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The Carr i e Ph i l Hps Le t t ers and the Presidency of 

Warren G,  Harding 

David D.  Anderson 

At about 2:00 AM on Sa t urday ,  June 12 ,  1920 ,  a New York pub l i sher and 

q u i n t e s s e n t i a l p o l i t i c a l j o u r n a l i s t reques ted an immediate meet ing in a 

Chicago ho t e l room w i t h the obscure f i r s t - t e r m sen i or sena tor from Ohio .  

The sena tor compl ied promp t ly ,  meet ing a lone w i t h the pub l i sher in the 

l a t t e r ' s s u i t e i n Ch icago ' s B l acks t one H o t e l ,  and the course of American 

h i s t o r y was changed ,  the g r e a t e s t American p o l i t i c a l scanda l s were i nsured ,  

and the most durab l e and c y n i c a l American p o l i t i c a l myth was born .  Not 

i n c i d e n t a l l y ,  the meet ing produced some of the most cur i ous and f r u i t l e s s 

spe cu l a t i on i n American p o l i t i c a l j o u r n a l i s m ,  h i s t o r y ,  and b iography .  

The pub l i sher was Co lonel George Br i n t on McC l e l l an Harvey ,  former 

p o l i t c a l corresponden t of the New York World ,  ed i t or and pub l i sher of the 

North American Review and of Harper ' s Weekly ,  and founder i n 1918 and owner 

of Harvey ' 5 Weekly .  W i t h i n the year he was t o become American ambassador 

t o the Court of S t .  James ,  S i nce 1912 he regarded h i mse l f not on ly as the 

f i r s t suppor ter of Woodrow W i lson for the Pres i dency but as a maker of 

p r e s i d e n t s .  

The sena t or was Warren Gamal ie l Hard i ng ,  suc c essfu l smal l-town ed i t or 

and p u b l i s h e r ,  s t a t e - l e v e l Repub l i can o f f i c e ho l der ,  and Par t y l o y a l i s t who 

had p l aced i n nominat ion the name of W i l l i am Howard T a f t i n 1912 .  In 1914 

he was among the f i r s t sena t ors e l e c t e d through d i r e c t b a l l o t fo l l ow i ng the 

passage of the Seven teen th Amendment; h i s s e n a t o r i a l record was med iocre .  
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and he was Ohio ' s r e l u c t a n t f a v o r i t e son cand i da t e for the Repub l i can 

nominat ion for the Pres i dency i n 1920 .  

The occas i on of t he meet ing between t he pres i den t maker and the 

r e l u c t a n t cand i da t e was the Repub l i can na t i ona l conven t ion of 1920 ,  which 

had begun on Tuesday ,  June 8 ,  1920 ,  and by F r i d a y had deadlocked between 

t he l ead i ng cand i da t es ,  General Leonard Wood,  Roseve l t Repub l i can and TR ' s 

p o l i t i c a l h e i r ,  and Governor Frank Lowden of I l l i n o i s .  The occas i on ,  t oo ,  

was t he o r i g i n of t he durab l e c y n i c a l myth of the "smoke-f i l l ed room",  

f i r s t a r t i c u l a t e d and pred i c t ed by Harry M i ca j ah Daugherty ,  Hard ing ' s 

campaign manager,  a few weeks e a r l i e r .  On t he even ing of June I I ,  Harvey ,  

Senator Char l es W,  C u r t i s of Kansas ,  l a t e r V i ce P r e s i d e n t ,  Senator Frank 

Brandegee of Connec t i cu t ,  and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachuset ts 

had met a t d inner i n t he B l acks t one t o d i s c u s s the s i t u a t i o n and perhaps 

f i n d a s o l u t i o n .  They c a r r i e d on t he d i s c u s s i o n i n Harvey ' s s u i t e ,  and ,  

c l ose enough t o t he 2:11 a.m.  pred i c t ed by Daugh tery ,  t he group ,  the four -

ra t her than the " f i f t e e n or so" pred i c t ed by Daughtery - ,  supported by 

o t hers who came and went dur i ng the even i ng ,  determ ined t o send for 

Hard i ng ,  a p o t e n t i a l nominee s e l e c t e d ,  i n Mark S u l l i v a n ' s words ,  as the 

r e s u l t of "a nega t ion of o ther cand i da t es . " Harvey met him a lone in the 

bedroom and spoke so l emn ly : 

"We t h i nk you may be nominated tomorrow; before a c t i n g f i n a l l y ,  
we t h i nk you shou ld t e l l us ,  on your consc i ence and before God,  
whether t here i s any t h i ng t h a t might be brought up aga i ns t you 
t h a t would embarrass t he p a r t y ,  any impediment t h a t might 
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d i s q u a l i f y you or make you i nexped i en t ,  e i t h e r as cand ida t e or 
as Pres i den t ?" 

Hard ing ,  s tunned ,  as recoun ted by Harvey t o Mark S u l l i v a n a few days l a t e r ,  

asked for a few m inu tes t o t h i nk i t over .  Af t e r t en minutes a lone in an 

a d j o i n i n g room,  Hard ing re t urned and s a i d t h e i r was no such impediment .  

