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THE STORY OF WARREN G. HARDING 

october 10, 1994 Richard S. Tuttle 

This writer, in the summer of 1923, travelling 
with five other boy campers in an old Rio Speedwagon, 
headed in the direction of Washington, D.C. and then to 
Boothbay camp in Maine. The Speedwagon had a motor and 
clutch failure at Oneida, New York. Nearby, the Barge 
Canal flowed from Lake Oneida to the Mohawk River. It 
was the delightful scene of a play area for our young 
group. I still remember pushing my friends, and then 
being pushed into the water, and swimming for hours in 
that warm shallow canal. After three full days our 
Speedwagon was repaired, and we reluctantly continued 
our journey. Our Washington D.C. trip was to take us 
briefly to meet President Warren G. Harding at the 
White House. This meeting was arrange through a White 
House employee, who was a friend of the owner-manager 
of Boothbay Camp. A radio news report stated that the 
President had suddenly died of a heart attack in San 
Francisco on August 2nd, 1923. We then changed our 
plans and headed directly for Boothbay Camp, but this 
began an early interest in the Ohio-born President whom 
I did not get to meat. 

Warren G. Harding taught in a country school, read 
law, worked in a newspaper office, and in 1884 became 
the editor and proprietor of the Marion, Ohio star. 
Harding became enamored of a young woman in Marion, 
Ohio whose father and Harding's future father-in-law 
was Amos H. Kling. Kling had amassed a fortune in real 
estate, and the so-called rent gouging of his tenants. 

Warren Harding wrote a number of scathing 
editorials in which he stated that Marion, Ohio needed 
new industries, not the blind greed of local property 
owners. The coolness between Harding and Kling 
increased as a new crisis arose. This was the purchase 
of the Chicago and Atlantic Railroad by the Erie 
railroad, and the possibility of transferring the 
division terminal facilities from Marion to Galeon, 
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Ohio. A citizens Board of Trade was created with Amos 
Kling as chairman. Harding was a member of this new 
group and his attitude was most provocative. He 
repeatedly reminded the Board, start in the first 
place, a~d that it was failing to live up to public 
expectatlon. "The new board on Trade was inspired by 
the Star and other newspapers, but how many credited 
them for it?" Finally, Kling's Board of Trade fizzled 
out to the accompaniment of ridicule from the Marion 
Star. Time and again the needle was applied. When 
somec;me suggested that a "swell banquet" be held at the 
closlng,of the Board of Trade, Editor Harding proposed 
a wake lnstead. 

It was no secret that among the things that Warren 
and Floren~e Kling had in common, was the hostility of 
Amos H. Kllng. Florence had offended her distinguished 
father by he~ marriage to Henry DeWolfe, a local ne'er
do-well. ThlS had turned out unhappily, and divorce 
had followed. Then Florence, after seeing Warren at 
the Harding home when giving piano lessons to his 
sister, became enamored of the promising young editor. 
Amos Kling made known his bitter opposition to the 
match but Florence was as strong willed as her father. 
Florence and Warren were married on July 8, 1891; the 
invitations were sent out, not by Kling, but by Warren, 
himself. 

In his position of newspaper editor Warren Harding 
exercised his interest in politics by backing a number 
of Republican candidates for local office. When a seat 
opened in the ohio Senate in 1898 he ran for the office 
and was elected. After his term ended, he ran for the 
Ohio Governors position, but lost. In 1914, some of 
the Republican party leaders suggested that Harding 
would be a good candidate for the U.S. Senate. He ran 
and won that seat in the general election. 

By the middle of his second year in the U.S. 
Senate he was recognized as one of the most 
influe~tial members of that legislative body. In 1916, 
he was chosen to deliver the keynote speech at the 
Republican National con~ention and was im~ediatelY 
recognized as an effectlve speaker. At flrst glance, 
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he was an impressive looking figure; his tall solid 
body, his dark complexion, contrasting with his blue 
eyes and white hair, gave him the appearance of mental 
and physical vigor. some people compared him to a 
Roman senator - more justly than they realized, for in 
his features there lurked the same imbedded sensuality 
found in Roman portrait busts. William Allen White 
remembered him as a "handsome dog, a little above 
medium height, with a swarthy skin, a scathing eye and 
a throaty voice of an old time political orator." 
Behind Harding's senatorial facade fluttered the mind 
and spirit of a banal, small town editor. But for his 
grim-jawed wife, whom he, not wholly in affection 
called "the duchess," and the manipulating Ohio 
political boss, Harry M. Daugherty, he would never have 
given the U.S. presidency a thought. "I found him," 
Daugherty remarked at a later time, "sunning himself 
like a turtle on a log, and I pushed him into the 
water." 

