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For Janna, who is the reason the work gets done,

and for Marshall Jamison, who gave me the title and did not
live to see the book.



"Destiny is not a matter of chance; it is a matter of choice.
1t is not a thing to be waited for; it is a thing to be
achieved.”

William Jennings Bryan, "America’s Mission,” 1899

"Poetry, therefore, is a more philosophical and a bigher
thing than history: for poetry tends to express the
universal, history the particular.”

Apristotle, Poetics

"I have fought a good fight, I have finished my conrse, I
have kept the faith.”

2 Timothy 4:7
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PROLOGUE

The Defacing Pen

I KEEP A photograph of a dying man on my desk, and a

stranger has drawn on his face.

The date typed in the margin is September 18, 1924.
William Jennings Bryan has ten months to live, and no one in
the frame knows it, least of all Bryan, who is doing the thing he
did for forty years without rest. He is leaning toward another
person and pinning his cause to her coat. The cause this time is
a campaign badge for John W. Davis and for his own younger
brother Charles, the last doomed ticket he would ever stump
for. The person is a motion picture actress named Rose Minto,
in from Hollywood and, the caption is careful to tell us,
actively interested in politics. She tilts her chin. He bends to
the lapel. A small sacrament, performed ten thousand times
across a continent: the pin going into the cloth as though a
belief could be fastened to a human being and made to hold.

Over all of it, across her hat and his lapels and the soft
collapsing planes of his sixty-four-year-old face, a newspaper

editor has gone to work with a black pen.
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When I first held the print I read the marks as desecration,
some later hand scrawling contempt onto a great man already
three deaths into his legend. Tilt the glossy into the light and
the ink goes dull and matte against the sheen, and you see what
it is. Crop lines. Arrows. Strokes of emphasis laid along a jaw
and a hatbrim so the highlights and shadows would survive the
brutal translation into newsprint, ink on cheap paper, in the
September of 1924. The defacing pen was the machinery of
being seen. It is the truest image of Bryan I own, and I have
been collecting him for most of my life: a man perpetually
redrawn by other hands, sharpened and flattened and inked
over for reproduction, so the country could run him through
its presses and call the smudge a likeness.

I am a Nebraskan. That sentence does more work than it
looks. Bryan binds every one of us by an accident of birth, the
way the Platte binds the state, a shallow brown fact running
through ground we did not choose, and most of us cross him
our whole lives without once looking down. He is in our
morality and he is in our dishonesty, lodged so far beneath the
floor of how we were raised to think that we mistake him for
the foundation. I grew up in the state he made his home, along
century after the lamps went out at Fairview. His cadences
were in my ear before I knew the sentences were his. I have
spent decades learning how deep he goes, and the learning is
not finished, which is the reason for this book and the reason it
frightens me a little to begin it.

Forty years ago I tried to put him on television, and I failed,

and that failure is the second photograph in this prologue, the
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one with no print to hold.

It began in joy, which is the part that makes the rest hurt. I
was a young man when Marshall Jamison called me into his
office at the network in Lincoln and pitched me the project,
and he did it the way only a man of the theater would, by
giving me the title before he gave me anything else. The
Magnificent Loser, he said, and then he sat back and let the
two words work on me before he told me who they belonged
to. He was a New Englander by birth, the son of an English
professor at Ambherst, raised on the weight and the precision of
words, and he knew exactly what he had handed me. When he
said the name was William Jennings Bryan, I did not have to
ask what the title meant, because I had been born into Bryan's
myth the way every Nebraskan is, and I understood at once the
thing Marshall was reaching for, that a man like Bryan could
be magnificent in the act of losing itself, that sometimes the
magnificence is found nowhere but in the losing. Then
Marshall told me we would write it together, and I was a
young dramatist being handed the great subject of my own
ground by the mentor I revered, and I was heaven-bound with
joy.

Marshall and I wrote the teleplay across many months, on
the life of our fellow Nebraskan and the nation's favorite
punching bag. David Ogden Stiers, a man whose voice and
timing could have carried the Cross of Gold to the back row of
any stadium, was to play Bryan. We had a believer's confidence
and a dramatist's tools and a title that, as I would admit in

print years later, our effort exactly matched. We brought a
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historian aboard as consultant, Robert Cherny, who had just
published his own concise life of Bryan and who understood
the documented man better than I ever will. He read our
pages, and he handed them back to us in that conference room
soaked in red. Every page bled with it, arrows and slashes and
circles and exclamation marks and asterisks crowding the
margins and crossing out the lines, so much red that it seemed
to outweigh the black toner of the text underneath, the whole
script massacred in a single pass. Two words recurred in that
storm, the same two in capitals, again and again, tens of times,
crowding the margins and the dialogue and the stage
directions, one of them landing beside the scene where I had
staged a crown of thorns and an expressionist ring of light
around a podium. BAD DRAMA. The worst of them was on
page three, and I read it and the room went away from me, and
I did not read another line that day. The project died of many
wounds. That page was the one I carried out of the room.
Marshall is gone now; he died in Orlando in 2003. Stiers is
gone; he died in Oregon in 2018, the role of Bryan still
unplayed, a part written for him and never spoken aloud. The
teleplay is a sheaf of paper and a grudge I have nursed for four
decades, and I have finally understood that the grudge is the
least interesting thing in the room.

Here is what I have to confess before I am allowed to
defend him. I have not been steady about this man. In 2005 I
wrote that one had to admire his tenacity and his gift for giving
volume to the voiceless, and I meant it. A decade later I wrote

that he was a hardheaded panderer who set blind faith above
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the welfare of the people he claimed to love, that he was
unredeemable in fact and in mattering, and I meant that too.
Two verdicts, ten years apart, from the same desk, both
honest, both partial. A writer who can argue the prosecution
and the defense of one subject with equal conviction has either
no principles or unfinished business. I am going to bet on the
second, and the bet is this book.

The country has been no steadier than I have. Bryan was
set in bronze and then dug back out of it. Gutzon Borglum,
who carved a South Dakota mountain into four presidents,
also made a statue of Bryan and stood it on the public green in
Washington near the Lincoln Memorial, and in 1961 the city
took it down and shipped it to his birthplace in Illinois. My
own state raised him in front of the Capitol in Lincoln and
tore him from the north approach in 1967 and hauled him to
the lawn of a hospital that carries his name, where he stands
today among the parked cars, a great orator delivering his
address to the patient drop-off. We do this to our magnificent
losers. They are cast and uncast. We cannot decide whether
they are the conscience we abandoned or the embarrassment
we outgrew, so we move the bronze from plaza to hospital
lawn and hope the question goes with it.

This book will not pin a badge on him. I have read the men
who tried to bury him, from Mencken sneering that the fellow
was a charlatan to the playwrights who turned him into a
braying fundamentalist for the third-act curtain, and I have
read the historians who labored to dig him back up, and I have

no interest in adding a coat of paint to either crew. The
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believer was real and the believer was great, greater than the
cartoon and greater, in his best hours, than the party that used
him. The same believer stood in Madison Square Garden in
1924 and spoke at length against naming the Ku Klux Klan in
his party's platform, and the plank to condemn it by name
went down by the thinnest of margins, a single vote in some
tallies and a handful in others, and he told the hall the Klan did
not deserve the advertisement. That sentence is in this book. I
will not move it to the lawn. A man can fight his whole life for
the farmer in debt, the laborer with no union, the woman with
no vote, and the same man can refuse, at the end, to say the
plain word that would have cost him the South. Both are true.
Holding both at once, flinching from neither, is the only
honest way to carry him, and it is the work I could not do at
thirty and am trying to do now.

So I keep the photograph on my desk, the dying man and
the pen that scored his face so the presses could read him. I
have looked at him for most of my life and have never
managed to look away, and I think I finally know the reason.
Bryan is the argument America keeps having with itself about
whether goodness and ignorance can share one body, whether
a man can mean every word he says and still be wrong in a way
that wounds the people he loves. I carry that argument in my
own chest, as a Nebraskan, as a believer in things, as a writer
who has called this man a prophet and a fool inside a single
lifetime. I owe him a third verdict, the one the warm reading
and the cold reading both missed, and I can reach it only by
going back to the beginning, to a praying judge and a boy who
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hated the haying, and walking the whole length of him one
more time, all the way to the soldier’s grave he asked for, did
not deserve, and somehow earned.

The windmill is still turning. Let me begin.



PART ONE

The Believer Made



CHAPTER ONE

Salem and the Wedding of
Church and Law

THE FIRST TIME I made a fool of myself in public I did it

in William Jennings Bryan's house, and I was eight years old.
The house was Fairview, the home he built on the edge of
Lincoln when he was the most famous Democrat in America,
and by the time I came to it the place had passed into the
gentle afterlife of historic houses, a museum you could rent for
an afternoon, and somebody had decided it would make a fine
room for a piano recital. My teacher had five of us that spring,
ranging from eight to thirteen, and she had arranged for each
of us to perform in public for the first time, on a grand piano,
in the parlor of a dead statesman, in front of the other students
and their parents. The parents sat in rows. They were the kind
of Nebraska parents who pressed their children's collars and
checked their fingernails and expected the lessons they paid for
to come back to them as proof, and they sat bolt upright in the

chairs, and the late light came through Bryan's windows and
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lay across the floor where I would shortly come apart.

I was the youngest, so they sent me up early, which is a
mercy I did not appreciate at the time. I sat down at the grand
piano and put my hands where they belonged and played the
first few bars of whatever small piece I had been given, and
then the piece left me. It did not falter or thin out; it vanished,
the way a word vanishes off the tip of your tongue and takes
the whole sentence with it, and I sat there in front of those
pressed collars with my hands on the keys and nothing in my
head at all. What I did next I have thought about for most of
my life, because it was the first real decision I ever made under
pressure and it was the wrong one and it taught me everything.
I kept playing. With no notes left to me, I made notes, my
fingers wandering the keyboard and striking whatever they
found, a long tuneless improvisation of pure panic that fooled
no one, least of all me, and when even that ran out of nerve I
did the only thing left. Both hands went flat against the keys
and pressed down every one I could reach at once, a great ugly
chord of total surrender, and held it, and let the dissonance roll
out across the parlor of the man who once held twenty
thousand people silent with the same instrument his whole
body had become.

There were gasps. I remember them precisely, the small
sharp intakes of breath from the other children and the stiffer,
more disappointed silence of their parents, the sound a room
makes when it has watched something fail past the point of
rescue and does not know where to look. And then I stood up.

I do not know where the next part came from, because nobody

10
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had taught it to me, but I turned to the rows of pressed collars
and I bowed, a full bow from the waist, as if I had finished
something rather than detonated it, and I walked back to my
seat and sat down with the burning face of a boy who knows
exactly how badly he has done and has decided, for reasons he
cannot name, to carry it like a performance anyway.

I have come to believe I was the first magnificent loser ever
produced in that house, and that the man whose name is on it
would have understood the bow before he understood
anything else about me. He spent his life losing in front of
crowds and bowing afterward. That afternoon in his parlor I
learned the secret of his whole career thirty years before I knew
I would spend my life studying it, that the losing is survivable
if you are willing to take the bow. It is the lesson the Bryan in
my teleplay would have to teach, and the lesson the real Bryan
taught a country that has never learned it. I learned it at eight,
by accident, on his piano.

But here is what the symmetry hides, and the reason this
chapter cannot end in that parlor. The thing Salem built into
Bryan was a believer, and a believer is a harder and more
dangerous article than a loser, because the building began long
before Fairview and Lincoln and the silver and the crowds, in a
different house on a different prairie, in a town called Salem,
Illinois, under the hand of a man who, unlike his eight-year-old
imitator at the keyboard, never once in his life believed he had
failed at anything, because he had arranged matters with God

in advance.
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That man was his father, and to understand the son you
have to begin with the father, because the father built him on
purpose.

Salem sits in the lower third of Illinois, in the flat country
the old settlers called Little Egypt, a long way south of Chicago
in everything but miles, closer in temper to Kentucky and the
upland South than to the railroad city that would one day
make William Jennings Bryan famous. It was farm country,
and the economy ran on what the ground gave up, and the
culture that grew there valued three things above the rest: hard
work, the sovereignty of the individual man, and a hot and
personal religion. The churches that thrived in that soil were
the churches that demanded a conversion, a single decisive
turning of the soul toward God that a person could name and
date and carry afterward as proof, and a boy raised in that
country breathed in the assumption that the most important
thing that could ever happen to a human being was a settled
certainty about his own salvation. This is the ground Bryan
came up out of, and it deserves to be seen clearly before we
meet the family, because the family was the purest distillation
of everything the ground believed.

Silas Lillard Bryan came to that ground from Virginia. He
was born in Culpeper County in 1822, of Scots-Irish and
English stock, and he came west poor, a young schoolteacher
with nothing but a quick mind and an enormous appetite for
self-improvement, and he taught himself the law while he
taught other people's children, and he passed the Illinois bar in
1851. On his thirtieth birthday, the fourth of November,

12
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1852, he married Mariah Elizabeth Jennings and settled in
Salem, and in the same season he won a seat in the Illinois State
Senate, where he served eight years, in the same years when
Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas were arguing the
future of the country through that same statehouse. He sat in
that chamber while the party system came apart in front of
him, the old Whigs dying, the Democrats splitting north from
south over slavery, the new Republican Party rising out of the
wreckage, and through all of it he held his ground as a
states’-rights Democrat of Southern sympathy, which in
Lincoln's Illinois took a certain stubbornness, and
stubbornness in defense of a settled conviction was the family
trade. He helped write two state constitutions, the one of 1848
and the one of 1870. In 1860, the year his son William was
born, he lost his senate seat and almost at once won election to
the circuit bench, where he sat as a judge for twelve years. He
was a Jacksonian Democrat down to the bone, a defender of
states' rights, and the one prize he wanted above every other
and never got was a seat in the United States Congress, which
he ran for in 1872, backed by the Democrats and the
soft-money men, and lost to a Republican.

Hold that loss, because it is the first one in this book and it
runs in the blood. The father lost the office he longed for
most, and the son would go on to lose the highest office in the
land three separate times, and a family that produces that
much magnificent losing has to be producing something else
underneath to keep itself upright, some inheritance that makes

the defeats survivable. Silas was a magnificent loser before his
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son was born to the part. He climbed from a frontier
schoolhouse to the senate and the bench, helped frame the
constitution of his state, earned the respect of the whole
country around him, and died in 1880 full of honors and still
without the one office he had wanted his whole life, the seat in
Congress that stayed always a little beyond his reach. He
bequeathed his son the losing and the cure for it in the same
will. In the Bryan house that cure was certainty, and Silas
manufactured it the way other men manufactured grain or
money, in bulk, and stamped it on everyone within reach. His
obituary, written by men who had watched him for a lifetime,
said that by his fervor and his ardor he had stamped his
morality and his politics on the whole latitude of his
associations, that he was a friend to the poor and the rich alike,
strictly honest, conscientious in all his dealings, and devoutly
religious, a man whose place few in Southern Illinois could fill.
Marion County, the obituary said, mourned the man to
whom, more than to any other single man, it owed the
standing it held. He had done all of it without ever once, so far
as anyone could see, entertaining a doubt about the rightness
of his own course.

Silas was the most religious man anyone around him had
ever encountered. He prayed three times every day, with his
face turned toward the East, and he did it no matter where he
was or who was watching, in the courthouse, on the road, in
another man's parlor, dropping to his knees on a schedule that
the turning of the earth itself could not interrupt. As a trial

lawyer he had been known across the circuit for quoting
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Scripture to juries, weaving the Book into his arguments until
a jury could not tell where the law of Illinois left off and the
law of God began. As a judge he prayed before he ruled. And
here is the single detail that explains his son and everything his
son would ever do, the keystone of the whole arch. He believed
that a decision he had reached through prayer was
unchangeable. Once he had carried a question to God and
come back down with an answer, the answer was closed,
sealed, beyond appeal, because to reopen it would be to argue
with God, and Silas Bryan no more argued with God than he
expected the sun to come up in the West. He sat on a bench
where the statutes of Illinois were supposed to be the only
authority in the room, and he ran that bench as though the
statutes of Illinois and the commandments of Scripture were
one body of law administered from two thrones, with no seam
between them, and he raised his children to see no seam either.

This is what I mean by the wedding of church and law, and
it is the foundation stone under the whole man. A boy raised
inside that fusion absorbs a lesson he can never afterward
unlearn, that there is no real distance between a moral
conviction and a legal fact, between the verdict of his own
conscience and the verdict history will finally hand down.
Most religious people keep a working partition somewhere in
the mind, a sense that a ratio of silver to gold belongs to a
different order of question than the divinity of Christ, that the
one may be argued and amended while the other may not. Silas
trained that partition out of his son, and raised a boy for

whom the coinage ratio and the resurrection could stand on
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the same shelf, equally settled, equally beyond negotiation, the
rarest and most dangerous kind of public man, the one who
brings to a quarrel over policy the whole unbending weight he
was taught to bring to the question of his own soul.

The mother completed the architecture, working the other
half of the same design. Mariah Elizabeth Jennings was a
Methodist when Silas married her, a strong-minded woman of
English descent, and she took charge of her children's first
education with her own hands, teaching William to read out of
Webster's speller and McGuffey's reader and the Bible,
directing all his lessons at home until he was ten years old. The
pleasantest memory of his boyhood, Bryan said as an old man,
was of his mother, who taught him until he was ten. William
was the fourth of nine children, and the household knew the
ordinary griefs of the century, three of the younger ones dying
in infancy and another before reaching adulthood, so that the
comfort the family enjoyed was laid over a familiarity with
small coffins. Mariah schooled the living children around the
kitchen and the parlor, and the curriculum was the curriculum
of the country, literacy in the service of Scripture and Scripture
in the service of a sorted moral universe. Out of the McGuffey
readers and the Bible, before he had ever sat in a public
schoolroom, William absorbed the settled conviction that
drink was a sin and gambling was a sin and the world came
already divided into the saved and the damned, the upright
and the fallen, with no large gray country in between. By every
account the home was warm and at peace, which the legend

sometimes forgets. The Baptist father and the Methodist
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mother kept a genuine religious harmony, attending one
another's services, the boy going to Methodist worship on a
Sunday morning and Baptist worship in the afternoon and
tinding no contradiction in it. Nothing about that house was
harsh in its temper; it was simply total. There was no hour of
the day the faith did not reach and no question to which the
answer stood in any doubt, and the discipline matched the
doctrine exactly. My parents, William wrote when he was a
grown man, believed in the old adage about sparing the rod
and spoiling the child, and as they loved me too well to risk my
being spoiled, they punished me. He set it down with no
resentment at all, the way a man records a law of nature he has
made his peace with.

The family lived well, and this has to be said plainly,
because the legend of the Great Commoner, the tribune of the
dirt farmer and the man crushed by debt, has buried the
homely fact that the boy who grew into him was raised in real
comfort. My early life, Bryan once said, ran quiet as a brook,
and so it did. In 1866, when William was six, Silas moved his
family onto a farm of five hundred and twenty acres north of
Salem and built on it a house of ten rooms that the county
called the envy of Marion. He farmed it as a gentleman farms,
from a position of security rather than desperation, and
William Jennings Bryan grew up the prosperous judge's son in
the largest house for miles around, enjoying his books and his
outdoor sports, doing the chores a farm asks of its boys and
preferring, whenever he could arrange it, the recitation book

and the Bible to the hayfield. There is a quiet importance in
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this that follows him all the way to Chicago and beyond. The
man who would one day stand before four and a half acres of
mortgaged farmers and tell them they were the foundation of
the republic had himself grown up at a comfortable remove
from the mortgage, regarding the fields rather than drowning
in them, and there is no hypocrisy in the gap, only the ordinary
distance that almost always separates a champion from the
people he champions. He loved the farmer as a principle he
had been taught from boyhood to honor, and he loved him
sincerely, and he loved him from a house with ten rooms, and
both the love and the distance would follow him to the grave.
What the household was assembling, under the comfort
and the chores and the warmth, was an orator of righteousness,
and it built him deliberately. The same parents who drilled the
boy in Scripture also fed his appetite for standing up and
speaking, encouraged what one account calls his predilection
for oratory, and the debating clubs of the Salem schools
whetted an already keen forensic appetite to a sharper edge.
Every part of the apparatus pointed at one product. The
praying father, the teaching mother, the morally sorted world,
the recitations and the contests, all of it was aimed at
producing a young man who could rise to his feet and declare
what was right with total conviction and not a trace of doubt,
because the doubt had been engineered out of him before he
was old enough to choose whether to keep it. It was said of
Silas that he tried to make William a replica of himself, in
religion and in politics and in ethical principle alike, and Silas

all but succeeded.
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The one place the boy stepped off his father's path tells you
how narrow the path was. When William was about twelve his
mother, who had been the Methodist of the household, went
over and joined the Baptists with his father, so that both
parents now stood on the same ground. But several of
William's friends worshipped at the Cumberland Presbyterian
Church, the largest congregation in Salem, and the boy had
begun spending his Sunday afternoons there with them, and at
fourteen, in 1874, during a season of revivals at that church, he
professed his faith and was baptized and joined, leaving the
Baptist faith of his father behind. He would call that day, for
the rest of his life, the most important day of his life. And then,
by his own honest admission, almost nothing happened. The
conversion threw off no sparks, broke nothing open, changed
almost nothing in the rhythm of his days, because the boy was
already a believer to the soles of his feet and the revival did no
more than ratify what the household had spent fourteen years
constructing. Think about what that anticlimax tells you. The
most important day of his life produced no visible change
because the work was already done, because a child raised in
that house did not need to be converted so much as confirmed,
handed the formal certificate of a faith he had been breathing
since the cradle. And then sit a moment longer with the shape
of his one rebellion, the single decision in which he stood up
and declared himself a separate soul from a powerful and
adoring father, and notice that it was a decision about which
Christian denomination to belong to. The formation was so

complete that even his independence took place entirely inside
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it. He turned neither toward doubt nor away from faith. He
chose a different church, went on loving and honoring his
father as much as ever, and remained the exact certain young
man Silas had designed. The house had no door marked
unbelief, only a choice of rooms.

He left for Jacksonville that same year, sent at fourteen to
attend Whipple Academy, the preparatory school attached to
Illinois College, and then the college itself, boarding away
from home and transferring his church membership to the
First Presbyterian congregation in town. The official
curriculum was the classics, Homer and the Latin authors and
mathematics and American history, and he took to it and
excelled, nurturing along the way a conviction he never
afterward surrendered that democracy was the best of all
possible systems of government. But the curriculum that
actually made him met after hours, in the literary societies and
the debating clubs and the oratorical contests, and the record
of his climb through them is one of the most quietly
instructive things in his whole biography, because it begins in
failure. In his first year at the preparatory school he entered a
prize contest and declaimed Patrick Henry's great speech, the
give-me-liberty thunder that every ambitious boy of the era cut
his teeth on, and he ranked near the foot, close to dead last.
The future voice of the prairie, the man who would hold
conventions in the palm of his hand, came in at the bottom of
a schoolboy speaking contest. The next year he declaimed a
piece called "The Palmetto and the Pine" and stood third. His

freshman year he split the second prize in Latin prose with a
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competitor and took second in declamation. A first prize for
an essay came his sophomore year. Then, as a junior, he took
first prize in oration, and that prize made him his college's
representative at the intercollegiate oratorical contest at
Galesburg in 1880, where he carried off the second prize and
its fifty dollars, and one of the judges, the noted orator General
John C. Black, marked him a perfect hundred on delivery. He
belonged to the Sigma Pi literary society, was chosen class
orator, and served as vice president of his junior class, and it
was in those years, standing up in those halls, that he first
began to speak aloud the convictions he would carry to the
end, his temperance and his early sympathy for the vote for
women. He climbed from the foot of the list to the head of it
by main force of practice and will, the way a boy who has been
bred for one thing climbs once he finds the room where that
thing is done.

At the close of his college life in 1881 he stood at the head
of his class and delivered the valedictory, and the speech he
chose to give is worth pausing on, because a young man's
choice of subject is a window into the engine that drives him.
He took as his emblem the ermine, the small animal of which it
was said that it would suffer capture rather than allow a single
stain to touch its glossy white coat, and which, stripped of that
spotless coat, was worth nothing at all. Character, he argued,
was that coat. A man's whole value lay in keeping it unstained,
and a man who let it be fouled had lost everything that made
him a man. The boy of twenty-one stood in front of his college

and preached purity as the supreme good, the one possession
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beyond price, and there is a long cold irony waiting forty-odd
years down the road of this book, when the same man, his coat
by then stained in a New York convention hall by a silence he
chose to keep about an organization of hooded terror, would
have to be measured against the standard his own young
mouth had set. He had no idea he was writing his own
indictment; he believed he was describing his strength.

His father did not live to see the valedictory. Silas Bryan
died in 1880, while William was still a student, fifty-seven years
old and full of honors, having never won the seat in Congress
he had wanted his whole life, and so the son finished the last of
his formation alone, carrying the praying judge inside him as a
permanent and unappealable standard. After his father's death
William read straight through the entire Book of Proverbs,
again and again, as if to keep the old man's voice sounding in
the room. By the time he left Illinois College the instrument
was finished and tuned. It wanted only a cause to play.

The people who would rescue Bryan from the cartoon, and
I count myself among them, do not like to sit with this part, so
I am going to sit with it on purpose, because the rescue is
worthless if it is not honest. The certainty that Silas built was
the engine of everything fine his son ever did and everything
terrible, and it was the same engine. There was no second one.
No separate faculty produced the Cross of Gold and the
defense of the income tax and the long brave war against
American empire, while some other faculty produced the war
against Darwin and the long speech in Madison Square

Garden against naming the Klan in his party’'s platform. All of
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it came from a single source. A man raised to believe that a
conviction reached in his own heart is indistinguishable from
the law of God will fight for the free silver dollar as though it
were a commandment, which made him magnificent, and he
will fight against the teaching of evolution in the schools as
though it were a commandment, which made him a fool, and
he will guard his own reluctance to name an organization of
hooded terror as though that reluctance carried some authority
worth protecting, which made him a coward. The same engine
drove the causes history has since ratified. He fought for a
graduated income tax and saw it written into the Constitution,
for the direct election of senators and saw that done too, for
the vote for women, for the settlement of quarrels between
nations by arbitration rather than by slaughter, against the
seizure of distant peoples under the flag of a republic that had
been born in revolt against empire. He was ahead of his
country on every one of them, years and sometimes decades
ahead, and he was ahead for precisely the reason he was later so
wrong, because he could not hold a conviction loosely, and so
he held the right ones with the same iron grip as the worst.
One historian, reaching for the truest description of him,
called him a political evangelist, a man whose stump oratory
sounded like a revival preacher's and whose politics ran thick
with the moral certainty of the converted, a man who saw
himself as God's own warrior sent against the Philistines, his
own positions baptized in light and his opponents’ covered
over in darkness. That is the man Salem made. And here is the

deeper trouble in it, the one that outlasts the man himself. The
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republic Bryan would spend his life trying to lead had been
built, at its founding, on a wall between the church and the
state, a deliberate refusal to let any one man's revelation
become every other man's law. Silas Bryan's household ran on
the opposite principle and raised a son who carried into the
highest councils of that republic a fusion its founding charter
was written to prevent. Much of the drama still ahead in these
pages is the long collision between one man who could not
separate the law of God from the law of the land and a
constitutional order built on exactly that separation, a collision
that would hand the country some of its noblest politics and
some of its most frightening, often in the same decade and
sometimes out of the same mouth. The wedding of church
and law produces a person who cannot tell a political position
from a revelation, and such a person is unstoppable in a
righteous cause and unreachable in a wrong one, because to
argue with him about the wrong one is to discover, as everyone
who ever tried it discovered, that you are arguing with his God.
Salem made the believer, and the believer was the glory and the
disaster housed in one body, and the two could never be pulled
apart, because they had never been two things to begin with.

I have to come back to Nebraska now, and to myself,
because I owe this symmetry an honest accounting and not a
sentimental one.

I am a Nebraskan, and Bryan is the air a Nebraskan
breathes before he learns that air has a name. He is in the moral
certainty we are raised to admire and in the moral certainty we

ought to fear, the same doubled inheritance the man himself
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carried out of his father's house, and most of us go a whole life
without noticing we are carrying him, the way I never noticed,
sitting at his piano at eight years old, that I was failing inside
the house of my own future subject. When Marshall and I
finally sat down to put him on the screen, decades later, we
made a choice about how to begin that I now have to take
back, and the taking back belongs in this chapter, because this
chapter is the place where the choice went wrong. We opened
the teleplay on a prairie church and a windmill, the white
church standing against the flat horizon and the windmill
turning slowly in the wind, the whole pastoral kit of the
American heartland, and we meant it as a doorway into the
boy and the faith and the land that had made him.

That opening was effective as drama, because an audience
sinks gratefully into a beautiful and familiar image, and a
turning windmill is a beautiful and familiar image, and it
handed us a soft and lyrical way to walk a viewer toward a hard
man. It was not effective as truth, because it told a lie about
what Salem actually was. The pastoral reading of that place,
the sunlit idyll quietly growing a gentle believer, is the lie.
Salem was a workshop, and the thing being built there was a
weapon, a man of such engineered certainty that he could be
aimed at the gold standard or at a biology textbook with the
same unwavering hand and the same untroubled conscience.
A white church and a turning windmill say peace. The truth of
that household says forging. My younger self chose the
windmill because the windmill was lovely and because he had

not yet decided whether he was making a tribute or a
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reckoning, and a man cannot make both at once, and the
windmill is what a tribute opens on. This book opens on a boy
pressing down every key of a dead man's piano, which is the
image a reckoning has to earn.

Because the difference between wus, between the
eight-year-old at the keyboard and the boy being built in
Salem, is the whole argument I mean to spend this book
making. I learned, in Bryan's parlor, that a person can fail
completely and stand up and bow and walk back to his chair
and go on living, which is the entire education of a loser and, I
have come to think, the beginning of every kind of wisdom
worth having. Bryan learned, in his father's house, that he
could not fail at all, because a man who is right with God is
never defeated, only persecuted, only postponed, only waiting
on a verdict the corrupt world is not yet pure enough to
render. One of us was built to survive losing. The other was
built never once to admit it. The windmill is still turning over
both houses, the one in Lincoln where I took my bow and the
one in Salem where the praying judge made his son, and I am
going to stop pretending it means peace, and walk into the

second house, and tell you exactly what was made there.
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CHAPTER TWO

Jacksonville and the Wedding
of Two Minds

MY WIFE READS my sentences before the world does, and

she does it with her hands.

The pages cross the table between us, and Janna reads the
way she reads everything, fast and without mercy, and when
she reaches the line that does not work she will not soften it for
me. She puts the paper down. She lifts her hands. In American
Sign Language a bad sentence has nowhere to hide, because the
language is built out of space and motion and the face, and the
sign for muddy or vague or you are lying to yourself here
arrives whole, with the verdict already inside the shape of it.
Spoken English lets a writer mutter a half-objection into a
coffee cup. Janna's correction has a body. It happens in the air
a foot from my face, and across a marriage of decades I have
learned to watch it the way Bryan must have learned to watch
Mary's pencil travel down the margin of a speech he thought

was already finished.
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I am the named one in this house. The books carry my
name on the spine and the websites carry it in the address, and
a stranger would glance at all of it and conclude that the work
is mine and Janna helps. The stranger would be wrong in the
exact way the official record was wrong about Mary Baird, and
getting that wrong is the subject of this chapter, so let me be
careful with it from the first page. An editor's mind does the
harder work, not the lesser. Catching the lie in a sentence is a
tougher act than writing the lie down in the first place. I know
this because I have sat on both sides of that table, and the
writing side is the easy one.