What went through Hard ing ' s mind dur i ng those f a t e f u l moments we can 

on ly guess ,  as t he consummate p o l i t i c i a n and the r e l u c t a n t cand i da t e ,  the 

man sometimes p a i n f u l l y aware of h i s i nadequac i es ,  ye t happ i l y a member of 

t he "most e x c l u s i v e c l ub on e a r t h " i s faced w i t h t he oppor t un i t y t o s e i z e 

the g r e a t e s t of p o l i t i c a l brass r i n g s ,  the nominat ion for the Pres i dency a t 

a t ime and i n a se t of c i rcums t ances t ha t v i r t u a l l y guaran teed e l e c t i o n .  

Perhaps under the c i rcums t ances t he wonder i s t h a t Harding h e s t i t a t e d for 

as long as t en m i nu t es .  

More p e r t i n e n t and more sub j ec t t o the specu l a t i on t h a t fo l l owed by 

j o u r n a l i s t s and b i ographers ,  Mark S u l l i v a n i n Our Times IV ( 1935) ,  a 

w i t ness t o the even t s of 1920 ,  specu l a t ed on a "woman s t o r y , " the r e s u l t of 

t he p u b l i c a t i o n of Nan B r i t t o n ' s The Pres i den t ' s Daughter i n 1927; Samuel 

Hopkins Adams,  au thor of I n c r e d i b l e Era (1939) and a l s o au thor of Reve l ry 

( 1926 ) ,  a novel based on the Hard ing A d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  sees two p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  

t h a t of Nan B r i t t o n and her daughter i n the background and a l s o t ha t of 

the perenn i a l Cen t ra l Ohio rumor,  sometimes s u r f a c i n g i n Marion to Harding ' s 

d i s c o m f i t u r e ,  about Negro blood i n Hard ing ' s a n c e s t r y .  Both Nan and 

Professor W i l l i am Es t erbrook Chance l l or of the Co l l ege of Wooster,  

c h r o n i c l e r of a purpor ted Hard ing geneo logy ,  were i n Chicago a t the t i me .  
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and t he Repub l i can Na t i ona l  Commi t tee was l a t e r t o r e l e a s e thousands of 

cop i es of t he " r e a l " Hard ing geneology .  W i l l i am A l l e n Wh i te ,  a l s o a 

w i t ness o f t he even t s o f 1920 and a de l ega t e t o t he conven t i on ,  ove r l ooks 

t he i nc i den t  i n Masks i n a Pagean t  ( 1 9 2 8 ) ,  a l t hough he l a t e r f i n d s ev i dence 

of "a pr i mrose de t our from Main S t r e e t " i n Mar ion du r i ng t he campaign ;  

Har ry Daugher ty ,  i n h i s ghos ted apo logy .  The I ns i de S t o r y of the Hard ing 

Adm i n i s t r a t i on ( 1 9 3 2 ) ,  den i es t h a t  such a ques t i on ever was posed t o 

Hard i ng .  

Hard i ng ' s more r ecen t  b i og raphers ,  w i t h t he b e n e f i t  not  on l y o f 

h i nds i gh t  bu t  o f i nc r eased access t o more o f t he Hard ing papers and t hose 

of h i s con t emporar i es ,  a r e e q u a l l y confused and con fus i ng i n t h e i r 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f t he even t :  Andrew S i n c l a i r i n The A v a l l a b l e Man (1965) 

accep t s t he i nc i den t  bu t  sugges t s t h a t ,  more l i k e l y t han rumors of l ove 

a f f a i r s or m ixed an c es t r y ,  Hard i ng cons i dered h i s weak hea r t  and /or h i s 

inadequacy ;  Harvey ,  he i n s i s t s had asked t he ques t i on s i mp l y t o hum i l i a t e 

Hard ing and he d i sm i sses t he scene as " r i d i c u l o u s ; " Rober t  K.  Murray i n 

The Hard ing E r a (1969) doub ts t h a t  t he i nc i den t  took p l ace a t  a l l ,  

ques t i on i ng Harvey ' s word and quo t i ng both Daugher ty and Sena t or Watson t o 

t he c on t r a r y .  However ,  S i n c l a i r accep t s t he Nan B r i t t o n r e l a t i o n s h i p as 

we l l  as t h a t  o f Wh i t e ' s "pr i mrose de t our , " wh i l e Murray r e f u s e s t o commi t  

h i mse l f on t he former bu t  i s f o r ced by more r e c e n t l y d i sco ve r ed ev i dence 

t o accep t ,  however r e l u c t a n t l y ,  t he l a t t e r .  