In a smoke-filled hotel room, Daugherty made the 
off-hand prophecy just before the Republican National 
Convention of 1920, that none of the leading candidates 
could raise enough votes to win the nomination. He 
speculated that after the delegates has reached a dead 
end, a group of fifteen party elders would get together 
for a final decision. They would piCk the party's 
candidate, who would almost inevitably be the next 
president of the united States. That man, Daugherty 
predicted, would turn out to be his friend and protege, 
Senator Warren G. Harding, of Ohio. 

The most prominent Republican contender was Major 
General Leonard Wood, one of the most able men in 
American public life. If the nomination had been by 
popular vote rather than through the maneuvering of the 
convention, Wood would most certainly have been the 
party's choice in 1920. He had begun his military 
career as a medical officer at an obscure western Army 
Post, and ended as the Chief of Staff. His civilian 
record in Cuba, where he served as governor-General and 
later as the governor of Moro Province in the 
Philippines, were equally brilliant. It was said that 
with his imperturbable presence and his air of 
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paternalistic authority, he stood out from the run of 
politicians like a race horse among jack asses. If 
anything could be said against him, it was that the 
political bosses wanted a President who would be 
maneuvered to their way of thinking. Frank o. Lowden, 
of Illinois, had made a notable record during five 
terms in Congress, and later as governor of his state. 
On the opening bal lot, Wood received 287 votes to 
Lowden's 211 votes. Harding had 65 votes. By the 
fourth ballot, Wood had 414 votes with Lowden close 
behind with 289 votes, but to the astute bosses, it was 
clear that neither could muster the 493 votes needed to 
win, that the general and the governor had cancelled 
each other out. By the time the sixth ballot was 
counted, Harding's total vote was 89, and on the 
s7vent~ to 105. By the ninth ballot, Harding led the 
IlSt wlth 374 votes to 249 for Wood. On the tenth 
ballot Harding's votes totaled over 493, and he became 
the Republican nom inee for the Presidency of the United 
states. In the nat ional elections of November, 1920, 
Harding opposed James M. Cox with 404 electoral votes 
for him and with on ly 127 votes for Cox. Harding was 
inaugurated on March 4, 1921 , and became the 29th 
President of the United states of America. 

On February 19, 1921, President Harding began 
choosing his cabinet members. Calvin Coolidge was 
chosen as his Vice-President , Charles Evans Hughes 
would be his Secretary of State. Henry C. Wallace was 
selected as Secretary of War. James J. Davis was 
chosen as secretary of Labor . Will Hayes was named to 
be Postmaster General, and the Secretary of the Navy 
was to be Edwin Denby. The final two selections were 
to create problems for Harding, at a later time. 
Albert B. Fall was to be named Secretary of the 
Interior. Fall had an attractive and colorful 
personality. He had been a U.s. Marshall in the Texas 
panhandle, and had prospected for gold in Mexico. 
During the Spanish-American War, he rode with Theodore 
Roosevelt and his Rough Riders. As Attorney General, 
Harry M. Daugherty, an old Harding friend and campaign 
manager, was the last man to be appointed to the 
Harding Cabinet. Daugherty was a shrewd lawyer, and 



had spent many hours as a lobbyist persuading members 
of congress to adopt his political views. 
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On March 4, 1921, President Harding, in his 
inaugural address, said that he believed that three 
things would lead the country back to normalcy. These 
were to make an immediate peace treaty with Germany, to 
lower the cost of running the government, and to start 
peacetime production rather than that of war and 
destruction. The President voiced his desire to return 
to "normalcy." Retrenchment in expenditures and a 
thorough revision of taxation were major items in his 
program. He planned on adopting a national budget 
system. He insisted upon the need to repeal excessive 
profits taxes, and reducing transportation taxes and 
income surtaxes. In regard to domestic legislation, 
the President, in general, assumed the role of 
moderate. He did not have any desire to enlarge the 
powers and responsibility of the chief executive, which 
he stated was already too large; he aimed at close co
operation with the Congress. 

Foreign policy was largely determined by Charles 
Evans Hughes, the new Secretary of State. Foreign 
policy seemed likely to emphasize independence of 
action. The administration refused to follow Great 
Britain in new trade relations with soviet Russia. 
President Harding stated that the United states would 
not enter the League of Nations. The President 
advocated a declaration of peace with Germany by 
resolution and with the immediate negotiation of a 
treaty. On August 25, 1921, a treaty with Germany was 
signed. It stated that the administration's plan 
included most of the stipulations of the Versailles 
Treaty, but repudiated adherence by the United states, 
to any clause referring to the League of Nations. 

