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From Marion,  Ohio ,  Schoolroom to 
White House Cloakroom 

David D.  Anderson 

The Pres i den t i a l e l ec t i on of 1920 was compounded of myth,  legend ,  and 

h i s t ory ; i t was the l as t in which both par t i es attempted to tap the myth of 

Ohio as Mother of Pres iden ts ; i t was the e l ec t i on tha t gave the legend of 

the smoke-fi l led room to pres i den t i a l fo l k l ore ; i t was the f i r s t in which 

women were permi t ted to vote and hence presumably to r i d pres i den t i a l 

p o l i t i c s of bossism ,  cronyiam ,  and corrupt ion ; i t was that in which 

"normalcy" triumphed over r e sp o n s i b i l i t y in re j ec t i ng membership in the 

League of Nat ions; i t was the f i r s t af t er the passage of the Eighteenth 

Amendment and in which p o l i t i c i a n s of both par t i es were presumably c l e a r -

headed,  c l e a n - l i v i n g ,  and sober .  When the dust s e t t l e d ,  ear l y in the 

evening of November 2 ,  Senator Warren G.  Harding of Ohio ,  pub l isher of the 

Marion S t ar .  had overwhelmingly defeated Governor James M.  Cox,  pub l isher 

of the Dayton J a i l y News,  Harding carry i ng t h i r t y-seven s t a t es and 16,152,  

200 popular and 404 e l ec t ora l votes to eleven s t a t es and 127 e l ec t ora l and 

9,147,353 popular votes for Cox.  The people had spoken loudly and 

c l e a r l y ,  and "normalcy" became the postwar American r e a l i t y on 

Inaugurat ion Day,  March 4,  1921 ,  whi le Woodrow Wi lson ,  an aging r e l i c of 

a more i d e a l i s t i c age ,  r e t i r e d to watch and brood on "S" S t r e e t .  Yet in two 

and a ha l f years Harding was dead; in three he had become symbolic of the 

weakness inherent in the democrat ic system ,  and he cont inues to rank ,  

a l t e rna t e l y wi th U lysses S .  Grant ,  as the worst of American Pres i den t s .  

But whatever the nature or source of the scandals - Teapot Dome,  the 

Veterans Bureau ,  the A l i en Property o f f i c e ,  the Department of Jus t i ce - that 

mar the memory of the Harding Administrat ion and the extend to which Harding 
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may or may not have been tnvolved In or had knowledge of them,  the decade 

fol lowing Harding ' s death saw,  not only hundreds of head 11nes,  each 

more sensat iona l than the o t hers ,  but the growth of a l i t e r a r y cottage 

industry devoted to revea l i ng the t r u t h ,  the ins ide s t ory ,  of Harding ,  h i s 

adm i n i s t ra t i on ,  h i s fo i b l es and the scanda ls .  Among the books publ ished in 

the decade were Samuel Hopkins Adams's novel Revelry (1926) ,  Wi l l iam A l len 

White 's Masks j_n a Pageant (1928) ,  Gaston B.  Means 's The Strange Death 

of President Harding ,  Freder ick Lewis A l len ' s Only Yesterday (1931) ,  

Harry M.  Daugherty 's The Ins ide Story of the Harding Tragedy ( 1932) ,  

A l i ce Roosevel t Longworth 's Crowded Hours (1933) ,  and a number of o thers ,  

a l l of them combining to produce the image,  mythical or r e a l ,  of an ordinary 

man wi th a handsome facade in a job too large for him,  a man haunted by h i s 

weaknesses ,  by the betrayal of h i s fr i e nds ,  by h i s domination by 

an unsympathetic w i fe .  Harding dead became the symbol of a l l that was declared 

to be wrong in a system that permi t ted a young man of modest a b i l i t y to r i s e 

from h i s b i r t hp l ace in a rura l Ohio farmhouse to occupy the highest o f f i c e 

and the most prominent residence in the land .  

Among the other exposses ,  in mid-1927,  as the Teapot Dome hearings 

cont inued to make headl ine af t er head l ine ,  another work appeared t ha t ,  more 

than any of the o t hers ,  had about i t ,  as Harry Hansen commented in h i s 

column "The F i r s t Reader" in the New York World,  "the r i ng of t ru t h . " 

Th is remarkable work,  authent ic in i t s a r t l e s s n e s s ,  was ca l l e d The 

Pres iden t ' s Daughter.  Publ ished by something ca11ed the E l i zabe th Ann 

Gu i l d ,  Inc . ,  and wr i t ten by a young woman of th ir ty-one named Nan Br i t t on ,  

i t had been prev ious ly re j ec t ed by Boni and L i v e r i g h t ,  by Cosmopo1itan,  
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by A l f r e d Knopf ,  by Simon and Schus t e r ,  by W i l l i am Morrow,  by A l be r t  

and Cha r l es Bon l ;  i t  had s u r v i v e d a r a i d by John S .  Sumner of t he 

New York So c i e t y f o r t he Supp ress i on o f V i ce and t he c o n f i s c a t i o n o f both 

p l a t e s and shee t s ;  i t  s u r v i v e d a consp i r acy of s i l e n c e on t he pa r t  o f 

r e v i ewe r s and newspapers u n t i l  H.L.  Mencken rev i ewed i t  and t he Hard ing 

Adm i n i s t r a t i on a t  l eng t h i n t he Ba l t i mo r e Sun i n an a r t i c l e e n t i t l e d 

" S a t u r n a l i a " ;  i t  was denounced on t he f l o o r o f t he Un i t ed S t a t e s Sena t e ,  

and i t  became a r e gu l a r f o r months on t he b e s t - s e l l e r l i s t s .  By t he end o f 

t he year i t  s o l d more t han 90 ,000 cop i es a t  $5.00 each ,  abou t  t w i ce t he 

cu r r en t  p r i c e o f books o f s i m i l a r l eng t h a t  t he t i me .  