On l y i n t he c o n t r o v e r s i a l  The Shadow o f B loom ing Grove (1968) by 

F r a n c i s R u s s e l l ,  suspec t  as u n sch o l a r l y by p r o f e s s i o n a l  academ ic h i s t o r i a n s 
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and denounced as f i c t i o n by t he Hard ing descendan t s and t he Hard ing Memorial  

A s s o c i a t i o n ,  a r e both t he i nc i den t  and t he p o s s i b l e reasons beh ind Harvey ' s 

ques t i on accep t ed .  Bu t  i n s p i t e o f t he f a c t  t h a t  R u s s e l l  was l a r g e l y r espons i b l e 

f o r mak ing p u b l i c ev i dence abou t  t he "pr i mrose de t our" and wh i l e he accep t s the 

i nc i den t  w i t hou t  ques t i on ,  he does not  specu l a t e e i t h e r on t he reason beh ind 

Harvey ' s ques t i on or t he sub j ec t  o f Hard i ng ' s ponder ing ,  t hus sugges t i ng by 

om i ss i on t h a t  t he con t i nued rumors abou t  Hard i ng ' s an c es t r y ,  t he shadow o f t he 

book ' s t i t l e ,  and o f Hard i ng ' s c h a r a c t e r ,  acco rd i ng t o R u s s e l l ,  i s t he cause of 

both t he ques t i on and Hard i ng ' s presumed t en m inu t es o f sou l - sea r ch i ng .  

On ba l ance ,  i t  appears t h a t  t he mee t ing d i d t ake p l ace ,  i f f o r no 

o t her reason t han t h a t  Harvey ,  as s e l f - s t y l e d Pres i den t -maker ,  was de t erm ined 

t o make h i s presence f e l t ,  and he had no reason t o l i e t o S u l l i v a n ;  he 

was ,  i n f a c t ,  more impor t an t  t han such a l i e cou l d p o ss i b l e make him .  

Both t he Assoc i a t ed P r ess and t he New York T imes r epo r t  t he a l l - n i g h t  

s ess i on and i t s conc l us i on t h a t  Hard ing was t he most  s u i t a b l e of t he Dark 

Horses .  Fu r t he r ,  i f Hard ing was not  we l l  known n a t i o n a l l y ,  he was perhaps 

t oo we l l -known among h i s s e n a t o r i a l  co l l eagues who made up t he bu l k o f 

t hose i n a t t endance t h a t  n i gh t .  Hard ing cou l d be "coun ted upon t o 'go 

a l ong ' , " as A l i c e Rooseve l t  Longwor th recoun t s i n her memoir .  Crowded 

Hours ( 1 9 3 3 ) ,  and t h a t  r e g u l a r i t y rrore t han o f f s e t  Hard i ng ' s known 

penchan t s f o r poker ,  f o r bourbon ,  f o r g o l f ,  and undoub t ed l y f o r t he 

d e t o u r s - p l u r a l - t h a t  had caused comment  and goss i p i n Mar ion ,  sudden 

d i sappearances from Wash ington ,  even ,  a l mos t  undoub t ed l y ,  t he s e l f -

consc i ous sm i rks and mascu l i ne j osh i ng t h a t  accompan ied t he even i ngs w i t h 
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h i s c ron i es t ha t Harding en joyed so much.  The i m p l i c a t i o n i s c l e a r : the 

meet ing between Hard ing and Harvey d i d t ake p l ace ; i t was ne i t her r i d i c u l o u s 

nor s e l f - s e e k i n g ,  but s e r i ous bu s i n e s s ,  and i t was an at tempt by Harvey ,  to 

defuse i f not t o l ay t he p e r s i s t e n t rumors t ha t c i r c u l a t e d about Harding we l l 

before the confused drama of the conven t i on .  Al though both Nan B r i t t o n and 

Professor Chance l l or were i n Ch i cago ,  the former the sou l of g i r l i s h d i s c r e t i o n 

and t he l a t t e r s u r r e p t i t i o u s l y d i s t r i b u t i n g a pamphlet decry i ng Harding ' s 

a n c e s t r y ,  t here i s no sugges t i on t h a t e i t h e r had come t o Harvey ' s a t t e n t i o n 

or t h a t anyone a t the conven t ion took Chance l l or s e r i o u s l y ,  a l though the Repub l i can 

Na t iona l Commi t tee was l a t e r t o do so ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y i n Ohio and i n connec t ion 

w i t h the u n c e r t a i n t i e s i nvo l ved i n cap t ur i ng the new women 's vo t e .  

The p o s s i b l e impediment t h a t Harvey had i n mind was a r e l a t i o n s h i p 

t h a t had begun a lmost a decade before and was ,  as Harding approached the 

nom ina t ion ,  t hre a t en i ng t o explode i n pu b l i c acr imony .  I t was a r e l a t i o n s h i p 

too t ha t had become common knowledge i n Marion ,  a l t hough ,  perhaps p r e d i c t a b l y ,  

the husband i nvo l ved ,  a c l o s e f r i e n d of Hard i ng ' s ,  t oge t her w i t h F l orence K l i n g 

Hard i ng ,  were the l a s t t o know,  c e r t a i n l y no l a t e r than t he Spr i ng of 1920 .  

By the F a l l of 1920 ,  however ,  i t was a mat ter of common goss i p among the repor t ers 

cover i ng Hard ing ' s Fron t Porch Compaign,  a l t hough ,  u n l i k e the Chance l l or a c cusa t i on ,  

the r e p o r t e r s f i l e d no copy on i t even a f t e r the Repub l i can Na t iona l Committee 

was forced t o t ake a c t i o n .  

