose other mem-
bers are Virtues of the Christian type. A German victory
means the triumph of the new Walhall wherein the seat of
honor is held by Germania, clad in shining armor—Ger-
mania, whose mystical worship is abroad from the Niemen
to the Meuse and has suddenly startled a world which knew
it not. Her high priest is none other than William himself;
and in her train is the God with whom William converses, a
deity half Lutheran, half Old Testament Hebrew, as well as
the reborn Aesir of the ancient Teutons—Wotan and Donar
the warriors, and the diplomat Loge. It is a formidable ar-
ray; and should its devotees prevail, it will be for us who
formerly worshipped the red-capped goddess to overthrow
her images, and, following the eminently sensible example
set by the races conquered by the Saracens, to go over bodily
to a god who can protect his people.

In that day German-Americans may worship the Father-
land with seeing eyes; but it will not be such a Fatherland
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as is now enshrined in their hearts. “Whom ye ignorantly
worship him declare I unto you.” That Fatherland is and will
be, in the Platonic phrase, a model in the skies.

This, then, in another mood was the romantic novelist, the ir-
reverent burlesquer on the Oscar 11, the newspaper reporter with
a nose for news and an eye for fun. But it is the Elmer Davis we
have come to know, the American who stood in a dark hour and
remembered that we were born free, who saw on the clock-face
of his mind that it was only two minutes till midnight.
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York Times of February 6, 1917, gave a couple of inches

to the wedding, on the day before, of Elmer Davis and
Florence MacMillan. The quiet ceremony in the rectory of the
Prospect Park Baptist Church in Brooklyn was attended only by
the families and close friends of the principals and by the best
man, Edward Klauber, destined to play a significant part in the
groom’s later career. So ended the four years of engagement,
punctuated only by rare occasions of meeting and by the annual
thirteen roses that marked the commeon birthday.

Two months and one day later, the New York Times printed
President Wilson’s proclamation, following a resolution by Con-
gress, that a state of war existed between the United States and
the German Empire.

Day by day through February and March, the fever of the
American people had risen. In the wave of feeling that followed
the German policy of unrestricted submarine warfare and its
rapid implementation in the sinking of ship after ship of American
ownership and registry, pacifist and pro-German protest had been
drowned out. Before March was done the prospect of war had
become a certainty. Thus, the vote in Congress and the President’s
solemn words brought a sense of relief. The tension broke; to
many, American honor had at last been saved and what lay ahead
was all action. As the gay posters told us, we must put our
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shoulders to the wheel for Uncle Sam and all would be well. And
we “won’t,” George M. Cohan told us as the bands beat out his
tune, “come back till it’s over over there.”

Looking at this whole scene today, from the point of maturity
to which experience has brought us, our behavior, as a people, in
1917, seems almost unbelievably callow. From the extreme of
angrily determined neutrality and isolation, the national pendu-
lum swung overnight, as it were, to a jingoistic opposite. Men
and women who had hailed Wilson’s apparent pacifism of a year
before and applauded his “too proud to fight” speech, rushed into
exhibitionist patriotism. With apparent blood thirst they shouted
“Hang the Kaiser” and told one another in all seriousness that
“the only good German is a dead German.” Hysteria brought
abuse to everyone remotely suspected of pro-German sentiment.
The most innocent American who happened to have a German-
sounding name—whether of Alsatian, Swiss, Belgian or even
Scandinavian origin—was persecuted by panic hounding. A Ger-
man-American socialist was lynched by a mob in Illinois. There
was a general boycott of German music and German singers were
heckled.

But these things were not confined to the mobs. With the Es-
pionage Act, the Trading-with-the-Enemy Act and the Sedition
Act (echoes of which have occasionally plagued us ever since),
government made the reign of terror official. The barring of certain
newspapers and pamphlets from the mails curtailed freedom of the
press, and the arrests by the Department of Justice for so-called
“disloyal utterances” brought freedom of speech to an end. Some
of this, to be sure, must always be expected in wartime, but the
unjust and often ludicrous extremes of 1917 and 1918 have not,
in American history, been surpassed.

There was a sharp distinction in the public mind between the
military and civilian fronts. Work on farm or in factory or office,
however essential to the war effort, was considered soft, “cushy”
or cowardly. Any healthy young man not in uniform was likely to
have a white feather waved in his face by a female firebrand.
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Thousands of men, therefore, evaded stern responsibilities to es-
cape the stigma; often enough, the army job turned out to be
the soft, safe one while the family of the uniformed “patriot”
suffered. Glory attached to the soldier and many a romantic girl
cheered her man proudly away to war with the sentiment charac-
teristic of the Age of Chivalry that he must come back with his
shield, or on it.

All this has long been archaic. Since war became a business
rather than an adventure, the flags and the bands have faded out;
concentration is on efficiency. Whatever mistakes may still be
caused by the huge problems of conscription, there is no moral
pressure on a man to shoulder a rifle when he is better equipped to
do something else. The great wartime bureaus in government make
new manpower demands: a man or woman with linguistic or
geographical or economic knowledge is needed in a hundred
office spots ; new techniques of psychological warfare, intelligence,
communication and news need experts who would be wasted in
combat. Also, bombers and missiles have merged the fronts so
that home is often the most perilous place to be,

But in 1917, it took courage to be realistic. To know that a good
journalist is a better war asset than a bad shot in an infantry
outfit or that even a good family provider is a greater stimulus to
home front morale (which is, after all, what keeps the army in the
field) than an inefficient soldier to a combat unit—and to act
upon that knowledge—required guts in the days of the first World
War,

In April, 1917, Elmer Davis was supporting not only his new
wife but his mother and contributing to the support of a half
brother as well. This he could not have done on a soldier’s
pay. He could, to be sure, go overseas, if he was paid on a
civilian basis, and this he hoped to do, for the Times had promised
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him a correspondent’s job. Yet, through the spring, he was re-
peatedly passed over: the jobs he knew he was best fitted to do
were given to others.

As spring grew into summer, the elephantine processes of gov-
ernment moved to create an army from the materials of raw men
and imitation rifles and arms and ammunition out of factories
geared to the making of bedsprings and women’s compacts. At
the same time, new officers with creased olive-drab serge blouses
and shiny insignia poured out of the officers’ training camps. War
was in the air and the question What are you doing? was on
everyone’s lips. Posters depicting Uncle Sam with his accusing
finger pointing at YOU were on every street corner.

Davis’s unease in this time was hardly concealed by the cloak
of humor he threw over the revelations in his letter to Carolyn
Wilson in September, 1917 :

Aside from motives of patriotism, sensitiveness, and reactions
of conscience which could probably be explained away, my
pride is affronted at the idea that they can maintain the war
without any cooperation from me. To stay in the same old
job while everybody else is in it makes one feel like a eunuch
amid the Follies chorus.

By year’s end, however, he was making little effort to hide his
impatience.

After waiting around for some months [he wrote in Decem-
ber] expecting to be sent as a war correspondent . . . I was
grabbed by the draft in August, eventually exempted by the
district board, [on grounds of family responsibilities] which
does not relieve the disturbance of the soul. . . . I feel like
a piece of cheese out of it, but don’t see how I can get in it
at present without working undue damage. . . .

It is possible to extract a minute quantity of satisfaction
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from the thought that even the present job gives an oppor-
tunity to be of some use now and then. . . .