Janna and I left the middle of the country together, and we
left it heading east, which is the small geographic fact that
makes the braid of this chapter run backward against itself.
Bryan spent his whole young life pulling toward the place I
spent my whole young life pulling away from. He was raised in
southern Illinois and schooled in Jacksonville, and the gravity
of his ambition ran west, toward open country, toward the
boom town of Lincoln, Nebraska, which he reached in 1887
and treated as the promised land. Lincoln is where I started. I
was born there. Janna came from across the river an hour
away, from Council Bluffs, Iowa, and the two of us spent our
adolescence drawing the map of the escape that Bryan would
have read as a surrender. He saw Nebraska as the future a man
should run toward. We saw it as the past a person had to get
out of. One town, two arrows pointing opposite ways, and
each of us moving alongside a person whose mind matched

our own.
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Now to Mary, because she is the secret this book keeps
until you go looking for her.

Mary Elizabeth Baird was born in 1861 in Perry, Illinois,
the only child of John and Lovina Baird, her father a
prosperous merchant who ran the general store of a small
farming town. She was an only child in a household that could
afford to school her, which in that time and place was a piece
of luck most girls were never handed. She went through the
public schools, spent a year at Monticello Seminary in
Godfrey, then two years at the Presbyterian academy in
Jacksonville, an institution the locals nicknamed the Jail for
Angels, and in June of 1881 she graduated from it with first
honors. That same June, in that same town, a young man
named William Jennings Bryan rose at Illinois College to
deliver the valedictory address of his class. Two people topped
two schools in one town in a single month, and they already
knew each other well, because he had been courting her since
1879.

The courtship was the thing itself in miniature. They had
met at a school social when she was at the academy and he was
across town at the college, and what grew between them grew
out of argument, two quick minds testing each other and
finding the test agreeable. He confided in her early. On his
twenty-first birthday, in March of 1881, he wrote to her about
the future and admitted that he faced it with a kind of dread,
foreseeing both possible success and probable misfortune,
frightened of setting out into the world with nothing to steer
by except his own reason. The phrase he reached for, probable
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misfortune, sits oddly in a love letter from a young man who
would spend his life convinced he was right. It tells you that
the certainty he showed the world had a soft underside, and
that he showed the underside to exactly one person. She would
spend the next forty years standing in that soft place, the one
human being permitted to see the doubt the public never got
to see.

What grew between them across those five years was a
partnership of argument. Everyone who left a record of the
young couple said some version of the same thing, that she was
his intellectual match, that she could follow him into any
subject and hold her ground, that the courtship ran on debate
the way other courtships run on dancing. He was a talker
trained from the cradle to win, and he had finally met someone
in petticoats who would not simply let him. That is a rarer
thing than romance, and he seems to have known it. A man
raised to be right his whole life had found the one person who
could tell him he was wrong and make it stick, and rather than
fleeing her he married her. The instinct was sound. It became
the most important strategic decision of his political life,
though neither of them could have named it that yet, sitting in
Jacksonville in the early 1880s with no money and a large
supply of certainty.

They married on the first of October, 1884. He had
opened a law office in Jacksonville the year before, on the
fourth of July, 1883, a struggling young attorney with a new
wife and a head full of the inherited certainty I described in the
last chapter. And here Mary does the thing no permission slip
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of her era could quite explain away.

After the wedding, a married woman now, she went and
sat in on classes at Illinois College, which was simply not done,
and the town took note. Then she went further. She read the
entire course of law that the Union College of Law in Chicago
prescribed, the same course her husband had completed, with
William as her tutor across the kitchen table at night, and in
November of 1888 she was admitted to practice before the
Supreme Court of Nebraska. She was a lawyer. A married
woman in the 1880s read the whole of the law and passed into
the bar of a state, and the way her own century chose to
describe the feat tells you the precise shape of the cage she
accomplished it inside. A biographical sketch of her, written in
her lifetime, puts it in a sentence I have read more times than is
good for me. She studied the law, it says, with no thought of
ever practicing it, only to put herself in closer reach of her
husband's mind, to whom she had been, in the writer's words,
a real helpmeet in every sense of the term.

Read that sentence twice. A woman masters a professional
discipline that almost no woman of her generation was
allowed near, gains formal admission to a state's highest court,
and the kindest account her society can produce explains the
achievement away as an act of marital attentiveness. The law
could be hers only as a road to him, never as a country of her
own. She could build the instrument. She could not own it.

Consider the logistics, because they make the achievement
sharper. She did this while keeping a house and raising
children, three of them in the end, the first arriving in 1885,
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the year after the wedding. There was no separate study with a
closing door, no assistant, no fellowship freeing her from the
rest of a wife's labor. She read the law in the margins of a life
already full, at the same kitchen table where she would later
carve the slack out of his speeches, with a husband who was
himself only beginning to earn. A man in her position would
have been called ambitious and self-made. A woman in her
position was called devoted. The work was identical. The word
the world reached for was not.

Recall what I argued about that husband in the previous
chapter. William was raised by Silas to hold a conclusion the
way Silas held a prayed-over verdict, as a thing that did not
change once it had been reached. The boy was constructed
never to doubt himself, and that construction is the engine of
everything he became, the glory and the wreck alike. A man
built that way carries one structural flaw he can never repair
from the inside. He cannot edit himself, because editing
demands the second thought, the doubt, the willingness to
hear that the finished thing is broken. Mary was the second
thought he had been raised never to have. She was the single
corrective intelligence the uneditable man would hold still for.
He took the red pencil from her hand and from no one else’s,
at the kitchen table, after the children were down, and the
speeches came out stronger because she had moved through
them first.

The romance of the Great Orator quietly drops this part.
Certainty by itself is a man shouting in an empty field, and the

prairie of the 1890s was crowded with certain men shouting,
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and history kept not one of their names. Certainty that has
been tightened and questioned and fought over the night
before by a mind that loves you and refuses to flatter you
becomes a man who can lift a nation onto its feet. The whole
distance between those two men is a wife with a pencil. We
remember the one who had the editor. We have forgotten the
thousands who only had the volume.

It helps to be concrete about what the editing was, because
the word makes the job sound smaller than it was. She read his
drafts before anyone else and told him where the argument
went soft, and she ran the correspondence of a public man,
which in that century meant deciding what he saw and what
he answered and in what order, a triage that shapes a career as
surely as any speech. She prepared and corrected his articles,
and she was the audience he tried a line on before he risked it
on a crowd, so that a line which died in the kitchen never
reached the hall. People who knew the household called her his
mental safety valve, the pressure release on a temperament that
ran hot and sure, and the phrase is exact, because a man who
cannot doubt himself needs someone close at hand who is
allowed to do the doubting for him. She was the doubt
department in a one-man firm of conviction.

There is a structural reason the second mind vanishes from
the record, and it has nothing to do with malice. History keeps
the name on the spine. The speech is delivered by one mouth,
the book is signed by one hand, the campaign is named for one
candidate, and the apparatus of memory has no slot for the

person who made the named one better in private. We
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remember performers, not preparers. We remember the voice
in the hall, not the voice across the kitchen table the night
before that told it to cut the third paragraph and slow down
on the fourth. This holds in every collaboration where one
partner faces the public and the other does not, and it falls
hardest on wives, because a wife was folded into the work as a
condition of the marriage and so was never counted as a
separate contributor at all. No one conspired to push Mary
Baird Bryan out of the record. She fell out of it through the
ordinary working of a machine built to see one person at a
time, while she stood, by custom and by her own choice, just
outside its frame. I cannot prove the exact size of what she did,
and the impossibility of proving it is the cruelest part of the
case. A credited collaborator leaves a paper trail. An uncredited
wife leaves a body of work that looks, to every later eye, like the
achievement of one man alone. The price of that machine is
that we mistake a partnership for a solo, and then we write
biographies of the soloist and wonder why the music sounds
fuller than one instrument should.

The partnership ran at full throttle in the years right before
the speech that made him. He had gone to Congress in the
Democratic wave of 1890 and clung to the seat through a
second term by a margin of roughly a hundred and forty votes,
and when a run at the Senate failed in 1894 he took the editor's
chair at the Omaha World-Herald and spent two years pouring
the silver argument onto newsprint. Those were the years the
editing became a daily machine. She read what he wrote and

cut what ran slack. The cadences that would later empty a
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convention hall met their first test at her kitchen table, and she
ran the correspondence of a man whose incoming mail was
turning into a national weather system. Whatever the speeches
of 1896 owed to genius, they owed an unmeasured portion to
a reader nobody was crediting.

And then came July of 1896, and the woman who had
edited every consequential sentence of his public life was not
in the building when he stood up to give the most
consequential one of all. Mary was home in Lincoln with their
three children, the youngest of them five years old. The Cross
of Gold speech, the speech that seized the nomination and
made him, at thirty-six, the youngest man a major party had
ever put forward for the presidency, went off in a Chicago hall
with its first editor four hundred miles away. She joined the
campaign only in late September, when the party gave the
family a private railway car for the whistle-stop tour, and rode
the rails beside him through the autumn. A young Nebraska
newspaperwoman named Willa Cather, who would go on to
write some of the finest American novels of the coming
century, covered that race and walked away skeptical of the
husband and full of regard for the wife. The record marks
Mary's late arrival in a line or two and moves along. The editor
was offstage for the performance she had helped to build, and
scarcely anyone thought to remark on it, and the
not-remarking is its own kind of evidence about how invisible
an editing mind was allowed to be.

Set my own marriage beside that now, because the rhyme

holds and then it snaps, and the snap is the whole reason I am
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telling these two stories together.

We landed first in Washington. Janna had started at
Gallaudet, the one university on earth built from the
foundation up for Deaf people, where the language of
instruction is American Sign Language and a Deaf woman
walks into a lecture hall and finds herself, for the first time in
her life, the linguistic majority instead of the tolerated
exception.

There is a name on the founding of that place that keeps
turning up in this book. Gallaudet exists because Abraham
Lincoln signed its charter in April of 1864, in the middle of the
Civil War, on the same day the Senate moved the amendment
that would end slavery, granting a small school for deaf
children in Washington the power to confer college degrees so
that, in Lincoln’s own phrase, the deaf might have a fair chance
in the race of life. That is the same Lincoln who moved
through Silas Bryan's Illinois, and the same name later fixed to
the Nebraska capital I spent my youth plotting to leave. I make
no claim about fate. I only notice that one name keeps
appearing at the doors of my life and keeps holding them open.

Down the road, I went to work at Arena Stage, one of the
great American theaters, the house Zelda Fichandler founded
and ran, where the audience wraps around the action on every
side and a play gets assembled the way a marriage does, in the
round, with no hidden back wall to lean on. Two people from
the flat middle of the country, teaching ourselves the trades we

had crossed half a continent to learn.
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I learned the theater from the inside of one of the few
American houses that took the form as seriously as the
Europeans did. Arena Stage set the audience on all four sides
of the actors, which sounds like a staging trick and works as a
discipline, because a play in the round has no scenery to hide
behind and no single angle from which everything is meant to
resolve. The work has to read as true from every seat at once. I
have come to think that is the only honest test of anything two
people build together, a play or a marriage or a book, whether
it holds when you walk around it and study it from the side no
one was supposed to see. Janna was mastering her own field
across town with the same seriousness, signing in halls where
nobody had to be convinced her language counted. We were
poor in the way the young are poor in those cities, and we were
richer than we knew, because each of us had found a vocation
and a partner who could argue about it with us as an equal.
That is the rarest pairing a young life can fall into, and we had
fallen into it before either of us turned thirty.

Then Howard Stein at Columbia offered me a presidential
scholarship to study dramatic writing at the Oscar
Hammerstein II Center, and we moved again, to New York,
and here the lines of the two marriages pull cleanly apart. Mary
read the law to stand nearer William's mind, and her century
filed the accomplishment under devotion. Janna did the
reverse, in full daylight, and built a mind that was her own and
answered to no one's career. In New York she finished her
undergraduate degree in psychology at Lehman College, then

earned a master's in deafness rehabilitation at New York
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University, and she did it under her own name, for her own
ends, toward her own working life as a Deaf educator and
performer. No one wrote a sketch of Janna's life explaining
that she took her degrees only to be a better helpmeet to me.
The hundred years between Mary and Janna are the whole
distance between a mind permitted as service and a mind
permitted as itself.

There is a deeper inversion underneath the obvious one,
and it lives in the languages themselves.

Mary learned German. She took it up, the record is plain
about this, to be of use to William's career, because German
scholarship and the German-speaking vote both counted for
an ambitious man in that America, and so the wife crossed
into a second language in order to serve the husband's world.
My marriage runs that crossing in the other direction. The
language of my home is American Sign Language, and it is
Janna's first language, her native ground, and I am the one who
left the monolingual hearing world I was born into and walked
across into hers. A hearing man who marries a Deaf woman
and means the vow takes on a long and awkward
naturalization, becoming over many years a citizen of her
country, never quite losing the accent of someone who arrived
late.

Here I have to correct something most hearing people
believe, because the belief was itself an instrument of the harm.
American Sign Language is a complete natural language, with
its own grammar, its own spatial syntax, its own poetry and

theater and humor, as fully a language as English or Mandarin
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or Greek. The old idea that it is broken English performed on
the fingers ranks among the most destructive falsechoods ever
circulated about a people, because for the better part of a
century the people who controlled the education of deaf
children in this country acted on it and worked to stamp the
language out. They tied children's hands behind them. They
drilled them to mouth sounds they could not hear and shamed
them when the sounds came out wrong. Janna grew up on the
near side of that history, close enough to feel its weather. The
work she and I have made together, the books on the
linguistics of the language and the projects that put it on a
stage and treat it as the art it is, is work set directly against that
long campaign of erasure.

That campaign had a famous general, and his name carries
an irony I have never been able to sit with comfortably. The
most influential American advocate for stamping out sign
language was Alexander Graham Bell, the man who invented
the telephone. Hold the two facts side by side. The same mind
that built the machine for carrying a hearing voice across a
continent spent decades insisting that deaf people be drilled in
lip-reading and speech and kept away from their own visual
language. Bell ran an oral school. He opposed the hiring of
deaf teachers, on the stated ground that deaf teachers would
carry sign into the classroom. And in 1883 he read a paper to
the National Academy of Sciences on what he called the
formation of a deaf variety of the human race, warning that
deaf people who married other deaf people would breed a

population he described as a calamity, and recommending
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measures to discourage it. He was describing families like the
one I married into. The detail that undoes me is the one left off
the plaques: Bell's own wife, Mabel, was deaf. The apostle of
dissolving the deaf community kept house with a deaf woman
and could not see, or refused to see, that she belonged to a
nation he was working to disband.

And here is how recent the rescue was, which is the part
that should stop a hearing reader cold. Linguists did not
formally recognize American Sign Language as a real language
until 1960, when a hearing professor at Gallaudet named
William Stokoe concluded, against the settled opinion of his
entire field, that what his deaf students were signing was
language in the full technical sense, governed by rules as strict
as any grammar on earth. He was repaid with ridicule, and his
own colleagues turned on him. And here is the detail that
measures how deep the damage ran: many deaf people
themselves laughed at Stokoe, because they had been taught
their whole lives that their language was a broken pantomime
beneath the dignity of study, and they had come to believe it.
A people can be argued out of the worth of its own tongue,
and it takes a century of schools and experts and celebrated
inventors to do it, and then it takes one stubborn outsider with
a theory to start arguing them back. Janna teaches inside the
world Stokoe pried open, and so do I, and the books we write
together on the structure of the language descend in a straight
line from a paper that almost no one believed in 1960.

So here are two marriages of two minds, a century between

them, each resting on a wife who is the intellectual equal of her
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husband. Only one of them asked the husband to give up his
own language and learn to think in his wife's. Mary entered
William's world. I entered Janna's. The traffic between the two
minds in my marriage runs, most days, toward the wife.

I would like to stop there, with the inversion clean and
myself standing on the right side of it. I am not going to let
myself.

Look at the spines of these books again. Look at the
addresses of these websites. My name is on every one of them.
The whole enterprise runs under my name, and Janna, who
has shaped far more of it than any reader could see from
outside, turns up most often on the dedication page, which is
the page reserved for thanking the helpmeet. I built a
constellation of work and I hung my own name over the door
of it, and a stranger walking past would make the same easy
mistake about my marriage that Mary's century made about
hers, and I am not certain the stranger would be wholly wrong.
Mary's cage was built by law and custom and had no door cut
into it anywhere. The arrangement I live inside I chose for
myself, and could revise, and have not yet fully revised. That is
the harder comparison, and it is the true one.

This is the honest reckoning, and it earns me no
absolution, only the truth set down where it can be seen. I will
not write a chapter that mourns Mary Baird for being erased
and then go quietly run a gentler version of the same erasure
on the woman across my kitchen table. Naming the thing is
the least I owe her. Undoing it is a longer piece of work, and it

is mine to do, and it is not done.
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Mary Baird Bryan died in 1930, five years after William
dropped dead in a Tennessee town in the heat of the Scopes
summer. In the years between his death and hers she finished
the book the two of them had been making together, the
memoirs of William Jennings Bryan, weaving his unfinished
drafts into her own prose, which means the official account of
the great man's life reached the public, at the last, in the hand
of the wife who had edited all the others. It is a quiet justice,
and a small one. The larger justice had already walked into the
Congress of the United States, and her name was Ruth.

Ruth Bryan was born in Jacksonville in 1885, the year after
her parents married, and she grew up watching her mother run
the machinery of her father's fame from the wings. She
inherited the family voice, the platform manner, the gift for
holding a room, and she did with it the same thing her
grandfather and her father had each wanted and never reached.
Silas Bryan ran for Congress in 1872 and lost. William ran for
the presidency three times and lost three times. Ruth Bryan
ran for the House of Representatives from Florida in 1928 and
won, the first woman the state of Florida ever sent to
Congress, and she won the seat under her own name. In
Washington she became the first woman to sit on the House
Foreign Affairs Committee, and in 1933 Franklin Roosevelt
named her Minister to Denmark, which made her the first
American woman ever to head a diplomatic mission to a
foreign nation. The mind that Mary had been allowed to use
only as her husband's instrument surfaced again, one

generation downstream, in a woman who used it as a member
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of Congress and an envoy of the United States, answering to
no name but her own.

The career carried ironies her father would have savored
and one he would have found hard to swallow. She
campaigned the way he had, barnstorming a sprawling Florida
district in person while most members mailed it in, winning by
standing in rooms and talking to people, which was the family
trade. In Congress she fought for her constituents and for the
Everglades, pressed for flood control on the Okeechobee, and
pushed an idea pure Bryan in spirit, a cabinet department
devoted to the welfare of the home and the child. She spent her
own money each year bringing high school students from
Florida to Washington to see how the government worked, the
act of a woman who believed, as her father had, that ordinary
people deserved a real place at the table. Then there was the
tariff. William Jennings Bryan had built half his career
attacking high tariffs as the robbery of the farmer by the trust,
and his daughter, in 1930, voted for the Smoot-Hawley Tariff,
one of the most protective in the country's history, and when
Roosevelt posted her to Denmark three years later, one of her
first duties as Minister was to soothe Danish anger over the
same duties she had helped to pass. The mind had crossed the
aisle from the father on the central economic question of his
life, and it had done so under her own name, by her own
judgment, which is the entire point. An instrument does not
disagree with the hand that holds it. A person does.

Ruth Bryan Owen died in Copenhagen in 1954, on the

twenty-sixth of July, the same day of the same month on
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which her father had died twenty-nine years earlier. I make
nothing mystical of it. The calendar throws coincidences and
we notice the ones that happen to rhyme. What I make of it is
plainer and harder than mysticism. The Bryan story gets told,
almost always, as the story of one man and one voice, the boy
made certain in Salem and the orator made famous in Chicago
and the old crusader broken in Dayton, and that telling leaves
out the two women who carried the mind across three
generations, the wife who edited it into power and the
daughter who carried it into office in her own right.

A wedding of two minds is the rarest marriage there is,
because it asks the stronger-placed partner to want an equal
across the table instead of an audience below the stage, and
most people, offered the choice, take the audience. William
Jennings Bryan wanted the equal, and got her, and then let his
century bury her contribution without much of a fight. I want
the equal, and have her, and am still learning, decades in, how
to keep my own name from doing to her what his century did
to Mary. The pages still cross the table between us. Janna still
reads them with her hands, fast and without mercy, and she
will catch the next bad sentence I write before it ever reaches
you. That is the wedding of two minds, the marriage Bryan
had and the marriage I have and the one his century refused to
let the world see. I am trying to do better than his century did.
The trying is the whole of this book.
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CHAPTER THREE

Lincoln and the Making of the
Voice

THE FIRST TIME I held an audience I could not see, I was a

teenager in a television studio in Lincoln, Nebraska, watching
a red light come up over a camera lens and understanding, in
the half second before it did, that once the light was lit I was

inside other people's living rooms whether I was ready or not.
That studio was a cold room with a concrete floor and a

grid of hot lamps slung overhead, and the work was the
unglamorous machinery of local broadcast in a midsize prairie
market. I was on a program called Kidding Around at KOLN
and KGIN, the stations that threw their signal across most of
Nebraska and a corner of Kansas, in the early 1980s, and I did
time on the radio as well, on a youth program called Unique
Youth that went out over KFOR and KFRX. None of it was
fame. A teenager on local television in Nebraska is no star, only
a small moving part in a broadcast day that also carries the

farm report and the weather and the high school scores, and he
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is grateful for the air time and aware that the camera would
forget him the instant he stepped out of frame. What the work
was, instead of fame, was an apprenticeship, the first place I
learned the thing this whole chapter is about, which is what it
costs and what it takes to make a public voice.

You learn fast that the camera does not care how you feel.
The floor director counts you down with his fingers, five,
four, three, and the last two beats fall silent because there is no
time left for sound, and on the beat after that you are speaking
to strangers, and the only thing that saves you is the
preparation you did before you walked in. A live microphone
turns out to be a kind of moral instrument, because it
broadcasts your words and, beneath them, the exact condition
of your nerve, and an audience hears fear the way a dog smells
it. The hardest discipline of all is slowing down when
everything in your body wants to speed up and bolt. And the
people on the other side of the lens are never an abstraction,
always a man eating dinner, a woman half-listening while she
folds the laundry, a kid with his thumb already on the dial, and
the job is to reach across the dead glass and make one of them
stop and lean in and stay.

I was good at it, in the modest way a Nebraska teenager can
be good at a thing that carries no national stakes. I could hold
the room, and I had the rhythm of speech that keeps an
audience leaning forward and the discipline of the live
moment that keeps them from drifting. And then I did
something with that skill that William Jennings Bryan never

did, though the two of us learned the same trade in the same
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town a century apart. I carried it out of Lincoln and turned it,
in the end, toward the page, where the audience is silent and
the performance is invisible and the work is done alone in a
room. He stayed, and turned his voice toward crowds, and the
crowds made him for a while the most thrilling sound in
America. His voice gets built here, in the city where mine did,
and where the trade we shared begins to show what it can raise
up and what it cannot save.

William Jennings Bryan came to Lincoln in 1887, a
married man of twenty-seven, for the reason people have
always moved to a growing town with a trade in their pocket
and not enough work at home. He had practiced law in
Jacksonville since 1883 and had seen clearly that Illinois held
no future for him. A friend from his law-school days in
Chicago, a Republican named Adolphus Talbot, had already
set up in Lincoln and talked him into coming west to join him,
and the partnership the two men formed is worth pausing on,
because it shows the shape of Bryan's character before the
country had heard of it. Talbot took the work that paid, the
railroad retainers and the corporate clients that kept a frontier
law office solvent. Bryan would not touch them. He refused to
work for the railroads, was uneasy with corporate money on
principle, and built his half of the practice out of individuals
and small merchants and people who had been ground up by a
powerful company or a crooked office. He represented the
kind of client who could not pay much, and he did it during

years when he himself had almost nothing.
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The numbers survive, and they are humbling. From
October through December of 1887, his first months in
Lincoln, Bryan earned $82.55. He slept on a folding lounge in
the office and ate two meals a day rather than three, and he
remembered for the rest of his life the moment his receipts
finally justified a third square. He went back to Jacksonville
for the Christmas of 1887, arranged to sell off his property
there, and returned to Lincoln in January committed to the
place. His wife and their first child joined him the following
June. The Coliseum leaves this part out. The man who would
one day stand before twenty thousand people and lift them
onto their feet spent his first Nebraska winter alone on a cot in
a borrowed office, rationing his own dinners, in the same city
where, a hundred years on, a teenager would learn the identical
trade of public speech under a grid of studio lamps.

There was strategy in the move, not only need. Lincoln at
the end of the 1880s was a town just out of its frontier clothes,
growing fast, the kind of place that rewards a young man who
arrives before the rush. Nebraska was reliably Republican,
which a more timid Democrat would have read as a wall and
which Bryan read as an opening, because a party with almost
no bench has room at the top for anyone willing to do the
work nobody else will. And the grievances rising across the
Nebraska plains were the exact subjects he had argued as a
college boy in his literary society back in Jacksonville: the tariff,
the currency, the direct election of senators, the vote for
women, the reach of the trusts. The farmers of Nebraska in the

late eighties were doing what the farmers of Illinois had done a
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decade earlier under the Grange and the Greenback banners,
organizing their anger into a movement, and the vehicle this
time was the Farmers' Alliance. Bryan had cut his political
teeth on precisely these questions, and he walked into a state
waking up to all of them at once. The fit was almost too neat
to be luck.

He went looking for the established men first, the way an
ambitious newcomer does. He called on J. Sterling Morton,
the grand old figure of Nebraska's Democrats, a wealthy and
laissez-faire Bourbon of the old kind, a man who believed in
low tariffs and small government and not much else and who
would soon sit in Grover Cleveland's cabinet. Morton was the
party's comfortable past. The young lawyer with the
unhardened voice was about to become its restless future, and
the gap between the two of them was the gap between a
Democrat who spoke for the well-fed and a Democrat who
would teach himself to speak for the desperate. Bryan made
the courtesies and took the measure of the men in charge, and
then he went around them, because the energy in Nebraska
had left the parlors of the established and moved out into the
counties, into the grange halls and the alliance meetings,
among people who had stopped believing that either party in
its current form was on their side.

Those people deserve to be named plainly, because the
histories tend to flatten them into a voting bloc. They were
farm families who had been sold a promise, that if they broke
the prairie and planted it and worked it from dark to dark, the

land would carry them. The land carried them, in a sense,
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straight into a trap. They had borrowed to buy the land and
the seed and the machinery, and then the price of wheat and
corn fell year after year while the debt stayed fixed in dollars
the gold standard kept scarce and dear, so that a man could
harvest more bushels than his father ever dreamed of and still
end the season owing more than he had owed at its start. The
railroad that hauled his grain to market set a rate he had no
power to argue with. The bank that held his mortgage
answered to men he would never meet, in cities he would
never see. From the seat of a Nebraska wagon, the whole
machinery of the new economy felt as though it had been
engineered somewhere far away for the express purpose of
taking everything he grew and handing him the bill. He was
not imagining it. The arithmetic was real and it was merciless,
and into that arithmetic walked a young lawyer who could
climb onto a wagon bed and say out loud, in words that landed
like blows, that the farmer was being robbed and that the
robbery had names and addresses. That is what an orator is for,
on the occasions when the orator is honest. He says the true
thing the comfortable would rather leave unsaid, and he says it
to the faces of the people who most need to hear that someone
has finally seen them.

In 1890, three years after stepping off the train, he ran for
Congress. It was a long shot that bordered on reckless.
Nebraska was Republican ground, and a Democrat reaching
for a House seat there was reaching across a gap the state rarely
let anyone cross. But the ground was shifting under the

Republicans’ feet, and Bryan could feel it. The collapse in farm
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prices, the mortgages coming due on land that no longer paid,
the railroads setting freight rates that swallowed a farmer's
margin before his grain ever reached the market, all of it was
curdling into a revolt that cared little for the old party loyalties.
Bryan rode that revolt without quite joining it. He out-worked
his opponent and badly out-spoke him, he borrowed what he
needed from the rising Populist anger without surrendering
the Democratic label that gave him a national party to climb,
and he won the seat. At thirty years old he was going to
Washington from a state that was supposed to be shut against
him, and he had done it on the strength of the one asset no
opponent could match.

What carried him was the voice. By the time Nebraska sent
him east he had earned the nickname that would trail him the
rest of his life, the Boy Orator of the Platte, after the wide
shallow river that runs the breadth of the state, and the name
held two truths at once. He was young, startlingly young for
the things he was attempting, and he could speak as almost no
American of his century could speak. His gift was emotional
more than logical, though he could reason on his feet when he
had to: it was the power to make a roomful of strangers feel
that he had reached into their chests and named the thing they
had been unable to say for themselves. He spoke to the people
the new century was leaving behind, the small-town and rural
Americans who watched the world reorganize itself around
cities and corporations and machinery they did not own and
could not follow, and he gave their bewilderment a shape and

their grievance a name and a face. His voice carried without
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amplification across crowds of thousands, on the Chautauqua
circuit and the courthouse steps and the open summer
fairground, in an age when a great speech was a form of mass
entertainment and a great speaker was a species of celebrity. He
had the thing the broadcast studio later taught me to recognize
and to respect from a great distance below him, the ability to
hold an audience he could not entirely see, to read the
temperature of a crowd by feel and then raise it. The difference
between us was only one of scale and stakes. A Nebraska
teenager reaches a few counties on a clear night. Bryan, at full
power, reached a continent.

It is hard now, in a century of glowing screens, to feel how
much a single voice could matter then. There was no radio, no
film that talked, no way for a public man to reach a citizen
except through print or through the living air between his own
mouth and another person's ear. The spoken word was the
central instrument of political life, and a great orator stood
somewhere between a preacher and a rock star, pulling crowds
who would stand for three hours in a hot canvas tent to hear a
man they already agreed with say the things they believed,
better than they could say them. Bryan was built for that world
the way a thoroughbred is built for the track. He had a voice
that filled an open field without strain and carried clean to the
back of it, a memory that let him speak at length and in order
without a note in his hand, and a moral earnestness so plain
that even the men who despised his politics conceded he meant
every syllable. For all that the careful men found him short on

wit and shallow on substance, he carried the one thing their
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cleverness could never buy in front of a crowd, a conviction so
total that it became audible, and in an age that gathered by the
thousands to be moved, audible conviction was the rarest and
most valuable possession a public man could own.

There is one more thread in the Lincoln of it that the
careful reader will already have caught. The city Bryan moved
to was named for the president he idolized. He had grown up
in Illinois revering Abraham Lincoln, and what he revered was
a particular thing, a public man wholly dedicated to common
people and openly grounded in Christian morality, and Bryan
set out to be that kind of figure himself. So the young
Democrat carried his ambition to a Nebraska town that bore
Lincoln's name, to practice the common-man politics he had
learned from Lincoln’s example, in a state Lincoln's party
owned. The same name keeps surfacing in this book, the
president, the city, the borrowed model of how to be a voice
for the unheard, and I will say again what I said earlier, that I
make nothing mystical of it. I only keep finding that one name
standing at the doors.

Even the finest voice still has to win real elections, and
holding his seat proved harder than winning it the first time.
For the contest of 1892 the Republicans in the legislature
redrew his district to cut out the Democratic strongholds
around Omaha, and Bryan survived only by reaching openly
across the line for Populist votes, scraping back into office by a
margin of roughly a hundred and forty ballots. The near loss
taught him the central lesson of his political life, that a

Democrat in the West could not win alone, and that his future
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lay in fusion, in welding his party to the agrarian revolt rather
than standing against it. He acted on the lesson at once. In
1893 he threw his weight behind sending a Populist, William
V. Allen, to the United States Senate from Nebraska, helping a
rival third party take a seat his own party had no hope of
holding, because the cause had come to matter more to him
than the label on it. The instinct would define everything that
followed. In 1896 he would stand as the candidate of the
Democrats and the Populists and the silver men all at once, the
one figure three restless movements could bring themselves to
follow, and the convention that nominated him would be a
fusion of exactly the kind he had been practicing in Nebraska
for years. Behind the orator stood a coalition builder,
rehearsing in the obscurity of a single prairie state the alliance
he would one day try to ride all the way to the White House.
The voice got the attention. The arithmetic of fusion was how
he meant to turn attention into power.