With the task of putting life back in order after 
the war, Allied Countries found that the bodies of many 
soldiers killed in battle could not be identified. 
Each one of these countries then chose a symbolic 
unk~own soldie~, buried his remains near their nation's 
capltal and bUllt a monument in his honor. 
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On November 11, Armistice Day , America's Unknown 
Soldier was buried in Arlington National Cemetery, near 
Washington D.C. President Harding gave an emotional 
dedication speech at the tomb. He said "This American 
soldier went forth t o battle wi th no hatred for any 
people in the world, but hating war and the purpose of 
every war for conquest." Then h e added, "There must 
be, there shall be, t he commanding voice of conscious 
civilization against a rmed warfare." Tears ran down 
the faces of the listeners as t hey thought of the 
thousands of American soldiers who had given their 
lives during World War I, and n ow rested in graves in 
Europe. 

The following day was the beginning of the 
International Washington Disarmament Conference. 
De l egates assembled in the Continental memor i al Hall in 
Washington D.C. Out of these de liberat i ons carne the 
famous Five Power Treaty, signed by the United states, 
Great Bri ta i n, France, Italy and Japan. These nat i ons 
agr eed to l imit the number, size and guns of their 
battleships for the next fifteen years. 

Another i nternat iona l matter waiting for the 
president's action was a treaty with the South Ame rican 
countr y of Columbia. The treaty had fi r st been to the 
Senate during President Wilson' s presidency. Now a new 
treaty was drawn up between the two countr i es and 
ratifi ed by the Senate on April 21, 192 1 . In this 
treaty, the united States government agr eed to pay 
Columbia $25,000,000 a s compensation fo r its loss of 
control over the Panama Canal Zone. There were also 
achievements in domest ic affairs. Perhaps the most 
outsta nd i ng was the e stablishment of a s ystem for 
preparing for a national budget . At the end of 1922, 
not only wa s the budget balanced , but there was a 
surplus of $321,000,0 00. 

I n 1922, President Harding l earned of 
irregularit i es in the Veterans' Bureau. Evidence was 
turned up that the bureau has spent hundreds of 
mi llions of dollars for over - priced materials, land 
sites and construct ion. Charles Forbes, the head of 
the bureau, and an o ld poker playing f r i end of the 
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president's, was promptly forced to re;ign. In March 
f 1923 the attorney for the Veterans Bureau, 

~ommitt~d suicide. A close friend of Harding's, Jess7 
Smith, and one of the most powerful members of , the ahlO 
Gang for dispensing jobs and favors, also commltted 
suicide because of illegal actions of the bureau. 

Then came rumors of an oil scandal involving the 
Secretary of the Interior, Albert B. Fall. This became 
known as the "Teapot Dome" affair. Fall had made a 
crooked business deal with two oil companies. In 
return for an illegal payment of $400,000 Fall had 
turned over two valuable tracts of petroleum-rich 
government land, ' to these companies. The "Teapot Dome" 
oil reserves were in the state of wyoming, and the Elk 
Hills properties in California. Fall and one other oil 
company executive were tried and sent to prison in 
1931. Next the senate began an investigation of the 
actions of Attorney General Daugherty to determine why 
he had not prosecuted the central figures in the oil 
and Veterans' Bureau scandals. After two trials, the 
juries were not able to determine his innocence or 
guilt. Finally the case was dropped. 

Mrs. Harding had been ill during much of 1922. 
The President became ill with the flu in January, 1923, 
and multiple worries began to affect his health. His 
golf games exhausted him, and not even poker games 
could bring the old Warren G. Harding back. He found 
it hard to sleep unless he was propped up on a pillow 
where it was less difficult to breathe. For some time, 
he had been thinking of a trip across the continent to 
Alaska, "A voyage of understanding" he called it, in 
which he imagined himself escaping from the isolation 
of the White House, and renewing himself by seeing 
again the ordinary men and women who had elected him. 

The actual trip west, on the Presidential railroad 
car named "The Superb," began on June 20, 1923. To the 
correspondents, and those aboard "The Superb," the 
voyage of understanding seemed like a voyage of doom. 
In his restlessness, he insisted on playing bridge 
steadily, interrupting his game only to make a speech 
at each town or whistle stop. He prided himself as an 
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orator, but this time his words had lost their 
resonance. When he spoke in Kansas City, William Allen 
white noticed that his lips were swollen and blue, and 
that his eyes were puffed. 

In Seattle, on a searing afternoon, Harding 
faltered when he was reading a prepared speech, and was 
barely able to fin ish it . That night, he suddenly 
experienced such pa in that the Presidential doctor was 
summoned in haste. The doctor noting symptoms of high 
blood pressure and an enlarged heart, decided that 
Harding had a cardiac attack . He died on August 2, 
1923. 