His criticism of other men—two in particular—who were sent
to Europe while he was passed over probably understated his true
appraisal.

Eye-witnesses allege that both of these were formerly news-
papermen, but there is little evidence of it in their stories.
[One] appears to regard the war as a convenient excuse for
dining with ministers, and news as whatever is small talk at
the ministerial table. [The other], whose work was not de-
void of excellence early in the war, has apparently let it go to
his head; and divides his stories between rhetorical blurbs in
which he disdainfully mentions the alleged matter of news
briefly in the third paragraph and then drops it out forever,
and disquisitions on how the war would have been won a year
ago if they had only done what he told them to. No doubt
neither of these worthies is judged fairly by those of us who
want their jobs, but it is painful to see stuff that the most
amateurish night city editor would stick on the spike and
raise hell with a reporter for writing printed under an A head,
having been ennobled by the fact that it carries ten cents a
word cable charges.

Miss Wilson’s reply to this letter, written from Europe where
she had been a correspondent since 1916, suggested several possi-
bilities of jobs which he might fill nearer the front than New York.

As for me, friend Carolyn [he answered in January, 1918],
you are right; I ought to be over there. But the draft regu-
lations preclude my attendance on the war in any of the
amiable and harmless occupations you suggest. Not having
foreseen the Times’ unwillingness to recognize merit, I am
left in a position-—Class III of the registered manhood of the
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nation—where it is impossible for me to go in any of the
graceful demi-military occupations. . . . I can enlist in avia-
tion, I can be drafted as a buck private. These are the only
possibilities. I do not aspire to the first; finances precludes
the second. . . . Strange and unconvincing as it may seem
. . . I'd really like to get a shot at the Boche.

In June, although he never let any humorous aspect escape his
reflection, there were overtones of sadness in his description of
wartime New York.

These correspondences . . . can hardly overlook the mo-
mentous changes coming over the surface of things among
us. Greenwich Village, for instance, has lost much of its
reputation for daring. . . . Marriage, for example, used to
be in supreme contempt among villagers. There were many
who were married but few who had the nerve to brave public
opinion by admitting it. Now comes the draft and the male
halves of these alleged free unions are coming forward and
claiming deferred classification in 4A on the ground of de-
pendent wife. The draft board has been giving serious con-
sideration to the question of when is a marriage not a mar-
riage, and in general has decided that those who feared to
confess their shame before their free-thinking comrades, but
now profess matrimony in order to escape carrying a gun,
must run along to [training camp]. . . .

These are hard days . . . but the populace of the United
States seems to be settling down to it pretty well. People are
beginning to realize that the war requires not only worthy
emotions but hard thinking, and a larger proportion seem to
be trying to think than one could have thought possible a
year ago. Not least in Washington. To those who have not
been in Paris or London, New York seems to have got itself
creditably on a war basis, though doubtless we have a long
way to go even yet.
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In comparing the American newspapers of 1918 with the picture
of the first World War that historians have since given us, we
find glaring discrepancies. There were few correspondents up front
with the combat troops and those who were there had difficulty
in getting their stories to their papers in time for them to be
news. Meanwhile those reporters who were at the communication
centers made broad guesses. By the time the guesses got into the
papers they had usually become slanted in the direction of opti-
mism. The impossibility of taking photographs at the front and
the absence of techniques for the quick transfer of such pictures
had they been taken, made it necessary for home publishers to
hire artists to make the guesses graphic. These imaginative per-
sons depicted scenes not unlike those of the Civil War showing
victorious American soldiers running across no man’s land and
attacking German trenches with bayonets while all about lay
dead or dying enemy men and horses.

It is true that the Times did not do quite this sort of sensation-
mongering ; it did, however, print items about the lack of food in
Germany and the consequent decay of German morale. This
caused Davis to remark that “if they fight like this when starving
God help us if they ever get anything to eat.”

To the trained journalist with a mind that intuitively threshed
the wheat out of the chaff this was irritating. Davis not only
detected impossibilities in the news items ; he was also aware that
editorials were sometimes based on incredible cables. He man-
aged to bring this to the attention of the brass in the editorial
offices and got a reputation for having a nose for the truth. He
was rewarded by being assigned, in September, to censorship of the
editorial page.

The censorship rules were evidently strict though Davis charac-
teristically exaggerated when he wrote a colleague that he was
expected
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to go over the proof and throw out (a) anything I don'’t like;
(b) anything I think the owner wouldn’t like; (c) anything
I suspect any one of our 400,000 readers might not like.

Finally, on November 8, 1918, he told Miss Wilson of the false
armistice report and its effect in New York.

The news motivated our city to an expression of feeling which
I will not attempt to describe, having tried it in three columns
of the New York Times and failed, though apparently with
a lesser degree of unsuccess than any of my colleagues. No-
body but Walt Whitman could have conveyed even a faint
impression of what it was like. . . . At this writing peace
may be three hours away or three months. . . . Whenever it
comes, however, it will be an awful strain on a lot of us for
we shall having nothing left to think or talk about; nor, as it
seems now, any moral incentive at all comparable with the
one that has kept us all going for some time past.

The Times then wanted to send him to Berlin; he would refuse:
“ . . imagine having to fraternize with Hun households before
the blood was dry on the family bayonet.” But he had hopes

of being shipped in the next year or two on a grand tour of
the lately oppressed but newly liberated nationalities of
eastern Europe, if they can be restrained from fighting among
themselves to make travel profitable; I ought to have a good
many friends in Prague, Warsaw and Belgrade, having propa-
ganded heavily for those oppressed races ; though my observa-
tion has been that a friend in need is forgotten with great
rapidity when the need has passed.

There is no comment in these letters on the peace settlement
that followed the Armistice: it was characteristic of Davis to
reserve judgment on this and like him not to express exuberance
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over the “war to end war” or voice his assurance that the world
had become “safe for democracy.” That he was not moved by the
mystic idealism of Wilson which brought women to their knees in
the streets of Paris was in tune with his characteristic realism.

In that interval between Armistice and Peace, men were able at
last to turn to homely things. The most intimate thing in Davis’s
life was the birth in May of a seven-pound boy, his and Florence’s
first-born. Immediately afterward, with the weariness common to
floor-pacing husbands, he wrote “everybody doing well, thanks,
though I think this method of perpetuating the race has damn
few merits about it.”

4

Actually, in the war years, Davis had made himself more useful
to the Times than he knew. His exploratory travel during the
Oxford vacations had engraved the map of Europe upon his brain.
He had learned much of the ways of the various peoples that had
become belligerent. He could, then, supply the men who had to
edit or rewrite the cabled dispatches from the war zone with
background for the stories. He could also weigh and judge the
emphasis the news should assume.

That he had made a penetrating study of the war in its mili-
tary, economic and social aspects is evident from the by-line
articles which, late in 1917 and in the following spring, appeared
as Sunday features. The first of these came in November soon
after Wilson’s controversial statement about peace without vic-
tory. It is on the whole unexciting and, but for occasional flashes,
lacking in the animation that spiced most of his essays. It is
labored in spots and the historical parallels are farfetched. Yet,
reading it today after the long sequence of compromise, appease-
ment and new conflict there is a quality of prophecy about it that
is arresting.

The main parallel is with the Peloponnesian war which was
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suspended by the uneasy Peace of Nikias. In the years of exhaust-
ing war, punctuated by no important military decisions,

Nobody’s objects had been attained ; everybody was wearied
of the war and appalled by the prospect that it might drag on
for years longer with no conclusive result.