A voice like Bryan's needs an issue, and in 1893 he found
the one that fit him as though it had been cut to his measure.
The country dropped into a brutal depression that year, the
Panic of 1893, with banks failing and factories shuttering and
farm prices falling through the floor, and the long American
argument over money came to a full boil. The question sounds
technical from this distance, and underneath the technical
surface it was a fight about who the economy was built to
serve. At issue was whether the dollar would rest on gold alone
or on gold and silver together. Tying the currency to gold kept

money scarce and dear, which suited the banks and the
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bondholders and the industrial East, the people who lent
money and wished to be repaid in dollars worth more than the
ones they had lent out. Coining silver freely, at the ratio of
sixteen ounces of silver to one of gold that became the
movement's rallying number, would push more money into
circulation, cheapen it, lift prices, and loosen the debts
strangling the farmers of the South and the West. One side was
creditor money. The other side was debtor money. Bryan
planted himself, with his whole body and his whole voice, on
the side of the debtors, and he never left it.

The grievance had a history, and the history had a date.
Back in 1873 Congress had passed a coinage act that struck the
silver dollar from the list of coins the mint would make, ending
the old right of a man holding silver to bring it in and have it
struck into money. Gold kept that right. Silver lost it. The
country backed onto a gold standard almost without noticing,
and later, when silver prices fell and money tightened and the
hard times came, the people who had been hurt looked back at
that obscure piece of legislation and gave it a name that told
you everything about how they felt: the Crime of '73. Many of
them believed the act had been slipped through quietly on
behalf of the creditor class while the public was looking
elsewhere, and whether or not that was fair, the belief
hardened into an article of faith across the silver West and the
indebted South. The cause was acquiring its own mythology,
its martyr's date and its villains, and before long it had its
scripture too. In 1894 a Colorado silver man named William

Hope Harvey published a slim pamphlet called Coin's
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Financial School, in which a boyish fictional financier named
Coin patiently took apart the gold men's arguments before a
classroom of skeptics, and it sold by the hundreds of
thousands and carried the silver gospel to people who would
never open an economics text. The movement had even
written its platform two years before that, and it had written it
in Bryan's own backyard. On the fourth of July, 1892, the new
People's Party gathered in Omaha and adopted a program
demanding the free and unlimited coinage of silver and gold at
the ratio of sixteen to one, the exact phrase that would soon
become a national battle cry. The fire Bryan would carry into
the Chicago convention was already lit when he reached for it.
It had been burning for twenty years, and some of the first
sparks had been struck in his own state, among his own
neighbors, in the city where the Populists wrote their demand
and the city where he had learned to speak.

In August of 1893 he gave the speech that announced him
to the nation. President Cleveland, a Democrat, was driving
his own party to repeal the Sherman Silver Purchase Act and
steer the country harder toward gold, and Bryan rose on the
floor of the House to fight his own president. He spoke for
more than two hours, and a South Carolina newspaper
covering the debate reported plainly that Bryan made the
speech of the day, held the earnest attention of the House
from beginning to end, and left the men who agreed with him
convinced that his argument could not be answered. He
framed the whole question in the moral and class terms that

would define the rest of his career, the producing masses set
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against the moneyed few, and then he lost. Cleveland got his
repeal. The Sherman Act died on the floor. And in losing the
bill, Bryan won the thing that mattered far more to his future
than any single vote, which was the recognition spreading
across the silver South and West that here, at last, was the voice
the movement had been waiting for. That same season he drew
national notice again by rising to defend a federal income tax,
one more position that set the comfortable against the
common. Issue by issue, defeat by defeat, he was assembling
the coalition that would carry him to Chicago. He was also
learning, without yet paying for it, the lesson that would
eventually undo him, that a man can lose every concrete fight
and still be carried higher by the loyalty of the people who love
him for losing it well.

His national renown bought him nothing at home. In
1894 he gave up his House seat to run for the United States
Senate, which in that era meant persuading the Nebraska
legislature rather than the voters, and the legislature had swung
back to the Republicans, who handed the seat to a railroad
attorney. The irony was total, and Bryan would not have
missed it. The man who had refused railroad money on
principle, who had built a law practice on declining the work
that paid, lost a Senate seat to a man the railroads could count
on. He was thirty-four and, by the ordinary arithmetic of
politics, finished, a two-term congressman with no office and a
failed statewide race behind him.

Bryan did what he had always done. He turned back to the
work and to the voice. He took the editor's chair at the Omaha
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World-Herald and spent the next two years pouring the silver
argument onto the page for a statewide readership, and he kept
moving, riding the silver circuit, gathering the network of allies
and admirers that any national run would require. The
depression dragged on and deepened. Cleveland grew more
hated inside his own party with every month, as the country
watched a Democratic president send troops against striking
workers and cling to the gold standard while the West went
hungry. The country in those years had the feel of a nation
coming apart at the economic seams. An army of the
unemployed, organized by an Ohio reformer named Jacob
Coxey, marched on Washington in 1894 to demand that the
government put idle men to work, and was met with arrests on
the Capitol lawn. Strikes turned into pitched battles. Banks
that had stood for generations closed their doors inside a week.
To millions of Americans it looked as though the men running
the country either could not see their suffering or did not care
to, and a Democratic president defending gold and breaking
strikes seemed to settle the question. Into that mood, a voice
promising that the system was rigged and could be unrigged
tell like rain on cracked ground. And the free silver cause, by
1895, had grown from a regional complaint into a movement
strong enough to wrest a national convention away from a
sitting president of its own party. The silver Democrats were
going to control the gathering in Chicago in the summer of
1896 before the doors even opened. All they lacked was a
candidate and a moment. Bryan, alone among them, had spent

seven years in Lincoln turning himself into the answer to both.
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I have been circling a confession, so let me put it down.
The trade Bryan and I learned in the same city pulled the two
of us in opposite directions, and I have never been sure the
direction I chose was the braver one. He took the voice toward
people. I took it toward paper.

The boy in the studio in Lincoln wanted what every
performer wants, which is the live reaction, the room turning
toward him, the proof arriving in real time that he is being
received and not merely tolerated. Bryan wanted that to the
end of his days, and he organized an entire life around getting
it, the crowds and the whistle-stops and the fairgrounds
packed with people who had ridden in from three counties to
be moved. He was, in the most literal sense, dependent on the
live audience, and the dependence served him and then it
ruined him, which is the argument the rest of this book is built
to make. A man who needs the roar of a crowd will keep saying
the thing that produces the roar, long after the world has
turned and the roar no longer means that he is right. The
applause becomes the compass, and a compass that points at
applause does not point at the truth except by accident.

I went the other way, and I have spent a long time trying to
be honest with myself about why. Somewhere between the
Lincoln studio and the life I built in the East, I stopped
trusting the live reaction and started trusting the page. The
page does not roar. On the page there is no audience leaning in,
no warmth coming back to you across the lights, no instant
confirmation that you have landed the line. There is only the

writer and the sentence and the long cold question of whether
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the sentence is true, and the answer does not come back for
months, if it comes back at all. I came to believe that the live
reaction is the enemy of accuracy, because the things that make
a crowd cheer and the things that happen to be true overlap
only sometimes, and a person trained to chase the cheer will
drift, by degrees too small to feel, away from what is true and
toward what is loved. Choosing the page was choosing the
colder master, and I chose it on purpose.

I am not certain I was right, and Bryan is the reason for my
doubt. His gift for the live audience let him carry into the
public square truths that the careful men of the page never
managed to move at all, the injustice of a money system rigged
for creditors, the case for taxing income, the right of an
ordinary person to a hearing in a country that had stopped
listening. The page is safer and the page is more honest and the
page also, often enough, changes nothing, because the people
who most need to hear an argument are not sitting quietly
reading careful sentences. Bryan reached the people. I reach
the readers. There have always been far more of the former
than the latter, and he knew it in his bones, and it is the source
of both what was great in him and what was tragic. The man
could move a nation. He could not, in the end, govern his own
gift.

So when I watch the young man he was, sleeping on the
office cot and rationing his dinners and teaching his voice to
fill a room, I am watching a version of my own beginning that
took the opposite path at the fork and walked on toward a

glory and a ruin I will never know at that altitude. We started
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in the same town, at the same trade, reaching for the same
thing, the attention of people we could not see. One of us
spent his life chasing the roar of the crowd. The other taught
himself to distrust it. On the nights I reread my own pages and
hear nothing come back, no applause and no argument, only
the silence the page always gives, I still do not know which of
us chose better.

The believer is made. By the summer of 1896 every piece
was in place. Salem and his father had handed him the
certainty, the unbreakable conviction that he stood on the side
of God and the right. Mary had handed him the edited mind,
the one corrective intelligence that could sharpen the certainty
into something a nation might follow. And Lincoln had
handed him the voice and the issue, the instrument and the
cause, the trained power to move a crowd and the silver
question that was built for moving them. He was thirty-six
years old, and he had been assembled, by blood and marriage
and place, into the most dangerous and most magnificent
thing American democracy produces, a man of total
conviction with the gift to make millions share it. Everything
that would raise him up and everything that would bring him
down was already loaded into him, and he was about to walk
into a hall in Chicago and pull the trigger.

I think about the city that made him and the city that made
me, and the hundred years that lay between two boys learning
to use their voices under the same wide sky. He stayed and
became a continent's voice. I left and became a writer in a

room. He found the single issue that fit his gift like a key in a
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lock, and rode it to the edge of the presidency and then over
the edge into defeat. I never found the one issue; I found a
thousand smaller ones and a quieter trade. What I keep, from
the years on the Lincoln air and from the long study of the
man who walked those same streets before me, is a single hard
piece of knowledge that the rest of this book will test against
his life: the gift that makes a voice impossible to ignore is the
same gift that makes it impossible to stop, and the magnificent
are made magnificent and then destroyed by the same thing.
Now the man is made. What follows is the long account of
what the made man did with himself, beginning on a July
afternoon in a Chicago hall, on the day he became, inside the
span of a single speech, the most thrilling and the most

doomed figure in American public life.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Cross of Gold

THE PAGES SURVIVED because I could not throw them

away, and I could not throw them away because of two words
a stranger had written across them in red, again and again, the
length of the script. Those words were BAD DRAMA, in
capital letters, and the historian who wrote them had put them
everywhere, in the margins and through the dialogue and
beside the stage directions, tens of times across the body of the
teleplay, the same two red words recurring like a verdict that
did not know how to explain itself. The worst of them, the one
I still see when I close my eyes, is on page three. There he wrote
BAD DRAMA in capitals, underlined the words three times,
and drove three exclamation points in after them, and he had
pressed so hard that the red shows through to the back of the
sheet. I was a young man, but I was not a novice. I had written
ten scripts by then, and four of my dramatic pieces had been
staged by the university itself, and I had some reason to believe
I knew what I was doing. None of that survived contact with

page three. I read those words for the first time in a conference
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room at a Nebraska television station, and the room went away
from me. A silence came down, and I felt my whole writing life
snuffed out in front of my eyes, everything I had made and
everything I had meant to make canceled in a single red stroke
by a man who had decided, somewhere around his third page,
that I could not do the one thing I had ever wanted to do. I did
not make it past page three that day. I sat there unable to speak
while the meeting went on around me, staring at three red
underlines and three red exclamation points, and I have carried

that\%age for forty years.

hen my serisés came back and I could form words again,
I asked Marshall the only question I had, which was what the
man could possibly have meant. Marshall did not know. He
had given his life to the theater and had read more scripts than
I will ever write, and he told me he had never in that life seen a
note like this one, that it made no sense where it sat on the
page, and he brushed it aside with a sentence I have never lost:
that is how a historian critiques a script when he cannot read a
script, he uses emotion as the criticism. A week or so later,
when the worst of the shock had drained off, the two of us sat
down and went through the whole script page by page,
hunting in the red for anything we could actually repair. That
was when we learned how many times the same two words
appeared, and when BAD DRAMA stopped being the
sentence of death and started, between us, to curdle into a
grim joke, the punchline one of us would mutter every time a
third or a sixth or a tenth of them surfaced in a margin. We

worked out what it was, in the end. Cherny was a historian and
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not a man of the theater, and he had no craftsman's words for
what unsettled him, no vocabulary for pace or stakes or stage
picture, so when a scene troubled him he reached for the only
two words he owned and set them down one more time, BAD
DRAMA, a flag that meant nothing more than something is
wrong here that I cannot name. There was an honesty in the
helplessness, seen from the distance of forty years. None of
that distance was available in the room. In the room it was a
red chokehold on the whole enterprise, and the first hand had
closed on page three.

Of all the places he wrote it, the one this chapter turns on is
the one on page ten, because that is where the two red words
came to rest beside the scene that gives this book its hinge, and
because that scene is the one where I can prove, with the
historical record open on the desk beside me, the thing his red
pen could not see.

I have it in front of me. The scene is the Democratic
convention of 1896, and we bring our older Bryan to the
podium out of a slow dissolve, so the man the country will
remember as the broken witness at the Scopes trial steps
backward thirty years into the body of the Boy Orator of the
Platte. He delivers the close of the speech. Then comes the
direction we wrote, the one I would stage again tomorrow and
the one that helped end us. He lifts his hands to the sides of his
head. As he speaks, he rakes his fingernails slowly across his
forehead and down to his temples, so the audience can almost
see the thorns going in. His hands leave his head and his arms

reach straight out from his body, at right angles, in the shape of
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a cross. He holds it. He is the crucified man. Nothing comes
back from the twenty thousand in the hall. He holds the pose
five seconds. Still nothing. He lowers his arms and takes a step
back toward his chair, and the delegates sit silent and
mesmerized, and he is nearly to his seat before the hall breaks,
and the frustration of years of suffering in silence is released
and multiplied by the screaming of twenty thousand voices.

In the margin beside it, in the same red that had marked all
the rest, the two words one more time. BAD DRAMA.

I should put everyone in the room, because the room is
where the wound was made. We were at the Nebraska ETV
Network. Marshall Jamison was my partner on the script and
the director besides, a man who had worked in live television
when the medium was young enough to be dangerous, tough
when he needed to be and kind when he wanted to be. The
title was his gift, not mine. The Magnificent Loser. He loved
the two words leaning against each other in the dark, the
splendor and the failure throwing light on each other across
the gap, and I loved it the day he said it and I love it still. Gene
Bunge was producing, and Gene and Marshall ran side by side
without being close, the way a producer and a director often
do. Money at the station moved through its executive
directors, each of them holding a budget he could spend on
the projects he believed in, and Marshall and Gene were each
one of them. Marshall had run his own budget dry, so he went
to Gene, and a director who goes to a producer for money has
handed over something he does not get back, because the man

who holds the purse holds the project, whatever the credits say.

66



The Magnificent Loser

Gene approved $2,500 for the script. Marshall and I split it,
and not one dollar more ever came, and the closed purse was
the first clear sign of the end, though I was too young and too
certain to read it.

There were two consultants besides, brought in to keep the
dramatists honest about the documented man, and the two of
them turned out to be the whole argument of this book sitting
on opposite sides of one table. The first was Robert Knoll, and
he was mine, the way a teacher is yours when his department is
the one that made you. Bob Knoll taught English at the
University of Nebraska for forty years, a Renaissance scholar
who loved the Lost Generation and the writers of his own
Great Plains, and he acted in his own classrooms to keep the
texts from going cold, telling his daughter near the end that he
had been a fair Polonius and a fine Prince Hal and was best of
all as Rosalind. A colleague said his gift was taking what in
other hands would have died on the page and making it
breathe. That is the dramatist's whole creed, and when Knoll
read our crucifixion he understood on contact what we were
reaching for.

The second was Robert Cherny, and he was not a fool, and
I want that established before I quarrel with him, because the
quarrel matters only if the man was good. He was good. His
book is lean and fair and it gets the documented Bryan right,
and the network had hired the one thing a dramatist most
needs and least wants, a reader who will not be moved. We
took him, all of us, for the outsider, the historian from San

Francisco who had come east to sit over a story that was not
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his, and I will return to how wrong we were. When he came
into the meeting room he set a chill on us before he spoke, and
then he paged through our script, and every page he turned
was bleeding. Red in the margins, red through the dialogue,
red raked across the stage directions, and the redder it got the
quieter the room went, and Bob Knoll praised us into that
silence, and his praise could not compete with the color. Gene
watched the pages turn and did the arithmetic a producer is
paid to do, the cold practical sum of whether a project
bleeding that much red was worth another dollar, and that
arithmetic has no line in it for how good a young writer might
someday be.

I understood, sitting in that room, that I was about to
become the Goat, which in a theater names the one who takes
the blame, the lowliest member of the company, onto whom
every trouble in the show, and every trouble in the world if it
comes to that, can be loaded and led away. I was the youngest
person at that table by a wide margin, the writer, the local boy,
the one with the least power and the most to lose, and a
red-soaked script needs a Goat the way a sinking show needs
one, and the arithmetic of the room had already chosen me.
Years later, at Columbia, my teacher Howard Stein opened his
playwriting seminar by handing a roomful of first-year writers
the same hard truth in his own words. Never be the Goat, he
said. Every show has a Goat, and it cannot be you. And then,
because Stein was a man of the theater and knew that a truth
lands hardest as a punchline, he gave us the rest with the

timing of a comedian: you cannot be the Goat, because the
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Goat always gets slaughtered. I did not need the lesson
explained. I had been slaughtered already, years before, in a
conference room in Lincoln. Marshall, to his everlasting credit,
tried to take the knife for me that afternoon. He stood up in
front of the station people and laid the failure on himself, said
he should have protected me more and guided me better, tried
to make himself the Goat so the youngest man at the table
would not have to be. I loved him for it. I do not think it
changed a thing. The show was already dead, and the blame,
whatever Marshall told the room, had already found the
writer, the way the blame always finds the writer.

The meeting did not end well, and nothing after it did. I
left for New York not long after, for the writing program at
Columbia, and the distance finished what the red had started,
because a project held together by the heat of one room cannot
survive the room going cold and the writer going east. Knoll is
gone now, dead in Lincoln in 2009, and Marshall had gone
before him, and the warm half of that table is in the ground.
The pages stayed, and the red stayed brightest of all.

To know whether the red was deserved, you have to leave
that room and go to Chicago.

Go there in the second week of July 1896, into a building
called the Coliseum, into heat that the men who survived it
would describe for the rest of their lives. There were no
microphones. A speaker stood on a platform in front of what
one witness measured as four and a half acres of human beings,
and if those acres were not silent, the speaker could not be

heard at all. Sound was a physical achievement in that room. A
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man carried his voice to the back wall the way a laborer carries
a beam, with his whole body, or he did not carry it. Hold that
fact, because everything I am about to defend depends on it.
The Cross of Gold was an act of physical labor performed on
the edge of failure by a man who knew that the slightest
slackening of attention in those acres would drop his words to
the floor before they traveled twenty feet.

For three years the country had been bleeding, and its
blood was redder and more consequential than anything on
my page. The Panic of 1893 had closed banks and railroads
and thrown men off the land in numbers the republic had not
seen, and the farmers of the West and the South, mortgaged to
the eastern banks, watched the price of their wheat and their
cotton fall while the debts they owed held their full weight.
They wanted more money in circulation, the cheap and
plentiful money that silver would make, coined freely against
gold at sixteen to one, so a dollar borrowed in a hard year
might be paid back in a softer one. Against them stood the
gold standard and the eastern creditors and, to the lasting fury
of his own party, the Democratic president. Grover Cleveland
had forced the repeal of the Sherman Silver Purchase Act in
1893, had defended gold against the wishes of most of the men
who had elected him, and in 1894 had sent federal troops into
Illinois to break the Pullman strike. The party arriving in
Chicago was a party at war with the man who led it, and the
war was over whether the Democrats would belong to the

bankers or to the debtors, to the cities or to the fields.
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The quarrel needs stating plainly, because the language of
1896 has gone strange to us. A farmer who borrowed a
thousand dollars in a year of decent prices had to repay that
thousand in a year when the price of his crop had collapsed,
which meant repaying it in far more wheat or cotton than he
had borrowed against, because the dollar itself had grown
dearer as money stayed scarce. Gold kept money scarce. Silver,
coined freely, would make money plentiful and the dollar
cheaper and the debt lighter, and to the mortgaged men of the
West and South the difference between scarce money and
plentiful money was the difference between keeping the farm
and losing it. The bankers of the East, who were owed the
dollars, wanted them to stay dear. The men who owed the
dollars wanted them to soften. That was the whole war, and
Bryan had chosen his side of it long before he reached Chicago.

The fight had a committee and a plank and a sweltering
afternoon of speeches before it had a hero. The resolutions
committee had written free silver into the platform at sixteen
to one, and the floor had to ratify the choice in open debate,
and the debate is where the silver cause nearly drowned for
want of a voice. Senator Benjamin Tillman of South Carolina
rose first for the silver majority and ruined his own moment in
front of everyone. Pitchfork Ben Tillman, who had earned the
nickname promising to jab the president with a fork, framed
the whole question as a war of section against section, South
against North, and then denied he was doing any such thing
even as the hall rose against him in a storm. He attacked

Cleveland as a man who would make the party write itself
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down as asses and liars. He was hissed. By the time he sat, the
candidacy he had carried into the room was dead, killed by his
own hand, and silver still had no one to give it dignity. Senator
David Bennett Hill of New York answered for gold and for
Cleveland and for the eastern men who believed, with reason,
that cheap money was a swindle dressed as mercy, and Hill was
able and cold and he held his ground, and the room stayed
divided and miserable in the heat. Others followed. The
afternoon wore on, and the cause that owned the convention's
heart had not yet found a mouth.

Into that hall, and onto few of the lists the newspapers
were keeping, came a candidate almost nobody outside
Nebraska took seriously. William Jennings Bryan was thirty-six
years old. He had served two terms in the House and then lost
a bid for the Senate, and on the morning the convention
opened he held no office and commanded no faction and
arrived, the press agreed, with only a small chance of the prize.
What he had was a voice, deep and musical and built for
distance, and a body that radiated youth and strength in a
party of tired old men, and three years of work that the gold
men, watching the senators, had not bothered to notice. From
1894 to 1896 he had crossed the country speaking for silver
before any club that would have him, town after town, crowd
after crowd, building from the ground a reputation the eastern
papers could not see because they were not looking at the
ground. They had a name for him on the prairie. The Boy
Orator of the Platte. It was meant half as flattery and half as

dismissal, the way we name a thing we are not ready to fear.
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When Marshall and I built the convention, we had to
decide whose eyes the audience would watch it through, and
we reached, both of us, for Mary. Mary Baird Bryan had read
law herself and edited his words and corrected his arguments,
and in the years he sat in the House she had taken a seat in the
gallery within sight of the floor and read the room for him
while he spoke, her nods and her small signals a compass he
could check without breaking stride. She is the second figure
this book leans on, the reader behind the orator, and the
teleplay made her our narrator because the truest witness to a
performance is the person who has watched the performer
build it in private. I cannot put her in the Coliseum gallery on
the day of the Cross of Gold, because the record does not put
her there and I will not seat her in a chair I cannot prove. What
I can say is that the habit of being read by her was already in his
body, that he had learned to speak to a hall while a trusted eye
in the gallery measured the hall for him, and that the man who
walked to the podium in Chicago had spent six years learning
to perform and be read at the same time.

He was to close the debate. He had asked for the position
and arranged to have it, which is the first thing the legend
forgets. As he waited his turn a newspaperman beside the
platform scribbled a line on an envelope and passed it over.
This is a great opportunity. Bryan wrote back four words and
handed the envelope to history. You will not be disappointed.
He had measured the crowd and the lines and himself, and he
knew exactly what was coming. That is the second thing the

legend forgets and the one this chapter is built to remember,
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because the speech the country has agreed to call a thunderbolt
of spontaneous genius was nothing of the kind. The phrases
the hall would take for lightning had been worked and
reworked on a hundred lesser platforms across those three
years, carried from town to town and sharpened against a
hundred lesser crowds, and the crown of thorns and the cross
of gold had been carried into that hall fully formed, retrieved
on cue by a craftsman who had tested them until he knew
precisely what they would do.

Then he spoke, and the labor began.

He opened by refusing the trap Tillman had walked into.
He would not make it a war of region against region; he told
them the humblest citizen in the land, clad in the armor of a
righteous cause, was stronger than all the hosts of error, and
that the cause he had come to defend was as holy as the cause
of liberty, the cause of humanity itself. With three sentences he
lifted the fight off the sectional ground where Tillman had
dropped it and set it on the high ground of principle, and the
acres of people, who had been waiting all afternoon for
someone to make them feel the size of what they were doing,
began to lean in.

He gave them the doctrine plainly, in the part of the speech
that almost no one quotes because it does not bleed. There
were two ideas of government, he said. There were those who
believed that if you made the well-to-do prosperous, their
prosperity would leak down through to the people below. And
there was the Democratic idea, that if you made the masses

prosperous, their prosperity would find its way up through
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every class that rested upon them. This had never been the
Democratic idea, whatever Bryan said from the platform;
Cleveland in the White House was living proof of the
opposite, and the party's recent history ran the other way
entire. Bryan announced the idea as his party’s own and dared
the party to climb up and meet it. He was rebuilding the
Democrats out loud, in front of themselves, telling them who
they had always been until they believed it, and the rebuilding
held, because a minority man on a resolutions committee that
summer turned a party of small government and laissez faire
toward the interventionist creature it would be for the next
half century, and he did it with a voice and a plank and an
afternoon.

Bryan told the gold men they had their definitions
backward. They called the man on the trading floor a
businessman and overlooked the farmer entirely, and Bryan
gave the farmer back his dignity in a sentence any laborer in the
hall could carry home, insisting that the man who went out in
the spring and worked the soil all summer was as much a
businessman as the man who went to the board of trade and
bet on the price of grain. Then he reached for the line that
would outlive him. The great cities rested on the broad and
fertile prairies, he said, and the prairies did not rest on the
cities. Burn down your cities and leave the farms, and the cities
would spring up again as if by magic. Destroy the farms, and
the grass would grow in the streets of every city in the country.
It is a threat and a hymn at once, and four and a half acres of

mortgaged men heard themselves declared the foundation of
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the republic instead of its afterthought, and the room was his
now, all of it, every acre.

He had perhaps a minute left, and he had saved the labor's
hardest stroke for the end.

Having behind them the producing masses of the nation
and the world, he said, having behind them the commercial
interests and the laboring interests and the toilers everywhere,
they would answer the demand for a gold standard. Here his
hands came up to the sides of his head. He pressed his fingers
to his temples and drew them out along his forehead, and on
that gesture he gave them the crown. You shall not press down
upon the brow of labor this crown of thorns. Then he stepped
back from the podium and pulled his hands away from his
head and extended his arms straight out from his body, full
length, and held them there, and on that image he gave them
the cross. You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold.

And he held it. Michael Kazin, the historian who would
rescue Bryan's reputation a full century later, calls the moment
an inspired gesture of melodrama, and the word is exact and I
will come back to it. Bryan stood with his arms stretched out
in the shape of the crucifixion and held the pose for something
close to five seconds, which is a long time to stand silent before
twenty thousand people, and then he lowered his arms and
turned and started for his seat. And nothing happened. The
hall did not roar. The acres sat stunned and mute, and Bryan
walked back through a silence he later remembered as painful,
sure in those seconds, he admitted afterward, that he had

failed. He was nearly to his chair when a single voice
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somewhere near him broke, and then the building came apart.
Men who had sat in judgment a moment before tore off their
coats and flung them in the air like things gone out of their
minds. Delegates poured into the aisles. They lifted Bryan
onto their shoulders and carried him through the hall, and the
noise went on, by the accounts, for the better part of an hour,
and gold men who had come to stop him stood in the
wreckage of their afternoon and shouted with the rest.

The next day, on the fifth ballot, the convention chose him
over Richard Bland, the silver veteran the smart money had
favored going in, and made the thirty-six-year-old former
congressman from Nebraska its nominee for President of the
United States, the youngest man a major American party had
ever chosen. He declined to name a running mate and left the
choice to the floor, which paired him, with some irony, with a
wealthy Maine banker. Within weeks the Populists, who had
no one of their own to match him, nominated him too, so the
scattered armies of silver and protest and agrarian fury were
fused at last behind a single body and a single voice. The
triumph carried its own undoing inside it, as his triumphs
always would. The gold Democrats, refusing to follow the
party off the cliff, walked out and ran a ticket of their own,
and Mark Hanna, McKinley's money man, quietly financed
the bolters to bleed votes away from Bryan in November. Even
as it cheered, the hall that made him was already splitting, and
the man being carried on its shoulders had, in the same
motion, become the nominee of half a party and the enemy of

the other half. He had walked into Chicago a name nobody
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could place. He walked out the leader of an army at war with
itself.

The morning after, the country woke to a man it could not
have named the morning before. The speech went out over the
wires and into the papers and onto broadsides and campaign
ribbons, printed and reprinted until the crown of thorns and
the cross of gold were common property from Maine to
Oregon, and a former two-term congressman whom the
eastern press had given no chance became, in the space of a
single afternoon and the news cycle that chased it, the most
talked-about man in the United States. Fame on that scale had
never been built that fast by a speech, and it would shadow
him for the rest of his life, because a man who arrives by
lightning is forever expected to throw it again, and lightning
does not come on schedule.

I have come to think it was the most expensive thing he
ever did. The measuring would be merciless, because a country
that lifts a man onto its shoulders for one afternoon will spend
the next thirty years waiting for the afternoon to come again,
and growing colder each time it does not. Bryan would stand
on ten thousand platforms over those decades and none of
them would ever be the Coliseum, and the same gift that made
him a hero at thirty-six would make him a relic at sixty-five.
The crown of thorns was a real crown. He put it on himself in
that hall, and he never managed to take it off.

There is a cruelty folded into all of this that I have to set
down before I go back to the page. We cannot hear it. The
performance that did this, the voice that filled four and a half
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acres without a wire to help it, is gone past recovery, and the
recording the world keeps, the one Marshall and I used in the
teleplay, is a reenactment Bryan made into a horn a quarter of
a century later, an aging man in a studio re-performing the
triumph of his youth for a machine, the body that had done
the labor already thickened and slowed, the hall and the heat
and the four and a half acres all replaced by a microphone he
did not need and a silence that meant nothing. We have the
ghost of the voice and never the voice itself. The greatest
physical performance in the history of American politics
survives for us only as an old man's careful imitation of his
younger self, which is its own kind of crucifixion, and which is
the truest thing I know about how this country keeps its losers.

So. BAD DRAMA. In bright red, on page ten, in the hand
of a man who knew the documented Bryan better than I ever
will.

The collision the whole book has been walking toward
arrives here, and I have stood on both sides of it. Marshall and I
staged the held cross and the five seconds and the painful
silence and the delayed eruption, and a serious historian wrote
BAD DRAMA in red in the margin, and the joke, the long
unfunny joke I needed forty years to understand, is that we did
not invent any of it. The five seconds are in the record. Bryan's
own memory of the day supplies the painful silence. The
eruption that came late, only as he reached his seat, is in every
account there is. We had gone to the sources and
reconstructed what occurred, gesture by gesture, and the man

hired to keep us faithful to the history took his red pen to the
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most faithful thing in the script.