Nan,  t h i r t y - o n e yea r s younger t han Hard i ng ,  had been born i n C l a r i d o n ,  

Oh io ,  a v i l l a g e t en m i l es eas t  o f Mar ion ,  on November 9,  1896,  t o Dr .  Samuel  

B r i t t o n ,  a p h y s i c i a n ,  and h i s w i f e Mary,  a coun t ry schoo l  t eache r .  When Nan 

was t h r e e ,  t he f a m i l y moved t o Mar ion ,  where Hard i ng ,  Repub l i can and ed i t o r 

o f t he Mar ion S t a r and Dr .  B r i t t o n ,  a Democrat ,  became f r i e n d s ,  Hard ing 

o c c a s i o n a l l y pub l i shed ske t ches w r i t t e n by Dr .  B r i t t o n o f h i s exper i ences 

i n coun t ry p r a c t i c e .  When,  i n 1913,  Dr .  B r i t t o n d i ed ,  l ea v i ng 

an a l mos t  p en n i l e ss w i f e and f ou r c h i l d r e n ,  Hard ing he lped 

Mrs.  B r i t t o n secu re a j ob as a s u b s t i t u t e t eache r .  Nan,  t hen a 

h i gh schoo l  j u n i o r ,  was Hard i ng ' s s i s t e r Da i sy ' s s t uden t  i n her 

h i gh schoo l  E n g l i s h c l a s s e s ,  and s i n c e 1910,  when she was a l mos t  

f ou r t een and Hard i ng was t he Repub l i can cand i da t e f o r governor ,  

she ma i n t a i ned t h a t  she had become a Repub l i can suppor t er and more:  

"Warren Hard i ng and Hard i ng ' s f u t u r e formed my l i f e ' s background , " she 

wro t e ,  "and whether or not  anyone e l s e c r e d i t e d me w i t h t he c apa c i t y f o r 

such a cumu l a t i ve emot ion as l ove ,  I knew t h a t  I was i n l ove w i t h Warren 



Hard i ng . " From t hen on ,  she r ecoun t s ,  Hard ing was t he cen t e r o f her scho o l -

g i r l  e x i s t e n c e :  t he wa l l  o f her room was papered w i t h photos cu t  from 

campaign pos t e r s and newspapers ;  she went  on exped i t i ons w i t h or w i t hou t  her 

s i s t e r or g i r l f r i e n d pas t  t he Hard ing house on Mount  Vernon Avenue;  she 

sough t  g l impes of t he Hard i ng and P h i l l i p s f a m i l i e s on Sunday r i d e s - and 

exper i enced a grow ing d i s l i k e f o r Mrs.  Hard i ng ,  and ,  as rumors c i r c u l a t e d 

abou t  Hard i ng and Mrs.  P h i l l i p s she f e l t  an i n c r e as i n g d i s l i k e f o r her ;  she 

r e s i s t e d a t t emp t s by her nnother - and by Mrs.  Hard ing - t o d i scourage her 

" s c h o o l g i r l " c r ush ;  she remembered f a m i l y c a l l s on t he Hard i ngs and t he 

occas i ona l  l one encoun t er w i t h her l ove o b j e c t :  

. . .  I had j u s t  s topped t o p i ck a p a r t i c u l a r l y p r e t t y w i l d 
poppy when I looked up - t o see Warren Hard ing approach i ng! 
I t  was t oo l a t e t o r e t r e a t ,  so I wa lked b r a v e l y t oward him . . .  
[hop i ng] t h a t  t he ground wou ld open and swa l l ow me 

. . .  I knew t h a t  he recogn i zed me f o r he began t o sm i l e 
and t ake o f f h i s ha t .  Then ,  w i t h a bow t ha t  cou l d not  
have been more g a l l a n t  had I been a t i t l e d l ady ,  and t he 
same sm i l e wh i ch has won even t he hea r t s o f h i s enem ies ,  
he bade me "Good even i ng!" To t h i s day I have not  t he 
s l i g h t e s t  i dea whether I found my v o i ce t o answer ,  bu t  
I remember I momen t ar i l y recovered s u f f i c i e n t l y t o look 
up a t  him ,  wh i l e a l l  t he way home I e xu l t ed ,  " I s n ' t  he 
wonder fu l ! I s n ' t  he wonder fu l !" 

A l though defea t ed f o r t he governorsh i p ,  Hard ing ' s p o l i t i c a l  s t a r 

con t i nued t o r i s e :  i n 1912 he p l aced W i l l i am Howard T a f t ' s name i n 

nom ina t i on f o r r e - e l e c t i o n a t  t he Repub l i can Na t i ona l  Conven t i on ;  i n 1914 he 

was e l e c t e d t o t he U.S.  Sena t e ;  i n 1916 he gave t he keyno t e address a t  t he 

Repub l i can Na t i ona l  Conven t i on .  And,  a l t hough Nan does not  r e c a l l  i t ,  

somet ime i n t he summer o f 1914 he appa r en t l y began t o w r i t e t o her a t  a 

co t t age a t  Brady Lake ,  where she and her mother s t ayed wh i l e both took 

t each i ng cou rses a t  nearby Ken t .  Bu t  appa r en t l y a t  t h a t  t i me ,  t he r e was no 

a t t emp t  a t  a rendevous by e i t h e r .  
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In t he summer o f 1915 t he B r i t t o n f a m i l y broke up ,  t he mother ,  w i t h a 

younger c h i l d ,  moving t o Ma r t e l ,  eas t  o f Mar ion ,  t o t each ,  t he baby,  John ,  

t o l i v e w i t h an aun t ,  t he o l de r s i s t e r ,  E l i z a b e t h ,  t o Ch i cago t o work her 

way through mus ic scho o l ,  and Nan,  f o l l owed by her 16-year -o l d b ro t her 