The peace was, in short, a peace without victory: the kind, in
Davis’s view, that Wilson appeared to advocate.

So [he went on] the actual specific grievances which led up
to the war were ignored; it was like a peace which should
leave the Germans in possession of Alsace-Lorraine, Posen,
Bohemia, Croatia, Transylvania, and should give France and
Belgium only the option to start again under the German
shadow.

This was, of course, an extreme conclusion from the parallel,
but it was a warning.

The parallel could be continued, between our own immediate
future and the later years of the Pelopponesian war. . . . It
is not conjecture to point out that the formula of peace with-
out annexations and indemnities failed to settle the Pelopon-
nesian war and failed to erect any solid structure for the
world to live in after the balance of power had proved in-
adequate.

Yet it had not been a causeless conflict any more than the
present fight with Germany had been without reason.

The war was about something, the Greeks had gone to war
to settle certain things, and they would not be at peace until
these things were settled one way or another. The sorry
success of the peace patched up by Nikias and his lukewarm
counterparts in Sparta ought to remind the student of ancient
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and modern history of the comment made by James J. Hill
in September, 1914: “This war will end when somebody is
licked ; and until somebody is licked it will not end.”

Four months after this article appeared it looked very much
as if the Allies were the ones destined for the licking. The drive
of the German armies in March, 1918, before which British units
melted away and which was stopped at the very gates of Paris
in the last days of the spring brought such despair in England
that American units arriving there in May were greeted by the
question, “Why did you come? The war is over.” Morale re-
turned in the summer with the successful battles at Chateau-
Thierry and in the Argonne; yet historians later pointed out that
when the Armistice came in November, the Germans were by no
means licked—at least, not in 1945 terms.

As Davis watched the Versailles meeting in June, 1919, con-
vened to confirm the November armistice, and to revamp the
European balance of power, he must have been reminded again
of the peace of Nikias. There were sharp differences, to be sure:
the Versailles reparations, as John Maynard Keynes later argued,
were impossible of fulfillment; some of the remaking of Europe’s
map—such as the creation of the Danzig corridor—was wholly
impracticable, the terms of German disarmament were easy to
evade, as Hitler showed, and Wilson’s Fourteen Points, ideal for
the world he visualized, dominated by the League of Nations,
proved tenuous indeed when that instrument failed to gain the
support its creator had foreseen.

So, despite the breakdown in spots of the parallel—and his-
torians say that parallels are never quite valid—it is clear that
Davis’s view even in this early time was far more realistic than
most of the emotionally or sentimentally colored views in America
at the end of her first year of war. Then, in the years between
1919 and 1940, it became evident to others than Charles de Gaulle
that France’s victory in the first war had not only exhausted her
for the second but had produced a defensive rather than an ag-
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gressive concept in her military staff at the very time when tech-
nology was favoring offensive strategy. In 1940, then, it appeared
that the wrong nation had been “licked” in 1919 and that the first
World War had, in fact, defeated France rather than Germany.

All this, of course, was long before the revolutionary change in
the aspect of war ushered in by the atomic bomb. Yet even then
the need had come not only for altered strategic concepts but for
the addition of new factors. The airplane had brought the home
front into the zone of hostilities. The course of war was becoming
altered by political considerations. As Elmer Davis was to learn
during the most strenuous activity of his life, between 42 and
’45, psychological and communication additions had affected both
strategy and tactics. But when the A and H bombs came, the
argument that someone had to be licked was no longer valid for,
as no one saw earlier or more clearly than he, nuclear war would
lick all participants and the human race into the bargain.

5

To return, however, to the last year of the first World War,
we find that Davis, in May, 1918, when the mammoth German
drive of March had been stopped, did another war piece for the
Sunday T'imes which again won him a by-line. Its truth, when it
appeared, was less obvious than hindsight has made it. The head-
lines were:

AUSTRIA’S FATE HANGS

ON WEST FRONT BATTLE

Oppressed Nationalities of Hapsburg Empire
Will Doubtless Rise if Germans Are Checked
by Allies in France

Publication by the Times of this article suggests that many
Americans still needed clarification of the Balkan complex and
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were not yet fully aware of the restlessness of the Slavic peoples
under Austrian domination. But for Davis, all these nations had
been an old stamping ground. His classmates at Oxford had been
amused by the stories of his lighter adventures during the vaca-
tions, some of which ended with jokes on himself as if he had
been an Innocent Abroad. He had made friends in Prague and in
Belgrade ; these included the great Masaryk and the lesser Bene§
and, in the land along the Adriatic, he had learned, before the
fact, of the insurgency behind the shot that lit all the fuses in
1914, Now he saw clearly that the tottering Hapsburg regime
would fall when Germany fell and with an even louder crash, for
when the showy Dual Empire went, its pieces would fly off in all
directions to independence. Davis’s admiration for these oppressed
peoples was one of the dominant influences upon his international
thinking.

In the postwar years in New York, Davis settled, like most of
us, into the happier ways of peace. His production grew more and
more abundant. In these variegated years it never struck him as
singular that he could read himself to sleep with the odes of
Horace in the original and, in the morning, go out to report on
the condition of boxers preparing for the evening’s prize fight.
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ARK SULLIVAN saw the American mood of 1920 as
one of nostalgia.

That homesickness [he wrote in the first chapter of his book
The Twenties] was responsible for many of the votes that
Warren G. Harding got when he ran for President of the
United States in 1920; of all the speeches he made in his
campaign, the three words that most appealed to the mood
of the country, the one phrase for which he was most ap-
plauded, was “back to normalcy.”

The nostalgia was, like that German dream of the forever dead
Germany of Heine, for a past that for some five or six years had
been in its grave. Later historians have seen the nostalgia of 1920
as the springboard for a decade of retrogression; some have
thought that the mood produced an effort to recapture the spirit
of frontier days. Actually, much of that spirit was, indeed, re-
captured by Henry Ford’s Model T car which led to a whole new
set of frontiers in the ghost-lands left by the railroads. But there
was, too, a return of the lawlessness that had characterized the
earlier frontier era and of the corruption in high places that had
gone along with the continental conquest. This was abetted by
national prohibition, in itself a frontier product, and by the fi-
nancial boom that ended in disaster at the decade’s close.
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Wilson’s exhausting campaign for the League of Nations which
ended in the breakdown from which he never recovered; the re-
jection by the United States of the League—which proved to be
the kiss of death for that experiment; the nomination for the
presidency of an obscure Ohio newspaper editor for the specific
reason that he was obscure; his election by an electorate that
made no effort to penetrate the obscurity, and the new President-
elect’s abandonment of power to a group of rascals that came to
be known as the Ohio gang: these were the events of the second
postwar year in America.

The follies of the ’twenties were not, however, confined to the
United States. Some, to be sure, spread from these shores and
took grimmer shape overseas. Others had their root in the war’s
devastation, most of which America had escaped. For one thing a
curious romanticism affected certain political leaders in a tradi-
tionally cynical Europe and led to such anomalies as the Locarno
Pact and other hollow agreements to “outlaw’” war. But the most
disastrous folly of all was Italian fascism, which emerged from a
synthetic revolution designed and carried out by the followers of
the ex-socialist Benito Mussolini. Its ultimate consequences in
1922, when the “march on Rome” seemed to answer Italian de-
mands for extravaganza, were incalculable.