I can be fair to him, and being fair to him is the only honest
way to win the argument, so I will split the verdict the way the
work deserves. The nail raking was not effective, and Cherny
was right about it, because it makes literal and bloody a thing
that Bryan kept as suggestion; the real man touched his
temples and drew his fingers along his brow and let the crowd
supply the thorns, and a man clawing furrows in his own
forehead on a 1980s soundstage turns a gesture into a wound
and asks the audience to watch a self-mutilation in place of
receiving an image. That was our heaviness, and the red pen
caught it. The held cross and the five seconds and the painful
silence were effective, and here Cherny was wrong, because
that structure belonged to the man himself. He built it and
timed it and risked it, and it worked in 1896 for the same
reason it works on a stage now, because a body held in the
shape of sacrifice before a silent crowd is the oldest theater
there is, and Bryan knew it, and he was willing to gamble five
full seconds of silence on the certainty that the image would
land. Bob Knoll, who had played Rosalind to keep a text alive,
saw on contact that the scene was Bryan's and not ours. The
historian could not, because to the discipline of cold fact a
performance is the thing that stands between the audience and
the truth, and what the discipline has trouble seeing is that
with this man the performance was the truth, the only form in
which his truth ever traveled.

What I learned about Cherny this week, forty years too
late, changes the shape of the wound. We took him for the
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outsider, the man from San Francisco who had flown in to sit
over a Nebraska story he could not feel. We were wrong in the
way that matters most. I looked up his record and found that
he had taken his bachelor's degree at the University of
Nebraska and his doctorate at Columbia. That is my road, the
exact one, the prairie school and then the city on the Hudson,
the same two stations in the same order. He was a boy from
Beatrice before he was a professor from anywhere, one of us at
that table, and he came back into the room as the most
intimate kind of judge, no stranger at all, the kind who knows
the ground you stand on because he stood on it first. There is
an old and cruel shape to that, the native son who goes east and
returns to sit in judgment on the place that made him, and
Bryan met it in its harshest form in Mencken, who spent his
wit flaying the prairie believers he had come up among. I will
not put Cherny in Mencken's company when it comes to
motive, because I have no grounds to do it, and the open
contempt that Mencken carried I never saw in the man at all.
The resemblance is only in the geometry, the insider who
comes back as the judge, and I offer it as a resemblance and
nothing heavier.

There is a detail Marshall gave me quietly, after he had
promised we would go on with Cherny or without him. He
had paid the man'’s airfare from San Francisco. He had covered
a per diem and put him up in a hotel in Lincoln for the better
part of a week. Marshall did not say the rest, because he did not
have to. We had brought this man across the country and fed
him and housed him on a budget that ran to $2,500 for the
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whole script, and the understanding behind the invitation, the
one any working artist would have assumed, was plain: make it
better, make us better, help us tell the story. What we got
instead was a hard reading and no hand extended, a verdict
with no offer of repair behind it, and that is the
disappointment I carried out of the room, set apart from any
question of why. I never learned what was in his mind,
whether the script simply struck him as past saving, or whether
a historian brought in to check the facts did not count it his
place to play dramaturg. Neither Marshall nor I ever worked it
out, and at this distance I have stopped trying to, because the
answer was never ours to have.

A single encouraging sentence might have saved the show.
If Robert Cherny had looked up from those bleeding pages
and said, this is a good idea and I have some notes that could
get you there, it might have lived. Gene would have heard that
his seed money had bought something worth finishing, his
arithmetic might have come out the other way, and the
machine might have kept turning. That sentence never came.
Whether Cherny understood that his silence on that point
would be fatal to the project, or never gave the producer’s
arithmetic a thought, I do not know, and it is one more thing I
have had to leave unanswered. What I do know is that the
encouragement did not come, the project lost the little air it
had, and the loss was plain to everyone before we left the
room. Knoll saw it and I saw it and Marshall saw it, and Gene,
I am fairly sure, had already set it aside in his mind before the

pen was back in his pocket.
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Two questions sit on top of all this, and both of them
belong at the end of the book, where I mean to weigh the man
whole. The first is what it means that the historian who wrote
BAD DRAMA on my Cross of Gold went on to become its
keeper, the author of the Library of Congress essay on the
recording we used. The second is the one I cannot answer
from the page, whether his refusal makes him purer or hides
something colder, a question a slash of red ink will never settle,
because the mark keeps the verdict and buries the hand. I will
come back for both.

The red he left on my pages has a cousin I did not
recognize for years. It lives on the photograph this book opens
with, where a newspaper editor took a black pen to a dying
Bryan and scored his face for the press. Two men with two
pens, marking up a thing they meant to send out into the
world, deciding by hand what the public would be allowed to
see. I bought that photograph long after the meeting, and only
lately have I understood that I was buying my own wound,
framed and under glass.

That is why this is the hinge of the book. The thing that
makes Bryan impossible to hold in one hand is that you cannot
get a blade between his sincerity and his stagecraft. He meant
the crown of thorns and he had rehearsed the crown of thorns,
and both are true at the same instant, and any account that
keeps one and drops the other is a lie of convenience. Strip out
the theater to make him respectable and you lose the man who
actually stood in that hall. Strip out the conviction to make

him a charlatan, the way Mencken would, and you lose him
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just as completely. He was a believer who staged his belief, and
the cruciform pose held five seconds in a silent room is the
purest distillation of him there is, the calculation and the
sincerity fused so tightly that prying them apart destroys the
specimen. I needed all of it to understand what the same man
would do twenty-eight years later in Madison Square Garden,
when he used that trained voice and that gift for the sacred
image to keep his party from naming the Ku Klux Klan, and
held a different silence, and let a different crowd supply a
different meaning. The crown of thorns was the rehearsal.
After the meeting Marshall took me aside, and he knew
that I knew, because he had taught me to read a room and I
had just read this one. He wanted to be kind that afternoon, so
he was. Everything will be fine, he said. This is the business.
You move forward from the flake and try again. We'll keep
going. Stiers being interested is everything now. I did not
believe a word of it. Stiers never played the part, and the show
never came back, and Marshall is more than twenty years in the
ground, and the flake we were supposed to move past turned
out to be the end of the road we were on. And yet I have kept
the faith, which is the only thing he asked of me, the line that
would have closed our teleplay if we had ever finished it, the
words from Second Timothy that a man soaked in scripture
like Bryan kept always within reach. I have fought a good fight,
I have finished my course, I have kept the faith. I learned that
creed from a dying man's recording and from a living man’s
hand on my shoulder in a cold room at a Nebraska television

station, and I have held it dear in every defeat since, which is
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the whole reason there is a book at all.
The page is still on my desk. The red has not faded. I am

not going to throw it away.
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The Magnificent
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CHAPTER FIVE

The First Battle

THERE IS A shelf in my workspace that holds my own

books, and I do not look at it as often as you might think.

It is a long shelf, and it has been getting longer for three
decades. There are novels on it and books on the theater and
books on the structure of a language most hearing people have
never troubled themselves to learn, and behind the shelf, on
the screen, there is a constellation of websites I have built and
rebuilt and fed nearly every day for longer than some of my
readers have been alive. By any measure of sheer output I have
not been idle. I have made a great deal, made it with care, and
made it without stopping. And I am not famous, the work has
not made me rich, and most of what sits on that shelf has been
read by a number of people who would fit without crowding
into a midsize room. That is the plain arithmetic of my
working life, and I have made a kind of peace with it, the way a
farmer makes peace with weather.

I set this down here, at the head of the chapter where

William Jennings Bryan loses for the first time, because I
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cannot write honestly about his defeat without admitting that
I know its shape from the inside. I am no Bryan. He moved
millions and I move a roomful, and the distance between those
two facts is the distance between a man history keeps and a
man it lets go. The pattern underneath, though, is one pattern,
and I have lived inside it long enough to know it when I find it
in him. The pattern runs like this. You can give a thing the
whole of your intelligence and the whole of your effort and the
whole of your working life, you can do the work better than
many of the people who succeed at it, and you can still lose,
because merit and effort are not the currency the machine pays
out. What the machine rewards is the machine. Money finds
money. Attention breeds attention. The person standing
outside the apparatus, holding nothing but the quality of the
work and the force of his belief in it, loses to the person
standing inside it more reliably than the success stories will
ever tell you.

I spent years deciding whether that is a tragedy or only a
fact, and I came down on fact, because a tragedy asks for tears
and a fact asks only to be understood. What interests me is the
part that comes after the losing, the reason a man who has been
beaten by the machine rises the next morning and makes the
next thing anyway. Bryan rose. After 1896 he ran again, and
after that he ran a third time, and he lost all three, and he never
once stopped believing the work was worth the doing. I rise
too. The book that nobody bought is followed by the next
book and the one after that, because making the work is the

only thing that holds off the single defeat I actually fear, which
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is the silence of not making it at all. Fame was never the prize
and its absence was never the wound. The wound would be
the empty shelf, the years with nothing added to them, and
that is the one defeat I have refused to choose. So I keep a long
shelf and I keep lengthening it, and I understand Bryan's first
loss better than I understand most of my own small victories,
because I have studied the losing from the inside for most of
my life.

His losing began, as these things do, in a moment that
looked like winning.

He left the Chicago Coliseum in July of 1896 as the
nominee of the Democratic Party, carried to it on the fifth
ballot by the speech I described in the last chapter, the
youngest man either major party had ever named for the
presidency, thirty-six years old and a single year past the age the
Constitution sets as the floor. It should have been the cleanest
triumph in American politics, a young orator vaulting from
two terms in the House to the head of a national ticket on the
strength of a single twenty-minute speech.

The speed of it should be set down, because it is the kind of
thing that does not happen in American politics. Bryan had
come to Chicago as an afterthought, a former two-term
congressman the newspapers gave almost no chance, one of a
crowd of silver men with better claims to the prize. The
front-runner was Richard Bland of Missouri, a silver veteran
they called Silver Dick, a man who had carried the cause for
years and earned the nomination by every ordinary measure.

Then Bryan spoke for some twenty minutes at the close of the
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platform debate, and the room came apart, and over the next
day the delegates abandoned Bland and climbed onto the
young man from Nebraska ballot by ballot until, on the fifth,
they made him their nominee. A speech had done it. Twenty
minutes of a human voice in a hot hall had outrun the careers
and the machines and the patient accumulation of favors that
usually decide such things. It was the purest demonstration
imaginable of the gift I have been describing across these
chapters, the gift that could lift a man from nowhere to the top
of a national ticket in the space of an afternoon. And it should
have warned him, though of course it did not, that a thing won
by a voice alone can be lost to everything a voice cannot buy.

It was instead the start of a fracture that no amount of
energy could close, and the fracture was built into the coalition
that had lifted him.

Look first at the men who were supposed to stand beside
him. Bryan, in a gesture of either humility or fatigue, declined
to name his own running mate and left the choice to the
convention, which reached past the silver men and handed the
second spot to Arthur Sewall, a wealthy banker and
shipbuilder from Maine who had spent years as president of
the Maine Central Railroad. Sit with that. The man who had
built a law practice on refusing railroad money, who would
spend a campaign denouncing the moneyed East, now had a
railroad president on his ticket, chosen precisely to soothe the
conservative Eastern Democrats who found Bryan alarming.
Sewall favored high tariffs and a near-imperial foreign policy,

and he agreed with the top of his own ticket on almost nothing
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except the single question of silver. The pairing was meant to
reassure. What it actually announced was that the Democratic
Party did not trust its own nominee, and had bolted a
counterweight to him on the first day.

The fracture ran deeper than an awkward running mate.
The Populists, the farmers’ party whose anger Bryan had been
riding and channeling for six years, met and nominated him
too, which should have been a gift. They could not stomach
Sewall the railroad man, so they nominated Bryan for
president and Thomas Watson of Georgia, a genuine agrarian
radical who called on poor whites and poor blacks to make
common cause against the elites, for vice president. Now there
were two Bryan tickets in the field, Bryan and Sewall for the
Democrats and Bryan and Watson for the Populists, the same
man at the top and two different men below him, a confusion
so total that the button makers complained they did not know
whose faces to stamp. And while the left wing of his coalition
split over the bottom of the ticket, the right wing walked out
of it entirely. The conservative gold Democrats, the Bourbons
of Cleveland's stripe who believed free silver was financial
madness, refused to follow Bryan at all. They formed their
own party, the National Democratic Party, and ran their own
candidate, Senator John Palmer, for the open purpose of
pulling sound-money Democrats away from their own
nominee. A sitting Democratic president would not lift a
finger for the Democratic candidate. Bryan went into the
general election leading a coalition that was also a civil war, a

fusion of Democrats and Populists and silver men that was
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fracturing at both ends before the campaign had properly
begun.

The Populists' position was a genuine tragedy, and it is
worth lingering on, because it shows how a movement can be
killed by the victory it reaches for. The People's Party had
spent years building an independent organization, a third force
meant to break the grip of the two old parties on behalf of the
farmer and the worker. In 1896 it faced an impossible choice.
If it nominated its own man for president, it would split the
silver vote and hand the election to McKinley and gold. If it
nominated Bryan, it would pour its strength into the
Democratic Party and risk being swallowed whole. The
delegates agonized, the so-called mid-roaders pleading to keep
the party on its own road and the fusionists insisting that silver
mattered more than independence, and in the end they chose
Bryan and tried to salvage their pride by naming their own
man, Watson, for the second spot. It did not save them. Fusion
was the beginning of the end of the People's Party, which
never recovered its independent footing and faded within a
few years into the Democratic shadow. Watson himself, the
fiery champion of poor whites and poor blacks making
common cause, would live long enough to curdle into one of
the ugliest race-baiters and Jew-haters the South ever
produced, a souring that the reader should file away, because
the curdling of a thwarted idealist is a road this book will walk
again with Bryan. The fracture went deeper than tactics. It was
the sound of a genuine popular movement breaking apart on

the rocks of a single campaign.
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So he did the only thing a man with more conviction than
money can do. He went to the people himself.

What Bryan launched in the late summer of 1896 was
something the country had never seen, the first true
whistle-stop campaign in its history. He boarded a train in
Lincoln on the eighth of August and did not stop moving in
any real sense until the votes were counted in November. By
his own careful tally he covered 17,909 miles by rail, swinging
in great loops through twenty-seven states with the heaviest
weight thrown at the Midwest, where he believed the election
would be decided. He gave something close to six hundred
speeches, sometimes twenty or thirty in a single day, leaning
out over the rear platform of the train at each town where the
whistle brought a crowd. On the heaviest of those days he
stood and spoke for as much as six hours, and at the practiced
orator's clip of about a hundred and seventy-five words a
minute, the count climbs toward eighty thousand words in a
single day, a pace he sustained, the punishing days and the
slower ones together, for the better part of three months. No
one had ever campaigned this way, because no one had needed
to and no one before him had quite had the engine for it. A
presidential candidate in that era was expected to stay home
and let others speak for him. Bryan, outspent and
out-organized and short of the money that buys surrogates,
made himself his own surrogate, his own newspaper, his own
advertising, a one-man traveling argument for silver and for
the people the gold men had forgotten. Mary joined him on

the rails as the autumn deepened, riding the private car they
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called The Idler, reading and steadying and managing the river
of correspondence that followed a man drawing crowds of
that size. It was a feat of physical endurance as much as
politics. The voice that had filled the Coliseum was being
asked to fill a thousand depots, and a human throat has limits
that a movement does not. He gargled and rested and pushed
on, hoarse, exhausted, magnificent, betting the whole thing on
the oldest political instrument there is, a man standing in front
of other people and speaking the truth as he saw it.

The scenes from that tour have a quality of fever about
them. He spoke from the rear platform as the train slowed into
a town, to farmers who had driven wagons through the night
and stood in the rain to see him, and then the train pulled out
and the next town was an hour down the line and he did it
again. He spoke in the morning hoarse from the night before,
and by evening his voice was a ruin he coaxed back with salt
water and rest and will. People reached up to touch his hand as
though some of whatever burned in him might pass into them.
He ate when he could and slept when the schedule allowed it,
which was seldom, and he lost weight and took on a gray
exhaustion the photographs caught by the end. There was
something close to religious in it, on both sides of the platform
railing, the candidate spending his own body for the cause and
the crowds receiving him as the man who had finally said out
loud what their lives felt like from the inside. He was thirty-six,
and he campaigned as if the republic hung on the next depot
and the one after that. No one had ever wanted the thing this
visibly, this physically, and the wanting was itself part of what

94



The Magnificent Loser

frightened the men of property, because a politician who
would burn himself down in front of you was a politician who
believed something, and belief at that pitch, loosed among
millions of angry people, looked to the comfortable like the
first weather of a storm.

Against that, McKinley sat on his porch.

The contrast is so clean it reads like something a novelist
arranged. While Bryan wore himself toward collapse crossing
and recrossing the country, William McKinley spent the
campaign in Canton, Ohio, on the front porch of his own
house, and let the country come to him. His campaign
manager, a Cleveland industrialist named Mark Hanna,
organized delegations of Republican voters and shipped them
to Canton by the trainload, where McKinley would greet them
from his porch with remarks he had prepared and polished in
advance, so that every word was controlled and no word was
wasted. By the time it was over, something like three quarters
of a million people had made the pilgrimage to Canton to
stand on McKinley's lawn. The genius of it was that it did not
look like a campaign at all. Where Bryan gambled on motion
and improvisation and the heat of the live crowd, McKinley
wagered on stillness and discipline and the absence of mistakes,
and he understood his own temperament well enough to
know that stillness was his strength. When Hanna first
suggested that he too should board a train and barnstorm,
McKinley refused flatly. He would not, he said in effect, get
down on the ground and compete with Bryan as a performer.

He would stand on his porch and be presidential, and let the
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machine do the running.

And what a machine it was. Hanna built the first modern
money-and-media operation in American political history, and
he built it at a scale that had no precedent. He went to the
banks and the railroads and the great industrial corporations,
the men who were terrified of what free silver would do to
their fortunes, and he raised a war chest estimated at three and
a half million dollars, a sum that dwarfed anything Bryan
could dream of putting together. He spent it the way a modern
campaign spends, on saturation. His operation printed and
mailed somewhere in the neighborhood of two hundred
million pampbhlets, in every language a voter in America might
read, and it fielded an army of paid and volunteer speakers
who fanned out across the country to make the case Bryan was
making in person, except there were thousands of them and
only one of him. The Republicans sold McKinley, in the sour
phrase of a young Theodore Roosevelt, as if he were a patent
medicine. They sold him as the advance agent of prosperity,
the safe man, the full dinner pail, the steady hand that would
end the depression Cleveland's Democrats had presided over.
It worked because it was relentless and because it was
everywhere, and a single hoarse man on a train platform,
however gifted, cannot be everywhere.

Hanna's method deserves a closer look, because it is the
ancestor of nearly everything that came after in American
campaigns. He treated fundraising as a systematic levy rather
than a string of favors. He went to the great corporations and

the banks and, in effect, assessed them, telling each what it
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owed to the cause of sound money in proportion to its stake in
the outcome, so that a contribution became less a gift than an
insurance premium against the catastrophe of a Bryan
presidency. With the money he built a permanent
organization, a literature bureau that ran like a factory, turning
out pamphlets and posters and prewritten articles that small
Republican papers could print as their own. He hired and
deployed an army of speakers, fourteen hundred of them by
some counts, to carry the gospel of gold into every district
where Bryan's voice might otherwise have gone unanswered.
He segmented the electorate the way a modern marketer
would, aiming German-language material at German voters
and labor appeals at workingmen and prosperity talk at the
anxious middle. None of it leaned on the candidate's charisma,
which was the entire point. Hanna had built a machine that
could win without a great man at the center of it, a machine
that ran on money and organization and repetition, and in
doing so he proved a thing that has haunted democratic
politics ever since, that the apparatus can matter more than the
man, and that a sufficiently funded message, repeated enough
times through enough channels, will outrun the truest voice in
the country.

The machine had a darker setting, and Hanna turned it up.
Much of the campaign against Bryan was a campaign of fear.
The Republican press and the Republican speakers painted
him as a wild-eyed radical, an anarchist, a revolutionary who
would wreck the currency and with it the savings and the

wages of ordinary people. Employers told their workers, in the
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weeks before the vote, that a Bryan victory would close the
factory and cost them their jobs, and some made the threat
explicit on the day the men were paid. The message to the
laboring class was simple and effective. The young man from
Nebraska was a danger to the dinner pail McKinley promised
to keep full, and a vote for silver was a vote for chaos. It was an
argument about safety rather than economics, aimed at
frightened people in a frightening time, and it found its mark.

The respectable world threw its full weight behind the fear.
Pulpits warned against him, and the great metropolitan papers
that spoke for the gold interest cartooned him as a half-mad
boy waving a torch at the foundations of civilization, a
Robespierre of the prairie who would loose anarchy on the
banks and the savings of decent people. The mockery of his
silver ratio, sixteen to one, became a kind of slogan in itself,
shorthand among the comfortable for everything reckless and
unschooled they believed he stood for. Bankers and
manufacturers and editors who agreed on little else agreed on
this, that the young man from Nebraska had to be stopped,
and the machinery of opinion they controlled was vast and
coordinated and ran day and night. A man with a railcar and a
voice was answering a chorus that owned the presses, the
pulpits, the payrolls, and the cartoonists, and the wonder is less
that he lost than that he came as close as he did.

When the country voted on the third of November, the
machine beat the man. McKinley took the electoral college by
two hundred and seventy-one votes to one hundred and

seventy-six, and he took the popular vote by something close
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to six hundred thousand out of fourteen million cast, in an
election where turnout reached almost eighty percent of those
eligible, a level of participation that tells you how much the
people understood to be at stake. Bryan carried twenty-two of
the forty-five states, the entire silver West and the solid South,
and he could not break through anywhere it counted in the
industrial Northeast. He had bet on the farmer and the debtor,
and there were no longer enough of them. The country was
tipping toward the cities and the wage earners and the
factories, and the wage earners, frightened for their jobs and
unconvinced that cheaper money would help them, sided with
the dinner pail over the cross of gold. The fracture in his
coalition showed up in the returns as well. Of the one hundred
and seventy-six electors Bryan won, twenty-seven cast their
vice presidential ballots for Watson the Populist rather than
Sewall the Democrat, the split ticket fragmenting even in the
moment of its defeat.

The defection of labor is the part of the loss historians keep
returning to, because it cut against everything Bryan believed
about who his people were. He had assumed that the
workingman and the farmer were natural allies, both of them
victims of the same concentrated wealth, and on paper they
should have been. But the farmer and the wage earner stood on
opposite sides of one hard fact about money. The farmer sold
what he grew and carried debt, so cheaper money meant higher
prices for his crops and lighter debts to repay, and inflation
was his friend. The factory hand bought his bread instead of

growing it and lived on a fixed wage, so cheaper money meant
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the loaf cost more while his pay held flat, and inflation looked
to him like a pickpocket. When the bosses warned their men
that free silver would gut the value of their wages, the men did
not need much persuading, because the arithmetic of their
own kitchens already half believed it. Bryan never solved this.
He spoke the language of the producing classes as though they
were one class, and on election day they turned out to be two,
and the larger and faster-growing of the two voted its grocery
bill.

The thing to understand about that defeat took me half a
lifetime to understand about my own. Bryan did not lose
because he was wrong, or weak, or lazy, or a poor speaker. He
lost because the other side had more money, better
organization, and the willingness to make frightened people
more frightened, and because the country he was speaking for
was shrinking while the country McKinley spoke for was
growing. He had given the most extraordinary personal effort
any candidate had ever given, and it was not enough, because
personal effort was not the variable that decided the thing. The
variable was the machine, and he did not have one. A man can
be eloquent past any of his rivals and sincere past all of them
and tireless past human reason, and he can still go down,
because eloquence and sincerity and tirelessness are not what
the apparatus weighs. This is the hard lesson at the center of
the magnificent loss, and it is why the word magnificent
belongs in front of the word loser and not in place of it. The
magnificence is real. The loss is also real. They sit side by side

and always will.
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Step back from the man for a moment and look at what the
election meant, because 1896 was one of the hinges on which
the whole American century turned. It was a realigning
election, the kind that comes along once or twice in a hundred
years and resets the board. McKinley's victory was the victory
of the industrial order over the agrarian one, of the city over
the countryside, of the corporation and the factory and the
wage economy over the farm and the field and the world of
small producers that had defined the republic since Jefferson.
The coalition Hanna assembled, the businessmen and the
urban workers and the prosperous farmers gathered under the
banner of sound money and protective tariffs, would hold the
Republican Party in power for most of the next thirty-six
years, until another depression and another Democrat broke it
in 1932. The rural-urban divide that opened in that campaign,
the angry countryside on one side and the confident cities on
the other, never closed, and a version of it is tearing at the
country still, as I write this sentence. Bryan stood at the exact
seam where the old America gave way to the new one, and he
stood on the side that was losing, and lost. He was the last great
tribune of a vanishing world, and the vote that beat him was
the sound of that world ending.

What he did next is the part that has always held me. He
did not crawl away. He sat down and turned the losing
campaign into a book of some six hundred pages, called it The
First Battle, and reprinted his speeches and told the story of the
tight as he had lived it, so that even the defeat became a piece
of work, an artifact, something added to the shelf. Then he
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took over the leadership of his shattered party and held it,
against all the logic of a man who had just lost, for the better
part of two decades. And he ran again. He ran in 1900 and lost,
and he ran in 1908 and lost, three times the nominee of a major
party for the highest office in the land and three times sent
home, a record of failure at the presidential level that almost no
one in American history can match. And yet he was, across
that whole span of losing, one of the most consequential
figures in the country, the conscience of his party, the voice
that dragged the income tax and the direct election of senators
and a dozen other reforms from the margins toward the center,
where other men would eventually pass them into law and take
the credit. He lost the office every time he reached for it. He
shaped the century anyway.

I think about that when I look at my shelf, and I think
about it without illusion. My losing is not his losing. He lost
the presidency of the United States in front of fourteen million
voters, and I have lost nothing so grand as that, only the
quieter contest between the volume and the quality of a body
of work and the size of the audience that ever found it. But the
structure is the same structure, and the consolation, if it is a
consolation, is the same. The work is not validated by the
winning. If it were, then the value of everything I have made
would rise and fall with sales figures and search rankings and
the machinery of attention I have never had and never built,
and I refuse to hand that machinery the authority to tell me
whether the work was good. Bryan's speeches did not become

less true because McKinley won. The reforms he championed
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did not become less right because he never got to sign them.
And the books on my shelf are exactly as good or as bad as they
are on their own terms, and the number of people who read
them is a fact about the machine, not a verdict on the pages.

I should tell you why I think I was drawn to him in the first
place, forty years ago, when I was young and certain and
helped write a teleplay about his life that died before it ever
reached the air. You will remember that failure from several
chapters back, the script with the consultant’s verdict scrawled
across it in red, and I have circled Bryan ever since the way a
person circles a thing he does not fully understand about
himself. I think now that I recognized him. Underneath the
orator and the politician and the silver crusader was a
condition I already carried in myself without yet having a
name for it, the condition of the magnificent loser, the one
who gives a thing everything and is not repaid in the coin the
world keeps its score with. The teleplay's death was the first
small proof of it. The long shelf is the accumulated evidence.
And here I am, four decades on, writing a book about William
Jennings Bryan in order to close a circle that opened the day a
stranger wrote two cold words in the margin of my work,
which is either the most stubborn act of my career or the most
honest, and I have stopped trying to decide which. We do not
choose our affinities. They choose us, and then they wait,
sometimes for half a lifetime, until we have lived enough to
understand why a young man fell for a dead loser and could

never afterward let him go.
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This is the place where a softer book would offer comfort,
and I will not, because comfort is a lie told to people who have
stopped wanting the truth. There is no guarantee that the
magnificent loser is secretly the real winner, no cosmic ledger
that pays out at the end to those the machine passed over.
Some work that loses deserves to lose. Some of mine, no
doubt, belongs in that category, and the honest writer keeps
that possibility on the table and does not flinch from it.

And there is a difference between his losing and mine that I
will not paper over. His was loud, printed in every paper in
America, with the brutal clarity that kind of defeat carries.
Mine has been quieter, the steady accumulation of decent
work into a silence that never quite breaks. I am not sure
which is worse, the loud loss or the quiet one. I suspect the
loud one at least hands a man an opponent to push against,
while the quiet one asks him to keep believing with no one in
the room to argue with at all.

Choosing the page over the crowd, as I described choosing
it two chapters back, was also choosing a kind of obscurity,
and I knew it when I chose, and I do not get to complain now
about the silence I selected. What I get to do is the only thing
Bryan did that I am sure was right. I get to keep making the
work, and to let the question of whether it wins remain a
question I am not the one to answer.

The first battle was lost. Bryan walked off that field at
thirty-six with the popular vote against him and the Northeast
closed to him and his own party split at both seams, and the
remarkable thing, the thing the rest of this book has to reckon
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with, is that the loss did something stranger and more
dangerous than breaking him. It set him on a road, the long
road of the perennial loser, the man who keeps coming back to
a fight he cannot win, and somewhere along that road the
magnificent loser began, by slow degrees, to curdle into
something the young orator of 1896 would not have
recognized. That is the story of the chapters to come. For now
it is enough to say that he lost his first battle the way the best of
us lose, completely and honorably and on his feet, and that he
got up the next morning and went back to work, because for a
certain kind of person, the kind I have spent my life being,
going back to work is the only answer to defeat that does not

teel like dying.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Paralyzing Influence of
Imperialism

THE PHOTOGRAPH I keep returning to was taken in the

Philippines around 1901, and it shows a cluster of American
soldiers administering what they called the water cure to a
Filipino prisoner.

The man is on his back on the ground. One soldier holds
his head, another works a length of bamboo into his mouth,
and a third pours water from a can down the bamboo until the
stomach swells and the man begins to drown on dry land, at
which point they press the water back out of him with their
boots or their hands and begin again. The soldiers are not
masked and they are not hiding. Several of them look straight
into the camera. One of them appears to be smiling. The
whole scene carries the relaxed, documentary calm of men at a
task they have performed before and expect to perform again,
and it is that calm, more than the cruelty under it, that I have

never been able to walk past. I have spent a large part of my

106



The Magnificent Loser

working life trying to understand how decent countries arrive
at a morning like the one in that photograph, how a republic
founded on the consent of the governed ends up kneeling on a
man in the mud of a country it has annexed and pouring water
into him until he talks or stops breathing. I read the histories of
fascism and the slow failures of democracies because I want to
tind the hinge, the exact place where a free people decides that
some other people are not entirely people and may therefore be
ruled without their consent, ruled by the garrison, ruled by the
water can. The photograph marks one of the mornings that
hinge turned in American history, and it comes out of a war
that one man, almost alone among the men who might
plausibly have been president, stood up in public and tried to
stop before it began.

That man was William Jennings Bryan, and this is the
chapter where I get to admire him, with a single hard
reservation I have no intention of hiding. In 1900 he ran for
the presidency a second time, against the same McKinley who
had beaten him four years earlier, and he ran on one overriding
claim, that a republic cannot acquire an empire without
destroying the thing that makes it a republic. He was right. He
was right in a way the century since has confirmed in blood,
first in the Philippines and then in a long row of places after it,
and he was right early, at the moment when saying so was
treated as disloyalty and saying the opposite was called
patriotism. And he lost, worse than he had lost the first time,
because the country was prosperous and the war was thrilling

and the warning he carried was not the warning people wanted
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to hear in a year when the flag was rising over new islands and
the dinner pail was full. The man who had been beaten by
money in 1896 was about to be beaten by glory in 1900, and
the glory was the more dangerous opponent, because money
only buys an election while glory rewrites what a nation
believes it is.