Howard ,  or "Doc," t o C l eve l and t o work i n a Ch i na s t o r e ,  and ,  a f t e r  a year ,  

sponsored by "bene f ac t o r s" - i d e n t i f i e d as Kenyon Co l l ege c l assma t e o f her 

f a t h e r ' s ,  t o whom she had appea l ed - t o Ch i cago b r i e f l y t o work a t  Carson 

P i r i e S c o t t ,  and t hen i n t he f a l l  o f 1916,  " o u t f i t t e d p r ope r l y from head t o 

t o e" from Marsha l l  F i e l d ' s by t hose bene f ac t o r s ,  she went  on t he New York t o 

a t t end t he B a l l a r d S e c r e t a r i a l  Schoo l ,  wh i l e l i v i n g w i t h t he f am i l y o f 

ano t her bene fac t o r .  Meanwh i le ,  she wro t e ,  "Morning a f t e r morn ing I bought  

t he papers ,  w a t c h i n g . . . [ f o r ] any men t ion o f my be l oved Warren Hard i ng . " 

Gradua t i on day approached ;  Nan had not  on l y comp le ted t he course 

s u c c e s s f u l l y ,  bu t  had worked t emp o r a r i l y f o r Ignace Paderewsk i  and h i s w i f e 

i n P o l i s h War R e l i e f .  F i n a l l y ,  on May 7,  1917,  a month a f t e r t he na t i on had 

gone t o war ,  " a f t e r many r e v i s i o n s ,  and a f t e r des t r o y i ng dozens o f shee t s o f 

p e r f e c t l y good Y.W.C.A.  paper" she wro t e a f a t e f u l  l e t t e r .  "My Dear Mr.  

Hard i ng , " i f began;  " I wonder i f you remember me;  my f a t h e r was Dr .  B r i t t o n ,  

o f Mar ion ,  Oh io . " A f t e r r e c i t i n g her meager ,  innocen t  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s f o r 

"an a l l - d a y pos i t i on . . . wh i ch w i l l  a f f o r d me p rospec t s o f advancemen t ," she 

conc l uded :  "Any sugges t i ons or he l p you m igh t  g i ve so wou ld be g r e a t l y 

app r ec i a t ed ,  I assu r e you ,  and i t  wou ld p l ease me as t o hear from you ." 

Wh i l e t he f r e n z i e d deba t e o f t he d r a f t  b i l l  went  on around him i n t he 
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Senate ,  Harding scrawled an immediate rep ly on Seante s t a t i onery : he did 

remember her ,  "you may be sure of t ha t ,  and most agreeab ly ,  too;" he would 

indeed help her ,  i f necessary going "persona l ly to the war or navy department 

to urge your appointment ." Most t h r i l l i n g to Miss Br i t ton were the c l os i ng 

l i n e s : there was "every probab i l i t y "that he would be in New York the 

fo l low ing week; he would c a l l her or" becomingly "look her up,  and he would 

take p leasure in doing so ." Her rep ly was immediate: 

I t was good to know that you remember me...  I am hoping 
that you w i l l be in New York next week and that I can t a l k with 
you; I am i nc l i ned to th ink that an hour 's t a l k would be much more 
sa t i sfac t o r y [than a mere l i s t of her q u a l i f i ca t i o ns that he had 
requested] .  There i s so much I want to t e l l you; and I am sure 
tha t I could give you a be t ter idea of my a b i l i t y - or rather the 
extent of my a b i l i t y ,  for i t i s l im i ted - and you could judge for 
yourse l f as to the sor t of pos i t i on I could f i l l . . .  .  

Again he rep l i ed immediately ,  and Nan records that 

I t pleased me immensely to read " I l i k e your s p i r i t and 
determinat ion .  I t i s l i k e I have always imagined you to be." L ike 
he had always imagined me to be .  Then he had thought 
about me! 

A sky lark amid the clouds could not have been happier than I 
during tne interven ing days between my rece i p t of t h i s l e t t e r and 
the a r r i v a l of i t s author .  

Before Nan could rep l y ,  Harding was in New York ,  telephoning - "What 

a sweet shock to hear h i s vo ice!" - asking her to meet him at the 

Manhattan Hotel a t 10:30 that morning.  There they reminisced in the lobby 

about ,  she wr i t es ,  "my chi ldhood and my adorat ion of him,  and he seemed 

Immensely pleased that I s t i l l re ta ined such f e e l i n g s .  1 could not help 

being perfec t l y frank ." F i n a l l y they adjourned to h i s room - the only one 

a v a i l a b l e ,  he s a i d .  I t was the br ida l chamber.  

In Miss Br i t t on ' s b r i e f d i gress i on that she had been but s ix teen when 

she had l as t seen Harding ,  that she had then ca l l e d a t h i s house to 
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c ong r a t u l a t e him upon h i s e l e c t i o n t o t he Sena t e ,  e i t h e r her memory or her 

a r i t h m e t i c i s f a u l t y .  Hard i ng was e l e c t e d on November 3,  1914;  M iss B r i t t o n 

was e i gh t een on November 9.  In May o f 1917,  consequen t l y ,  she was h a l f 

through her t w e n t y - f i r s t  yea r ;  Hard i ng was nea r i ng f i f t y - t w o .  

". . .we had s c a r c e l y c l osed t he door beh ind us when we shared our f i r s t  

k i s s , " M i ss B r i t t o n remembered .  " I s h a l l  never ,  never f o r g e t  how Mr.  Hard ing 

kep t  sa y i ng ,  a f t e r each k i s s ,  'Oh,  d e a r i e ,  t e l l  me i t  i s n ' t  h a t e f u l  t o you 

t o have me k i s s you! '  And as I k i s s e d him back I though t  t h a t  he surpassed 

even my g l addes t  dreams of h im ." 