In the summer of 1920, however, before the portents of disaster
were visible in the apparently cloudless sky, our nation was still
basking in the sunlight of Millennium after Armageddon. Even
national prohibition was regarded with complacency, the cellars
being still stocked, and drinking not yet a patriotic duty. Workers
were said to be arriving at their factories sober, on Monday
mornings, and the industrialists were happy about this, being
secure in the possession of amply filled country-club lockers. It is
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true that the millennial atmosphere had not persuaded political
lions and lambs to lie comfortably together, and there was still a
kind of war between Democrats and Republicans in this election
year. It did not amount to much because the Republicans were
the nostalgic party and any one who waved the banner of home-
sickness for the status quo ante was fairly sure of being elected.
The Democrats, however, were looking at the future; they re-
garded that future with less serenity than their opponents; they
went so far as to implement the dictum of the “War to End War”
with a League of Nations and uttered echoes of the voice of
Wilson crying in the wilderness. This irritated the nostalgists
because it implied European contacts, and their hope of an
eternal Pax Americana lay in total isolation from the Machiavel-
lian princes.

At the same time, League or no League, millennium or no
millennium, a considerable part of the American people had not
yet lost its sense of humor. That was why it was possible for even
the solemn Times to print, in addition to the detailed coverage of
political conventions and campaign battles, a column of the most
engaging spoofing that had been created since the immortal
dialogs of Mr. Dooley and Mr. Hennessy.

From the town of Amity, Indiana, there emerged, late in June,
1920, the “oldest living conventioneer,” Godfrey G. Gloom. Mr.
Gloom had been a Democrat since Civil War days, and in the
years between he had learned a great deal about the ups and
downs (especially the downs) of the Democratic party. He
carried a gold-headed ebony cane on which in his despondent
moods he leaned heavily; though he was capable of considerable
excitement with the proper stimulus. His English was not always
that of the Times nor did he maintain those standards of accuracy
that were traditional in its columns. But the Times washed its
hands of him; he was an independent observer who happened to
be one of the many knowledgeable observers whom the Times
correspondent interviewed.
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Literal-minded readers searched in vain for Amity on Indiana
maps, nor could they find any trace of Amity’s newspaper, The
Grapevine Telegraph. Civil War lists revealed no Godfrey Gloom
and no Indiana citizen would admit that Gloom was a Hoosier
name. The column about him and his views, however, grew in
popularity through the hot days of oratory and balloting and
many turned to it first before plunging into the sea of detail that
spread itself over page after page of convention news.

Mr. Gloom made his first appearance at the Democratic
national convention in San Francisco. A Times correspondent
would meet him in the auditorium or in the street outside or in
the lobby of a hotel and ask questions which Gloom was never
reluctant to answer. His comments suggested that he was less
impressed by the eloquence of the convention speakers or the
dignity of the occasion than the delegates might have wished.

Godfrey G. Gloom [ran the column for July 3], the old-
fashioned Jeffersonian Democrat from Amity, Ind., was
found this afternoon by a TiMEs correspondent in front of
the Exposition Auditorium, pensively picking his teeth.

“I suppose you have come from that great hall yonder
where the fate of a nation is being decided,” he remarked.
“As for me, I came away some time ago, and I don’t figure
to go back today. I was moved to tears by Mr. Bryan’s
oratory and had to get off here by myself where none could
see me weep.”

“What particular passage moved you to tears?” the corre-
spondent asked.

“There were several,” said Mr. Gloom. “For example,
when Mr. Bryan said that the Democratic Party was ex-
pected to think. Them words stirred a number of painful
memories in me. I looked back over the course of American
history, and I found it simply studded with occasions when
the Democratic Party was expected to think and disap-
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pointed all expectations. I surmised that nobody expects it
to think except Mr. Bryan, and he expects it to think of him.

But what most affected Mr. Gloom was a reference that called
forth a bitter reflection on prohibition, then just beginning.

“My heartstrings was stirred principally by Mr. Bryan’s
remarks about the sanctity of the home, and how we must
preserve it against them as would violate it. It called back an
episode that occurred in my home town of Amity this spring.
I had opposed Baz Overturf when he ran for Town Marshal,
and since I opposed him of course he was elected. Well, Baz
was always a vindictive person, one to cherish bad blood. My
wife always puts up some raspberry cordial, and one day not
long after he took office he came stalking around to the
kitchen door.

“You can infer the rest. That cordial was meant to be
non-intoxicating, but having been left around the house quite
a while, nature had took its course. Baz Overturf took it all
away, and if he poured it down a drain nobody seen him do
it. My wife’s gray hairs, four grandchildren and two great-
grandchildren saved her from arrest. But Mr. Bryan’s refer-
ence to the enemies of the home brought the whole scene
back to me with vivid poignancy.”

This gentle dig at the arch-prohibitionist William Jennings
Bryan was characteristic of Godfrey Gloom. On July 4 he became
disgusted with the whole affair and the headlines on his column
read:

GODFREY G. GLOOM
QUITS CONVENTION

With a Parting Shot at Those
Who Criticize His Loyalty to
Jackson
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INDIFFERENT To OUTCOME

After Watching a Number of
Ballots He Decides He Doesn’t
Care Who Gets the Nomination

A friend, however, induced him to see the day out.

“Yes,” he observed to a TiMEs correspondent, “I am here by
courtesy of my friend Walter J. Woof, Washington corre-
spondent of the Amity [Ind.] Grapevine Telegraph.

“Seems he had two seats, one of which had been occupied
all through the week by a flashin’ brunette from out Pacific
Avenue. Today her husband come back, so I get to set down
and rest my weary bones. . . .

“The South is not so solid this year as it might be; in fact
a good deal of it is highly gaseous.

“It’s all the fault of this false notion of fair play. The Re-
publicans went and picked out a man that nobody wanted
and few had ever heard of, and some here seem to feel that
it would be unsportsmanlike to take advantage of them. The
campaign, according to these views, should be a generous
rivalry in attempted suicide.”

The following day :
MR. GLOOM UNABLE
TO QUIT THE SCENE

Veteran Democrat Becomes
Fascinated With the Study of
Political Animosities

and, of course, he remained until the bitter end.
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“I don’t care [he concluded] who’s nominated, nor do I think
the party will care much. When these delegates go back home
the boys are not goin’ to ask ’em, ‘Who did you nominate ?’
They’ll ask ’em, ‘Who did you beat ?’ ”’

Through the summer and fall up to November, Godfrey Gloom
had special articles, illustrated by John Held, Jr., in the Sunday
Magazine section. These included “Money Has No Terrors for
Mr. Gloom”—about campaign funds, “Mr. Gloom’s School of
Politics,” “Mr. Gloom on Princes and Potentates” and “The
Morals of Mr. Gloom.”

But on July 12, a telegram was addressed to Elmer Davis from
his boss, Carr Van Anda of the Times, which read :

I would like to say that your account of the session that
nominated Cox was one of the finest pieces of convention re-
porting I have ever seen

and from Elmer’s colleagues, the Times correspondents who had
been obliged to cover the San Francisco convention with true
Times solemnity, there was a letter in verse which read :

Dear Mr. Godfrey Gloom of Amity,

It would have been a real calamity

Had you not come to town to cheer us up;

Despite your gloomy pseudonymity

You've won the journalistic primity ;—

There ought to be another Davis Cup.
Yours, with unanimity . . .