The woman i nvo l ved was C a r r i e Fu l t on P h i l l i p s ,  w i f e of James 
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P h i l l i p s ,  successfu l young Marion dry goods merchant and par t ner i n the 

Uh ler - P h i l l i p s Department S t o r e ,  the l a r g e s t i n town .  They had marr ied 

in 1896,  when P h i l l i p s ,  l i k e Hard ing ,  was t h i r t y ,  and C a r r i e was twenty-

one; the marr iage was t o endure ,  a t l e a s t nom i na l l y ,  u n t i l i t was l o s t i n 

the genera l record of the Depress i on ,  J i m P h i l l i p s dy ing broke and a lone 

i n 1939 ,  C a r r i e l i v i n g on u n t i l 1960 ,  an e c c e n t r i c and r e c l u s e ,  the l a s t 

four years of her l i f e spen t as a ward of t he cour t i n a home for the 

aged .  

In 1905 ,  however ,  a t t he t ime t ha t C a r r i e and Harding d i scovered each 

o t her ,  C a r r i e by a l 1 accoun t s was a beau ty ,  t a l l ,  w i t h go lden-red h a i r and 

c l a s s i c a l f e a t u r e s ,  and an urbane s o p h i s t i c a t i o n ; Hard ing ,  not ye t f o r t y ,  

was l eav i ng the l i eu t enan t -governorsh i p of Ohio t o r e t urn t o h i s successfu l 

newspaper ,  The S t a r .  Yet he knew he was l eav i ng pub l i c o f f i c e on l y t emporar i l y .  

During t he spr i ng of 1905 J i m P h i l l i p s ,  a i l i n g ,  went t o the san i t ar i um a t 

B a t t l e Creek ,  M i ch igan ,  a t Hard ing ' s sugges t i on ; i n February ,  F l orence K l i n g 

Harding had had a k idney removed ,  and her re cupera t i on ,  much of i t i n t he 

hosp i t a l i n Columbus,  was s l ow .  The P h i l l i p s and the Hard ings had been f am i l y 

f r i e n d s ; perhaps i t was i n e v i t a b l e t h a t the two would be drawn t oge t her ,  would 

become l o v e r s ,  would apparen t l y f i n d i n each o ther what they cou ld not f i n d in 

t h e i r mates .  

The a f f a i r was marked by a p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e n s i t y for t he f i r s t f i v e 

y e a r s ,  dur i ng which Hard i ng ,  i t l a t e r became ev i den t ,  had d i scovered the 

love of h i s l i f e ,  t he love he had not found w i t h h i s w i f e and had 

apparen t l y not expected t o f i n d in h i s l i f e t i m e .  During those years the 
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fam i l i es became c l ose ,  tak ing long Sunday r i des together ,  sometimes to 

Bucyrus ,  Carr i e ' s home town,  some twenty mi les north of Marion.  A fourteen 

year-old schoo l g i r l named Nan Br i t t on remembered watching enviously as 

they drove by.  Somehow Carr i e and Harding managed to meet ,  sometimes in 

another town when Harding t r av e l l e d on p o l i t i c a l bus iness ,  and sometimes 

in the P h i l l i p s home on South Main S t re e t .  In 1907 the Hardings f i r s t 

t r a v e l l e d to Europe ,  and two years l a t e r ,  on February 4,  1909,  the Marion 

Star noted that the Hardings and P h i l l i p s e s had l e f t for New York ,  to s a i l 

on a Mediterranean tour on February 6th and then on to Germany,  where 

Carr i e determined tha t she wanted someday to l i v e .  But they returned in 

Apr i l - t o Marion,  to the opening of the next year ' s p o l i t i c a l campaign in 

which Harding would become a candidate for governor ,  and to Carr i e ' s 

increas ing unres t .  Nei ther Harding nor Jim P h i l l i p s took ser i ous l y her 

i ns i s t ence that she would re turn to Germany to l i v e .  

In November 1910 Harding was defeated for the governorship; i t was 

during t h i s campaign that a fourteen-year-old Nan Br i t t on covered the 

wa l ls of her bedroom wi th Harding ' s p i c t ure s ,  including one inscr ibed to 

her ,  and i t i s from these weeks of the campaign that the f i r s t documentary 

evidence of the re l a t i onsh i p between Harding and Carr i e remains - a 

campaign photo pass iona te ly inscr ibed to Carr i e by Harding and what are 

apparent ly fragments of l e t t e r s by Carr i e but never sent in which she 

t r i e d to exp la in the complexity of her fee l i ngs to Harding and perhaps to 

h e r s e l f .  But a d i scuss i on of the evidence - the "Carr i e P h i l l i p s Le t t ers" 

i s premature a t t h i s po i n t ,  as I t was to remain for morethan ha l f a 
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century .  In the summer of 1910 the Hardings and P h i l l i p s e s took an extended 

motor t r i p through the Eas t ,  and the fo l low ing March,  af t er Harding 's 

defea t ,  they went together to Bermuda.  That summer the Hardings returned 

to Europe without the P h i l l i p s e s - Carr i e had completed her plans to l i ve 

in Germany for a year ,  enro l l i ng her f i f t een-year-o l d daughter in school 

in B e r l i n .  Apparent ly she agreed vaguely to return to Jim and Marion in a 

year - and she and Harding worked out a vague code for t he i r correspsondence.  