Bu t  t he b r i d a l  bed remained und i s t u rbed ;  between k i s s e s t hey d i scussed 

her need f o r a j ob and her p l ans t o v i s i t  E l i z a b e t h i n Ch i cago .  Hard i ng 

t ucked $30.00 i n her "brand new s i l k s t o ck i n g" - echoes ,  perhaps ,  o f 

c oun t l ess smokers a t  t he E l k s or a s s i g n a t i o n s i n houses a l ong t he r a i l r o a d 

t r a c k s i n Mar ion or o t her Oh io towns ,  a l t hough Nan was t oo innocen t  t o 

unders t and t he ges t u r e - and he apo l og i zed t h a t  he had no more t o g i ve her .  

L a t e r ,  i n a t a x i  cab ,  Hard i ng t e s t e d her a b i l i t y t o t ake d i c t a t i o n :  

"My d a r l i n g Nan:  I l ove you more than t he wor l d ,  and I want  
you t o be l ong t o me.  Cou ld you be l ong t o me,  dea r i e? I want  
you . . .and I need you so . . . " 

I remember t he l e t t e r d i d not  run i n t o l eng t h because I s i l e n c e d 
him w i t h t he k i s s e s he p l eaded f o r . . .  

Before t h a t  remarkab l y f u l l  day was over ,  Hard ing had accompan ied Nan 

t o t he s e c r e t a r i a l  schoo l  t o check her q u a l i f i c a t i o n s and he took her t o 

meet  Judge E l b e r t  H.  Gary ,  Chai rman o f t he Board o f Un i t ed S t a t e s S t e e l .  

Gary ,  i n t u r n ,  i n s t r u c t e d h i s Comp t r o l l e r ,  "Mr.  F i l b e r t ,  I want  t o he l p 

Sena t or Hard i ng t o he l p t h i s young l ady . " W i th employment  prom i sed ,  t hey 
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returned again to the br ida l chamber at the Manhattan,  where Harding to ld 

her once more that "I ' d l i k e to make you my br i de ,  Nan dar l i ng . " But the 

bed remained undisturbed ,  as i t was a l so to for Harding ' s second t r i p to New York 

before her v i s i t to Chicago .  

There she rece ived the f i r s t of the hundreds of l e t t e r s ,  t h i r t y to 

for ty pages each ,  scrawled wi th the homely endearments of which Harding was 

fond and which Nan found romant ic .  In response to her request ,  he sent her 

a money order for $42.00,  exp la in ing that the odd sum would appear to be 

payment for "some poss i b l e work" she had done for him.  And he suggested the 

f i r s t rendezvous ,  in Ind i anapo l i s ,  where he was to speak .  He reg is tered her 

at the Hotel Claypool as h i s n iece ; l a t e r ,  they went on to Connersvi11e ,  

where she became Miss E.N.  C h r i s t i a n ,  using the name of George C h r i s t i a n ,  

Hardings '  sece tary ,  a joke ,  Harding sa i d ,  on Chr i s t i an . " But ,  Miss Br i t ton 

wr i t es ,  "There were no c l i mac t i c in t imac ies , " e i t her in the hotel rooms or 

as they lay in each o t hers '  arms on the midnight sleeper to Chicago .  

A r t l e s s l y ,  at Englewood the next morning,  Nan remarked to Harding that he 

looked a b i t t i r e d .  "God,  sweetheart! What do you expect? I'm a man,  you 

know," he exclaimed somewhat perverse l y .  But the fo l lowing n igh t ,  in a Loop 

ho t e l ,  t h e i r lovemaking remained ,  in Miss Br i t t on ' s word,  " r e s t r i c t e d , " and 

Harding went back to Washington,  leaving Miss Br i t t on to recreate her 

innocence a t the t ime: 

. . . i n my own eyes I was safe so long as my v i r g i n i t y was 
sus ta i ned .  I t seems to me unbe l ievable now when I th ink back on 
my ignorance about cer t a i n things. . .when during our r i de together 
from Connersv i l i e to Chicago ,  I experienced sweet t h r i l l s from j us t 
having Mr.  Harding ' s hands upon the outside of my n igh tdress ,  I 
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became p a n i c - s t r f c k e n .  I I nqu i r ed t e a r f u l l y w l i e ther he r e a l l y 
though t  I wou ld have a c h i l d r i g h t  away.  Of course t h i s 
ab su r d i t y amused him g r e a t l y ,  bu t  t he f a c t  t h a t  I was so i gnoran t  
seemed t o add t o h i s cher l shmen t  o f me f o r some reason .  And I l oved 
him so d e a r l y .  

Hard i ng ' s l eng t hy l e t t e r s ,  t he l e t t e r s t h a t  Nan was unab l e t o produce 

when ,  yea r s l a t e r ,  t he Hard i ng f a m i l y demanded proof o f t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  

con t i nued t o a r r i v e ,  t h i r t y or f o r t y pages o f sc raw l ed endearmen ts and 

doggera l  v e r se ,  o f t en o f Hard l ngs '  own compos i t i on .  D i scou rag i ng a young 

adm i re ,  Nan r e t u rned t o New York l a t e i n June ,  t o beg i n work a t  Un i t ed 

S t a t e s S t e e l  on J u l y 1s t .  In m i d - Ju l y Hard ing v i s i t e d her ,  and aga i n she 

recoun t s t h a t ,  i n t h e i r ho t e l  room on Seven th Avenue,  " . . . I  was d e l i r i o u s l y 

happy t o l i e i n c l o s e embrace w i t h my d a r l i n g , " bu t  she s t i l l  cou l d not  

perm i t  " t he i n t i m a c i e s wh i ch wou ld mean severance f o r e v e r from a moral  

code " 

Bu t  on J u l y 30 ,  1917,  Hard ing r e t u r ned ,  and ,  i n "a ho t e l  where f r i e n d s 

o f h i s In Wash ington had In t i ma t ed t o him t h a t  t hey had s topped under 

s i m i l a r unconven t i ona l  c i r cums t ances , " M iss B r i t t o n r e c a l l e d ,  " I  became 

Mr.  Hard i ng ' s b r i de - as he c a l l e d me - on t h a t  day ." 