To understand the stand he took, you have to understand
the intoxication he was standing against. In 1898 the United
States had fought Spain in a war that lasted about ten weeks, a
war the newspapers had wanted more than the government
did, and it had won with an ease that felt to many Americans
like destiny confirming a long-held suspicion about
themselves. John Hay, the secretary of state, called it a splendid
little war, and for the men who fought it on the winning side
and the men who read about it at home, splendid was the word
that stuck. When the smoke cleared, Spain signed away the
wreck of its old empire in the Treaty of Paris in December of
1898, and the United States found itself holding Puerto Rico,
Guam, and the Philippine Islands, the last of these a nation of
several million people on the far side of the Pacific that most
Americans could not have located on a map a year before.
Cuba was handed a nominal independence hedged with
conditions. The rest were simply kept. For the price of twenty
million dollars paid to Spain, a country that had been a colony
within living memory had become the owner of colonies, and
a debate broke open at home over whether that was a glorious
arrival on the world stage or a betrayal of everything the

republic had been founded to mean.
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What is strange about how the United States acquired the
Philippines is that almost no one had set out to acquire them.
Americans had gone to war, in the public mind, over Cuba,
ninety miles off the coast of Florida, where a brutal Spanish
counterinsurgency and a sunk American battleship had given
the newspapers their cause. The Philippines were an
afterthought of geography and naval strategy. On the first of
May, 1898, Commodore George Dewey sailed into Manila
Bay and destroyed the Spanish Pacific fleet in a single morning,
and a country that had gone to war over an island in the
Caribbean suddenly found itself in possession of a victory on
the far side of the Pacific, over a colony of several million
people it had scarcely known it wanted. Then came the
decision to keep them, and the decision was McKinley's. By his
own account, given later to a delegation of visiting Methodist
ministers, he walked the floor of the White House night after
night and prayed for guidance, and concluded that the United
States could not hand the islands back to Spain, which would
be cowardly, could not turn them over to a commercial rival
like Germany or France, which would be bad business, and
could not leave the Filipinos to govern themselves, since he
had decided they were unfit for it. That left only one course, as
he reasoned it, which was to take them all and to uplift and
civilize and Christianize them, a plan that overlooked the
awkward fact that the Filipinos had been Christians for three
centuries under the Spanish. The reasoning is worth preserving
because it is the perfect specimen of how an empire talks itself

into existence, every door but the door to conquest quietly
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closed in advance by men who have already decided to walk
through it.

The people who thought it a betrayal organized themselves
into the Anti-Imperialist League, and the names on its rolls
were not the names of cranks. Mark T'wain was among them,
and the steel millionaire Andrew Carnegie, and former
presidents and senators and university heads, men who agreed
about little else, and agreed that a nation conceived in a war
against a distant empire had no business becoming one. Their
argument was old and simple and went straight back to the
founding documents. A government, the Declaration said,
derives its just powers from the consent of the governed, and
the Filipinos had not been asked and would not have
consented, since what they wanted was the independence they
had been fighting Spain to win. To rule them by force was to
plant at the center of the American system a principle the
system had been built to reject, the principle that some men
may govern other men without their agreement, for the
governed men's own good, as the governed men's betters
reckon it. That principle had a name in the mouths of its
critics. They called it the old doctrine of kings, dressed up in a
new flag.

The case on the other side was not made by fools either,
and a serious book has to let it speak. These imperialists had
destiny on their tongues and Scripture in their pockets, and
their most eloquent voice belonged to Albert Beveridge, the
young senator from Indiana, who told the country that God

had not been preparing the English-speaking peoples for a
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thousand years for nothing, that He had made them the
master organizers of the world to establish order where chaos
reigned, and that He had marked the American people as His
chosen nation to lead in the regeneration of the world. The
Philippines, in this telling, were a sacred trust, not a seizure, a
people God had placed in American hands to be lifted toward
civilization whether they wished the lifting or not. The poet of
the moment was Rudyard Kipling, who published in February
of 1899, with the American debate at its height, a set of verses
he aimed directly at the United States and the Philippine
question, urging the new empire to take up the white man's
burden and send the best of its sons to serve the needs of the
peoples it had captured. Underneath the providential language
ran the harder calculations. There were markets to be won in
Asia, the fabled China trade, and a chain of islands that made
convenient coaling stations and naval bases for a country
building a modern fleet. There was the fear that if America did
not take the Philippines, Germany or Japan would. And under
all of it ran the racial confidence of the age, the Social
Darwinist certainty that some peoples were fit to rule and
others fit only to be ruled, that the Filipino was a child and the
American his natural guardian. It was a strong brew, destiny
and profit and racial pride poured into one cup, and Bryan was
asking a prosperous and victorious nation to set the cup down
untasted.

Here is the reservation, and I will state it plainly, because a
book that admires a man without telling the truth about him is

a brochure. Bryan's hands were not clean in the thing he later
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denounced. When the Treaty of Paris came before the Senate
in early 1899, it needed a two-thirds majority to pass, and the
men who wanted to keep the Philippines were a vote or two
short of having it. The treaty might have died in the Senate,
and with it the annexation, and the whole imperial adventure
might have been strangled in its cradle. And it was William
Jennings Bryan, of all people, who came to Washington and
used his influence over wavering Democratic senators to push
the treaty through. He argued, to the men he was lobbying,
that the country should accept the islands from Spain in order
to end the war cleanly, and then grant the Philippines their
independence afterward, on American terms, as a gift freely
given rather than a prize seized. By his own later admission,
there was a colder calculation underneath the noble one. He
wanted the Republicans to own the annexation so that he
could run against it in 1900. He believed imperialism would
curdle quickly in the public stomach, and he wanted the
Republicans holding the plate when it did. The treaty passed
on the sixth of February, 1899, by the barest of margins, two
days after the first shots had already been exchanged outside
Manila between American troops and the Filipino forces who
had expected to be allies and discovered they were to be
subjects. Bryan got his issue. He also got, on his own ledger, a
share of the responsibility for the war that followed, and the
anti-imperialists who had fought the treaty honestly never
tully forgave him the maneuver, and they were not wrong to

withhold the pardon.
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The counterfactual haunts the whole episode. Had Bryan
told those same Democratic senators to vote the treaty down,
the two-thirds majority would almost surely have failed, and a
failed treaty would have thrown the entire question back open,
perhaps forced a negotiated independence, perhaps spared the
islands the three years of war that followed. We cannot know.
What we can know is that the men who had fought the
annexation on principle, the Twains and the Carnegies and the
senators who had counted votes against it, watched the one
national leader with the power to kill the treaty instead deliver
it, and they were first bewildered and then enraged. Bryan had
treated a question of conquest as a question of timing. He had
assumed he could let the empire be born and then run against
it before it grew teeth, and he had badly misjudged how
quickly a prosperous country falls in love with its own power.
By 1900 the islands had stopped being a proposition to be
debated and become a possession to be defended, soldiers were
dying out there under the flag, and a nation rarely turns against
a war while its own boys are in it. Bryan had handed his
opponents the annexation and kept for himself only the right
to complain about it, which is the worst trade a politician can
make, and he made it with his eyes open, for an advantage that
never arrived.

What the maneuver helped unleash is the thing in the
photograph, multiplied past the power of any one image to
hold it. The Filipinos, led by Emilio Aguinaldo, had been
tighting for their independence from Spain and simply kept
tighting when they realized the Americans intended to stay,
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and the war that resulted lasted roughly three years and killed
more than four thousand American soldiers and around
twenty thousand Filipino fighters. The civilian toll is the
number that should stop the reader cold. As many as two
hundred thousand Filipino civilians died, and some historians
put the figure far higher, from the fighting and from the
famine and disease that the fighting produced. To break the
guerrillas, American commanders fell back on the methods
empires always fall back on. They burned villages. Rural
populations were herded into reconcentration camps, the
same instrument the Spanish had used in Cuba and that
Americans had denounced as barbarism when Spain used it,
where the penned-up people died of cholera and hunger by the
thousands. They tortured prisoners with the water cure, which
we have relearned in our own century to call waterboarding,
and they did it often enough that it became a minor scandal in
the newspapers and a subject of congressional hearings. On the
island of Samar, after Filipino fighters wiped out an American
garrison, General Jacob Smith ordered his men to turn the
interior into a howling wilderness and to kill every male
capable of bearing arms, which he defined as every male over
the age of ten. This was the empire Bryan had warned would
corrupt the republic, and it was corrupting it in real time,
teaching American soldiers to do to brown men in Asia what
their grandfathers had gone to war to stop being done to
themselves.

The imperial story worked hard to erase the conquered, so

they should be named plainly. The Filipinos were not a
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formless mass of savages waiting to be governed into the
modern world. They had declared their independence in June
of 1898, while the Americans were still fighting Spain, and by
early 1899 they had written a constitution and established a
republic of their own, with Emilio Aguinaldo as its president
and a congress sitting at Malolos, north of Manila. For years
they had fought the Spanish for that independence, and they
had welcomed the Americans as allies in the fight, and they
had every reason to believe that a nation born in its own revolt
against a distant empire would understand a people's wish to
govern itself. They were wrong about that, and the discovery
that their liberators meant to become their masters is what
turned the alliance into a war. Aguinaldo led the resistance for
two years before he was captured in 1901 through an
American ruse, after which he swore allegiance to the United
States and the organized fighting wound down, though it
sputtered on in the southern islands for years. The point is not
complicated, and the imperialists worked to keep it buried.
The people the United States proposed to civilize had already
built a civilization, had already chosen self-government, and
had to be shot and burned and starved and water-cured out of
the conviction that they were entitled to it. That is the thing
Bryan was pointing at from the platform, and it is the thing a
proud and victorious country found it most convenient to
forget.

Some of this reached the home front, and the country
half-looked and then looked away. The water cure became a

minor sensation in 1902, the subject of courts-martial and a
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Senate committee that took testimony about the methods used
in the islands, and for a season the newspapers carried the ugly
details. A few officers were tried. General Smith of the howling
wilderness order was court-martialed and handed a
punishment so light it amounted to a wink. And then the
country moved on, because a victorious and prosperous
people has an enormous appetite for not knowing things
about itself, and the machinery of denial was already well built.
People said the soldiers had been provoked. The Filipinos were
savages who understood only force. The water cure was not
torture at all, only a vigorous interrogation, and in any case the
natives did worse. Every empire keeps these phrases ready, and
the American empire reached for them as smoothly as any of
its elders. The fiercest dissent came from the writers. Mark
Twain, who had supported the war at its start and turned
against it once he saw what it had become, wrote a savage essay
in 1901 about the person sitting in darkness, the imagined
heathen who was supposed to be grateful for the blessings of
civilization being delivered to him at bayonet point, and he
proposed, with the cold contempt he saved for things he hated,
that the American flag for its new possessions might have the
stripes painted black and the stars replaced with a skull and
crossbones. It was the rage of a man who had believed in his
country's exceptional decency and watched it behave like every
other power that ever grew strong enough to take what it
wanted. Bryan's rage was quieter and ran through the channels
of party politics, but it came from the same wound, the

discovery that the republic was not immune to the oldest
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temptation in the world.

By the time the campaign of 1900 arrived, Bryan had made
his choice about how to run, and he made imperialism the
paramount issue, the phrase his own platform used. The
formal acceptance of his nomination came in a long speech
delivered at Indianapolis on the eighth of August, 1900, a
speech he built entirely around the empire question, and it
remains the fullest statement he ever gave of the case against
American imperialism. The argument was moral before it was
anything else. He held that the burning issue growing out of
the war with Spain reached all the way down to the survival of
the republic and the destruction of its free institutions, that a
nation cannot keep one set of principles for itself and impose
the opposite set on people it has conquered without the
conquering principle eventually coming home. He laid out the
practical costs as well as the moral ones. An empire would
require a large standing army, and a large standing army is a
danger to liberty in any republic that keeps one. An empire
would breed militarism, the habit of reaching for the sword,
and militarism would coarsen the national character. And an
empire would force the United States to choose an impossible
thing about the Filipinos, whether to make them citizens,
which the imperialists did not want, or to make them
permanent subjects, which the Declaration forbade. There was
no third option that left the republic intact. A free people, he
argued, cannot hold another people in subjection without
learning the habits of a master, and a nation of masters is no

longer a republic, whatever it calls itself.
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He reached, as he always reached, for the founders and for
Lincoln. Lincoln's old line about slavery, that no man is good
enough to govern another man without that other man’s
consent, he turned against the empire, since the logic that
condemned owning a man condemned owning a nation. He
ended the speech with a vision rather than an attack, a passage
that began with the word behold, in which he asked the
country to picture a republic that became the supreme moral
force in the world through the example of its own freedom
rather than through the rule of other peoples, a republic whose
flag stood for liberty wherever it flew rather than for the right
of the strong to govern the weak. It was the high romantic
Bryan, the believer, turning the full force of his conviction
onto a question where his conviction happened to be right,
and reading it now, more than a century on, with the
photograph from Samar in front of me, I find it hard to
understand how anyone could have heard that speech and
voted the other way.

They voted the other way in enormous numbers. The
election of the sixth of November, 1900, was a rematch in
every particular except the result, which was worse for Bryan
than the first one had been. McKinley had a new running
mate, Theodore Roosevelt, the governor of New York and the
most famous soldier of the splendid little war, a man whose
Rough Rider celebrity put the romance of empire into human
form and sent it barnstorming across the country with an
energy that even Bryan could not match. Bryan ran with Adlai

Stevenson, a former vice president, a respectable and
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forgettable choice. Bryan campaigned hard, as he always did,
giving something like 546 speeches to perhaps two and a half
million people, and Roosevelt simply out-ran him, giving more
speeches to more people and carrying the glamour of the war
on his back the whole way. The Democratic Party was
underfunded and badly organized once again. And the
country, crucially, was no longer frightened or poor. The
depression that had powered the silver revolt was over, the
factories were running, the dinner pail McKinley had
promised to keep full was full, and a prosperous and victorious
nation is not in the mood to be told that its victory is a moral
catastrophe. When the votes were counted McKinley had won
two hundred and ninety-two electoral votes to Bryan's one
hundred and fifty-five, and something close to fifty-two
percent of the popular vote to Bryan's forty-six, a margin half
again as wide as the one that had beaten him in 1896.
McKinley became the first president since Grant to win a
consecutive second term. The silver West that had been
Bryan's base in 1896 had partly crumbled away, lured back by
prosperity. Imperialism, the issue he had staked everything on,
turned out to be what one historian called a confrontation
without a climax, an argument the country declined to have
because it preferred the feeling of winning to the work of
examining what it had won.

Part of the defeat Bryan brought on himself, and it is worth
naming, because it shows the same stubbornness that would
define his whole career. He could not let silver go. The free

coinage of silver had been the cause of his life since 1896, and
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even with prosperity having drained the issue of its urgency,
even with imperialism offering him a cleaner and larger
argument, he insisted on keeping silver in the platform and on
his lips. The effect was to blur the one argument that might
have saved him. A voter alarmed about empire but
comfortable about money now had to swallow the silver
heresy in order to register a protest against the war, and many
such voters declined the meal and stayed with McKinley.
Bryan had two messages where he needed one, and the second
message frightened the people the first might have won. His
advisers saw it coming. The anti-imperialist Republicans who
agreed with him about the Philippines could not follow a man
who also wanted to inflate the currency, and the gold
Democrats who had bolted in 1896 had no more reason to
come home in 1900 than they had to leave in the first place.
He might have run as the single-minded conscience of the
anti-imperialist cause and forced the country to vote the
empire up or down. Instead he ran as the man of silver who
also disliked the empire, and the country, hearing the old
heresy beneath the new sermon, declined to listen to either
with the seriousness the sermon deserved.

So he lost, and the man he had helped install on the
imperial throne, McKinley, was dead within a year, shot by an
anarchist in Buffalo in September of 1901, which put
Theodore Roosevelt in the White House and the empire into
the hands of the man who loved it most. The war in the
Philippines ground on and was declared over in 1902, though

the killing continued in the southern islands for years after
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that. The republic kept its new colonies, and the standing
army grew, and the habits of empire settled into the national
life exactly as Bryan had said they would, and the country told
itself a story about uplift and civilization and the white man's
burden that let it sleep at night while the camps filled and
emptied an ocean away. Bryan had been defeated, and Bryan
had been right, and the two facts sat side by side and did not
trouble each other in the slightest, because being right has
never been a defense against losing, and losing has never been a
refutation of being right. That is the lesson this whole book
keeps circling, and here it wears its cleanest face, because in
1900 the loser was arguing about the soul of the country, not
the price of money, and he lost that argument to a photograph
nobody wanted to look at and a flag everybody wanted to
wave.

The 1900 campaign marks a widening in Bryan that is
worth pausing on, because it tells us which way his conscience
was traveling before it lost its way. In 1896 he had fought
about money, about the ratio of silver to gold and the interest
on a farmer's mortgage, a fight that was just but small, a fight
over the terms of the domestic bargain. By 1900 the same
moral engine had turned outward and upward, from the price
of money to the conduct of the nation in the world, from what
the country owed its debtors to what it owed the people it had
conquered. And it would keep widening. The anti-imperialism
of 1900 was the seed of the pacifism that would define the last
and arguably the finest chapter of his public life, the years

when he served as secretary of state and tried to build
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machinery to keep nations from going to war, and the day in
1915 when he resigned that office rather than sign a note he
feared would drag his country into one. This was the man who
warned in Indianapolis that empire breeds militarism, and
fifteen years later he would surrender the highest post he ever
held rather than feed the militarism he had named. The line
runs straight from the second defeat to the last resignation, and
along that line Bryan is, whatever his other sins, a man whose
conscience kept reaching for something larger than himself.
This is the Bryan I can stand beside without much arguing
with myself, and I want to be precise about why, because the
chapters ahead are going to make standing beside him a great
deal harder. The anti-imperialist of 1900 had seen the central
truth that my own study of the twentieth century keeps
confirming, which is that what a free country does to others it
eventually learns to do to itself. The army that occupies a
foreign country comes home schooled in occupation; the
cruelty licensed against a distant enemy loses its horror and
drifts toward the enemies nearer by; the habit of ruling people
who never consented hardens into a taste for ruling whoever
proves inconvenient. Empire works as a slow solvent, not as a
tool a republic can pick up with one hand and lay down with
the other still clean, and it dissolves the home as surely as the
colony. I did not learn this from Bryan; I learned it from the
wreckage of the European republics that armed and conquered
and called it greatness and woke up monstrous, and from the
long American habit of practicing on the powerless abroad the

techniques that find their way home to the powerless here. But
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Bryan got there first, in 1900, in front of a country that did not
want to hear it, and he paid for the telling with the second of
his three defeats, and that buys a great deal of forgiveness from
me for the man he would later become.

It does not buy all of it, and the honesty I owe the reader
requires me to keep the reservation in view even here, on the
chapter where I admire him. He helped pass the treaty. He
played the empire as a card before he denounced it as a crime,
and a man who manufactures an issue out of an annexation
does not get to be canonized as the annexation's pure
opponent, however right his speeches later read. The cleanest
thing about Bryan in 1900 is the argument, and the argument
was cleaner than the man who made it, which is the ordinary
condition of arguments and of men. I hold both. I hold the
speech at Indianapolis, which is one of the finest things any
American politician ever said about the danger of empire, and
I hold the maneuver in the Senate cloakroom eighteen months
carlier, which is one of the cannier and less admirable things he
ever did, and I will not let the speech excuse the maneuver or
the maneuver blacken the speech.

That anti-imperialist Bryan gives my own politics a
handhold, and I should say what I mean by it, because it is not
a museum interest. I write, in the present, about the ways free
countries come apart, and the pattern I keep finding is the one
Bryan named from the platform in 1900. A republic loses its
freedom by increments, not in a single afternoon by a coup or
an invasion. The rules that protect everyone are quietly

declared not to protect certain people, the foreigner, the
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prisoner, the demonstrator, the migrant at the border; the
machinery to act on that exclusion gets built; and then the
machinery refuses to stay pointed where it was first aimed. The
camp built for the enemy abroad becomes the camp for the
inconvenient at home, and the contempt for the consent of
conquered people, practiced long enough, becomes contempt
for the consent of the governed. Bryan saw the front edge of
this in 1900 and called it by its name, and a country busy being
proud of itself did not want the name spoken. I spend my days
watching a later version of the same refusal, a country that
would rather feel strong than ask what its strength is doing,
and when I read the speech at Indianapolis it lands as a
warning, not a historical document, a warning that was filed
and ignored, issued by a man who lost an election for issuing it,
about a sickness that did not go away because the patient
declined the diagnosis.

The photograph is still on my desk as I finish this. The
soldier is still half smiling. And the water is still going in. Bryan
is a year past the second defeat in the season that photograph
was made, and nearly a quarter of a century short of the worst
thing he would ever do, and at this particular hour of his life,
with the empire he had warned against settling quietly into the
permanent law of the country, he is as little compromised as he
will ever be, a man who lost an election for telling a prosperous
and victorious country a truth about itself that it has spent the
hundred and twenty years since refusing, on the whole, to
learn. I study the refusal for a living. He died trying to

interrupt it. Whatever else I have to say about him in the

124



The Magnificent Loser

chapters to come, and I have hard things to say, I will not
forget that for one campaign he stood between the republic

and the water can, and lost, and was right.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Tolstoy's Door

THERE IS A scene I could never bring myself to cut.

When you write a teleplay and then revise it across months,
and then across years, and then across the long argument with
producers and consultants and your own second thoughts,
you learn that almost nothing is sacred. Whole characters
disappear. The structure you were sure of collapses and gets
rebuilt from the studs. Speeches you loved, that you wrote at
two in the morning convinced they were the best thing you
had ever made, come out because they slow the thing down, or
because they say what the scene has already said, or because a
wiser voice in the room is right that they have to go. By the
end, the script that ships bears the scars of a hundred small
killings, and a working dramatist makes his peace with that,
because the alternative is a writer too in love with his own
words to serve the story. But in every draft of the teleplay I
wrote forty years ago about William Jennings Bryan, through
every revision and every consultant’s note and every hard

conversation about running time, one scene stayed almost
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untouched, from the first draft to the last. It was the scene
where Bryan goes to see Tolstoy.

I did not understand at the time why I was protecting it. It
was not central to the plot, such as the plot was. Nor did it
advance the political story, the campaigns and the defeats that
any treatment of this man has to carry. It was a quiet scene,
two men in a room in the Russian countryside talking about
whether it is ever right to meet force with force, and by the
cold arithmetic of dramatic structure it should have been
among the first things to go. I kept it anyway, draft after draft,
the way you keep a thing whose worth you cannot yet name
but whose loss you are not willing to risk. It has taken me forty
years and the writing of this book to understand what that
scene was doing in there, and why the question at the center of
it, the question Tolstoy put to the world and the world has
never answered, turns out to be the question I have to answer
about Bryan himself before I am through.

Let me tell you what happens in the scene, because the
scene is where this chapter begins and, in a sense, where it ends.

A younger man comes to the house of an old one. The old
man is the most famous writer alive, a count who gave away his
rank and his royalties and put on peasant clothes and went
looking for God in the dirt of his own fields. The younger man
is an American politician who has lost the presidency once and
will lose it again, a believer of a different kind, a man who
thinks the Kingdom can be built with ballots and statutes and
the patient machinery of democracy. They talk through an
afternoon and into the night about the thing that divides
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them, which is force. The old man has come to believe that
force is never justified, that to meet evil with evil is to feed it,
that the only true answer to a blow is the refusal to strike back.
And the younger man, who hates war as much as the old man
does, cannot follow him the whole way, because the younger
man believes in government, and government is force, the
policeman and the court and the jail, and a man who
renounces all force renounces the one instrument the common
people have ever held against the powerful. So the younger
man asks the old man the question that has been put to every
pacifist who ever lived. He asks him about the child.

The child is always the same child. A brute, the questioner
says, is about to murder a child in front of you, and the only
way to save the child is to strike the brute down, perhaps to kill
him. Surely, in that case, force is required, not merely
permitted. Surely the man who folds his hands and lets the
child die is a coward, not a saint, hiding his cowardice behind a
commandment. This is the oldest argument against
nonresistance, and it is a good one, and in the scene I wrote,
Bryan puts it to Tolstoy with the full weight of a trial lawyer
who has cornered a witness. And Tolstoy, in my scene and in
his life, does not flinch and does not quite answer, which is the
most honest thing about him.

What Tolstoy actually said, across his late writings and his
letters, is that the question is a trap, though not the kind of
trap the questioner imagines. The case of the brute and the
child, he wrote, is always adduced, and the answer that the

brute must be killed comes so quickly and so emphatically only

128



The Magnificent Loser

because we are already in the habit of killing for far worse
reasons. We kill, he pointed out, to save children, yes, and also
to widen a border, to collect a tax, to stop a man from carrying
lace across a frontier, to keep passersby from stealing the fruit
in our gardens. The imaginary child is wheeled out to justify
the standing army and the gallows and the whole machinery of
organized violence, almost none of which has ever saved a child
from anything. Resist evil, Tolstoy said, by every just means
available to you, and never with evil, never with the thing that
made the evil in the first place. He did not promise that the
child would always be saved. He only refused to let one terrible
hypothetical be used to bless a world already drowning in real
and unhypothetical blood.

That is the scene. Now let me tell you what actually
happened, because the meeting was real, and the man Bryan
went to see was one of the strangest and greatest human beings
of the age.

Bryan called on Tolstoy in December of 1903, during a
long tour of Europe undertaken in the years between his
second and third defeats, when he held no office and was
casting about for what a twice-beaten man of forty-three was
supposed to do with the rest of his life. He made the trip out to
Yasnaya Polyana, the estate about a hundred miles south of
Moscow where Tolstoy had been born and where he had
written War and Peace and Anna Karenina, the two novels
that had made him, by common consent, the foremost living
writer on earth. By the time Bryan arrived, Tolstoy was

seventy-five and had spent the last quarter of his life trying to
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unmake the man who wrote those novels. He had undergone a
religious conversion of terrifying thoroughness, concluded
that the Christianity of the churches was a fraud and that the
actual teaching of Jesus was a plain and unbearable command
to love and to refuse violence, and had set about living it. He
had renounced his title, tried to give away his property, dressed
like one of his own peasants, and turned out a stream of tracts
and books arguing that the entire edifice of state and church
and army was a conspiracy of organized force against the law
of love. Bryan recorded the visit afterward in a book of his
travels, and what comes through it is awe, the awe of a
believing man in the presence of belief carried further than he
himself would ever dare to carry it.

The man who received him was a walking contradiction,
and Bryan was sharp enough to see it. Tolstoy had spent the
first half of his life as a dissolute aristocrat, a gambler and a
soldier and a man of appetites who fathered a string of children
and wrote two of the greatest novels ever composed, and the
second half trying to flog that man to death and replace him
with a saint. The conversion brought him no peace; it set him
at war with himself and with everyone around him, above all
with his wife, who had borne him thirteen children and copied
out War and Peace by hand and watched in growing fury as
her husband tried to sign away the family's livelihood in the
name of a Christ she suspected he was using to punish her. He
preached the renunciation of property from inside a house full
of servants, and chastity as the father of thirteen, and the

simple life of the peasant while remaining to the end a count
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whose name opened every door in Russia. The Russian
Orthodox Church had excommunicated him in 1901, two
years before Bryan arrived, for his attacks on its doctrines,
which only swelled his fame and his foreign correspondence.
And seven years after Bryan sat with him, the old man would
do the most Tolstoyan thing of his life, fleeing his home in the
dead of a winter night at the age of eighty-two to live out his
beliefs at last in poverty and solitude, only to fall ill and die a
few days later in the stationmaster’s house at a remote railway
stop, the world's newspapers camped outside the door, the
saint and the celebrity fused, to the end, into one impossible
man.

They did not only talk about force. Bryan, who left an
account of the visit in the book he made of his travels,
described long hours of conversation that ranged across
religion and land and the condition of the poor, two reformers
from opposite ends of the earth discovering how much of the
same ground they had walked. They found a common
reverence for an American, the economist Henry George,
whose argument that the value of land belonged to the
community and ought to be taxed back to it had captured
them both, Tolstoy with the fervor of a convert who
promoted George's single tax in his last years as a near-religious
cause, Bryan with the practical interest of a politician who had
built a career on the grievances of men who worked land they
could barely keep. They talked about the Russian peasant and
the American farmer, about the gospel as a social document,

about whether the teachings of Jesus were meant for the next
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world or for this one. Bryan came away dazzled, and he would
write and lecture about Tolstoy for years, holding him up to
American audiences as the rarest of things, a man of letters
who had tried to live every word he wrote. What Bryan did not
record, because he may not have felt it, was the gap between
the two of them that no shared reverence could close, the gap
between a man who wanted to seize the machinery of the
world and turn it to good and a man who had decided the
machinery itself was the sin.

The doctrine Tolstoy pressed on his American visitor had a
single root, the verse from the Sermon on the Mount where
Jesus says, resist not evil. Tolstoy took those three words with a
literalness that scandalized the respectable Christianity of his
day. He had laid the whole thing out a decade earlier in The
Kingdom of God Is Within You, the book that argued
nonresistance was a plain commandment binding on every
Christian, not a counsel of perfection reserved for saints, and
that the churches, by explaining it away, had emptied Christ's
teaching of its meaning. Evil, he held, must be resisted by every
just means, and never with violence, because violence only
transfers the evil from one heart into another and multiplies it.
From this he drew conclusions that made even his admirers
nervous. If violence is never permitted, then the state, which
rests entirely on violence, has no moral authority at all. A man
should not vote, because voting is a way of authorizing other
men to use force in his name. A man should not serve in an
army or sit on a court or take a government post, because all of

these are participation in organized coercion. He should not
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even pay taxes willingly, though he should not resist their
collection with force either, since resistance would itself be
violence. The robber who waits in the forest, Tolstoy wrote, is
at least ashamed of what he does, while the robber on the
throne is proud of it and calls it law, which makes the second
robber by far the more dangerous of the two.

The doctrine frightened the powerful far more than
ordinary radicalism did, and the reason is worth
understanding. A revolutionary who wants to seize the state
can be fought with the state’s own weapons, met with force
and beaten by superior force. But a man who simply refuses,
who will not fight, will not vote, will not serve, will not pay,
and who bases the refusal on the plain words of the gospel the
state itself claims to honor, cannot be answered the same way.
To shoot him is to prove his point, to jail him is to make him a
martyr, and to argue with him is to be drawn onto the ground
of the Sermon on the Mount, where the authorities have no
footing, since they cannot say out loud that they reject the
teaching of Christ. This is why the Russian state, which had
crushed armed revolutionaries without blinking, handled the
unarmed old man at Yasnaya Polyana with such nervous care,
censoring his tracts, harassing his followers, and finally letting
the Church do the work of condemnation it dared not do in
its own name. Small communities of Tolstoyans sprang up
trying to live the doctrine, in Russia and abroad, most of them
collapsing under the weight of their own purity. The idea had
no army and wanted none, and it unsettled empires anyway,

which is the first hint that the man Bryan declined to follow all
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the way was onto something more dangerous than his
American visitor was prepared to admit.

Here is where the two men parted, and the parting matters
more than the meeting. Bryan was, to the marrow, a man of
democratic government. His entire life was a wager that the
machinery Tolstoy despised, the ballot and the statute and the
office, could be turned to the service of the common people
against the moneyed few. He had spent two campaigns trying
to capture the state precisely so he could use its force, the force
of law and regulation and the courts, on behalf of the farmer
and the worker. To a man who believed all of that, Tolstoy's
anarchism looked less like liberation than like surrender, the
abandonment of the only weapon ordinary people had ever
been able to wield against organized wealth. Bryan could love
the doctrine of peace and still believe that a policeman was
sometimes necessary, that a court was sometimes just, that a
law honestly passed and honestly enforced was the people's
friend and not merely the throned robber's disguise. So he
took from Tolstoy what he could use and left the rest, the way
a practical believer always does with a prophet. He took the
love of peace and the hatred of war. He left the rejection of the
state, because the state was the instrument of his whole
working life.