While Carr i e remained in Germany beyond her vague dead l ine ,  touring 

in the summers,  and l e t t e r s passed regu l ar l y between them,  Harding 's p o l i t i c a l 

s t ar resumed i t s ascendency; in 1912 he placed Wi l l iam Howard Taft ' s name in 

nomination for re-e l ec t i on to the Presidency a t the Republ ican National 

Convention in Chicago .  Although Taft was defeated ,  in 1914 Harding became 

Ohio 's f i r s t Republ ican candidate for the Senate s ince the passage of the 

Seventeenth Amendment,  that F a l l defeat ing both Democratic and Progressive 

candidates af t er a nasty campaign that overlooked the new European war that 

drove Carr i e b i t t e r l y and re l uc t an t l y back to Marion.  

After three years they resumed t he i r a f f a i r ,  but C a r r i e ,  resen tfu l of 

the surrep t i t i ous meet ings ,  of the demands of Harding ' s r i s i n g career ,  of 

h i s unw i l l ingness to rock e i t her mar i ta l boat ,  and outspokenly pro-German,  

became a loof ; Harding ' s devot ion was ab j ec t .  Scheduled to take o f f i ce in 

December,  1915,  Harding t r av e l l e d the Chatauqua c i r c u i t ,  he t rave l l e d to 

Texas to speak on the Mexican quest ion ,  to Hawaii on a tour of inspect ion .  

Apparent ly Harding sought to achieve a measure of independence from her ,  but 
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i t was an independence he could not ach ieve .  Nevertheless she continued 

to resent the l i f e he was beginning ,  a l i f e she became determined to share .  

In Washington Harding found a ro l e he enjoyed ,  but he was torn with wanting 

for Carr i e and the frus t ra t i on of enforced i f shorter separa t ions .  But they 

surre p t i t i ous l y met,  they corresponded ,  and as the nat ion moved c loser to war 

wi th Germany,  she became i ncreas i ng l y and b i t t e r l y outspoken and secre t l y more 

demand i ng.  

While Wilson was re-e l ec ted on the ant i-war sent iments of l a t e 1916,  to 

Carr i e ' s de l i gh t ,  even before h i s second naugural the nat ion moved more c l ose l y 

to war ,  responding to the resumption of unres t r i c t ed submarine warfare on 

February I by breaking diplomat ic re l a t i ons wi th Germany on February 3 ,  and 

Carr i e in Marion became pub l i c l y more s t r i den t and pr i va t e l y more demanding of 

Harding .  In return Harding caut ioned her about her pro-German dec l ara t i ons ; her 

rep ly was b lunt : i f Harding voted for war wi th Germany,  she would expose him,  

dr ive him ignominously from o f f i c e ,  shame him at home.  

Cur i ous l y ,  a t about the time tha t the re l a t i onsh i p between Carr i e and 

Harding was approaching a breaking po i n t ,  a twenty-one-year o ld young lady 

from Marion,  Nan Br i t t on ,  wrote and rewrote a l e t t e r on YWCA s ta t i onery to 

her hero .  Warren G.  Harding ,  Senator from Ohio Harding would rece i ve i t on 

May 8 ,  1917,  and rep ly immediately on senate s t a t i onery ,  wh i le debate on the 

draf t b i l l went on around him; he arranged a meeting in New York in l i t t l e 

more than a week.  

As a new romance slowly began to take root i t i s c l ear that Harding 

had no in ten t ion of breaking off or surrendering the o ld ; Carr i e was to 
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remain the love of h i s l i f e .  But the nature of t he i r re l a t i onsh i p had permanently 

changed; Harding wrote again and again to Carr i e and then to Jim to warn her 

about her statements .  But not un t i l the Secret Serv ice began to take not ice 

did Carr i e temper her tongue and f i n a l l y take refuge in Red Cross work.  Only 

once more,  as the war wound down and then ended was there a br i ef resurrect ion 

of what once had been as Harding v i s i t e d Marion b r i e f l y to vote ,  and Harding 

commemorated the event in the f l u i d verse he was fond of sending her a t such 

t imes .  

But ear l y in the new year of 1919 Nan became pregnant and Harding became 

the re l uc t an t father-to-be af t er Nan re j ec t ed h i s suggest ions - "Dr.  Humphrey 's 

No.  21 Tab le ts , " or even an abor t i on i s t .  On October 22 ,  1919,  as Harding 

began to be considered a dark horse - or at l eas t a favor i t e son - candidate 

for the presidency .  Nan gave b i r t h to the daughter Harding was never to see .  

In the Spring and Summer,  Harding ,  a t Harry Daugherty 's i ns i s t ence ,  toured 

widely and spoke frequen t ly .  But he found moments for Nan in New York and 

Washington,  and he found t ime ,  too ,  to wr i te to C a r r i e ,  who was once again 

theaten ing ,  demanding,  accusing him of other a f f a i r s .  F i n a l l y ,  in Apr i l of 1920 

Carr i e apparent ly t o l d Jim; she wrote aga in ,  again demanding.  F i n a l l y ,  as a 

dark horse candidate for the Presidency ,  Harding wrote what he made c l ear was h i s 

l as t l e t t e r .  