A f t e r a comely o f e r r o r s ,  i n wh i ch two men - appa r en t l y d e t e c t i v e s -

b u r s t  I n t o t he room and ques t i oned them and t hen ,  a f t e r d i s c o v e r i ng 

Hard i ng ' s name In h i s ha t ,  became sudden l y r e s p e c t f u l ,  Hard ing t i pped them 

w i t h a $20 .00 b i l l .  L a t e r ,  i n t he t a x i  he remarked ,  "Gee,  Nan I though t  I 

wou ldn ' t  ge t  ou t  o f t h a t  under $1000!" They went  t o d i nner a t  C h u r c h i l l ' s 

and Hard ing r e t u r ned t o Wash ington on t he m i dn i gh t  t r a i n .  

Hard i ng v i s i t e d New York r e g u l a r l y ,  and t hey a l s o met  e l sewhere - In 



P l a t t sburg ,  New York ,  and in New Jersey - winerever they could be together ,  

and the l e t t e r s cont inued to come,  includ ing a spec ia l de l i very l e t t e r 

almost every Sunday morning.  But most of a l l ,  Nan enjoyed t he i r dinners 

together; "They were so sweet ly int imate ," she wrote ,  " and i t was a joy 

j us t to s i t and look a t him:" 

The way he used h i s hands,  the adorable way he used to put 
choice b i t s of meat from h i s own p la te onto mine,  the way he would 
say ,  wi th a sor t of tense ser i ousness ,  "That ' s a very becoming 
ha t ,  Nan," or ,  "God,  Nan,  you ' re pre t ty!" used to go to my head 
l i k e wine and make food seem for the moment the l eas t needful 
th ing in the world .  

By l a t e 1918,  wi th Harding t i e d more t i g h t l y to Washington as the war 

wound down and Mrs.  Harding - the Dutchess - f e l l i l l .  Nan began to v i s i t 

him t here .  He met her a t her ho t e l s ,  took her to h i s o f f i c e ,  to the 

t hea t re ,  and even an excursions throughout the c i t y .  I t was in h is o f f i c e 

in the Senate Off i ce Bu i l d i ng ,  ear l y in January ,  1919,  t ha t .  Nan records ,  

"we both decided afterward tha t our baby g i r l was conceived ." 

"Mr.  Harding t o l d me he l i ked to have me be wi th him in h i s o f f i c e , " 

she wrote ,  "for then the place held precious memories. . . ," but ne i ther of 

them an t i c i pa t ed her pregnancy .  Harding cont inued to v i s i t her in New York,  

and by the end of February they were cer t a i n of her cond i t ion .  Harding 's 

nervousness and ,  in sp i t e of h i s pro tes ta t ions to the con trary ,  h is 

re luctance to have her bear the ch i l d seem to suggest a coo l ing of h is 

ardor that apparent ly escape Miss Br i t t on .  He ta lked about an "operat ion" 

and on one occasion suggested she take "Dr.  Humphrey 's No.  11 t ab l e t s , " but 

Nan refused .  He d i d ,  however,  provide her wi th the r i ng she so badly 

10  
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wanted,  and ,  "we performed a sweet l i t t l e ceremony wi th that r i ng ,  and he 

declared tha t I could not belong to him more u t t e r l y had we been joined 

together by f i f t y m i n i s t ers . " By the end of J u l y ,  however,  she gave up her 

work and went to Asbury Park ,  New Jersey ,  to awai t the b i r t h of her ch i l d ; 

only once during that t ime ,  a month before the ch i l d ' s b i r t h ,  did she see 

Harding ,  b r i e f l y ,  during a qu ie t t r i p to Washington.  On October 22 ,  1919,  

the baby was born; she was named E l i zabe t h Ann.  Although Harding v i s i t e d 

Asbury Park a t l eas t once ,  wi th f r i e n ds ,  during Nan 's confinement ,  he did 

not see Nan,  nor ,  in sp i t e of Nan 's suggest ions and her often-made p l ans ,  

did Harding ever see h i s c h i l d .  Nor,  apparent ly ,  did Nan see Harding again 

un t i l he came to Chicago in June ,  1920,  for the Republ ican Nat ional 

Convent ion ,  at which .  Nan was conf iden t ,  he would be nominated for the 

Presidency .  But he wrote f a i t h f u l l y and "was very generous ,  sending me as a 

ru l e $100 or $150 a t a t ime . . .  .  He used to send very o ld b i l l s so that 

they would not be no t iceab le to one handl ing the l e t t e r ,  and has sent me as 

much as $300 and $400 in one l e t t e r wi th nothing but a two-cent stamp to 

carry i t . " For most of 1920,  E l i zabe t h Ann was boarded wi th a nurse in 

Chicago ,  where Nan remained ,  not re turn ing to New York un t i l la te summer of 

1921,  wel l af t er Harding ' s e l ec t i on and inaugurat ion .  