I find myself, writing this, caught between the two of them
in a way Bryan never was, because I have lived to see both
men's wagers tested. Bryan bet that the democratic state could
be captured and turned toward justice, and the century that

followed him paid out on that bet again and again, in the vote
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for women and the breaking of the trusts and the old-age
pension and the union hall, every one of them a use of the
machinery Tolstoy called sin. The state, in the hands of
reformers, did more concrete good for more ordinary people
than all the Tolstoyan communes combined. And yet
Tolstoy's warning came due as well, in the same century, with
a vengeance that would have sickened him, because the same
machinery that delivered the pension also delivered the gas
chamber and the gulag, and the obedient men who ran both
were the trained hounds he had described, ready to do their
masters' violence and call it duty. Bryan saw the state’s promise
and was right. Tolstoy saw the state's menace and was right.
Neither of them saw the whole of it, and the argument
between them in that room was less a contest with a winner
than a description of the permanent tension every decent
person lives inside, the knowledge that the instrument which
builds the school also builds the camp, and that you cannot
have the one without risking the other.

It would be easy to read Bryan's partial discipleship as
timidity, the politician declining to follow the saint into the
hard country of his conclusions, and there is something to that
reading. But the doctrine Bryan declined to swallow whole was
not a harmless eccentricity, and the proof is what it did in
other hands. The same book that Bryan admired and set aside,
The Kingdom of God Is Within You, fell a few years later into
the hands of a young Indian lawyer in South Africa named
Mohandas Gandhi, and Gandhi was not a man to take a
prophet in part. He read Tolstoy whole, corresponded with
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him in the old man's last year, named a settlement Tolstoy
Farm, and built out of that doctrine of nonresistance the
campaign of nonviolent noncooperation that would
eventually break the grip of the largest empire the world had
ever seen. The line ran on from there, through the American
South, into the movement that broke the back of legal
segregation in the country Bryan came from. The question
Tolstoy put to Bryan in that room, the question about force
and the child, carried more than it seemed. It was the seed of
the most consequential political idea of the century that
followed, and Bryan, who held it in his hands and chose to
plant only half of it, deserves both the credit for the planting
and the verdict for the half he buried.

Bryan did not wait for high office to act on what he carried
home from Russia. Through the decade after the visit, in the
years of his third campaign and his work as a newspaper editor
and a lecturer on the Chautauqua circuit, he became one of
the most visible figures in the international peace movement
that flourished, with a terrible innocence, in the long calm
before 1914. He spoke at peace congresses, argued for
arbitration treaties and the settlement of disputes by
negotiation rather than by arms, and pressed the case that war
was a choice organized men could refuse to make, not an
inevitable feature of the human condition. In 1910 a peace
conference meeting in Edinburgh endorsed the specific plan
he had been developing, the bilateral treaty with its
investigating commission and its cooling-off year, four years

before he would have the power to put it into effect. It is easy
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now, on the far side of two world wars, to hear all of this as the
chatter of men who did not understand what was coming. But
the men of that movement understood the cost of war
perfectly well. What they underestimated was how easily the
machinery of nations could be made to pay that cost anyway,
and Bryan, who had spent his life believing that organized
people could bend the world toward decency, underestimated
it in exactly the way his whole career had trained him to.

What Bryan did plant grew slowly and then, for one
season, magnificently. The seed of pacifism that Tolstoy put in
him in 1903 lay mostly dormant through the third defeat and
the years of wandering, and then it found its soil when
Woodrow Wilson, whom Bryan had made president by
throwing him his delegates in 1912, named the old Commoner
secretary of state. Bryan used the office to build the most
concrete expression his peace conviction ever found, a system
of bilateral treaties under which signatory nations agreed to
submit any dispute to an investigating commission and to wait
a full year, a cooling-off year, before resorting to arms. The
idea was a direct descendant of the conversations he had
carried away from Yasnaya Polyana, the notion that the way to
stop a fight is to interrupt the reflex of meeting force with
force, to put time and patience and a third party between the
blow and the counterblow. He got something like thirty
nations to sign, including every major power in Europe except
the two, Germany and Austria-Hungary, that would shortly
set the continent on fire. And when the fire came, and Wilson

began drafting notes to Germany that Bryan feared would drag
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the United States into the war, Bryan did the thing that
remains, to my mind, the cleanest act of his public life. He
resigned. He gave up the highest office he would ever hold
rather than put his name to a paper he believed would lead to
killing. We will come to that resignation in its own chapter,
and to the cruelty with which the press repaid it. For now it is
enough to mark the line, straight and clear, that runs from the
old man's room in 1903 to the empty secretary's chair in 1915.

Step back and look at the shape the conscience has taken
across these chapters, because Tolstoy's door is the hinge of it.
The young Bryan of the Cross of Gold fought about money,
about silver and gold and the mortgage on a Nebraska farm, a
tight for justice inside the borders of his own country. The
Bryan of 1900 had widened the fight to empire, to what the
nation did to people beyond its borders, and had warned thata
republic which ruled subjects would lose its own soul. And the
Bryan who came back from Yasnaya Polyana widened it once
more, past money and past empire, to war itself, to the
proposition that the killing of human beings by organized
states was the central evil from which the others flowed. Each
enlargement cost him something, and each was real. The man
was traveling, slowly and at great expense, from the economics
of his own farmers toward the broadest moral question a
person can ask, which is whether we are permitted to take
human life at all. He never reached Tolstoy's answer, and he
never abandoned the politics that Tolstoy thought beneath
him. But the direction of the travel is unmistakable, and it is

the direction that makes the later betrayals so hard to bear,
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because a man whose conscience had reached that far should
have been able to see the thing he refused to see at Madison
Square Garden in 1924.

History has been unkind to this part of Bryan, unkinder
than to almost any other. The pacifism that I find among the
most admirable things about him is exactly the thing his
detractors have most enjoyed mocking. He has come down to
us, in the dismissive shorthand of the people who never liked
him, as a braying pacifist and isolationist, a sentimental fool
who thought treaties and cooling-off periods could restrain the
iron forces of history, a man too soft and too pious for the
hard world he lived in. There is a grain of truth buried in the
contempt, because the cooling-off treaties did not stop the
Great War and the peace movement Bryan led did not prevent
the century from becoming the bloodiest in human record.
But the contempt mistakes the failure of an idea for the
foolishness of the man who held it, and it forgets that the idea
itself, the idea that force breeds force and that someone must
finally refuse to pass the blow along, is the idea that later freed
India and desegregated the American South. Tolstoy, in a
letter he sent Bryan in 1907, put his finger on something the
mockers have always missed. He wrote that he wished Bryan
success in his work for the common people, but that this work,
the political work, the campaigns and the causes, was not the
most important thing in Bryan's life. The old anarchist had
seen, in one meeting and a little correspondence, what the
historians took decades to concede, that underneath the

politician was a religious man whose deepest commitments
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were not political at all.

There is something fitting in the fact that Bryan went
looking for Tolstoy in the trough between his defeats, because
the two men shared a relationship to losing that the world has
never known what to do with. Tolstoy had everything the
world counts as winning, fame and rank and genius and
wealth, and spent his last decades trying to lose it on purpose,
convinced that the winning was the obstacle and the losing
was the door. Bryan lost what he wanted, the presidency, three
times over, and kept finding in the losing a kind of permission
to become something the winning would never have allowed.
A man who had taken the oath of office and run the
machinery of empire could not have stood where Bryan stood
in 1900 and called the empire a sin. A president does not resign
on principle, because a president, having gained the office, no
longer has Bryan's freedom to put conscience above it. The
defeats the world pitied were also, in a way the world refuses to
see, the thing that kept Bryan's conscience free to keep
widening, and when he sat in that room with the old count
who was busy throwing away his own victories, two men were
talking who had each discovered, by opposite roads, that what
the world calls winning can be the most expensive thing a
person ever buys.

So now I come back to the scene, and to the question of
why I could not cut it.

For forty years I told myself, when I thought about it at all,
that I kept the Tolstoy scene because it humanized Bryan, gave

the audience a quiet breath between the roar of the campaigns,
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showed the private man behind the public roar. All of that is
true and none of it is the real reason. The real reason is that the
scene was about me, or rather about the thing I would have to
become to write honestly about a man like Bryan, and some
part of me knew it before the rest of me did. Tolstoy's question
is whether it is ever right to meet force with force, and how, if
you must resist evil, you can resist it without becoming evil
yourself. That is the question of the pacifist and the question
of the soldier, and it turns out it is also the question of the
biographer, of any writer who sets out to judge a human being
who is partly good and partly monstrous. Because in the
chapters ahead, I am going to have to strike this man. I am
going to have to stand in front of the worst things he did, the
day he refused to let his party condemn the Klan by name, the
years he spent trying to drive the teaching of evolution out of
the schools, and I am going to have to hit those things hard,
because a book that flinches from them is a lie and a kind of
cowardice of its own. The child in Tolstoy's parable, for a
writer, is the truth. The truth is the thing that must be
protected, and you do not protect it by folding your hands and
letting it be murdered out of politeness or affection for your
subject.

I have read the books that get this wrong in both
directions. I have read the demolitions that treat Bryan as a
punch line, the historians who could not forgive him his
religion or his rural voters and who wrote about him with a
contempt that told me more about the writer than about the

subject. And I have read the rescues that love him into a blur,
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that explain away the Klan vote and the war on Darwin until
the man dissolves into a saint with an asterisk. Both kinds of
book fail the same test, the test the old man set. The first strikes
with malice and calls it rigor. The second refuses to strike at all
and calls it mercy. I want to write the third kind, and I am not
certain the third kind can be written.

But Tolstoy's harder teaching is the one that has to govern
how I strike. Resist evil by every just means, he said, and never
with evil. I did not learn that from a writing manual. I learned
it, without knowing I was learning it, from a scene I wrote at
twenty-something and defended for forty years, two men in a
Russian room arguing about a brute and a child and the uses
of force.

I want to be concrete about what this discipline forbids,
because high talk about justice and cruelty is cheap and the
danger lives in the particulars. It forbids me the easy contempt
that would let me write the Klan chapter as a simple hanging,
Bryan strung up for the cameras while the modern reader nods
in comfortable superiority. It forbids the selective quotation
that makes a man look worse than the record supports, the
omission of the mitigating fact, the sneer disguised as analysis,
the quiet pleasure a writer can take in his own severity. And it
forbids the opposite sin just as firmly, the cowardice that
would let affection soften the blow the truth requires, that
would find reasons not to say the plain thing because the man
has earned my sympathy in the earlier chapters. The hard part,
the part I am not certain I can manage, is that both

temptations feel like virtue from the inside. Cruelty feels like
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courage. Mercy feels like fairness. Tolstoy's standard is the only
one I know that cuts between them, the instruction to bring
every just means and refuse every unjust one, to strike with the
open hand of the evidence and never with the closed fist of
malice, and to remember that the point of the blow is never
the blow. What I am protecting, through every blow I land in
the chapters to come, is the child, which for a writer is the
truth, the thing I am trying to keep alive on the page while I
tell you the worst about a man I have spent my life trying to
understand.

The teleplay died, as you know. The scene died with it,
never performed, never seen, one more casualty of the thing
that was killed before it could live. But the scene did its work
anyway, slowly, across four decades, the way a seed does its
work in the dark. Tolstoy's door, the door Bryan walked
through in 1903 and the door I built into a script that never
aired, turns out to open onto the whole second half of this
book, the half where my subject stops being a man I can
admire without effort and becomes a man I have to judge. I
will judge him. I will strike him where he needs striking, at
Madison Square Garden and at Dayton, and I will try with
everything I have to strike him by the just means and never
with the evil, to protect the truth without taking pleasure in
the wound. Whether I manage it is for you to decide when you
have read the rest. But I want you to know, before we go into
the dark part of the story, that the standard I am holding
myself to was set in a room I never saw, by an old man in

peasant clothes, answering a question about a child he could
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not promise to save.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Commoner and the
Chautauqua Tent

IN THE WINTER of 2020 and into the first days of 2021, I

watched a man who had lost an election refuse to say so.

I do not mean that he disputed a margin or asked for a
recount, which are the ordinary and legitimate moves of a close
loser. I mean that he lost by seven million votes and by 306 to
232 in the electoral college, the same count he had called a
landslide when it fell his way four years before, and that he
stood in front of the country and said he had won, and kept
saying it, and built around the claim an apparatus of pressure
on officials and courts and state legislatures designed to keep
him in an office the voters had taken away from him. By then I
was watching the way I watch everything now, as a man whose
working life is the study of how free countries die, and I knew
the shape of it, because the shape is old. And then on the sixth
of January a mob he had summoned and pointed at the
building walked into the Capitol to stop the counting of the
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votes, and for a few hours one of the world's oldest
constitutional democracies did not know whether its central
ritual, the peaceful surrender of power by the side that lost,
would survive the morning. It survived, barely. But I
understood that day that the country had forgotten something
it once knew how to do, and that the man who had known
how to do it better than almost anyone alive was the man
whose life I had been carrying around for forty years.

Bryan lost the presidency three times. He lost it in 1896 to
McKinley's money, and in 1900 to McKinley's empire and the
tull dinner pail, and in 1908 he lost it a third time, worse than
either of the others, to a genial three-hundred-pound jurist
named William Howard Taft who did not particularly want
the job. And after each defeat he did the same astonishing
thing, the thing that has come to look in our own moment like
a lost art or a foreign language. He conceded. He
congratulated the winner, accepted the verdict of the people
he had spent his life calling sovereign, and went back to work
building the next thing. Not once did he claim the count was
rigged. Not once did he tell his millions of followers that the
election had been stolen from them, though he had more
standing to allege a stolen election than most, having watched
corporate money and a terrified business class mobilize against
him on a scale no candidate had faced before. The thought
seems not to have occurred to him, because he believed the
thing he said he believed, that the people had the right to be
wrong, and that a man who appealed to their judgment had no

honorable move left when their judgment went against him
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except to bow and try again.

The bow came to Bryan from somewhere deeper, and that
is the point. It was the unwritten rule of the whole American
experiment, older than the parties, a habit so deep that men
hardly noticed it was a choice. John Adams, beaten and
humiliated by Jefferson in 1800 after a campaign of vicious
slander, handed over the government and rode home to
Massachusetts, and the republic survived its first transfer of
power between enemies because the loser allowed it to. The
thing repeated itself across a century, in landslides and in
squeakers, even in the bitter aftermath of stolen-looking
counts like 1876, when Samuel Tilden, who had won the
popular vote, swallowed a backroom deal that handed the
presidency to Hayes rather than tear the country apart over it.
Whatever else they were, and many of them were scoundrels,
the defeated men of the American past understood that they
were custodians of something larger than their own ambition,
that the peaceful surrender of the loser was the one thread
holding the experiment together, and that to cut it for personal
advantage was to be remembered forever as the man who
broke the republic. Bryan inherited that understanding and
never questioned it. He would sooner have questioned the
Sermon on the Mount.

Here the book's title stops being a phrase and starts being
an argument, and the present I live in presses hardest against
the past I am trying to recover. The Magnificent Loser. I took
the words from a teleplay that died, and the teleplay took them

from the plain facts of the man's career, but I did not
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understand for a long time that the magnificence and the
losing were the same thing, not two things to be held in
tension. Bryan was magnificent in the act of losing, in a way
that the winners of his age were not magnificent in the act of
winning, and the proof of it is what he did with the years
between and after the defeats, the years that are the real subject
of this chapter, the years of the newspaper and the tent.

To understand how he reached his third defeat, you have
to understand what the party did to him after the second. The
Democrats, beaten twice with Bryan, decided in 1904 that the
problem was Bryan, and they swung hard in the other
direction, nominating a colorless conservative New York judge
named Alton Parker, a sound-money man of the kind Bryan
had spent his career fighting, the sort of safe candidate the
party's eastern money had wanted all along. The experiment
was a catastrophe. Parker went down to Theodore Roosevelt
in one of the worst defeats the party had ever suffered, carrying
even fewer states than Bryan had, and the lesson the
Democrats drew from it was the lesson the defeated always
draw too late, that a pale imitation of the other party inspires
no one. So in 1908 they came back to Bryan, the way a family
comes back to the difficult relative whose advice it should have
taken, and gave him the nomination a third time, at the
Denver convention, on the first ballot, more out of exhaustion
than conviction.

The country he was running in had changed under him,
and not in his favor. The depression that had made silver a

tighting word was a decade gone, the factories were busy, and
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Theodore Roosevelt had spent seven years stealing Bryan's
clothes, taking up the trust-busting and the railroad regulation
and the talk of the common man that had been Bryan's alone
in 1896, and doing it from inside the Republican Party where
respectable people could vote for it without fear. Roosevelt,
barred by his own promise from a third term, handed his
enormous popularity to Taft, his Secretary of War, and
campaigned for him with the energy Taft himself could not
summon. Against the warm afterglow of Roosevelt and the
full employment of a prosperous year, Bryan ran his oldest
play, the play of the people against the interests, and found
that the audience had heard it before. There was even a
Republican slogan that captured the weariness with deadly
precision, an invitation to vote for Taft now because you
could always vote for Bryan some other time, the joke being
that Bryan would always be there, the perennial groom at the
altar, ready to be nominated and ready to lose.

The campaign itself was a curious, low-energy affair, at
least at the start, two reluctant men circling each other in a
country that had largely made up its mind. Taft was a jurist by
temperament who wanted a seat on the Supreme Court, not
the White House, and he campaigned at first with the
enthusiasm of a man being made to do it, which he was,
prodded into the field by Roosevelt's relentless letters of
advice. Bryan, for his part, did not have the fire of 1896 in him,
and those who watched both campaigns said so. He gave his
speeches and ran his old play, but the desperation that had

made the young man of thirty-six electric was gone, replaced
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by the practiced cadence of a performer who had done this
twice before and knew how it ended. To Bryan's left, the
Socialist Eugene Debs was pulling away the most radical of the
reform vote, touring the country in a railroad car he called the
Red Special, a reminder that the nation now had a party
further left than Bryan, which made it easier to cast Bryan as
the safe progressive and harder for him to be the insurgent he
had once been. His running mate was a decent Indiana lawyer
named John Kern, and almost no one remembers that, which
tells you most of what you need to know about how little the
ticket finally mattered against the tide.

He had done himself real harm two years before he ever
launched the 1908 campaign. On his return from a year
traveling the world, Bryan reached for a position meant to
prove he was still ahead of Roosevelt on reform, and called for
the federal government to take ownership of the nation's
railroads, and the proposal landed like a stone. It was one thing
to demand that the railroads be regulated, which his own
party's platform supported and which a large part of the
country had come to accept. It was another to propose that the
government simply take them, and to a public still decades
away from making peace with that scale of state power, the
idea smelled of socialism, and it frightened the moderate voters
he could not afford to lose. The man who had spent a decade
being called a dangerous radical had finally said something
radical enough to match the caricature, and it cost him so
dearly that by the time he ran in 1908 he had walked the idea
back and kept it out of his platform, the boldest proposal of
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his later years abandoned because the country would not
follow him there.

When the votes came in on the third of November, the
verdict was not close and not in doubt. Taft took three
hundred and twenty-one electoral votes to Bryan's one
hundred and sixty-two, and won the popular vote by better
than eight points, a wider margin than either of the beatings
McKinley had given him. Bryan carried the South and almost
nothing else, the loyal Democratic base and not one inch
beyond it. It was the worst of his three defeats by every
measure, popular and electoral both, and it made him a figure
without precedent in the country’s history, the only man ever
nominated for president three times by a major party and
beaten three times. The newspapers wrote his political
obituary, as they had after 1896 and after 1900, and this time
even many of his friends believed it. He was forty-eight years
old, three times rejected by the country he wanted to lead, and
by the cruel logic of American politics he should have
disappeared.

He did not disappear, and the manner of his not
disappearing is the heart of what I am trying to show you. A
defeated man in America has, then and now, a narrow set of
honorable exits. He can retire into private life and money,
which Bryan, who was not rich, could not easily do. He can
nurse his grievance and become bitter, the fate of many a
beaten candidate. Or he can find some other pulpit and keep
preaching, which is what Bryan did, with an energy and a

cheerfulness that confounded the men who had buried him.
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He had already, after the second defeat, built the two
instruments that would carry him through the wilderness years
and keep him a national force long after the presidency was
lost to him for good. He had built a newspaper, and he had
built a life on a canvas circuit that crossed the country every
summer. The newspaper was called The Commoner. The
circuit was called Chautauqua. Between them they made him,
in defeat, more beloved and more widely heard than most of
the men who beat him ever were in victory.

The Commoner came first, in January of 1901, a few
months after the second defeat, a weekly paper he founded and
owned and edited out of Lincoln, Nebraska, and named for
the thing he had been called for years and wore as a badge, the
Great Commoner, the champion of the ordinary people
against the powerful few. The first issue announced its
purpose without ornament, to give aid to the common people
in the protection of their rights, the advancement of their
interests, and the realization of their aspirations, which was the
whole of Bryan's politics compressed into a single sentence. He
was not new to the work, having edited the Omaha
World-Herald in the years around his first campaign, and the
paper found its audience fast. Within about five years it carried
some hundred and forty-five thousand subscribers, and at its
height the circulation ran far higher, copies going out to every
state in the union, the contents reprinted in the big eastern
dailies that would not have given Bryan the time of day in
person. For a man shut out of office, it was a national voice he

owned outright, a pulpit no party boss could take from him,
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and he kept it going for twenty-two years.

He could not have done it alone, and the people who held
it together when he could not are the same people who held
together the rest of his life and have been kept, as usual, in the
margins of the story. When Bryan was traveling, which was
most of the time, the paper was run by his brother Charles, a
gifted organizer who would one day be governor of Nebraska,
and by his wife. Mary Baird Bryan, the lawyer he had married,
the woman who had read law to keep up with him and edited
his speeches and managed the floods of correspondence, took
her turn at the editorial desk of The Commoner as she took
her turn at everything, the silent engine behind the noisy man.
The paper that carried his name into every state in the country
was, like the career it served, a family enterprise resting on the
unpaid and largely unrecorded labor of a brilliant woman the
age did not think to credit. I will keep saying this until the
book is done, because the record keeps trying to forget it.

The paper was Bryan entire, week after week, the whole
sweep of his convictions laid before a readership that trusted
him as it trusted almost no one else. He used it to keep
hammering the trusts and demanding that the railroads be
regulated, to argue for the direct election of senators and a
federal income tax and the public disclosure of campaign
contributions, reforms that sounded radical when he
championed them and that the country would go on to adopt,
one after another, in the decades after he was gone. He carried
in its pages his growing commitment to prohibition and his

deepening religious convictions, and waged his long war
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against the bosses and the money power inside his own party.
Much of what Bryan fought for in The Commoner reads now
like a table of contents for the Progressive Era and the early
New Deal, the income tax and the popular election of senators
written into the Constitution within a few years of his
editorials demanding them, the regulation of finance and the
protection of labor arriving in the years after his death. He lost
the presidency three times and watched a great deal of his
program become the law of the land anyway, enacted by other
men who would never have called themselves his heirs, which
is its own kind of victory and its own kind of insult, and a
pattern we have met in his life before.

The tent was the other half, and the tent is the stranger and
more wonderful story. Chautauqua, in the years before radio
and the movies and the automobile remade American leisure,
was a national institution that has almost no modern
equivalent, a traveling circuit of lectures and concerts and
sermons and uplift that pitched its brown canvas tents in the
fields outside thousands of small towns across the Midwest
and the South and the West every summer. Families bought
season tickets and came in from the farms for a week of culture
and oratory and entertainment, the children running
underfoot, the heat coming up off the grass, the speakers
working a crowd that had driven for hours and would talk
about the day for the rest of the year. It was earnest and
improving and a little ridiculous and altogether beloved, the
closest thing rural America had to a university and a theater

and a revival meeting combined, and for a quarter of a century
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its greatest single attraction was the man the country had three
times declined to elect.

Chautauqua had begun in 1874 on the shore of the lake
that gave it its name, in western New York, as a summer
training assembly for Sunday school teachers, and had grown
into something far larger and stranger than its founders
intended, a national movement for the self-improvement of
people who had been shut out of higher learning. By Bryan's
heyday it came in two forms. There was the permanent
assembly, the original lakeside colony and its many imitators,
where families came for weeks at a time. And there was the
traveling circuit, the tent Chautauqua, which carried the
whole apparatus out to the countryside, a week-long program
of speakers and musicians and elocutionists pitching the
brown tent in town after town across a summer, booked and
routed by agencies that moved their talent along like a
theatrical tour. The crowds greeted their favorite speakers with
a silent waving of white handkerchiefs that came to be called
the Chautauqua salute, a whole field of cloth fluttering in the
heat. Theodore Roosevelt is supposed to have called it the
most American thing in America, and whether he said it or
not, the phrase fits, the earnest hunger of a rural people for
uplift and beauty and large ideas, met under canvas in the slack
weeks between planting and harvest. It would not survive what
killed it, the automobile and the radio and the movie house
that gave the farm family somewhere else to go, and by the late
nineteen-twenties it was mostly finished. But across its decades

it reached tens of millions, and no one reached more of them
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than Bryan.

Bryan was the king of the Chautauqua circuit, and it is not
a small thing to say. For something like twenty-five years, from
the years after his second defeat until near the end of his life,
even during the period when he was Secretary of State of the
United States, he was the most popular speaker the circuit had,
delivering thousands of paid lectures in hundreds of towns to
audiences that numbered in the millions over the span of it.
He had needed the money after 1900, and his voice and his
hundred-percent name recognition were the assets he had, and
he turned them into a living, charging in the neighborhood of
five hundred dollars a speech plus a share of the gate, a
working wage earned one tent at a time. The voice that had
failed to carry him into the White House carried him into
every county fairground in America instead, and the people
who would not make him president drove their wagons
through the dust to hear him for an afternoon and went home
satisfied.

His favorite lecture, and the one the crowds loved best, was
a piece called "The Prince of Peace,” which he delivered
countless times over the decades, a sermon in all but name,
arguing that religion was the only durable foundation of
morality and that morality was the only foundation of a decent
and peaceful society. It was a religious lecture from a frankly
religious man, and it carried, by the way, a warning that would
grow into the obsession of his last years, a warning that the
theory of evolution, by teaching men they were risen animals

competing in a struggle for survival, could rot the moral
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foundation he was trying to defend. The seed of Dayton is in
"The Prince of Peace,” delivered to ten thousand sunburned
Chautauqua audiences a decade and more before the Scopes
trial, and we will follow it there. He had another favorite too, a
lecture called "The Value of an Ideal," a call to young people to
give their lives to public service, and between the two of them
he preached, year after year under the canvas, a gospel of
conviction and service and peace to the children of the people
who were his only unwavering constituency.

And here is the thing that the men who pitied him never
understood, the thing that makes him so strange to our own
moment. He seemed to prefer it. Watching Bryan in the long
middle of his life, a man could be forgiven for thinking he liked
the tent better than he would have liked the White House, that
the loser had found in losing a truer pulpit than winning
would ever have given him. In the tent he was loved without
qualification, by people who asked nothing of him but that he
speak, and he could say exactly what he believed without the
compromises that govern a man who actually holds power.
The presidency would have made him manage and bargain
and disappoint. The tent let him preach. There is a real
question, which I cannot fully answer, about whether the part
of Bryan that mattered most to him, the preacher and the
moralist, was ever suited to the office he chased for thirty years,
and whether the three defeats that looked like the tragedy of
his life were closer to a rescue, delivering him to the work he

was actually built for.
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I do not want to leave the impression that the losing cost
him nothing, because that would be a sentimental lie, and this
book has no use for those. Three rejections by the country he
loved left marks a man does not advertise. There was a
hardening in him over these years, a turn toward the certainties
of religion and away from the open and generous reformer of
1896, that some of the people closest to him watched with
sorrow. The grievance he never voiced in public had
somewhere to go in private, and a part of it went into the rigid
moralism that would define his final act, the war on evolution,
the bearing of a man who had been told no by the world and
was now determined to be told yes by God. His marriage
carried the strain of his endless absence on the circuit, Mary
keeping the homes and the children and the paper while he
crossed the country for the crowds who loved him without
complication. And the money, the five hundred dollars a
speech the cartoonists mocked him for chasing, was the money
of a man who had given his life to public causes and reached
middle age with no fortune and a family to keep, lecturing for
his supper into his sixties because he had spent his prime
running for an office that pays its losers nothing. The dignity
was real. It was also expensive, and he paid for it in a coin the
cheering crowds never saw.

Step back now and look at the whole shape of it, because
the shape is the argument. Here is a man who lost the highest
prize in his country's gift three separate times, who was
mocked as a perennial failure, whose obituary was written by

the newspapers again and again. And in the years of that losing
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he founded one of the most widely read papers in America,
became the most beloved public speaker of his generation,
moved his whole party permanently toward the reforms he
had been ridiculed for proposing, and then, after the third
defeat, did the thing that should be impossible for a three-time
loser. In 1912 he walked into the Democratic convention with
no office and enormous moral authority and threw his weight
behind Woodrow Wilson at the decisive moment, and made
him the nominee, and made him the president. The three-time
loser became the kingmaker, and the kingmaker became
Secretary of State, and from that office, as we will see, he tried
to build a machinery of peace in the world before he gave the
office up rather than betray it. None of that happens if Bryan,
after any of his defeats, had done what the man I watched in
2020 did. None of it happens if he had spent his losing telling
his followers the thing was stolen and turning his considerable
power toward poisoning the verdict instead of accepting it.
The kingmaking of 1912 deserves a moment of its own,
because it is the purest proof of what losing had given him.
The Democratic convention that year fell into deadlock, the
party's bosses maneuvering to hand the nomination to a
conservative they could manage, and Bryan, a delegate from
Nebraska with no candidacy of his own, rose on the floor and
declared that he would support no candidate beholden to the
Wall Street interests he named aloud. It was a stunning stroke,
the three-time loser using the one thing he had left, his moral
standing with the party's rank and file, to break the bosses' grip

and swing the convention toward Woodrow Wilson, the
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reform governor of New Jersey. Wilson knew exactly what he
owed. The man who could not win the prize for himself had
become the man who decided who else could have it, and he
spent that power on the reforms he had spent his life
demanding, rather than on revenge against the party that had
twice cast him aside. A bitter man does not do that. A broken
man does not do that. Only a man who had made his peace
with losing, who had built a life that did not depend on the
prize, was free enough to hand the prize to someone else and
ask nothing back but the chance to serve.

That is the contrast the title finally rests on, and I am not
going to soften it. Bryan lost and conceded and built. The man
I watched in the winter of 2020 lost and refused to concede
and tried to burn the house down on his way out the door, and
a substantial part of the country cheered him for it. We have
arrived at a place where losing is treated as a kind of theft,
where the only legitimate election is the one your side wins,
and where the man who will not admit he lost is admired for
his strength while the man who concedes is suspected of
weakness. Bryan would not have understood it. He came from
a politics that was rougher than ours in a hundred ways, more
violent and more corrupt and more openly bought, and yet it
held as a thing beyond argument that the loser bows, because
the alternative is no republic at all, only a fight that never ends,
each election a coup attempt by whichever side comes up
short. The concession that looks to us like a quaint formality
was the load-bearing beam of the whole structure, the single

act that turns a contest for power into a peaceful transfer of it,
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and Bryan performed that act three times, with grace, in front
of millions, and never once suggested there was another way.

I want to be careful here, because the comparison can
flatter Bryan into a saint, and he was not one, as the chapters
ahead will show in detail. His grace in defeat was real, but it
rested on supports that were not all noble. It rested on a
religious certainty that the verdict of an election mattered less
than the verdict of God, which made losing survivable in a way
it is not for a purely secular ambition. It rested on the
Chautauqua income and the newspaper, on having
somewhere to go and something to do that paid him in money
and love. And it rested, let us be honest, on a temperament
that may simply have been better at the consolations of
righteous defeat than at the grubby compromises of power. I
am not holding Bryan up as a flawless democrat. I am holding
up one specific thing he did, repeatedly, that the man who
now defines our politics could not bring himself to do even
once, and I am saying that the one specific thing is among the
most important acts a citizen of a republic can perform, and
that we are in mortal danger precisely because we have stopped
being able to see why.