Gloom reappeared in 1924, 1932 and 1936—though Davis was
not, in those years a regular Times employee—and breathed his
last at the close of the 1936 Democratic convention. There was,
then, an obituary and an article on his career.
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Some three years later and two years after President Harding
took office, the symptoms of madness and badness later said to
mark the decade of the ’twenties began to reveal themselves. Al-
ready in the spring of 1923, the failure of national prohibition
was evident to everyone whose eyes were not sealed by bribes
from the illicit liquor dispensers. Each drinker had his favorite
speakeasy: these in New York expanded into night clubs with
orchestras and floor shows under the expensive protection of the
police. In Washington—though still behind the scenes—what
proved to be the hottest scandal of recent American history was
beginning to boil over a slow fire fed largely by the “Ohio gang.”
That this was known only to a few was due, perhaps, to the di-
versions furnished by the other madnesses: the Coué craze based
on a practice of self-hypnosis supposed to engender peace of mind;
the marathon dance in which men and women collapsed and some-
times died after days of continuous dancing; the behavior of the
young folk with their hip flasks, rolled stockings and automotive
sexual experiment, and the controversy over Nicola Sacco and
Bartolomeo Vanzetti, victims of the red-baiting hysteria which
had caught so few reds but so many innocent citizens. But in the
spring of 1923, the doings of the Ohio gang and its disciples were
becoming known to the President of the United States and would
soon, after his tragic death in August, engross the attention of
most of the American people.

As spring moved into summer, however, in that tragic year,
1923, public attention was further diverted by a flurry of excite-
ment in the state of Montana. Writers who reflect on the phases
of American history have since seen that episode as peculiarly
symptomatic of the age—of all our frontier ages, indeed, when a
last-minute miracle saved the lucky adolescent nation from dis-
aster.
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The thing has happened often in this country {wrote Elmer
Davis more than fifteen years later] on a larger scale. The
European crop failure that got us out of the slump of the
Seventies, the Klondike gold that helped cure the hard times
of the Nineties, were as unpredictable as the discovery of
oil in Montana, and such things created the state of mind
of the Twenties, in which everything was possible.

The oil seemed to the people of that northwestern state the
direct expression of the Almighty’s gratitude for good works. For
Montana’s powers-that-be had gone far out on a limb to save the
newly poor of that land.

All the dry-farming areas were going broke in the early
Twenties and families were moving away by the thousand.
The leading men of Toole County, Mont., decided to stop
that drift; they set all the destitute dry-landers to work
building country roads, and paid them off with county war-
rants. The roads led to nowhere in particular, the warrants
were a local currency of dubious and diminishing value out-
side the county, but when at last the shortage of foreign ex-
change was about to wreck the experiment, somebody struck
oil. Then the roads were needed to get to the oil fields and
the warrants were easily paid off with taxes on the oil com-
panies.

But like many a community in the high, wide and handsome
days of the expanding frontier, Toole County was not content to
relax and enjoy the return of prosperity. No, they must assist
Divine Providence in leading them on to a bigger and better
place in the sun.

No wonder that men who had had such a signal proof that
Destiny was on their side overreached themselves by offering
a second challenge to probability.
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The particular challenge had a comic look to more adult and
realistic outsiders, though its consequences were serious enough to
its promoters. The challenge was a prize fight. If Champion Jack
Dempsey and Challenger Tommy Gibbons could be induced to
stage a bout in the town of Shelby, county seat of Toole County,
the community would become the Mecca of fight fans from coast
to coast, from Canada to the Gulf. Shelby (population 2,000)
would become a thriving and splendid city and the future of the
county if not of the entire state would be assured.

The reason Elmer Davis so long remembered this ephemeral
episode was that he was objectively involved. As they had fore-
seen the sardonic overtones of the Ford peace crusade eight years
earlier, the editors of the Times were quick to perceive the Shelby
possibilities and sent a reporter to cover the fight whose wit,
they knew, would be equal to it.

The fight was scheduled for Independence Day. When Davis
arrived, the week before, it was raining in Shelby. Perhaps it was
the weather—the deep mud through which he had to wade and
the leaden look from the skies with which Destiny was regarding
the whole of Toole County—that made his preliminary by-line
columns so pessimistic. It was not, certainly, any shadow of
foreboding among the people. The Fate that had disclosed the
gusher at the precise brink of bankruptcy could not let them down.
That by June 30 they were already $100,000 short on the money
they had promised the Dempsey management led the reporters
who had forgathered to wire their papers that the fight would be
postponed if not canceled. But none of them understood the true
gambling spirit of Shelby, once it was sure that the Almighty had
loaded the dice.

Meanwhile, Davis took the pulse of the people. He pointed to
the fact that the wife and kiddies of Tommy Gibbons were al-
ready at Shelby.

Domesticity [he wrote] is one reason why the populace of
the Northwest is mostly pulling for Gibbons. A family man

95



Don’t Let Them Scare You

who wants to have his family near his work, a breadwinner
who shows the public the family that is supported by his
efforts . . . naturally appeals to the moral, home-liking ele-
ment in the community.

It seems to be Dempsey’s luck, good or bad, that those who
challenge him always become symbolic figures. Gibbons
stands for the domestic virtues, Carpentier represented em-
battled and heroic France, the mother of arts and culture.
Embattled and heroic France lasted a little over three rounds
against Dempsey. If the domestic virtues manage to stick
four or five rounds, it will be a triumph for American ideals of
the Sanctity of the home.

Davis then made his own estimate of the boxers after visiting
their camps.

Gibbons, handsome, good natured, easy going, letting his spar-
ring partners off easily, contrasts sadly with Dempsey, whose
ferocious ring face is one of his principal assets. Outside the
ring Dempsey is anything but ferocious, but this afternoon,
with nothing in front of him but a punching bag, he wore a
black unshaven scowl that had something of the grim gro-
tesqueness of an Assyrian king setting out to do something
mean to his neighbors.

Returning from his visits, Davis discovered that twenty of
Shelby’s businessmen “have, since yesterday come across with
$5,000 each to pay Dempsey.” Davis was still skeptical and pre-
dicted postponement, but he was wrong. The brave people of
Shelby, by their heroic behavior, brought the fight to pass on July
4 as scheduled and remained broke forever afterward. Their only
reward was to see Tommy Gibbons, champion of domesticity if
not of heavyweights, last fifteen rounds against his fierce oppo-
nent, after which the referee gave Dempsey the decision. The box-
office receipts came nowhere near paying the costs—an event for
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which a skeptical press was only partly responsible. In 1939,
when Davis recalled the occasion, the population of Shelby, Mon-
tana, was still approximately 2,000.

In its small way the Shelby collapse was a forerunner of the
national catastrophe that was to come at the end of the decade.
There was the same epidemic of blind overoptimism that had
afflicted one state in 1923, multiplied, of course, by forty-eight.
That the consequences of the national calamity were long-lasting
is evident from Davis’s note as late as 1939 when he wrote for
“Topics of the Times”:

Once more the time has come when we could use one of those
interpositions of providence; but the eventual collapse of
Shelby is a reminder that we cannot depend on Fate to deal
us an ace off the bottom of the deck every time we need a
happy ending.