There were surrep t i t i ous meetings during the convent ion ,  however,  a t 

Nan 's s i s t e r ' s apartment ,  although Harding r e s i s t e d meeting her and 

E l i zabe t h Ann "some morning In the park . . .  .  I suppose i t would have been 

unwise," however,  she concedes .  He provided her wi th a t i c k e t to the 
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convent ion ,  and she wi tnessed both the nominating speech and h is ul t imate 

nomination from high in the g a l l e r y .  Sen t imen ta l ly ,  she remembers,  

How could that surging mul t i tude - cheering and wh i s t l i ng 
and stampeding the a i s l e s wi th t he i r Harding banners held a l o f t -
be in teres ted anyway in the tumult of u t terab l e emotion that 
rose w i th in me? My eyes swam,  and I reca l l ed my Freshman school 
year a t Marion,  when,  in the margins of a l l my books,  I ,  then 
but t h i r t een years o l d ,  had wr i t ten the prophecy of my hear t ,  
longing ,  "Warren Gamaliel Harding - he 's a dar l i ng - Warren 
Gamaliel Harding - President of the United S ta tes!" 

I was very happy to be a Harding booster; in f a c t ,  
of a l l the work I have ever done,  that was the most en joyab le .  
Everything was Hardingl I wrote to Mr.  Harding ' s s i s t e r 
Daisey ,  t e l l i n g her where I was,  and in her l e t t e r she sa i d 
she knew how happy I must be to be working for my "hero." 
She wel l knew he was that to me.  

After h i s nomination Harding sent Nan on a recuperat ive t r i p - she had 

apparent ly not yet recovered from her ch i l db i r t h near ly a year before - to 

the Adirondacks ,  promising meanwhile that he would es t ab l i sh a "substan t ia l 

amount" in a fund for E l i zabe t h Ann.  The fund apparent ly never 

ma t er i a l i zed ,  but in the mountains she met for the f i r s t time a man she 

i d e n t i f i e s as "Tim Slade ," a secre t serv i ce man assigned to Harding .  In 

r e a l i t y he was James S loan ,  J r . ,  a Secre t Serv ice veteran of more than 

twenty years ,  who remained almost alone among i ns i ders in choosing not to 

wr i te h i s memoirs of the Harding Administrat ion - even Colonel Edmund 

S t a r l i n g ,  h i s boss ,  publ ished the sem i - ind iscree t S t ar l i ng of the White 

House in 1946.  Sloan - or Slade - remained a trus ted escor t and messenger 

for them to the end and beyond,  when he sometimes came to Nan 's ass i s t ance 

in emergencies af t er Harding ' s death .  

On her re turn to Chicago Nan went to work for the Republ ican National 

Committees in the Auditorum Ho te l ,  d i s t r i bu t i ng l i thograph ic photos of 

Harding .  
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On e l ec t i on night Nan took the midnight t r a i n to Marion,  planning to go 

on to New York ,  whi le her s i s t e r E l i zabe t h kept the baby.  But she spent two 

weeks in Marion ,  seeing Harding on several occas ions ,  both pub l i c l y as an 

admirer and supporter and p r i v a t e l y ,  in a house used for campaign o f f i c e s ,  

through the agency of "Tim S lade" .  She de l ighted in "the two (or maybe 

three - I cannot remember)" $500 b i l l s Harding had given her ,  and she and 

Harding d iscussed poss i b l e adopt ive parents for E l i zabe t h Ann; then she went 

on b r i e f l y to New York and then back to Chicago to r e s t ,  whi le the Hardings 

went on to F l or i da for a pos t -e l ec t i on vaca t i on .  

In February ,  when Harding went to Cleve land for dental work they met 

again b r i e f l y a t the Hotel S t a t l e r ,  l arge l y to d i scuss E l i zabe th Ann 's 

fu ture ; i t ^-emained undecided ,  wi th Harding suggest ing "a Ca tho l ic home," 

and Nan concluding that she would best be adopted by her s i s t e r E l i zabe th 

and her husband,  a course Harding re l uc t an t l y accepted and which u l t i ma te l y 

was done.  Apparent ly there were no i n t i mac i es ,  but Nan returned to Chicago 

exhausted .  After l e t t e r s from Nan contain ing photos of the baby were los t 

in the ma i l ,  they exchanged l e t t e r s through the agency of "Tim Slade" and 

l a t er through Harding ' s v a l e t ,  Arthur Brooks ,  another White House ins ider 

through a t l eas t three pres iden ts who has chosen to remain s i l e n t .  

F i n a l l y ,  In June ,  1921,  f i v e months af t er she had l as t seen Harding ,  

Nan made her f i r s t pos t -e l ec t i on v i s i t to Washington.  There ,  escorted by 

"Tim Slade ," she met Harding in the Cabinet Room,  and then occurred the 
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f i r s t of the most ignoble episodes of the en t i re re l a t i onsh i p .  Nan 

wr i t es ,  

. . .  Mr.  Harding sa i d to me that people seemed to have eyes 
in the s ides of t he i r heads down there and so we must be very 
circumspect .  Whereupon he introduced me to the one place where,  
he s a i d ,  he thought we might share k i sses in safe t y .  Th is 
was a small c l ose t in the ante-room,  ev iden t ly a place for hats 
and coa ts ,  but e n t i r e l y empty most of the times we used i t ,  for 
we repa ired there many t imes in the course of my v i s i t s to the 
White House,  and in the darkness of a space not more than f i ve 
fee t square the President of the United S ta tes and h i s adoring 
sweetheart made love .  

For near ly two years Nan moved r e s t l e s s l y through the New York -

Washington - Chicago c i r c u i t ,  and on one occasion she went to Marlon when 

Harding was t here ,  but only in Washington could they meet,  however seldom,  

a lone .  Nan worked sporad i ca l l y ,  a t U.S.  Stee l and as secre tary to the 

president of Northwestern Un i vers i t y ; she took courses a t Columbia and 

Northwestern; each meeting wi th Harding became more emot ional ly painful than 

the l a s t .  Nan remembered t ha t .  