Carr i e ' s t hrea t s did not ma t er i a l i ze and Harding went on to the Convention ,  

the fa t efu l meeting wi th Harvey ,  and the nomination .  But two chapters remain 

to the story of C a r r i e ,  the Pres i den t i a l candidate ,  and u l t i ma t e l y ,  more than 

for t y years l a t e r ,  the almost t o t a l l y d i scred i t ed l a t e Pres i den t .  
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The nex t chap t er was t ha t of the campaign ,  the ce l ebra t ed Fron t Porch 

campaign emu l a t ing t ha t of W i l l i am McKinley a quar t er-cen t ury e a r l i e r .  

De l ega t i ons ,  suppor t ers ,  j o u r n a l i s t s came i n droves t o Marion ,  to debark 

a t the Union Depot and proceed up Cen ter S t r e e t a long Marion ' s V i c t o r y Way 

of waving f l a g s and bunt ing-bedecked bus i ness b l ocks on t h e i r way t o hear 

the P r e s i d e n t i a l cand i da t e a t h i s home on Mount Vernon Avenue.  But one 

b u i l d i n g stood naked ly unadorned among t he o t hers : t he Uh l er-Ph i 11 i ps 

Department S t ore b u i l d i n g ,  l ead i ng W i l l i am A l l e n Whi te and o t hers t o specu l a t e 

on a p o s s i b l e "pr imrose detour" - or perhaps more.  

Nan B r i t t o n ,  the soul of d i s c r e t i o n ,  v i s i t e d her Marion home - and 

v i s i t e d Harding both p u b l i c l y and p r i v a t e l y ,  but C a r r i e took t o parad ing 

pas t the house ,  approach ing the porch and t hen ,  t o Mrs.  Hard ing ' s abuse ,  

w i t hdraw i ng .  The scandal had became open .  

Accord ing t o Marion t r a d i t i o n ,  "Hoke" Don i then ,  Hard ing ' s Marion l awyer ,  

approached W i l l Hays ,  chairman of the Repub l i can Na t iona l Commi t tee and i n s i s t e d 

t h a t something be done.  Hays sen t A l ber t Lasker t o so l ve t he problem .  B l u n t l y 

he o f f e r e d C a r r i e a $20,0000 cash payment and a monthly r e t a i n e r i f Harding 

were e l e c t e d .  In r e t u r n both P h i l l i p s e s were t o l eave town u n t i l a f t e r the 

e l e c t i o n - on an a l 1-expense-pa i d t r i p around the wor l d .  They were i n Japan 

on e l e c t i o n day ,  and t he Hard ing - C a r r i e P h i l l i p s t a l e was a l mos t — a l mos t a t 

an end .  

A foo t no t e t o t he s t ory appeared j u s t a decade l a t e r : perhaps i n a 

f i n a l ges t ure of triumph but more l i k e l y i n envy J i m P h i l l i p s purchased space 
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in the program for the ded icat ion of the Harding Memorial; i t read ,  simply ,  

"In Memory of Our Esteemed Fr iend and Neighbor." 

The l as t chapter in the romance was not wr i t t en ,  however,  un t i l the 

ear l y 1960s,  and i t i s not yet complete .  Th is i s the story of the discovery 

and suppression and attempted des truc t ion of the Carr i e P h i l l i p s Le t t ers .  

(Properly speaking ,  only a few fragments of l e t t e r s by Carr i e P h i l l i p s have been 

found ,  none of them wr i t ten during Harding ' s Presidency .) 

On Ju l y 10,  1964,  a s t a r t l i n g and misleading as wel l as inexact heading 

and news item appeared on the front page of the New York Times as wel1 as 

other papers across the country ,  and the next day i t reached the fore ign press ,  

including the Times of London.  The New York Times heading read ,  "250 

Love Le t t ers from Harding to Ohio Merchant 's Wife Found," and the fo l lowing 

paragraphs descr ibe the fac t of d iscovery in Marion,  a br i e f summation of conten-'  

including quotes of a poem by Harding and r e p l i e s to a l l eged or real blackmai l 

t hrea ts by Carr i e in 1920,  as Harding became a ser ious contender for the President 

Although the news item exaggerates the number of l e t t e r s — a c t u a l l y there 

are 98 by Harding to Carr i e as wel l as fragments by both Harding and 

Mrs.  P h i l l i p s ,  as wel l as the inscr ibed photo of 1910—what the news item 

does not include i s any i nd ica t i on of the reason for announcement of the 

d iscovery : the attempt by Harding ' s nephew,  Dr .  George Harding ,  to get 

possession of the l e t t e r s ,  thus insur ing t he i r immediate des t ruc t i on .  The 

ensuing legal ba t t l e had ram i f i ca t i ons too de t a i l ed for d i scuss i on here ,  but 

the l e t t e r s were saved and are now in the possession of the Ohio H i s t or i ca l 

Soc i e t y ,  where they are closed to scho lars un t i l 2023,  and court in junct ions 



14 

preven t my quo t ing them .  However,  the f o l l o w i n g conc l us i ons may be drawn from 

the e x i s t e n c e of the l e t t e r s ,  t h e i r na t ure ,  and t h e i r con t en t .  