Because this is what my study of the dying of free countries
keeps teaching me, and it is the darkest thing I know.
Democracies do not usually fall to invading armies. They fall
when the losers stop accepting that they lost, when one side
decides that its defeat is by definition illegitimate and that any
means of reversing it is therefore justified, and when enough of

the country agrees to follow that side past the line where the
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ballot stops being final. The peaceful transfer of power has no
guarantee anywhere in the Constitution or the courts or
anything written down, and it holds, when it holds, only
because the losing side is willing to lose, a willingness that lives
in the habits and the honor of individual human beings and
can evaporate in a single generation that forgets why it ever
mattered. Bryan, three times defeated, was a reservoir of that
willingness, a man who modeled for a whole country what it
looks like to want power desperately and to surrender the
claim to it the moment the people say no. We have spent down
that reservoir in my lifetime, and I do not know whether it can
be refilled, and that is why a forgotten loser who died a
hundred years ago feels to me less like history than like a
warning, and a rebuke.

So when I stand the two images side by side, which is what
this whole book is finally about, I see a tent and I see a mob. I
see a man who lost three times and answered each defeat by
building something for the people who had rejected him, a
paper to inform them and a circuit to reach them and a party
reshaped to serve them, and who used the moral authority that
losing somehow gave him to put a better man than himself in
the White House. And I see a man who lost once and answered
it by trying to set fire to the count, who built nothing and
reached for nothing larger than himself, and who taught a
third of the country that losing is something that only happens
to you when you are cheated. The age that produced the
second man looks at the first and sees a loser, three times over,

a punch line, a footnote, a statue worth pulling down. I'look at
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him and see the one thing we have lost that we cannot live
without, and I understand at last why I could never let his
story go. He knew how to lose. It is the most magnificent and
the most necessary thing I have ever had to learn from a man

the world agreed to forget.
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We Become What We
Hate



CHAPTER NINE

Secretary of State and the
Plowshare Paperweights

THERE IS A small bronze plow behind glass in a museum

case, and I have stood in front of it longer than a sane man
stands in front of a paperweight.

It is about the size of a fist, a miniature of the implement
that broke the prairie, cast in metal and mounted on a base,
and the first time I understood what it was made of I felt the
back of my neck go cold. It was made from a sword. William
Jennings Bryan, as Secretary of State, bought decommissioned
swords from the United States War Department and had them
melted down and recast into these little plows, taking a verse
from the prophet Isaiah, they shall beat their swords into
plowshares, and turning it from a metaphor into a thing you
could hold in your hand. On the blade of the plow he had the
verse inscribed, with its citation, Isaiah 2:4, as if the object were
a footnote to scripture. On the shaft he put two lines of his

own, the kind of homemade wisdom he carried everywhere:
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nothing is final between friends, and diplomacy is the art of
keeping cool. He had thirty of them made, one for each
foreign diplomat who signed one of his peace treaties in 1914,
and he gave one to President Wilson, inscribed and dated the
thirteenth of August, 1914, and he donated one to the
Smithsonian, which is how it comes to sit behind glass where a
man like me can stand and stare at it a hundred and ten years
later.

I want to be honest about why the object undoes me,
because it is the key to this whole chapter and to the part of the
book it opens. The plow is ridiculous and it is sublime, and the
two qualities are not in tension. Here is the most powerful
diplomat in the United States, in the year the world caught
fire, spending his energy on a craft project, a literal-minded
Sunday-school enactment of a Bible verse, handing out party
favors to ambassadors while the great powers loaded their
guns. The sophisticated men of his time found it hilarious, and
I understand why. And yet I cannot laugh, because the gesture
is also the purest distillation of a conviction most powerful
men never hold for an hour, the conviction that the machinery
of death is not permanent, that swords are only metal and can
be made into something that feeds people instead of killing
them, and that a man with power ought to spend it saying so
out loud, even at the risk of looking like a fool. The plow is
what idealism looks like when it gets its hands on power for
one brief moment, and this chapter is about that moment, and
about the shadow that was already falling across it even as the

metal cooled.
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He had finally gotten the power. After the third defeat in
1908, after the newspaper and the years under the Chautauqua
canvas, Bryan had walked into the 1912 Democratic
convention with no candidacy and enough moral weight to
break a deadlock, and he had thrown that weight behind
Woodrow Wilson and made him the nominee and then the
president. Wilson knew the debt, and he paid it in the highest
coin available, naming the three-time loser his Secretary of
State, the senior post in the cabinet, the office that speaks for
the United States to the world. On the fifth of March, 1913,
the Boy Orator of the Platte, the man the country had three
times declined to elect, took the oath as the forty-first Secretary
of State, and the man who had spent thirty years on the
outside of power was suddenly at the center of it. It should
have been the vindication of his life. In part it was. In others, it
placed a man built for the pulpit inside a machine built for
something else entirely, and the friction between the two
would define his short and strange tenure.

Mary came to Washington with him, as she had gone
everywhere with him, and the partnership that had run his
whole public life entered its strangest chapter inside the
capital’s social machine. She had read law as a young wife to
keep pace with his mind, had edited his speeches and managed
the avalanche of his correspondence, had taken her turn at the
desk of The Commoner, and now she was the wife of the
Secretary of State, expected to preside over the dinners and teas
and calls that were themselves a kind of diplomacy. She did it,

as she did everything, with a competence the record barely
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troubles to note. Her health was failing by these years, arthritis
stiffening her into a pain that would eventually confine her,
and still she ran the official household and shielded her
husband and held the family steady through the strain of the
office and the gathering war. When he resigned, she stood with
him, as she had stood with him through three defeats. And
when he died a decade later she took up his unfinished
memoirs and completed them, the last of a lifetime of finishing
what he started. I keep insisting on her presence in these pages
because the official story of William Jennings Bryan is told as
the tale of a solitary voice, and it was never solitary. There were
always two of them, and the one who never gave a speech did
half the work.

The professional diplomats did not know what to make of
him, and most of them decided to be amused. Washington's
foreign-policy establishment, the cool careerists and the
ministers of the great powers maneuvering for advantage as
Europe drifted toward catastrophe, regarded the new Secretary
as a rube and a embarrassment, a tent preacher playing at
statecraft. He gave them plenty of material. A lifelong
teetotaler, Bryan refused to serve alcohol at official functions
and poured grape juice instead, and the diplomatic corps
mocked the grape-juice dinners up and down Embassy Row.
He kept lecturing on the Chautauqua circuit for his five
hundred dollars a night even while running the State
Department, which the papers found unseemly in the nation's
chief diplomat. And he filled the consular and diplomatic

service with loyal party men, the deserving Democrats of an
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infamous phrase, rewarding political friends with posts that
the reformers thought should go to professionals. He was, by
the standards of the trade he had entered, an amateur and a
moralist, and the men of the trade never let him forget it.
Beneath the mockery, though, the work of the office went
on, and Bryan did more of it well than his reputation as a holy
fool allows. He handled the daily diplomacy of a great power
with more competence than the careerists expected, and on the
largest question of all, the war that broke out in Europe in his
second summer, he was the administration's most determined
voice for keeping America out. When the fighting started, it
was Bryan who pushed hardest for a genuine neutrality, a real
evenhandedness that would keep the United States clear of the
whole catastrophe, rather than the tilted, half-hearted version
that favored the British by selling them arms and lending them
money. He argued inside the cabinet against the loans and the
arms sales to the belligerents, seeing clearly that a nation with
money riding on one side’s victory would not stay neutral for
long, and he was overruled, again and again, by a President and
a financial establishment that had already decided which side
they wanted to win. The relationship with Wilson, cordial at
the start, frayed under the strain. They were a study in
opposites, the cool Presbyterian professor and the warm
Presbyterian preacher, and as the war pressed in, the professor
came to find the preacher's pacifism an obstacle and the
preacher came to find the professor’s drift toward the Allies a
betrayal of the neutrality they had both promised. The break,

when it came, would be over exactly this. But for two years

169



The Magnificent Loser

Bryan stood inside the room where the decision would be
made and pushed, with everything he had, toward peace.

But the amateur had come into office with one enormous
and serious idea, and he moved on it immediately. Bryan
believed that most wars were the product of a hot reflex, the
rush from insult to mobilization before anyone had time to
think, and that if you could force a delay into the machinery, a
cooling-off period, you could let reason catch up with rage. So
he set about negotiating a web of bilateral treaties, each one
committing the two signatory nations to submit any dispute
they could not settle to an international commission for
investigation, and to wait a full year, taking no military action,
while the commission did its work. The idea was simplicity
itself, almost embarrassingly so, the diplomatic equivalent of
counting to ten before you swing. And it worked, at least on
paper, to a degree that astonished the men who had laughed.
Bryan got some thirty nations to sign, including the United
Kingdom and nearly every major power in Europe, with the
two refusals that would matter most, Germany and
Austria-Hungary, standing out in retrospect like a warning no
one read.

How strange the idea was, and how far ahead of its time.
The world Bryan was working in had only the barest
machinery for settling disputes without war, a few arbitration
agreements and the new tribunals at The Hague that the
powers treated as ornaments, and into that vacuum Bryan
poured a genuinely original instrument, the conciliation treaty

with its mandatory pause. The principle was that no nation,
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however enraged, would be permitted by its own signed word
to strike in the first hot year, that the dispute would go to a
commission for the slow cold work of investigation while
tempers cooled and facts emerged. Historians of international
law have come to see these treaties as a real forerunner of the
machinery that arrived later, the League and then the United
Nations, the whole twentieth-century project of substituting
procedure for slaughter. The refusals tell their own story.
Germany would not sign, and neither would
Austria-Hungary, the two powers whose quarrel would within
months drag the world into the war, and their unwillingness to
accept even a cooling-off year was, had anyone been reading
the signs, a confession of intent. Bryan's treaties could not stop
a war that two of the principal arsonists had declined in
advance to be bound by. But the instrument was sound, and
the fact that it failed against the determined violence of 1914 is
less an indictment of the idea than a measure of how much
violence it was up against.

Bryan was not alone in his hope, and it is worth
remembering that, because hindsight makes his faith look
more foolish than it was. The years before 1914 were the high
noon of a great optimism about peace, a widespread
conviction among educated people that war between the
advanced nations was becoming obsolete, an irrational relic
that commerce and reason and international law were steadily
rendering impossible. Steel and banking had knit the powers
together so tightly, the argument ran, that a general war would

be financial suicide and therefore would not happen. Andrew
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Carnegie poured his fortune into an endowment for
international peace and built a palace at The Hague to house
the machinery of arbitration. Respectable men wrote
best-selling books proving that the great illusion was the belief
that war could still pay. Bryan's treaties were the practical
expression of that whole hopeful moment, its best attempt to
build the institutions the optimism assumed were on their
way. And then, in a few weeks of the summer of 1914, the
entire structure of hope went up like paper, and the educated
optimists watched the most advanced nations on earth march
into a slaughter that commerce and reason and international
law did nothing whatever to prevent. Bryan's plowshares are
the relics of that vanished confidence, and part of what makes
them so moving is that he went on believing, and went on
casting them, after the confidence that justified them was
already dead.

The treaties were the harvest of a seed planted a decade
carlier in a Russian farmhouse, and I have already told you
where. Behind the cooling-off year lay the conviction Bryan
had carried home from his afternoon with Tolstoy in 1903, the
belief that the reflex of meeting force with force was the thing
to be interrupted, that peace was a discipline a person or a
nation could practice rather than a condition that simply
happened to them. The anti-imperialism of 1900 had widened
into the pacifism of the Chautauqua lectures, and now the
pacifism had hardened into policy, into signed and binding
instruments of international law. It is the one place in Bryan's

whole career where the widening conscience I have been
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tracing actually reached the levers of state and pulled them. A
man spent thirty years becoming more and more convinced
that organized killing was the central evil of the world, and
then for two years he held an office from which he could do
something about it, and he did.

And so, in November of 1914, to mark the treaties, he
ordered the swords from the War Department and had them
beaten into the little plows. Picture the literalism of it, the
sheer earnest audacity. The metal that had been shaped to kill
men was carried into a foundry and melted and poured into a
mold shaped like the tool that feeds them, and the resulting
objects were handed across a table to the representatives of
foreign powers as the tangible proof that a different world was
possible. The one he gave Wilson carried the inscribed date of
the thirteenth of August, the date it commemorated rather
than the autumn day it was cast. Another he sent to the
Smithsonian to be kept. He believed, with the whole force of
the faith that had carried him through three defeats, that he
was watching the prophecy come true in his own hands, the
swords becoming plowshares, the nations agreeing to keep
cool, the long human reflex toward slaughter finally
interrupted by a man with a Bible and a foundry and the seal
of the United States.

The timing is the part that stops my breath. He was casting
his plowshares in the fall of 1914, and in that same season the
actual swords of the actual great powers were coming out of
their scabbards by the tens of millions. The treaty with
Wilson's paperweight is dated August of 1914, the same
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August the armies of Europe marched, the month the world
began the four-year suicide we would later have to number
because we could not believe there would be a second one.
While Bryan melted a few ceremonial blades in Washington,
the foundries of Europe ran day and night turning out shells,
and the cooling-off year he had built into his treaties was about
to be exposed as a paper dam against an ocean. There is no
crueler juxtaposition in his whole life. The man had been right
about everything, right that force breeds force, right that the
reflex must be interrupted, right that the swords should be
plows, and the century answered him by becoming the
bloodiest in the history of the species, beginning in the same
month he handed out his little bronze proofs that reason
would prevail.

I do not want to rush past the genuine grandeur of it on
my way to the shadow, because the grandeur is real and rare
and I will not see much of it in the chapters ahead. This was
idealism that had gotten its hands on actual power and tried to
use that power for the thing it believed, which almost never
happens, because the people who reach high office are almost
never idealists and the few idealists who reach it are almost
always broken or corrupted by the climb. Bryan reached it
with his convictions intact, and for two years he spent the
authority of the United States trying to build a structure that
would make war harder to start. He failed, because the
structure was too weak for the forces it faced, but the failure
does not diminish the attempt. If the whole of Bryan were the

man who designed those plowshares, this would be a simple
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book, a book of admiration, and I could close Part Three here
with the Secretary of State at his desk, the cooling-off treaties
signed, the little plows gleaming, the best man in American
public life doing the best thing he ever did. But the whole of
Bryan is not that man, and this is the part of the book where I
have to prove it.

In the spring of 2005, I wrote an essay called "We Become
What We Hate." I will not rehearse the argument here, except
to say that it was about the oldest and most reliable trap in
moral and political life, the way a person or a movement that
defines itself against some evil will, given time and power and
fear, come to practice the same evil it opposed, and will not see
itself doing it, because the hatred of the thing has become the
proof of its own innocence. I have spent twenty years
watching that pattern work in the histories I study, the
revolutionaries who become the new tyrants, the persecuted
who learn to persecute, the lovers of liberty who build the
prison. I gave the essay's title to this section of the book, and I
gave it deliberately, because William Jennings Bryan, in the
same office and the same year that he was handing out his
plowshares, walked straight into the trap, and the proof of it
has a name and a date.

This pattern is everywhere once you learn to see it, and
history offers it in every register, from the petty to the
catastrophic. The revolutionaries who overthrow a tyrant in
the name of liberty and within a few years are running the
tyrant's secret police, having discovered that liberty is harder to

administer than to demand. Religious reformers who flee
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persecution across an ocean and, safely landed, begin hanging
the dissenters in their own midst, the persecuted turned
persecutor inside a single generation. Colonized peoples who
win their freedom and take up, against their own minorities,
the same instruments of domination they spent decades
suffering under. These people were not lying about their
ideals; the ideals simply turned out to be no protection at all
once they held the whip, because the whip, in the hand of
someone certain of his own virtue, does not feel like the whip.
It feels like justice, like necessity, like the regrettable but
unavoidable cost of defending the good. The thing that makes
the trap nearly inescapable is that the conviction of standing
on the side of the angels is precisely the anesthetic that lets a
person do the devil's work without pain. I did not have to
invent this pattern for my essay. I only had to look, and once I
had looked I could not stop seeing it, and the hardest place I
have ever had to see it is in the office of a Secretary of State
who handed out plowshares.

The anti-imperialist was now the chief diplomat of an
imperial power, and the empire did not pause for his
conscience. In 1900 Bryan had told the country, in the speech
I have praised, that a republic cannot hold other peoples in
subjection without destroying the thing that makes it a
republic, that the consent of the governed was a principle the
nation abandoned at its peril, that to rule a distant people by
force was the old doctrine of kings. He had meant it. And in
August of 1914, the same month as the plowshare he gave

Wilson, the same Secretary of State put his name to a treaty

176



The Magnificent Loser

that did to a small Latin American republic precisely what he
had spent 1900 denouncing.

The treaty is called the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty, signed on
the fifth of August, 1914, between the United States and
Nicaragua, and the name on it is his. By its terms the United
States acquired the exclusive and perpetual right to build a
canal across Nicaraguan territory, a ninety-nine-year lease on
the Great and Little Corn Islands in the Caribbean, and an
option for a naval base on the Gulf of Fonseca, and in
exchange Nicaragua received three million dollars, a sum that
happened to be roughly what Nicaragua already owed to
American banks. The Wilson administration had wanted to go
further still, drafting a provision modeled on the Platt
Amendment that would have given the United States the legal
right to intervene militarily in Nicaragua's internal affairs, and
only the United States Senate’s objection got that clause
struck. Bryan signed the rest. The Secretary of State who had
built a foundry to turn swords into plowshares reduced a
sovereign nation to a transaction, a canal it could not build
itself, two islands leased away for a century, a harbor pledged
to a foreign navy, the whole of it for three million dollars that
flowed mostly back to American creditors.

It gets worse the closer you look, the way these things do.
The United States did not even want the Nicaraguan canal,
having already built one through Panama. The whole purpose
of acquiring the perpetual rights was to make sure no rival
power could ever build a competing canal, which is to say the

treaty bought a small nation's sovereignty for the single
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purpose of keeping any rival from using it, with no intention
of using it at all, the purest exercise of imperial power,
domination for its own sake. Nicaragua's neighbors, Costa
Rica and El Salvador, protested that the treaty violated their
own rights and threatened their security, and they took the
case to the Central American Court of Justice, a young
institution that was supposed to be exactly the kind of
peaceful arbitration mechanism Bryan claimed to believe in.
The court ruled against the United States. And the United
States, the government of the man with the plowshares, simply
ignored the ruling, and the contempt of the great power for
the little court destroyed the court's authority so completely
that it ceased to exist within a few years. The Secretary of State
who handed out paperweights inscribed nothing is final
between friends helped break the one international court in
the hemisphere because its verdict was inconvenient.

And Nicaragua was one piece of a larger pattern, not an
isolated lapse, a pattern the administration Bryan served was
stamping across the whole Caribbean and Central America in
these years, the region a later age would call the empire’s
backyard. American financial and military power was being
used to turn the small nations to the south into dependable
clients, their customs houses supervised by American agents,
their politics arranged to suit American banks, their
governments propped up or pulled down as Washington
found convenient, a practice the previous administration had
called Dollar Diplomacy and this one claimed loudly to have

renounced, even as it carried the substance forward. Bryan had
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thundered against exactly this in his years out of power, against
the subjugation of weaker peoples and the rule of the dollar
over the flag. In office, he administered it. The Marines who
would soon occupy Haiti, the financial controls fastened onto
one republic after another, the installed presidents and the
supervised elections, all of it was the ordinary business of the
State Department in the years Bryan ran it, and while the worst
of it bears Wilson's fingerprints more than Bryan's, the
anti-imperialist sat at the head of the department that carried it
out and resigned over none of it. He saved his resignation for
the European war. The domination of the hemisphere, the
thing he had built a career condemning, he presided over
without apparent anguish, because by some alchemy of
self-regard the imperialism practiced by a man who loved peace
did not register, in that man's own conscience, as imperialism
atall.

This is what "We Become What We Hate" means, made
concrete, dated, and signed. The same hand, in the same
season, cast the plow and signed the protectorate. I have
turned this over for a long time, trying to find the seam where
the contradiction resolves, and I cannot find it, because there is
no seam. Bryan did not stop believing in peace when he signed
the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty. He did not experience himself as
a hypocrite. He almost surely told himself a story in which the
treaty served stability, secured the hemisphere, protected the
canal, helped a poor nation with three million dollars, kept the
Europeans out, and was therefore consistent with the cause of

peace rather than a betrayal of it. That is precisely how the trap
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works. The man who hates empire does not notice himself
building one, because in his own mind he is not an imperialist,
he is a peacemaker, and the proof is that he hates imperialism,
and a man who hates imperialism could not possibly be doing
it. The plowshare on the desk is the alibi for the treaty in the
drawer.

I have to be careful here not to flatten him into a fraud,
because that would be its own kind of lie, and a lazier one.
Bryan was something sadder and more universal than a cynic
who mouthed peace while practicing conquest, an idealist who
discovered, without ever quite admitting it to himself, that
holding power means doing the things power does, and who
kept his self-image as a man of peace intact by simply not
looking too hard at the bill of sale. The Nicaragua treaty was
the act of a good man inside a machine that runs on
domination, not the act of a wicked one, a man who had spent
his life outside that machine condemning what it does and
who found, once inside, that the machine does not care what
you condemned, it only cares what you sign. He signed. And
the gap between the plowshare and the signature is the far
more common gap that opens inside almost every decent
person who ever gains real power and discovers that their
decency was easier to keep when they had none, not the tidy
moral distance between a saint and a sinner.

So I come back to the question the architecture of this
book put to me when I planned it, the question of whether the
plowshare was the last wholly clean thing Bryan ever did. And

the honest answer, the one I did not expect when I started, is
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that even the high ground was not clean, that the rot the next
chapters will document had already begun in the same office
that gave him his finest gesture. The cooling-off treaties were
clean, in their intent and their design, a genuine attempt to
make the world less murderous. The plowshares were clean,
ridiculous and sublime and clean. But the hands that made
them were the same hands that sold Nicaragua, in the same
year, and a man is the sum of both held in a single unbearable
view, the best thing he ever did and the worst thing he had yet
done at the same time. The cleanest act of his public life is still
coming, and it is the subject of the next chapter, the day he
gave up this office rather than betray what he believed. But
here, on the high ground, with the plows gleaming on thirty
diplomats’ desks, the shadow has already arrived, and its name
is Nicaragua, and the man who cast it could not see it at all.
This is why I gave Part Three the title I did, and why I
needed my own old essay to find my way into this chapter.
The pattern I described in 2005, in the abstract, watching it
work in other men in other centuries, I now have to watch
work in a man I have spent forty years loving, which is a harder
thing entirely. It is easy to see that your enemies become what
they hate. It is the work of a lifetime to admit that the people
you admire do too, and that admiring them does not exempt
them, and that the same widening conscience I praised three
chapters ago for reaching past money toward empire toward
war could sit in an office and sign a small nation away and
never feel the contradiction. The discipline I set myself at

Tolstoy's door, to strike by every just means and never with
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malice, requires me to record the Bryan-Chamorro Treaty as
plainly as I recorded the Cross of Gold, and to refuse both the
temptation to excuse it because I love him and the temptation
to destroy him because he disappointed me. He did this. It was
real. It does not cancel the plowshares, and the plowshares do
not cancel it.

I study the men and the movements that became what they
hated for a living, and the comforting lesson would be that
idealists are frauds. What the study actually teaches is harder,
that idealism is not armor. The conviction that you are on the
side of the good is the least reliable protection there is against
doing evil, because it is precisely the conviction that lets you
reclassify your evil as something else. Bryan believed he was a
man of peace, and he was, and the belief is exactly what let him
sign a treaty of domination without flinching. The warning in
that reaches past him. It is for everyone who has ever been
certain that their good intentions would keep their hands clean
once they got hold of power, which is to say it is for me, and
for my own side, and for anyone who has ever hated an
injustice loudly enough to stop watching themselves.

The plows outlived almost everything they stood for. His
cooling-off treaties were swamped within months by a war
that two of the great powers had refused even to pretend to
forestall, and the larger peace they were meant to inaugurate
never came; the century went on to bury tens of millions and
then, a generation later, tens of millions more. The
Bryan-Chamorro Treaty outlived its author by decades, the
Corn Islands held on their lease, the little court it helped kill
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long gone, until Nicaragua finally got the thing abrogated in
1970. And the small plows sit in their cases, in the Smithsonian
and the State Department's own reception rooms and the
collections of people who buy such things, bright and
harmless, having failed at the one thing they were made to
announce. The image on them, though, would not die,
because the image is older than Bryan and survives every
particular failure of it. Decades after his death, other hands
took up the same verse, melting three thousand confiscated
handguns into the steel of a plow blade that stands in
Washington today, the same prophecy, the same stubborn
human refusal to accept that the metal of violence can only
ever stay violence. Bryan was wrong about how soon the
swords would become plowshares, as everyone who has ever
believed that prophecy has been wrong about the timing. He
was not wrong that someone has to keep saying it, and keep
casting the metal, and keep handing the proof across the table,
even in the year the world goes back to war.

I go back, when I can, to stand in front of the little plow
behind the glass. It is still beautiful. The verse is still on the
blade, the swords are still made into something that feeds
instead of kills, and the homemade wisdom is still there on the
shaft, nothing is final between friends, diplomacy is the art of
keeping cool. And now I see the other thing in it too, the thing
I could not see before I followed the man into his one term of
power. I see a hand reaching across a table to give a gift of
peace, and I see the same hand, the same year, signing the paper

that took a country, and I understand that they were never two
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hands at all, always the same one, and that the plow and the
treaty were always going to be cast from the same metal, by the
same man, in the same terrible and ordinary year. He was
about to do one more wholly clean thing, the cleanest of his
life, and then he was going to spend his last decade becoming,
more completely than he ever became it here, the thing he had
spent his youth despising. The plow on the desk is where the
becoming started, in plain sight, disguised as the finest hour of

a good man’s life.
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CHAPTER TEN

The Resignation

THE BOX HAS been on the same shelf for forty years, and

for most of those years I did not open it.

It holds the teleplay, the dead one, the first attempt at the
thing you are reading now, the script of "The Magnificent
Loser" that Marshall Jamison and I wrote for Nebraska
Educational Television when I was a young man barely out of
my boyhood and he was a working director near the end of a
long career. I have told you already how it died, the
consultant’s red pen scoring BAD DRAMA across the pages,
the historical objections piling up, the slow withdrawal of the
will to make it. What I have not told you is what the dying
actually felt like, on the particular night it became final,
because that night is the truest thing I own about why I am
writing this book at all. There was no dramatic scene, no
slammed door, no last terrible meeting. There was a phone call,
and then a quiet, and then the understanding, settling over an
evening like dust, that the project was not going to be

postponed or reworked or revived, that it was simply over, and
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that the months of work and the hope that had ridden on
them were now a stack of paper with no future. I put the pages
in a box. I set the box on a shelf. And I went on with a life that
had a teleplay-shaped hole in it that I did not look at directly
for the better part of four decades.

I am opening with that box because this is the chapter
where William Jennings Bryan walks away from the height of
his life, and I have come to understand that there are two ways
a thing you have given yourself to can end. It can be taken
from you, which is what happened to the teleplay, a death
imposed from outside, a verdict delivered by other people that
you are powerless to overturn. Or you can lay it down yourself,
on principle, with your own hands, while you still have the
power to keep holding it, which is the rarer and harder thing,
and which is what Bryan did in June of 1915. Both are a kind
of going out in the dark. One is the dark of abandonment, the
lights turned off on you by someone else. The other is the dark
a man walks into on purpose, switching off the lights himself
because he cannot in conscience stay in the warm and lighted
room. I have spent forty years on the wrong side of that
difference, and part of what drew me back to Bryan, I think, is
that he managed the exit I never got to make.

To understand the size of what he gave up, you have to
remember where he was standing. By the spring of 1915 the
war in Europe was eight months old and already a horror
beyond anything the optimists had imagined, the trenches
dug, the machine guns mounted, the dead piling into numbers

the mind refused. The United States stood three thousand
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miles off, officially neutral, and the whole weight of keeping it
neutral rested, more than on any other man in the
government, on the Secretary of State who had spent his life
preaching peace. Germany had declared in early 1915 that its
submarines would sink enemy shipping without warning, a
policy that put any American aboard a belligerent ship in
mortal danger, and Bryan understood, with a clarity that the
events would vindicate, that this was the road to war, and that
the only way off it was a neutrality so strict and so evenhanded
that it gave neither side a grievance the United States was
obliged to avenge.

The Lusitania did not come without warning, and Bryan
had been living with the danger for months. All through the
carly spring of 1915 the new submarine campaign had been
drawing American blood in smaller increments. In January a
German surface raider had sunk the William P. Frye, an
American sailing ship carrying wheat. By March a U-boat had
sunk the British liner Falaba, and an American named Leon
Thrasher went down with her, the first American killed by a
German submarine. In the first days of May an American oil
tanker, the Gulflight, was torpedoed off the Scilly Isles, and the
steamer Cushing was attacked from the air. Each incident
sharpened the same question, whether the United States
would treat the death of its citizens in the war zone as an injury
demanding satisfaction, and each time Bryan pressed his
answer, that Americans had been warned, that the war zone
was a war zone, that a nation could not pledge its peace to the

freedom of its citizens to sail into other people's battles. He
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was losing the argument incident by incident, watching the
administration inch toward a posture that treated every
German violation as an outrage and every British one as a
regrettable inconvenience, and he could feel, before the
Lusitania ever sailed, the ground shifting under the neutrality
he was trying to hold.

Then, on the seventh of May, 1915, a German U-boat put
a torpedo into the Lusitania off the Irish coast, and the great
Cunard liner went down in eighteen minutes, taking nearly
twelve hundred people with her, and one hundred and
twenty-eight of them were Americans. The ship had been
carrying munitions bound for Britain, a fact the German
government would press and the American government would
deny, and the German embassy had even published a warning
in the New York papers, printed beside the Lusitania's own
sailing advertisement, telling travelers that they entered the war
zone at their own risk. None of that mattered to the wave of
fury that swept the country. Twelve hundred dead, a passenger
ship, women and children among them, sent to the bottom
without warning by a German weapon, and the war party led
by Theodore Roosevelt roared for a response that would
mean, if Germany did not buckle, war. The pressure on
Wilson was enormous, and the pressure on Wilson became the
pressure on Bryan, because the response would go out over the
Secretary of State's signature.

What set the Lusitania apart was that the scale was too
large and too public to absorb the way the earlier deaths had
been absorbed. The ship sank fast enough that most of the
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boats never launched, and the bodies and the survivors and the
stories came ashore in Ireland over the following days in a
flood the newspapers could not get enough of, and the loss
became a moral fact the country felt as a personal wound.
Roosevelt's fury gave its martyrs to the militarist wing that had
been straining against neutrality for months, and the
preparedness movement, the campaign to arm the United
States for the war it claimed to want to avoid, drew strength
from every column of Lusitania dead. Into that fury Bryan
tried to insert the cold questions, the cargo and the warning
and the legal tangle of a British ship flying a neutral flag, and
the country did not want cold questions. It wanted vengeance,
or at least vindication, and the Secretary of State who kept
asking whether the dead had been warned was beginning to
sound, to American ears, like an apologist for the men who
had drowned them.

Bryan signed the first note, on the thirteenth of May, and
he hated doing it. The note demanded that Germany abandon
the submarine campaign and make reparation for the
American dead, and Bryan went along with the demand while
pleading, inside the cabinet, for the thing he believed true
neutrality required, a simultaneous note to Britain protesting
the naval blockade that was starving Germany and trampling
American trading rights just as surely, if less bloodily, as the
U-boats. To protest one side's violations while staying silent
about the other's was, in Bryan's eyes, to abandon neutrality
and take a side, and he said so. He argued, too, for what he

called contributory negligence, the cold but not unreasonable
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position that Americans who chose to sail into a declared war
zone aboard the ships of a belligerent power bore some
responsibility for their own danger, and that the government
had a moral right to warn its citizens off such voyages rather
than pledge the whole nation's peace to their freedom to take
the risk. Wilson would not send the note to Britain. He would
not warn Americans off the ships. Wilson wanted the
defensible middle, a firm stand against Germany that
somehow did not lead to war, and Bryan grew more certain by
the day that there was no such middle, that the firm stand and
the war were the same road.