Now carne the time of finding information about 
Warren G. Harding' s past and present life history. 
Harding's enemies went into full swing with wild 
speculation about many aspects of the late president's 
private life. Two issues were important to the 
speculators: one was the co lor of Harding's skin and 
the other was the women question. Gossip, both in 
Harding's former ho etowns of Blooming Grove (now 
corsica) Ohio and Marion, Ohio, held that ancestral 
Hardings were of mixed blood. That belief existed 
among older residents in those areas in the 19205 and 
before. Some rumormonger s claimed that there were 
several negro strains in the Harding clan, but their 
chief claim was t hat Harding's great grandmother, 
Elisabeth Madison Harding, born in 1799, was a negress. 

The issue of Harding' s dealings with the opposite 
sex received part icular attention after Harding's death 
with the publicat ion in 1927 of a book titled "The 
President's Daughter." It was written by former 
Marion, Ohio resident, Nan Britton and published by the 
"Elizabeth Ann Gui ld." In 1916, Nan Britton was 19 
years old and Harding was 49 years old. She became 
infatua~ed with Ha~ding and appeared to him as a young, 
attractlve and avallable woman. She claimed they 
enjoyed many trysts together. Britton had insisted 
that for years she was Harding's mistress and that her 
eight year old child, Elizabeth Ann, was Harding's 
child. Another book adding fuel to this fire was 
published in 1930. "The strange Death of President 
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Harding" was written by Gaston B. Means, a perjurer, 
trickster and for a brief time an operative for the 
Bureau of Investigation. Means maintained that he had 
been employed by Mrs. Harding to investigate Nan 
Britton. He also implied that Mrs. Harding had 
poisoned her husband. Means' word had already been 
proven false; he spent time in the federal penitentiary 
for swindling Evalyn Walsh McLean of $100.00 by 
concocting false clues in connection with the Lindberg 
kidnapping. 

After President Harding's funeral, his wife, 
Florence Kling Harding, wasted no time in unprofitable 
grief. She destroyed every bit of her husband's 
correspondence, official and unofficial, that she could 
lay her hands on. Once back in Marion, ohio she 
gathered many of Harding's papers at the Marion star 
newspaper and destroyed them, too. Yet, there were a 
number of Harding's letters in the hands of various 
officers of the Harding Memorial Association, and they 
are kept, to this day, in an underground vault in 
Marion, Ohio. 

When the publishing house of Doubleday, Page asked 
if it might publish a volume of Harding's letters, Mrs. 
Harding refused to consider it. She admitted to Frank 
M. Doubleday that she has destroyed her husband's 
correspondence, because she feared that some of it 
might be misconstrued and harm the nation's memory of 
him. 

The Harding Memorial in Marion, Ohio was dedicated 
on June 16, 1931. Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes 
spoke first, revealing to his surprised audience that 
~f Ha:ding had lived he would have been a hopeless 
lnvalld, and that Harding knew it. Ex-President 
Coolidge th~n cannily accepted the memorial on behalf 
of the Amerlcan people, measuring out his words by the 
teaspoonful. Finally, President Hoover stepped before 
the battery of mic:ophones. Directly behind him, as a 
member o~ the commlttee, sat the gimlet-eyed Daugherty. 
Hoove: mlght have dodged the issue that was probably in 
t~e mlnds o~ everyone present, glossing by it to make 
hlS real pOlnt cut horne: 
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"Here was a man (h e said as if he were addressing 
the man behind him) whose soul was seared by great 
disillusionment. We s aw him gradually weaken, not only 
from physica l exhau s tion, but also from mental anxiety. 
Warren Hard ing h a d a di r ealization that he had been 
betrayed by a few of the me n whom he had trusted, by 
men who he be lieved were his devoted friends. It was 
l ater proved in our courts of the land, that these men 
had betrayed not on y t e fri endship of their staunch 
and loyal friend, b t ~ e y had betrayed their country. 
That was the tragedy o f he l ife of Warren G. Harding." 

This paper prese ~ed to the Literary Club of 
Cincinnat i , ohio on cLober 10 , 1 9 94 by Ri chard S. 
Tuttle, Sr. 
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American Her i t age ~gazine 
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The Encycloped ' a r ' tann i ca 

A book titled The ~ se o f Harding 

CAL THE COUNTRY 

October 17, 1994 John McLella T J new, r. 

Th~oughout evolut 'on, our s~ecies has been 
succe~s~Qn Qf famil ies , tribes, and soc i etie s Wi~h a 
ch~ng~ng awareness abou t t heir unique place in the 
un~verse. Each culture has taken pride in the human 
ability to adapt, to prosper, and to create comfort in 
a range of habitats-- in a meadow or desert, on the 
tundra or a mounta i n t op, beneath the ocean or in 
space. We do not j us t adapt t o places or modify them 