1 .  Hard ing was s i n c e r e l y i f r o m a n t i c a l l y i n love w i t h C a r r i e .  

2 .  The formal con t en t s and l eng th - scraw l ed ,  rang i ng t o 40 pages ,  

i nc l ud i ng much s e n t i m e n t a l i t y and e r o t i c i s m - support Nan 

B r i t t o n ' s d e s c r i p t i o n of the l e t t e r s she re c e i ved from Harding 

and des t royed a t h i s reques t .  

3 .  C a r r i e c l e a r l y t r i e d t o i nf l uenc e Hard ing ' s a t t i t u d e and vo te 

before and dur i ng the war w i t h Germany.  

4 .  C a r r i e t hrea t ened Hard ing w i t h exposure a t l e a s t t w i c e : In 1917 

and aga i n i n e a r l y 1920 .  

5 .  C l e a r l y ,  par t of Hard ing ' s r e l uc t anc e and u n c e r t a i n t y i n 1920 

may be a t t r i b u t e d t o C a r r i e ' s t h r e a t s .  In f a c t ,  he very ne a r l y 

l e f t p u b l i c l i f e a t t h i s p o i n t .  

6 .  Wi thout doub t ,  the rumors - and perhaps repor t ed f a c t s - about 

C a r r i e and Hard ing l ed t o Co lonel Harvey ' s p e c u l i a r ques t i on .  

7.  Harding must have had assurances a t t h i s po i n t t h a t C a r r i e no 

longer presen t ed a t h r e a t .  

F i n a l l y ,  i t i s c l e a r t h a t had Harding been l e s s eager t o become a 

P r e s i d e n t i a l cand i da t e and u l t i m a t e l y P r e s i d e n t ,  or had he been l e s s f e a r f u l of 

h i s w i f e ,  h i s c o l l e a g u e s ,  and Harry Daugherty - t he h i s t o r y of the Pres i dency and 

of t he na t i on i n t h i s cen t ury would have been s i g n i f i c a n t l y d i f f e r e n t .  

Michigan S ta te Un i vers i t y 
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REVIEW 

James M. Marshall. Land Fever Dispossession and the Frontier Myth. 

Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1986. p. viii, 188, plus three 

append., chapter notes, bibl., index. 

Hamlin Garland's "Up the Coulee" in Main-Travelled Roads paints a tragic 

picture of the frontier settler. The dream of Independence on the land in 

reality becomes a life of back-breaking toil just to keep up with the 

mortgage payments. There, as in Garland's seldom read Jason Edwards. 

Joseph Kirkland's Zury, Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha, we see the family farm 

stripped of patriotic glitter. We are. Indeed, no longer an agricultural people. 

The degree of slippage in the myth is evident in the spectacle of actresses 

testifying before Congress and rock bands playing In the fields. 

Far from glorifying frontier life. Garland's portraits in "Up the Coulee," 

"Under the Lions Paw," "The Return of Private Smith," "The Branch Roads," 

and Jason Edwards call upon the grass-roots Populism of his youth to 

illustrate the reality of what Howells bitterly termed America's "vaunted 

conditions." In effect, the brutalized condition of Europe's peasants, as 

Illustrated by Millet, was not significantly tempered by the levelling 

Influence of democracy under the Northwest Ordinance or the prospect of 

open land a la Turner. Garland's generalized image of the unweeded garden is 

intensified in "Up the Coulee," where, as Marshall puts it, "the merciless 
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pra i r i e  sunl ight  on  bount i fu l  acres  of  whea t  i l lunninates  the  s tooped  l i ves  of  

a  homes t ead  fam i l y . "  (p.  165 ) .  

J a m e s  M .  Ma r sha l Vs  approach  is  deep l y  inf luenced  by  the  l i terature  of  the  

coun t e rmy t h—Ga r l and ,  Fau l kner ,  Joseph  K i r l dand ,  Ignat ius  Donne l l y ,  Frank  

Nor r i s ,  Edwa r d  Egg l es ton ,  Ma rK  Twa i n  and  Char l es  Dud l ey  Wa rne r .  Much  of  

the  book  is  devo t ed  to  an  expos i t ion  of  the i r  comp l emen t a r y  and  intersect ing  

v i ews  of  the  hardsh i p  of  f ront i er  l i fe .  Bu t  the  book  cent ers  on  the  

autob iograph i ca l  nar ra t i ve  of  one  such  homes t eade r ,  O m a r  H .  Mo r se ,  son  of  

d i spossessed  homes t eade r s  in  N e w  Yor ic,  h i mse l f  a  homes t eade r  In  W i scons i n  

and  M i nneso t a  w ho  mov ed  four  t i mes  In  h i s  ques t  for  a  be t t er  l i fe  but  a l ways  

found  wor se—poor e r  l and ,  sma l l e r  ac r eage ,  heav i er  deb t s .  By  p l ac ing  Morse ' s  

autob i ography  f i rst  in  the  book ,  Marsha l l  accords  h i s  source  a  rare  d igni ty  as  

he  assures  the  cent ra l l ty  of  the  homes t eader ' s  exper i ence  in  the  ana l ys i s  

tha t  f o l l ows .  