4

In 1924, Godfrey Gloom again came out of Amity’s seclasiou
and this time reported both political conventiong in his homely
way. But in another medium, Elmer Davis wrote more seriously
(though no less ironically) of the philosophy behind American
party politics as revealed in the odd method of selecting presi-
dential candidates. In the first place, he said, there are seldom any
issues at stake—at least by convention time. The only occasion
for issues is when a third party arises—as one did in 1924—and
usually the issues kill the party.

Third parties [Davis wrote in “Politics—a Two-Handed
Game,” published in Harper’s Magazine for October, 1924]
are born of an issue and fed on discontent. Commonly, they
die when hard times are over and discontent disappears. The
issue goes on and is fought out, but not on partisan lines.
For the object of a party is not the triumph of an issue but

97



Don’t Let Them Scare Y ou

the acquisition and retention of jobs, honors, and emoluments
by the people who run the party. A party based on an issue
is ruined whether it wins or loses. If its issue is rejected, the
men whose political fortunes are tied up with that issue are
finally rejected too. If its issue triumphs, there is no further
reason for the party.

The third party in 1924, Senator La Follette’s Progressives, in
its platform evolved through the convention, “has done its best
to avoid controversial questions and to prove that it is just like
any other party.” Controversy on principles must be avoided at
any cost; differences between the parties, if they involve prin-
ciples, must not be exploited. Actually, according to Davis, there
was, in 1924, no difference in principle between the two major
parties.

The only visible difference of any sort is that the Republican
party seems to contain a slightly higher percentage of crooks,
and the Democratic party of fools.

In'great historical elections, he believed, the issues were based
on immediate, practical or personal considerations rather than
on basic principles.

Andrew Jackson showed a sure perception of the practical
realities of democratic government when he went to the
White House on the slogan of “Turn the rascals out.” Democ-
racy, inefficient enough under any system, is least inefficient
when it operates through two indistinguishable and arbitrary
divisions of the politically interested citizen body. One set of
rascals, becoming insufferable, can be turned out and replaced
by the other set of rascals whose own self-interest will keep
them for some years from being quite as bad as their predeces-
sors. When they forget and in their turn become insufferable,
they can be replaced by the first set of rascals, now chastened
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by enforced retirement and willing to behave with reasonable
virtue for a term or two.

As usual, Davis dipped into ancient history for an analogy.
Between the two parties of the Roman Republic, there was a
fundamental difference of opinion. This resulted in such violence
that the side that got the upper hand “killed off all the leaders of
the other side within reach.” After a century of this few political
leaders were left. Augustus then assembled those that remained
into a “conservative-radical coalition whose sole issue was the
preservation of peace and prosperity, and this was the only party
of the Roman Empire.” Davis does not say directly that this was
why Rome fell but he does say that the Byzantine Empire which
centered around Constantinople “stood for a thousand years after
Rome had been retired to the guide books.”

That stability [he adds] was due largely to the fact that po-
litical life in Constantinople was organized on the basis of
two parties no more different than Democrats and Republi-
cans. . . .

Davis made his second point in a sequel to this article in “The
Presidents We Deserve” in Harper’s for November. Here is an
echo of the reflections of Godfrey Gloom in 1920. The ideal candi-
date as picked in a convention is not a man whose qualities are
praiseworthy but a man no one has anything against. The Republi-
cans chose Harding because no one had ever heard of him and
could therefore feel no antagonism toward him. The Democrats,
however, made their greatest mistake in nominating Cox who
had the issue of the League of Nations tied, as it were, to his tail.

S

For Elmer Davis’s personal career, 1924 was a key year. On
New Year’s Eve, 1923, his job as an employed and salaried jour-
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nalist had come to an end. In the Times he had made uncommon
progress through the ten years since he had signed on as a cub
reporter. He had covered important events in the fields of war,
politics and sports. He had written feature articles some of which
would stand the test of time. He had created a journalistic char-
acter almost as popular as Peter Dunne’s Mr. Dooley. He had
written—more as a chore, to be sure, than out of exuberance—the
official History of The New York Times from 1851 to 1921. And
he had graduated from the city room to the editorial floor and
ended as an editorial writer.

But the Times could not confine either his ambition or his
talents. He had gone out to the magazines with both fiction and
essays. Two of his novels, The Princess Cecilia and Times Have
Changed, had been published and had won fair success. He had
just finished a third, I’ll Show You the Town. More and more,
these outside literary activities had cut into his sleep and his
home life. Now, like many a young journalist before him, he itched
to get away from office hours to devote his full time to writing—to
be a free lance!

It was—it always is—a step in the dark. He had his mother
and his wife and child to support. He, Fliss and Robin were living
in a house not yet paid for. He was, or thought he was, deep in
debt. But he felt the thrill of the gambler and, come what might,
a great release.

But can you conceive the relief [he wrote to Carolyn Wilson
on New Year’s Eve, 1923], after ten years of writing for to-
morrow’s paper, of cutting loose for once and trying to see if
you can do something good? . . . With the awful peril of the
abyss, of course, in case you find that even with everything
perfect you can’t do anything more than hack work.

Truly, it was a night to celebrate!

100




7 mn

N THE LAST HALF of the ’twenties, many, perhaps most,

Americans were comfortably sure that they were living in

the best possible world. For business, finance, industry and
the successful pursuit of happiness our quick and convenient
vernacular supplied the phrase “up and up.” Coolidge had spread
a sort of synthetic balm of Gilead over a nation momentarily
worried by the Harding scandals and it was obvious to Republi-
cans that this strong silent man had a good business head. Per-
haps, indeed, he had an even better head than they thought when
he decided, before the primaries came, that he did not “choose
to run” for reelection in 1928. Had he seen the rocks ahead and
had this persuaded him to let his successor pilot the ship of state
through the perilous waters? To give this lucky Yankee whose
laconic ways were thought a symptom of wisdom the credit for
such foresight may be too generous, yet it is a Yankee trait to “let
well enough alone.” To get out while things were on the up and
up and let someone else watch them reach the top does not neces-
sarily, for a Vermonter, require advice from a crystal ball.

It was in these years that what we call “mass” activity came
into its own in the United States. There were sudden fads or
crazes which seemed to draw the entire population to their lode-
stones at once ; such was the Florida boom when prosperous orange
groves were bulldozed out of existence to make room for quick-
selling “home” sites ; such was the lure of the rising stock market

101



Don’t Let Them Scare You

for which there seemed to be no ceiling. But the enduring thing
was radio: for that there was truly no ceiling except the Heaviside
layer which bounced the beams into far places.

In 1920, radiotelephony was only a ham’s dream. Yet it moved
rapidly into a vast commercial enterprise. The results of the
Harding election in November were broadcast but few were the
possessors of anything other than amateur sets. The press, how-
ever, reporting the broadcast, stimulated radio sales and Westing-
house, which first manufactured commercial sets, was also first
with a broadcasting station. At this point it was necessary for a
genius to arrive and suggest that money could be made by air-
borne advertising. He appeared in the person of Harry P. Davis,
Westinghouse’s vice president. By 1923, a million and a half sets
were in use; in 1927, there were six and a half million, or one set
for every twenty Americans.

To what extent this new medium of mass communication im-
pressed, in those days, the man whose greatest celebrity would
one day depend upon it, we do not know. A guess would be that
it moved him little. In a short piece published in “The Lion’s
Mouth” department of Harper’s Magazine in September, 1924,
Elmer Davis observed that “golf, the automobile and the radio
are the three common denominators of our age.” It is true that
the programs of 1924 were not greatly stimulating, though in the
years following, there was, with the Locarno Pact, the Hall-Mills
case, Daddy and Peaches Browning and the Lindbergh flight,
plenty of news to be carried on the air waves.