In the ante-room there was a leather couch ,  so d i lap ida ted 
that I remember 1 remarked to Mr.  Harding that one might think 
i t had been there ever s i nce the White House was b u i l t .  We used 
to s i t there a great dea l ,  espec i a l l y the times when Tim Slade 
would wai t for me e i t her outside or on the other s ide of 
the Pres ident ' s o f f i c e ,  in a large room beyond Mr.  Chr i s t i an ' s 
o f f i c e and far away from the sound of our noIces .  And sometimes,  
espec i a l l y l a t er on in Mr.  Harding ' s br i e f two and one-half years 
of s e r v i c e ,  I t was wise that we should be away from everybody,  
for I took many t ears down to the White House.  

And then ,  in the spr ing of 1923,  as Harding planned h i s t r i p to the 

West and A laska ,  e i t her as the beginning of h i s re-e l ec t i on campaign or to 

get away from the corrupt ion of which he had become aware .  Nan suggested she 

take a un i vers i t y study tour to France .  In D i j on ,  in l a t e Ju l y ,  where she 
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was studying French ,  she learned of h i s i l l n e s s ; on August 3rd ,  in a chance 

encounter wi th some American g i r l s in a shop she learned tha t he was dead in 

San Franc i sco .  

The res t of The Pres iden t ' s Daughter and i t s seque l ,  Honesty or 

P o n t i c s ,  publ ished in 1932,  i s an t i c l i max ,  the pa t he t i c ,  sometimes ignoble ,  

sometimes sord i d ,  always pa the t ic story of Nan 's attempt to gain recogn i t ion 

and support for her daughter from the Harding fam i l y ,  of Nan's two 

unsuccessful marriages ,  of the ar b i t rar y d ism issa l of a su i t against the 

Harding es ta t e by a par t i san Ohio j u r y ,  by her search for some measure of 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  perhaps even her search for the obscur i ty into which she and 

her daughter u l t i ma te l y passed .  

Michigan State Un i vers i t y 



THE LANTERNE 

By Louis J . Cantoni 

Devotees of the lanterne have cause to cele b r a t e . Nineteen-eighty-

s i x marks the golden anniversary year of t h i s t r i m poetic form. I t 

sprang to l i f e when, i n 1936, Lloyd Frank M e r r e l l halved Adelaide 

Crapsey's cinquaine into unrimed l i n e s of 1, 2, 3, 4, and 1 s y l l a b l e s . 

Centering the l i n e s gave the form a unique appearance and suggested i t s 

name, la n t e r n e , the French s p e l l i n g of l a n t e r n . 

Born i n P r i n c e v i l l e , I l l i n o i s i n 1887, Lloyd Frank M e r r e l l spent 

most of h i s adult years i n Michigan, where he was a protestant m i n i s t e r . 

He wrote e f f e c t i v e poetry i n many forms and he authored s e v e r a l books. 

I n 1962 P h i l o s o p h i c a l L i b r a r y published h i s book. Flowering Dust, a long 

poem i n f r e e verse about man's endeavor to explore the meaning and reap 

the joy of l i f e . His l a s t book. Daughter of the Stardawn, was published 

p r i v a t e l y i n 1972, the year a f t e r h i s death. The book c o n s i s t s of 86 

superbly c r a f t e d sonnets. 

I t was my good fortune to meet M e r r e l l a t a gathering sponsored by 

the Poetry Society of Michigan i n 1963. He was 76 at the time but 

appeared much younger. We discussed poetry and our own w r i t i n g and 

publishing e f f o r t s . He impressed me as a qui e t , unassuming, i n t r o -

s p e c t i v e person who charmed those with whom he spoke by the f u l l 

a t t e n t i o n he bestowed upon them. 



The lanterne has s p e c i a l meaning f o r me because w r i t i n g t h i s form 

helped me through s e v e r a l d i f f i c u l t y e a r s . Things were not going w e l l , 

I had l i t t l e c o n t r o l over an accumulation of d i s t r e s s i n g events. 

Concentrating on the l a n t e r n e — t h i s b r i e f , demanding, elegant form—gave 

me the sense that I could i n i t i a t e something, that I could gain a 

c o n t r o l l i n g perspective on my l i f e . 

During those years I was p a r t i c u l a r l y open to l a n t e r n e s . My usual 

experience has been that poems f i n d me, I do not seek them out. But i n 

those years I looked f o r l a n t e r n e s , I welcomed them. I discovered that 

l i s t e n i n g to the recorded l u t e music of Toyohiko Satoh enhanced my 

w r i t i n g . Hearing the wonderful, healing tones, my thoughts and f e e l i n g s 

leapt toward the challenge of compressing experiences, whether p l a y f u l , 

j o y f u l , melancholy, or simply i n s i g h t f u l , i n t o eleven s y l l a b l e s . 

Following are four l a n t e r n e s . The f i r s t two, u n t i t l e d , are by 

M e r r e l l . They appeared i n Glowing Lanternes, No. 35, 1976. The second 

two are by me. They appeared i n my book of poems. Gradually the Dreams 

Change, published i n 1979 by South and West. 

Love 
w h i s t l e s 

at each f e a r 
and f e a r s wag t h e i r 

t a i l s . 

God, 
my proud 

wisdom f a l l s . . . 
I am crumbling 

dust. 

QUINTESSENCE PATCHWORK 

Deep 
f o r e s t 

Day-
dreams show 
harlequin 

how to be a 
prince. 

t r a i l s take me 
to my very 

s e l f . 