Through  Morse ' s  autob i ography  runs  a  t heme  of  i nnocence  and  exper i ence  tha t  

is  para l l e l l ed,  Marsha l l  te l l s  us .  In  Eng l i sh  and  Ame r i can  popu l ar  l i tera ture .  

Mor se  h i mse l f  d i sp l ays  an  i ndom i t ab l e  spi r i t  In  the  f ace  of  h i s  t roub l es :  ' A  

fa int  ray  of  Hope  of  be t t er  days  st i l l  kep t  the  brea th  of  l i fe  in  m y  a l ready  

wo r n  out  Sys t em  and  I  cont i nued  to  grope  m y  w a y  onwa r d  but  not  very  

percept ib l y  upward . "  (p.  66 )  Mor t gage  and  med i ca l  bi l ls  forced  st i l l  another  

mov e ,  but  na ture  fa i l ed  to  coopera t e  and  Mor se  did  no  bet ter :  'I  p l anted  m y  

c o m — 7  ac res  May  14 .  W e  had  a  f ros t  som e  t i me  In  June  wh i ch  k i l led  c o m  

down  to  the  ground—and  another  in  Augus t  wh i ch  damaged  i t  bad l y  and  then  

In  Sep t —so  the  c o m  c rop  w a s  a  fa i lure—I  ra i sed  200  ac res  of  whea t  and  
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cockle (burrs), pigeon grass & other foul stuff and with all in all the crop 

was worth but little!" (p. 67) 

Land Fever offers us multiple perspectives "for the purpose of suggesting the 

values of a frontier community not fully understood" (p. 177). Omar Morse's 

narrative comprises the first half of the book. There follows a terse but 

comprehensive analusis of frontier conditions contemporary to Morse, and 

then a study of the theme of dispossession in folk song and popular 

literature. The book concludes with an essay on the values of frontier 

society, "which, with the notable exception of the economically secure few, 

had become a transient, often dispossessed culture by the 1890s, when Morse 

wrote his narrative, and which even yet remains shrouded in its own code of 

stoic, ethical silence." (p. 3) The appendices contain the Morse family 

genealogy, Omar Morse's surviving letters, and a remarkable essay entitled 

"My Opinion of Our War with the Philippines" that shows Morse's populist 

views concerning a war he considered "unjust unrighteous and unholy." (p. 

208) 

Marshall shows that for Omar Morse, as for other westering settlers, 

"pioneering became an economic trap." (p. 53) As times got harder, settlers 

moved on, but whether to cheaper land or poorer land, the necessity of 

borrowing against the new claim to pay off a morigage on the old one made 

the enterprise perilous. Even at his final remove, Morse was obliged to 

borrow seed-wheat at 50 percent over four monthsl Added to that were 

sheer physical hardships. Morse's wife was sickly and "under the care of the 

would be medical fraternity, a set of regular money suckers. . . ." (p. 65) 
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Marshall debunks many of our cherished beliefs about the frontier—the 

cultural model of the one-room district schoolhouse, the egalitarianism of 

frontier democracy, the beneficial role of the railroads in deveoping the 

West, the "friendly village druggist and the kindly untiring country doctor," 

the abundance of opportunity for willing hands, and most of all, the 

"everlasting grainfield" metaphor that continued to captivate Morse even as 

he struggled under the weight of the everlasting mortgage. 

The garden myth," Marshall suggests, is an ironist's weapon. .. ." (p. 125) 

Mediating between the theories of Frederick Jackson Turner and Henry Nash 

Smith, he explores the "countermyth of the unweeded garden of 

dispossession' (p. 126), showing that as the boosterism of Thomas Hart 

Benton promoted the compelling Jeffersonion myth among elites, Filson 

Boone's narrative—not, as we have too long supposed, Crevecoeur's 

Letters—"added a popular, if gamey, taste of the wild' and "fed the aspiring 

dreams of the pioneers...." (p. 130) 

Economic history, geography, land records, and populist theory are all 

brought to bear on the problems exposed by the homesteader Morse. Marshall 

shows that a phalanx of hostile forces were ranged against the hopes of the 

independent homesteader—banks, mortagage speculators, thoroughly corrupt 

state legislatures and a Congress that was no better. The implications for 

the family farm today, alluded to throughout the book, are sobering, as they 

are for the ten-ocres-and-independence dream sti l l fostered among us 

children of the '60s by such magazines as Mother Earth Marshall explores 

these implications in Joyce Carol Oates's Garden of Earth!ij Delight, a novel 
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that "captures the legacy of the homestead frontier In Us migrant farm 

laborer family, three generations removed from homestead grandparents." 

The Irony Is made plain In Oates's title, taken from Bosch's "painting of a 

post-lapsg^an Eden." (p. 139) What we have, therefore. Is a cultural failure. 

In effect, "the struggle to achieve permanence on the land Is wasted effort. 

This Is the bitter lesson that Americans could not fully accept yet were 

unable to deny." (p. 140) 

Roger J . Bresnahan 

Michigan State University 
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