But Elmer Davis had other interests. As we have seen, he had
left the Times on the eve of 1924, He had immediately embarked
on the career of free lance. Popular belief to the contrary, this
career—unless one has other means of support—leaves no time
for anything but free-lance writing. It was as a free lance that he
wrote, for a month or so in the summer of 1924, under the name—
no longer a disguise—of Godfrey Gloom, but the Times paid him
as an outsider. Then, when the quadrennial political spasm was
over, he turned his attention to profitable authorship.
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The novel Times Have Changed was sold to the movies for a
comforting sum. In 1924 I’ll Show You the Town was published.
These were admitted potboilers, light, gay and ephemeral, and
not taken seriously by author or readers. And there were short
stories and an article in Collier’s. At the end of August, the novel
Friends of Mr. Sweeney began as a serial, also in Collier’s. This
story, when, the following year, it was published in book form,
was met by the reviewers with accolades. “A rattling good up-to-
the-minute story of New York,” said the Outlook’s critic and the
reviewer for the Saturday Review of Literature wrote that Davis’s
“style is like a fresh, stiff breeze; and his narrative races.” In the
Literary Digest it was thought “screamingly funny” and an “up-
roarious satire.” We who go back to it in the 1960’s find it dated
and are able, for the most part, to restrain our mirth, but in 1924,
after all, Davis was making a topical approach to quick success
and was succeeding.

Sixteen years later, in a Bowker Memorial Lecture delivered
at the New York Public Library, he told how a free lance gets
his start. That this draws on autobiography in no way diminishes
its nearly universal application.

His first novel is likely to be something that he had heavily
on his mind, and if he has any stuff it may be pretty
good. . . . The reviews will be good and the author . ..
will be convinced that a bright future is opening before him.
Now probably that first book will not have much of a sale;
if it doesn’t the author is lucky, for the hour of decision is
thus postponed. But he writes another novel—like his first
one, in his spare time, at night after his work at the office is
over, buoyed up by youth and confidence ; and if that one too
gets good reviews, if it sells a little better, then the virus of
an incurable disease has laid hold on him. He is an author;
and it begins to appear an unendurable indignity that a
writer of his rare quality has to appear at a desk at nine
o'clock every morning and take orders from somebody else
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till five in the afternoon. Se he quits his job, and begins to
make his living as an author.

Now the chances are that for the first year or two, or
three, he does pretty well. His books have created something
of a stir . . . and the reputation they have earned for him
has brought magazine editors around to see him, asking for
short stories or, still more enticing, suggesting that his next
novel would probably make a good serial.

A better exposition of the free lance’s sequence of thought at
the brink of his precarious undertaking could scarcely be made—
at least if his aim is profitable fiction. The point that though the
money comes from magazines, the prestige which introduces the
author to the magazines comes from the books—rarely, in them-
selves, money-makers—is the important one. But it was in this
lecture’s very sort of exposition or analysis rather than in fiction
itself that Elmer Davis would eventually excel.

2

Even then, as he was riding high on the wave of success and
making money, if not hand over fist, at least abundantly enough
to pay his bills, he could not defy the occasional impulse toward
reflective writing. Fiction—or at least the kind he wrote—was no
outlet for the thoughts and ideas bred of his studious inquiries
into the international scene or his unrestrained reaches into every
sort of book.

In midsummer, 1924, there appeared in the Annals of the Amer-
ican Academy of Political and Social Science a realistic piece on
“The Character of American Influence on Eastern Europe.” In it
Davis pricked the bubble that had been so big and iridescent
immediately after the Armistice of 1918—the bubble of America’s
mystic sway over the arrangements of a peaceful world. The
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illusion in those days when many of Wilson’s Fourteen Points
such as that dealing with the self-determination of peoples were
thought to be of divine inspiration, was hard, even six years
later, to dissolve. But Davis saw through this to the changed
facts. No one remembered better than he the moving ceremonies
at Pittsburgh when, with American assistance, the new state of
Czechoslovakia was created and placed in the hands of his friend
Thomas Masaryk. Nor could he forget the great American do-
nations toward the rebuilding of the bombed Rheims cathedral.
But floods of water had gone over the dam since then, unnoticed
apparently, by the idealists.

There is, perhaps inevitably, a pre-millennial tone about most
contemporary writings on the immediate future of Europe;
all the misfortunes of the age are to be ended by the second
coming of America. It is not my business to compete in pro-
phetic prediction with veteran soothsayers, but . . . I see no
reason to anticipate any such active collaboration of America
in Europe as was expected early in 1919, and seems still to be
expected by some persons on both sides of the Atlantic. . . .
Even if America should come back into Europe, should enter
the League, America will not be “in” Europe as she was in
the few months immediately after the Armistice.

In another interval between his own bursts of fiction, Davis
turned his attention to the fiction of others. His essay on this, pub-
lished in the Saturday Review of Literature, in October, 1925,
was entitled “Tohu and Bohu”—the Hebrew words which, in the
first chapter of Genesis, the King James version translates as
“without form and void.” The burden of the piece (and today’s
abstract painters may find the argument debatable) was that,
however chaotic life may be, art must have order and pattern.
Davis’s contention was that even when a writer can see no co-
herent arrangement in the universe about him or in the social
setting of which he is a part, he must invent such an arrangement
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when he sits down to write a novel. A mere reflection of emptiness,
Davis argues, is not art.

After this piece was published, he evidently thought about it
for a couple of years for, in 1927, a revised version was incor-
porated in his volume of essays, Skow Window, under the title of
“The Age of Impotence.” The revision in no way softened the
irony—on the contrary it hardened it—but it included some read-
ing the writer had done in the years between, and there was an
evident if not wholly successful effort to tighten the essay and
intensify its impact. Although some pretty cogent stuff was ex-
cised in the revision, it seems fairer to the author to quote from
the later version.

For the writers of the literature of Impotence, he devises the
term “Futilitarians.”

If you believe [he says] the textbook on geology prescribed
for the schools of Tennessee, the earth, prior to nine o’clock
in the morning of September 21, 4004 B.c. was tohu and bohu,
without form and void. If you believe T. S. Eliot, William
Gerhardi, Rose Macaulay, Aldous Huxley, John Dos Passos,
Ernest Hemingway, John Gunther and the rest of their school,
it is that even now. Life is meaningless, effort is futile, the
perceptible phenomena of existence have no interrelation.

I am far from denying it. I do not pretend to discern any
unifying or arranging principle in the data of human
affairs. . . . But even if life is without form and void, it does
not follow that novels dealing with life must also be without
form and void. Suppose life is chaos—full of sound and fury,
as Miss Macaulay assures us, signifying nothing, Whatever
life may be, two dollars is two dollars; and two dollars will
buy a current novel or a quart of kitchen stove gin. .

The manufacturing novelist goes into competition with one
great advantage over the bootlegger ; he knows, as a rule, the
charms of the rival attraction ; the novelist usually drinks gin,
whereas the bootlegger rarely reads novels. The novelist
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knows exactly what gin gives the consumer ; how then, is he
to persuade him to buy a novel instead? Obviously by meet-
ing the needs of the trade; and by failing to do this, novelists
of the Chaotic, Invertebrate, or Futilitarian school have
worked considerable harm to the interest of the industry at
large. . . .