Here are some guidelines and observations which should promote the 

w r i t i n g of s u c c e s s f u l l a n t e r n e s . T h i s s v e l t e form expresses a 

perception or mood i n one sentence. Whimsey i s n e i t h e r possible nor 

d e s i r a b l e i n a l l l a n t e r n e s , but i t can add a d e l i g h t f u l t u r n . Centering 

the f i v e l i n e s d i s t i n g u i s h e s the form, but a l a n t e m e i s a poem because 

of i t s content, not i t s typography. A l l l i n e s , except perhaps the 

f o u r t h , should end on strong words, not on a r t i c l e s or prepositions. I f 

poetry i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d by compression of language, then lanternes t e s t 

the l i m i t s of poetic expression. Lanternes can be regarded as attempts 

to capture the essence of one's l i f e experiences. S u c c e s s f u l lanternes 

have great impact, are r i c h w i t h meaning. 

Now you know about my love a f f a i r w i t h the l anteme. I pursued 

t h i s form when my personal needs d i c t a t e d such a c t i o n . Things are 

calmer now and,sometimes, I even experience a c e r t a i n s e r e n i t y . These 

days I am open to long poems. 0, I w r i t e an occasional lanterne, but, 

l i k e my other poems, t h i s neat l i t t l e form has to press i t s e l f upon me. 

Wayne S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y 
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PASSES AT THE MOON; STORIES FROM KANSAS. Thomas Fox A v e r i l l . (Topeka, 
Kansas: The Bob Woodley Memorial Press, 1985. 86 pages. $5.00.) 

These stories provide a varied view of Kansas, not only in the time they 

span but also in the landscape they depict. We move from a story set in 

western Kansas during the depression to southeast Kansas and the mores of the 

early 1950s to a story set i n present day Lawrence. And yet there i s a.flQw;.-

to these separate tales, for within this variety there i s contained not only 

a strong sense of region but an even stronger sense of family and community. 

Each story, i n some way, shows us the importance of these f a m i l i a l and 

conmunal bonds. At the center of this book, both figuratively and l i t e r a l l y , 

there i s a trilogy of stories which reveals the history of one family spanning 

four generations. Each of the three stories i s narrated by a different charac-

ter, thus their stories overlap, complement and almost contradict each other 

u n t i l the reader f i n a l l y assimilates the tales and gains from them a perspec-

tive of the interlocking needs, g u i l t , strains and love that can create and 

can break family t i e s . There i s a sense of the f i n i t e quality of l i f e , as 

each story deals s p e c i f i c a l l y with death. Yet the reader i s l e f t with the 

pervading c y c l i c sense which recounting the l i f e of a family furnishes, for 

in each tale of the trilogy there i s also b i r t h and new l i f e . 

The t i t l e of A v e r i l l ' s collection of short stories, Passes at the Moon, 

gives us another theme worth considering. The f u l l moon represents the many 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s of l i f e , i t s fullness of promise. This promise, for the charac-

ters who people this book, i s often the promise of a f u l f i l l e d l i f e , gained 

through s e l f - r e l i a n c e , through family or by becoming a v i t a l member of a larg-

er community. The moon i s a changing entity, yet constant, ju s t as l i f e i t s e l f . 

For Martin, in the f i r s t story, "Martin's F u l l t^on," the night of the 

f u l l moon i s a time of s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n , a time of decision and choosing a new 

direction for h i s l i f e . In "Pegasus' Wing" the constellations in the night 

sky become a fantasy of imagined relationships between friends and lovers. In 

this t a l e , the main character d i s l i k e s the f u l l moon, he doesn't want to face 

the r e a l i t i e s of fleeting passion and broken promises that have molded his l i f e . 

A v e r i l l ' s moods range form the wild humor of "Helen Singleton and the Dead 

Cat" to the quiet tragedy of "A Leukemiac." Each story i s well-crafted and the 

set of stories as a whole provides enjoyable reading. Beyond that, this c o l l e c -

tion i s noteworthy for i t s portrayal of Kansas. The setting i s an integral as-



Review Passes at the Moon 

pect of the book. These families and conmunities could exist elsewhere but 

they would not be quite the sane. Kansas i s not merely a subtle setting, i t 

shapes the characters as well as the action in these tales. 

Cynthia S. Pederson 

Topeka, Kansas 
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Hawaii, Hungary, ndia. Ireland, Israel, Italy, Ivory Coast, Japan. 
Korea, Kuwait, Mexico, Monaco, Nepal, Netherlands, New 
Zealand, Nigeria, Philippines, Poland, Puerto Rico, Romania, 
Saudi Arabia, Scotland, Senegal. South Africa. Soviet Union, 
Spa in, Sweden, Switzerland, Tha iland, Turkey, Uruguay, 
Venezuela. Wales, West Africa. West Germany, and Yugoslavia. 

NATIONAL WHIM ADVISORY COMMITTEE: We are also expecting 
participation from Humor Scholars and/or Humorous Perfor-
mers from every state in the United States. 

SPONSORS: Arizona Slate University Conference Services and 
English Department; World Humor and Irony Membership 
(WHIM), and the Workshop Library on World Humor (WLWH). 

PROCEEDINGS: WHIMSY stands for "World Humor and Irony 
Membership Serial Yearbook. "  WHIMS YII: Humor and Metaphor, 
WHIMSY III: Contemporary Humor, and WHIMSY IV: Humor 
Across the Disciplines are available for $10.00 each. 

PREVIOUS INTERNATIONAL HUMOR CONFERENCES have been held 
in the countries of Bulgaria, India, Ireland, Israel, the United 
States, and Wales. 

CALL FOR PAPERS: Send $50.00 Membership Fee, and a one page 
abstract on " International Humor "  to Don L.F. Nilsen. WHIM, 
English Department, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ 85287. 
This fee entitles you to three meals, three coffee breaks, and 
a humor journal. Accompanying persons not reading papers 
may pay $25.00. 