For if the customers on whom novelists depend for their
bread and butter find in fiction only the futility and chaos
they have already found, and are likely to keep on finding, in
life, they will go to gin, quite sensibly, for the illusion that art
ought to furnish.

The diatribe, spiced with sarcasm and occasionally over-
seasoned with indignation, goes on for long—too long, no doubt.
Moreover it lacks the clarity which usually marks Davis’s essays.
Possibly this is because he was not entirely sure of his ground. If
the writers he attacks were truly “futilitarian” and all of the
reading public bought gin in place of their novels, it would be
futile to attack them. But the fact was that several of the Futili-
tarians were achieving a considerable success by answering a
precise public demand. Part of the demand came from the rebels
against the upsurging financial boom and Coolidge complacency.
Such rebels were comforted by the thought that nothing mattered
and that the earth and their existence upon it were accidents. The
other part came from the post war disillusioned who wanted to
have it proved to them that all their effort had been in vain. For
these folk gin was not enough: their ecstasy of despair needed the
support of art, or what they thought was art, and, indeed, much
of it was. That Hemingway and Dos Passos and Huxley and
O’Neill were in phase with the prevailing literary mood did not
diminish their talent, as their later products proved.

Yet the essay is a demonstration of a fighting mood not wholly
uninspired by Davis’s own struggle. Here was this young man,
suddenly a professional writer : was this the sort of thing he must
write to appease the critics? Potboilers such as Times Have
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Changed were not, of course, in competition with any work of art
but, like all starting writers, Davis had secret frustrated aspi-
rations.

But oh for that great novel [he wrote to Carolyn Wilson in
December, 1924], that was to lift me up into the range of
those who might be considered for the Pulitzer, if not the
Nobel prize; harrow and alas for the distinguished work of
incisive realism. Where is it? Where the woodbine twineth.

Meanwhile, in his search for an ideal of realism, he drew his
angry line between sheep and goats. It may seem to us that he
picked dubious examples. In some cases hindsight leads to that
judgment, but surely some of those he disparaged stood high in
contemporary literary appraisal.

3

With the successes of 1924, considerable for a starting free lance,
Elmer Davis at last admitted that things were looking up. It had
been a hard pull ; the weaning away from the Times had not been
easy and the final plunge had been induced by an almost unbear-
able schizophrenic harassment. Even now there was not a com-
plete separation, but now he could go to the Times, always sure
of a welcome, offer his special services and more or less write his
own ticket. But there were no regular hours in an office, no boss
to say Yea or Nay, no anonymous writing.

The house in Kew Gardens had been sold; the Davises had
moved into an apartment on Morningside Drive whose proximity
to the Cathedral of St. John the Divine would presently prove a
sardonic stimulus; “the Robin,” as they called their son, was big
enough to go to school; and for the hot months a kind friend
lent them a country house.
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Perhaps because the Robin was coming into his most inquiring
age, Davis found it convenient to hire a room in the old Brevoort
on Eighth Street and Fifth Avenue for his more intense concentra-
tion. Here he distracted the other guests by the “mitrailleuse
rattle of the Underwood,” yet this was better than letting himself
be distracted by events at home. But he went home whenever an
interval permitted, to be asked by Robin if he had finished his
book. (Because when you do you can stay home and play with
me.) Meanwhile one of his letters told that

We have regained our freedom of movement, spiritual as well
as physical. It was a hard job climbing out of that long lane
with no turning that lies between the Times editorial page
and a commuting suburb on Long Island, but I think we'’re
out at last. All three of us. To begin again to live dangerously,
even in a mild way . . . is quite a bit, after some years of the
prudent life conditioned principally by many mortgages. . .

T don’t know whether all this is of any interest to anyone
but me, but I am highly excited by the fact that after a life-
time of playing it safe I've at last climbed out of the shell.
May I stay climbed. The thing had been bitten into me ever
since I first learned in college that I'd have mother to look
after; it became the dominant obsession, and of course the
editorial page and commuting and mortgages only made it
worse. . .

Of course all this rests on some fundamental presupposi-
tions, one of which is now present for the first time. Meaning,
of course, the red gold. I haven’t reached the Big Money yet
but it looks as if it is right around the corner and in the mean-
time we are pretty well off for us.

He was to learn, however, that the fortunes of a free lance have
ups and downs, and in the downs his “financial hypochondria”
would come back. One of the downs arrived when a story had led
him away from the strait and narrow path of formulated magazine
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fiction into thoughtful writing. It “started out to be only a rough-
neck football thriller but it filled up, as I went along, with ex-
cerpts from the more sightly portions of my philosophy and
personality ; became, indeed, an amused and tolerant picture of
things as I see them . . . and alas . . . there is grave doubt of
its sale.” Collier’s said no serial; it was too long for Liberty.
“Poverty” may drive him to do some quick fiction for the pulps.
“This literature business is amusingly insecure. I have been
within arm’s length of about twenty-five thousand for months,
but whenever I reach out for it it recedes like the grapes of Tan-
talus.” Shall he start looking again for an editorial job? The
conflict was beginning that would one day take him away from
fiction forever.

There were in this free-lance time, periods of depression which
only the family saw. His look of taking everything in his stride,
his easy going manner, the gaiety his friends knew, would drop
away from him when he came home. To his wife and children he
conveyed a sense of failure; of frustration in the attainment of a
constantly receding goal.

This susceptibility to changes of mood is not, of course, un-
common among creative writers. What was striking in Davis’s
case was that it was not visible away from home. At the evening
meetings of “The Baker Street Irregulars”—a society that was
not wholly dedicated to the study of Conan Doyle—and other
more exclusive gatherings, Davis gave the impression of having no
cares. And the many pieces he wrote for The New Yorker in the
1920’s are not only immensely funny but full of fun; reflect-
ing, one would suppose, a happy outlook on the life about him.

There were a few blows that were a real cause for melancholy.
His son remembers his winning a prize novel contest and then
losing it again because he was at a ball game when the news came.

They kept calling mother every half hour or so [Robert
Davis recalls], until finally they decided their publicity gim-
mick had to be saved at all costs, so they gave the prize
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to . . . alady writer. The “gimmick” in question was a radio
show scheduled for five o’clock on which the winning author
must speak.

Again, once when he had spent all summer on a serial with con-
stant encouragement from the magazine he thought was going to
use it, he met refusal when it was done ; the editors explained they
had merely given him a “green light”—a phrase used by certain
periodicals to stimulate without commitment. But these things
happen to the most successful authors; it is simply an insight into
Elmer Davis’s inner self to learn how much they disturbed
him and how little he showed it.

Through the summer of 1925, Fliss was looking forward to the
birth of her second child. The baby came on the second of Sep-
tember—a daughter—and they named her Carolyn Anne for their
friend and Davis’s newspaper colleague, Carolyn Wilson.

4

In 1925, the growing Cathedral of St. John the Divine cast its
shadow over his consciousness and his conscience. Suddenly he
had “a recurring attack of moral earnestness, which I thought I
had got over with.” It is, he thinks, “like malaria, an infection
caught in childhood that never gets out of the system.” The cause
here was a drive to raise money to complete the cathedral as a
“spiritual home of all the people” when God and Elmer knew
that i