What Bryan wanted, in place of the war of indignant notes,
was for the United States to use its enormous neutral weight to
stop the European slaughter altogether, to mediate, to call the
exhausted powers to a table before the killing consumed a
generation. All that spring he worked at it, feverishly, the man
who had cast swords into plowshares now trying to switch the
actual war off by the force of American neutrality, proposing
that the country lead the neutrals in a joint demand for peace,
that it hold itself so scrupulously above the quarrel that both
sides would be forced to take its mediation seriously. The
whole project depended on a neutrality the administration was
no longer willing to maintain, because a real neutrality would
have meant protesting the British blockade as loudly as the
German submarines, warning Americans off the belligerent
ships, refusing to let the country's trade and sympathy and
money flow to one side while its outrage flowed against the

other. Bryan saw, more clearly than anyone around Wilson,
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that you could not be the world's peacemaker and the Allies’
quartermaster at the same time, that the role of honest broker
and the role of armory for one side could not be held in the
same hands. He was asking the United States to choose the
harder and nobler part, and the United States, its sympathies
and its bank accounts already committed, had quietly chosen
the other one, and only Bryan seemed willing to say so out
loud in the cabinet room.

Germany's reply came on the twenty-eighth of May, and it
was a small masterpiece of polite evasion, regretting the loss of
life, insisting the Lusitania was a legitimate target because of
her cargo, blaming the British for the whole murderous tangle
of the blockade and the false flags. It satisfied no one in
Washington, and it set Wilson to drafting a second note,
harder than the first, rejecting the German arguments point by
point, denying that the Lusitania had carried munitions, and
pressing the American demand with a firmness that left little
room for a German retreat short of capitulation. To Bryan,
reading the draft, the second note was the sound of a door
closing. He had told the Secretary of the Treasury, William
McAdoo, on the fifth of June, that he believed the note would
lead straight to war with Germany, and that he had come to
feel his usefulness in the cabinet was finished. He was not
wrong about the first thing, whatever one thinks of the
second.

There was more to it than the note, and I will be honest
about that, because the honesty is the whole point of this
book. Bryan had been losing his grip on his own office for
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some time. Wilson had taken to running foreign policy
through other men, through the silent and ubiquitous Colonel
House and through the State Department counselor Robert
Lansing, who wanted a harder line and would get one, and
Bryan had felt himself becoming a figurehead, the famous
name at the top of a department whose real decisions were
made without him. He said as much to Wilson, with a
bluntness that must have cost him, telling the President that
House had been the Secretary of State in all but title and that
he, Bryan, had never enjoyed Wilson's full confidence. A man
does not say a thing like that unless the wound is deep. So the
resignation, when it came, was the act of a man following his
conscience and the act of a man who knew he had already lost
the argument and the office in every way but the formal one.
Both things were true at once. I have learned not to insist that
great moral acts come unmixed with wounded pride, because
they almost never do, and the mixture does not cheapen the
principle.

On the eighth of June he tendered his resignation, and on
the ninth Wilson accepted it, and the second note went to
Berlin over the signature of a new Secretary of State while the
old one cleared out his desk. Robert Lansing took the office, a
careful lawyer who maintained the neutral posture in public
while privately concluding, almost from the first day, that the
United States could not stay out of the war forever and would
end by fighting Germany, which is exactly what came to pass.
Bryan's departure, the historians have noted, left a particular

kind of emptiness at the top of the government. There was no
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longer anyone close to Wilson who believed in neutrality as a
matter of conviction rather than convenience. The one man in
the room whose whole soul was set against the war had taken
himself out of the room, on principle, and the room went on
without him toward the thing he had left to avoid being part
of.

The exchange Bryan had refused to continue did not stop
when he left it. Lansing signed the second note, and the second
note went to Berlin, and the diplomatic war of paper ground
on for the better part of two years, note answering note,
German evasion meeting American demand, against a
background of fresh sinkings and the slow hardening of
American opinion. A third American note in July of 1915
carried an unmistakable threat, warning that any further
destruction of ships carrying Americans would be regarded as
deliberately unfriendly, which in the language of diplomacy
meant a step from the edge of war. Germany, not yet ready to
add the United States to its enemies, drew back from
unrestricted submarine warfare for a time, and the crisis Bryan
had resigned over cooled without exploding, which let his
enemies say he had panicked, had thrown away his office over
a danger that never came. They could say it only because the
explosion was postponed, not canceled. When Germany
calculated, early in 1917, that it could starve Britain into
surrender before American power could be brought to bear, it
resumed sinking ships without warning, and within weeks the
United States was in the war, on the timeline and for the

reasons Bryan had foreseen in 1915. The cooling-off he was
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mocked for fearing he had lost turned out to be a reprieve, and
the thing he saw coming came, two years late and exactly as he
had described it.

The country's reaction was close to universal contempt. To
resign the highest post in the cabinet at a moment of national
fury against Germany, over a refusal to sign a strongly worded
letter, looked to most Americans like cowardice at best and
treason at worst, and the newspapers said so without restraint.
Editors compared him to Judas Iscariot and to Benedict
Arnold, the betrayer of Christ and the betrayer of the
Revolution, which gives you the temperature of the thing. He
was called a coward, a quitter, a poltroon, a man who had
deserted his post and his President in a crisis to nurse his
pacifist vanity. The same press that had buried him after three
lost elections now had a fresh occasion to bury him, and it dug
in with relish. The Great Commoner, it was widely agreed, had
finally finished himself off, walking out of history over a
scruple no practical man could respect.

Out of office, Bryan did not fall silent, and he did not fall
apart. He became, almost overnight, the most prominent voice
in the country against entering the war, the leader the
anti-interventionists had lacked, touring and writing and
arguing for the neutrality the government had abandoned,
using The Commoner and the Chautauqua platform and his
undiminished hold on millions of ordinary Americans to press
the case that the war was Europe's and should not become
America's. And in one of the sharper ironies of his life, when

Woodrow Wilson ran for reelection in 1916 he ran on the
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slogan that he had kept the country out of war, the
achievement Bryan had resigned to protect and Wilson had
spent the previous year endangering, and Bryan, swallowing
whatever bitterness he felt, campaigned for him, because the
man was running on the peace Bryan believed in even as his
record strained against the promise. Wilson won, narrowly, on
that pledge of peace, and then led the country into the war
within a month of his second inauguration. Bryan had given
up his office rather than help start down that road, had been
called a coward and a traitor for it, had watched the President
who eased him out win reelection on the cause he had
sacrificed his career to defend, and had watched that same
President do, in the end, the thing Bryan had quit to prevent.
If you wanted a single sequence to capture the futility and the
vindication of his whole public life braided into one, you
could hardly improve on those two years.

And here is where I have to make the case this chapter
exists to make, which is that the resignation was the finest
single act of William Jennings Bryan's public life, and nearly
the last act of it that I can hold up without an asterisk. I want
to be careful, because the case has weak points and I would
rather name them than have a hostile reader name them for
me. The second note was not, on a cold reading, a declaration
of war, and some scholars have found Bryan's stated reason a
little mystifying, since the note was arguably less harsh than an
carlier one he had accepted. His contributory-negligence
doctrine has an undeniable chill to it, the logic of a man telling

the drowned that they should not have boarded the ship. And
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his faith that a pure enough neutrality could keep America out
was, the record suggests, an illusion, because the nation had
already compromised its neutrality past saving by financing
and arming one side. All of that is fair, and all of it is true, and
none of it touches the core of what he did.

How he conducted the leaving itself was of a piece with the
principle. He made his reasons public, in a statement and in
the pages of his own paper, framing the break as a
disagreement over the method of preserving peace rather than
as a personal quarrel, and he did not descend, then or later,
into the kind of vengeful attack on Wilson that a wounded
man in his position might have launched. True, he had told
the President to his face that he felt sidelined, but he did not
take that grievance to the public and turn it into a weapon. He
let the disagreement stand on its merits, the question of war
and neutrality, and he absorbed the abuse without answering it
in kind. There is a discipline in that, the discipline of a man
who has decided that the issue is larger than his own injury,
and it is the same discipline I have been trying to learn from
him for this book, the refusal to let a personal wound become
the whole story. He walked out clean, and he kept it clean on
the way out, which is harder than the walking.

Because strip away the tactical questions and the wounded
pride and the doomed theory of neutrality, and what remains
is a man who held the most powerful office he would ever
hold, the vindication of a lifetime of defeat, the proof that the
three-time loser had arrived at last at the center of power, and

who gave it up rather than put his name to a document his
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conscience would not sign. That is the rarest act in the whole
repertoire of public life. Men claw their way to such offices
and cling to them past every humiliation, swallow every
disagreement, sign whatever is put in front of them, because
the office is the self and to lose it is to die. Bryan looked at the
office, the one he had wanted in some form for thirty years,
and decided it was worth less than the thing he believed, and
he walked out into the dark with the whole country jeering,
and he did it on purpose, with his own hand on the switch.
The scholars have since concluded that his underlying analysis
was right, that the course Wilson chose did lead to the war
Bryan foresaw, and that the United States did indeed go in, on
the sixth of April, 1917, almost two years to the season after he
left. He paid for being right with his reputation, and he paid
willingly.

The judgment of history, for what it is worth, has come
around to him on the substance. Scholars who have studied his
time at the State Department have concluded that he was right
in his central contention, that a nation cannot remain neutral
while it finances and arms one side of a war and lets its citizens
travel freely into the other side's line of fire, that the neutrality
Wilson claimed had already been hollowed out by the trade
and the sympathy and the loans, and that the road the
administration was on led where Bryan said it led. Where the
same scholars fault him is in his cure rather than his diagnosis,
in the belief that a purely moral neutrality, a refusal grounded
in conscience, could hold a nation back from a war its

commercial and emotional commitments were already
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dragging it toward. He was right about the destination and
wrong about the brakes. That is a more honorable place to be
wrong than most of the men who mocked him ever reached,
because they were wrong about the destination too, and unlike
Bryan they paid nothing to find out. He read the map
correctly, said so, and lost his career for it, and the country
arrived two years later at precisely the spot he had pointed to,
having spent the interval calling him a fool for pointing.

I keep circling the word integrity, and circling away from
it, because it has been worn smooth by overuse, but it is the
only word. Integrity is the alignment of what you do with
what you believe at the moment doing so costs you everything,
something deeper than merely believing the right things, and
by that measure the morning of his resignation is the
high-water mark of Bryan's character. After this comes the
descent that the rest of this book has to chart, the man who
would not name the Klan, the man who hounded a
schoolteacher over evolution, the prosecutor where there had
been a tribune. The integrity does not vanish in those later
acts, though it gets harder and harder to see clean, tangled up
in fear and certainty and the rigidity of an old man losing his
grip on a changing country. June of 1915 is the last time I can
point to something he did and say, without a single
qualification I am embarrassed to omit, that it was brave and
right and cost him dearly and he did it anyway. I wanted to
mark the spot before we go down into the dark with him,
because a man should be given full credit for his summit

before you follow him down the far side.
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There is a public virtue here that my own study of how
nations fail has taught me to prize above almost any other, and
it is worth naming plainly. Free government depends, far more
than we like to admit, on officials who will resign. It depends
on the existence of people inside the machine who have a line
they will not cross, who will give up the car and the title and
the access rather than sign the order or carry out the policy that
violates the thing they serve, and who will do it loudly enough
that the country notices. A government staffed entirely by
people who will swallow anything to keep their jobs is a
government that can be driven anywhere, because there is no
internal friction, no point at which the machine resists the
hand on the wheel. The resignation on principle is one of the
small, unglamorous, load-bearing acts that keep a republic
honest, and it has grown rare in my lifetime, rare enough that
when I see it I want to weep with relief. Bryan performed it at
the top of the government, over the largest question there is,
and ate the contempt of a nation for doing so. Whatever he
became afterward, he showed the country that day what the
act looks like.

So I come back to the box, and to the difference I have
spent this chapter trying to draw. Bryan chose his dark. He had
the power to stay and he gave it up, and the giving-up was the
whole meaning of the act. My teleplay was given no such
dignity. It was taken away rather than laid down, killed by
other hands while I stood by unable to save it, and for a long
time I confused the two kinds of ending, treating my

abandonment as though it were a defeat I had somehow
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chosen, blaming myself for a death I had not been given the
power to prevent. The young man who wrote that teleplay was
given no choice in the matter. He was fired, by a verdict, from
a project that was the largest thing he had yet attempted, and
there is no version of that night that is brave or clean. It simply
hurt, and then it sat in a box.

I have gone back, in the writing of this, to look hard at the
night the teleplay died, and at the months around it, with the
same refusal to flatter that I am trying to bring to Bryan. I was
young, and the teleplay was the most ambitious thing I had
attempted, a young writer's grab at a subject decades too big
for him, and when it was taken away I experienced the loss as a
verdict on me rather than on the work. That was the mistake,
and it cost me the better part of forty years. I treated the death
of a flawed apprentice script as though it were the death of my
standing to write at all, and I let the dead thing sitin its box as a
kind of sentence I had accepted, the proof that I had reached
past my grasp and been justly slapped down. Nebraska
Educational Television had given a young man a chance at
something large, and the chance had collapsed under the
weight of the historical objections and the plain fact that the
writing was not yet good enough, and instead of taking the
collapse as information, as the ordinary failure of a first
attempt at a hard thing, I took it as identity. The box on the
shelf was less the grave of a teleplay than the place I had buried
a version of myself I was afraid had been correctly judged, and
I left it buried because opening it meant facing the verdict

again.
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I will not pretend the teleplay deserved to live. It probably
did not. The man who scored BAD DRAMA across its pages
was cruel in the way he said it and may well have been right in
the substance, because a young writer's reach for a subject this
large is almost guaranteed to exceed his grasp, and the script I
have in that box is the work of someone who felt the grandeur
of Bryan without yet having the craft to carry it. Marshall
Jamison knew it too, I think, though he was too kind to say so
in those words. He was born in 1918 and he had spent a
working life in the theater and on television, and when he
agreed to write the thing with a young man from Lincoln he
was lending me decades of skill I had not earned, and when it
died he carried the loss with a grace I was too young to manage.
He has been gone since 2003. Part of the debt this book is
trying to pay is to him, to the patience he spent on a project
that other people killed, and I am sorry he did not live to see
me open the box.

Marshall Jamison deserves more than the single sentence I
have given him, because the teleplay was as much his as mine
and the writing of it was the great education of my young life.
He had come up in the working theater and in the early days of
television, a director and a craftsman who knew how a scene
actually breathes on a stage and a screen, things I had read
about and he had done, and when he agreed to build the Bryan
teleplay with a kid from Lincoln he was handing over a fortune
in skill I had done nothing to earn. We sat together over the
structure of it, the old hand and the young one, and he taught
me by doing what no class had taught me by lecturing, how a
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line of dialogue carries weight, how a scene turns, how
character lives in action rather than in speeches, all the things
the finished script half-learned and half-fumbled. When the
project died he took the loss like a man who had taken losses
before, without bitterness and without pretending it did not
hurt, and he went on to other work and eventually to the end
of his life, in 2003, never knowing that the boy he had
mentored would carry their dead collaboration around for
decades and finally try to finish the job alone. The book I am
writing is built on what he taught me at that table. He is the
reason I have any craft at all to bring to the second attempt,
and the largest grief in reopening the box is that I am doing it
without him, paying back a debt to a man who is not here to
collect it.

Because opening the box is the act this whole book is, and
it is the closest I will ever come to the thing Bryan did in 1915,
turned inside out. He laid down a work he could have kept. I
am picking up a work that was taken from me, refusing to let
the verdict of forty years ago stand as the final word, going
back into the lighted room I was thrown out of and turning
the lamp on over the dead pages to see what in them might still
be made to live. It is the opposite of a resignation, an
un-resignation, a return to a post I was driven from, the only
kind of principled stand a man in my position has left to make.
The teleplay died in the dark. I have decided, late, to carry it
back into the light and do the work again, with whatever craft
the intervening decades have given me, and to get right this

time the thing the young man got wrong.

202



The Magnificent Loser

Bryan walked out of his office on the ninth of June, 1915,
into the contempt of his country, having done the bravest
thing he ever did, and the next morning he was a private citizen
for the rest of his life. I sat with a box on a shelf for forty years,
having done nothing brave at all, just survived a loss I could
not prevent. The two of us are not the same, and the difference
is most of what I have been trying to understand. But we are
joined at the place where a thing you loved goes dark, and a
man has to decide what to do with the rest of his life on the
other side of that darkness. He spent his remaining decade, as
we will see, getting some large things terribly wrong, the
integrity of June curdling into the rigidity of the end. I have
spent my forty years carrying his story toward this book, and
the box is open now, and the pages are out on the desk, and the
only question left is whether I have the craft, at last, to do

justice to the magnificent loser the young man could only love.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Klan He Would Not Name

THERE IS A photograph from August of 1925 that I make

myself look at when I am tempted to go easy on a man.

It shows Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington filled from
curb to curb with the Ku Klux Klan. Forty thousand of them,
by some counts, marching twenty-two abreast, in their white
robes and their pointed hoods, the Capitol dome rising behind
them, the flags and the crosses held high. The detail that fixes
me is that almost none of them are masked. A District
ordinance forbade the masks, and so they marched bare-faced
down the nation’s most historic street, fathers and shopkeepers
and clerks and a few governors and legislators among them,
feeling no need to hide, because in the summer of 1925 the
largest movement of organized bigotry in American history
was proud of itself and unashamed. Across the country it held
statchouses. It had perhaps four million members. And it
walked in the open, in the sunlight, past the seat of the
government, smiling for the cameras, because the country had

decided, by a thousand small permissions, that it did not have
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to be confronted.

I keep that image close because of its date. The march came
on the eighth of August, 1925, and William Jennings Bryan
had died on the twenty-sixth of July, thirteen days before. He
was barely in the ground when his country's hooded legions
paraded past the Capitol unmasked, and the proximity is not a
coincidence I am imposing on the facts. Thirteen months
carlier, in the summer of 1924, Bryan had stood on a
convention floor in Madison Square Garden and used the
greatest voice of his generation to keep the Democratic Party
from naming that movement and condemning it, and the
party had obeyed him, by the narrowest of margins. This
chapter is about that hour. It is the one I have dreaded writing
since I conceived this book, because it is the hour in which the
man I have spent my life studying did the precise thing my life
is organized against, and I have to set it down without
flinching and without mercy and without malice, all three at
once, which is the hardest assignment a biographer can draw.

I should tell you where I stand, since it bears on everything
that follows. I am a student of how free countries die, and the
deepest lesson of that study, the one I would carve over every
door if I could, is that the naming of an evil is the first act of
resistance to it, and the refusal to name it is the first act of
complicity with it. Tyranny and terror do not announce
themselves with a label that does the work for you. They arrive
wrapped in euphemism, in talk of order and tradition and the
real Americans, and they depend, in their vulnerable early

years, on decent people deciding that to call the thing by its
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name would be divisive, or impolite, or a gift of publicity to
fanatics who will surely fade if ignored. The unnamed evil
reads that silence exactly right. It reads it as permission. I have
watched this pattern operate in a dozen countries and across a
century, and I believe it with the whole of my conviction, and
it means that when I come to the summer of 1924 I cannot
grant William Jennings Bryan the grace I would dearly love to
grant him, because he committed, at the top of his lungs and at
the decisive moment, the original sin of my whole field.
Understand first what the thing was that he would not
name. The Klan of the 1920s was a mass movement, not the
night-riding remnant of Reconstruction. Revived after the
1915 film that turned hooded murderers into heroes, it had
swelled by the middle of the decade to something between
three and four million members, with a women's auxiliary
hundreds of thousands strong and a children's order to raise
the next generation in the faith. The strength lay less in the old
Confederacy than in the states people forget, in Indiana and
Oregon and Maine, where the order elected governors, seated
Klansmen in the United States Senate and the statehouses, ran
whole towns, swung primaries with its endorsement, and, in
Indianapolis, put a Grand Dragon at the head of a machine
that ran the state outright. It wrapped itself in the flag and the
cross and the slogan of one hundred percent Americanism,
and it defined the un-American by subtraction, the Black
citizen, the Catholic, the Jew, the immigrant, the union man,
all of them marked as enemies of the real nation. It burned

crosses and it burned people, terrorized Black families who
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stepped out of their assigned place, ran Jewish merchants out
of business, and flogged and tarred those it judged immoral,
and that same spring of 1924 it watched the Congress slam the
national door against the Southern and Eastern Europeans and
the Asians it most despised, a triumph of exactly the nativism
the hooded order preached. In those years it was a powerful
and respectable and frankly popular institution rather than a
fringe that polite society held at arm's length, woven into the
politics of half the country, and that respectability is exactly
why naming it mattered and why naming it was hard.

Bryan came to the convention of 1924 as a man near the
end. He had one year left to live, though no one knew it, and
he had moved to Florida, and he had given the energy of his
last decade to the crusade against the teaching of evolution that
would carry him within a year to a courtroom in Tennessee
and his death. He was a delegate, still a great name, still capable
of moving a hall as no one else alive could move one. And here
is the fact that I cannot write my way around, the fact at the
bottom of the whole tragedy. Bryan's people, the constituency
he had championed for thirty years, the rural, dry, Protestant,
fundamentalist Americans of the South and the West, were the
same population from which the Klan drew its millions. The
tribune of the common man had spent his life speaking for a
common man who, in 1924, was often a Klansman, and Bryan
was not willing, at the end, to turn and condemn the people
who had always been his.

The convention that summer became the longest and

ugliest in the country’s history, sixteen days and 103 ballots in

207



The Magnificent Loser

the sweltering old Madison Square Garden, and it broke along
the exact fault line the Klan had opened in American life. On
one side stood the forces of William Gibbs McAdoo, Wilson's
son-in-law, the candidate of the rural and the dry, the man the
Klan endorsed and who would not denounce it. On the other
stood the forces of Al Smith, the Catholic governor of New
York, wet and urban and the child of immigrants, everything
the Klan despised, a man who across all hundred and three
ballots never once received a single vote from the Solid South.
Into that furnace the anti-Klan delegates, led by Senator Oscar
Underwood of Alabama, who knew what it cost a Southern
man to do it, brought a minority plank to the platform
committee. It proposed that the Democratic Party condemn
the Ku Klux Klan by name.

Several features of the Democratic Party's own machinery
turned the disagreement into a sixteen-day siege. The party still
nominated by a two-thirds vote rather than a simple majority,
a rule the Southern delegations guarded as a veto over any
candidate they could not abide, and it meant that McAdoo's
plurality could never become the necessary supermajority
while Smith's people held a third of the hall. McAdoo, the
carly front-runner, had been wounded by the Teapot Dome
scandal, having taken a fat retainer from one of the oilmen at
the center of the corruption, so the rural candidate was tainted
and the urban candidate was Catholic, and neither could win
and neither would yield. The hall itself was a furnace, packed
past capacity in a New York June, the galleries stacked with
Smith partisans who jeered the rural delegates, the floor a daily
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theater of grievance. It was at this convention that a young
Franklin Roosevelt, hauling himself to the rostrum on his
ruined legs in his first public appearance since polio,
nominated Smith with the speech that named him the Happy
Warrior, a moment of grace in an ugly room. And it was here
that H. L. Mencken, covering the whole spectacle with his
usual glee, wrote that the anti-Klan feeling was raging so
furiously it threatened to bring on a genuine battle to the
death. Into that exhausted, furious, divided assembly came the
question of whether to name the Klan, and there was no
version of the question the convention could have received
calmly.

That was the whole fight, in the end, two words. Not
whether to oppose bigotry in the abstract, which the majority
plank did in soft and general language that named no one and
troubled no one. The fight was over whether the party would
say the words Ku Klux Klan and attach to them a
condemnation, would point at the specific organization that
was at that moment terrorizing American citizens and say,
that, we mean that. Naming was the entire moral content of
the question, because everyone in the hall understood that a
general denunciation of intolerance was a way of saying
nothing while seeming to say something, and that only the
name turned the gesture into an act. The debate ran for hours
and degenerated into fistfights on the floor. It was, one
observer wrote, the most fiery issue laid before any national
convention in fifty years. And then, on a Saturday night, the
twenty-eighth of June, with the question hanging in the
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balance, William Jennings Bryan rose to speak against the
naming.

The men who pushed the naming knew what it would cost
them, and the chief of them paid in full. Oscar Underwood,
the senator from Alabama who led the fight to condemn the
Klan by name, was a Southern Democrat of real stature with
presidential ambitions of his own, and by standing against the
Klan in his own region he destroyed those ambitions, because a
Southern politician who named the hooded order in 1924 was
finished at home. He did it anyway, and there were others,
Northern delegates and a brave handful of Southern ones, who
understood that the general condemnation in the majority
report was a hiding place and that only the specific name was
an act. The platform committee had split, the majority
offering the soft language that mentioned no organization, the
minority insisting on the words. And the whole country was
listening, because 1924 was the first convention carried live by
radio, the voices crackling into parlors from coast to coast,
which meant that the debate over naming the Klan was a
national reckoning conducted in the open rather than a private
quarrel among delegates, heard by millions who had never
before been able to listen to their parties argue. The stakes
could not have been higher or more public. Whatever the
Democratic Party decided about those two words, it would
decide in front of the entire nation, and the entire nation
would learn whether the party of the common man could
bring itself to name the movement that four million common

men had joined.
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He stood in the glare of ten klieg lights, before fifteen
thousand people in the hall and millions more listening on the
new miracle of radio, the most famous orator in America, and
he spoke, as he had spoken for the railroad workers and the
silver miners and the farmers, with all the old power. Only this
time the power was bent to the work of silence. He argued that
the Klan did not deserve the dignity of the party's attention.
"The Klan does not deserve the advertisement you give them,"
he said, and he called it a transient organization, a passing thing
that would wither on its own if only it were not granted the
publicity of a great party’s condemnation. He pleaded the
unity of the party, the danger of a split that would hand the
country to the Republicans. He wrapped the argument, as he
wrapped everything, in scripture and in feeling, and he turned,
in the worst passage of the worst speech of his life, to the
people the Klan was hunting, and told them they did not need
the protection he was refusing to give. The Jews, he said, did
not need this resolution; they had Moses and Elijah and Elisha,
who could show on the mountaintops an invisible host greater
than a thousand Klans.

Consider what it meant that the voice arguing for silence
was his. By 1924 Bryan had been a national figure for
twenty-eight years, three times his party’s nominee, a former
Secretary of State, the most recognized and in many quarters
the most beloved man in American public life, a moral
authority of a kind the country no longer produces. When
Bryan rose, the hall did not hear just another delegate. It heard

the conscience of the plain people, the man who had spent a
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lifetime telling Americans that he stood with the weak against
the strong, and that lifetime of moral credit was the thing he
now spent on the wrong side of the scale. A lesser man arguing
against the naming would have persuaded no one. The plank
failed because the argument came from Bryan, because the
delegates who wavered could tell themselves that if the great
tribune of righteousness saw no need to name the Klan, then
perhaps naming it was imprudent after all, a gift to fanatics,
beneath the dignity of a serious party. His authority was the
decisive weapon, and he aimed it at the floor. The tragedy of
the scene lies as much in who was saying it as in what he said,
because the same prestige that could have shamed the
convention into naming the Klan, had he chosen to spend it
that way, was instead the thing that gave the delegates
permission to look away.

I have read that passage many times, and it does not get less
obscene with familiarity. A great party was deciding whether
to name and condemn an organization that was burning
crosses on the lawns of Catholics and lynching Black men and
driving Jewish families out of towns, and the most morally
authoritative man in the room rose to tell the hunted that they
should take comfort in their prophets and release the party
from the burden of defending them. He was using the God of
the oppressed to argue against protecting the oppressed. And
he knew, because he was far too intelligent not to know,
exactly how it would sound, which is why he said the other
thing, the thing that gives the whole performance away. He
told the convention that they might call him a coward if they
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wished, but that nothing in his life justified the charge. A man
does not pre-emptively deny cowardice unless he can feel the
accusation forming in the room. He could feel it. And he was
right to feel it, though wrong about its substance, because
what he was doing that night was worse than cowardice, and I
will come to why.

His speech turned the tide. That is the verdict of the people
who were there and the historians who have studied it since,
and it is the fact that makes this chapter necessary and
unbearable. The voice that had failed to win him three
presidencies did not fail him here. He swung the wavering
delegates, and when the vote was counted the plank that
would have named the Klan went down to defeat by the
thinnest margin in the convention’s bitter history, a margin so
close the accounts still quarrel over it, a single vote in some
tallies, a literal handful out of more than a thousand in others.
The party adopted instead the bland majority plank,
condemning intolerance in the general way that costs nothing,
and the words Ku Klux Klan never appeared in the platform of
the Democratic Party of the United States in the year 1924.
Bryan had won. Of all the things he won and lost in his long
career, this is the victory I wish with my whole heart he had
lost, and he won it by less than one vote, and his was the voice
that made the difference.

The naming defeated, the convention still could not
nominate anyone. The deadlock between McAdoo and Smith
ground on through the heat for ballot after ballot, neither able
to reach the two-thirds, the delegates sleeping in their seats and
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trading their votes in despair, until on the hundred and third
ballot the exhausted party surrendered to a compromise
nobody wanted, John W. Davis, a polished Wall Street lawyer
and former ambassador whose chief virtue was that no faction
hated him. And then came the detail that the historian in me
cannot leave alone. For the second place on the ticket the
convention turned to Charles Bryan, the governor of
Nebraska, William Jennings Bryan's younger brother, so that
the Bryan name went onto the national ticket one last time,
attached to a conservative corporate lawyer the family's whole
tradition despised, in a year defined by the Klan fight the elder
Bryan had helped settle on the side of silence. The Davis ticket,
with a Bryan riding second, was annihilated that November by
Calvin Coolidge, carrying not one state outside the segregated
South and barely a quarter of the national vote. The party had
refused to name the Klan in order to preserve a unity that then
dissolved into the longest deadlock in its history and ended in a
landslide defeat. Bryan had spent his moral authority to win a
tight that bought his party nothing but shame, and four years
later, in a sign of where the country was already moving, that
same party would nominate the Catholic Al Smith after all.
The judgment came down on him fast, and some of it was
merciless in a way that I find, reading it now, exactly correct. A
newspaper writer of the day put it in a single sentence that has
outlived almost everything else written about the night,
observing that in Madison Square Garden, Bryan had testified
his love of Christ and voted for the Ku Klux Klan. The same

writer refused him even the mercy of the cowardice excuse,
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insisting that Bryan's betrayal was not the act of a frightened
man, that the poor terrified delegate who switched her vote
out of fear was more forgivable than Bryan, who was afraid of
nothing and did it anyway. That is the cruelest reading, and I
am not sure it is wrong, and the duty I set myself for this
chapter requires me to sit with it rather than rush to soften it.

The contrast that organizes everything is the one I built the
previous chapter to set up. Nine years before, in June of 1915,
this same man had stood at the height of his power and given
up the highest office of his life rather than sign a document his
conscience rejected, and had walked into the contempt of his
whole country because he would not put his name to a thing
he believed wrong. That was the summit of his integrity, the
act I held up without an asterisk. And now, in June of 1924,
the same man stood again at a decisive moment, with the same
voice and the same authority and the same capacity for
sacrifice, and the thing his conscience was asked to do was so
much smaller. He was asked only to say two words, to add his
great voice to the naming of an evil that any plain reading of
his own gospel condemned, not to surrender an office or suffer
any real cost at all. In 1915 he found the courage to lose
everything for a principle. In 1924 he could not find the
courage to risk a little party unity to name the Klan. The same
well of conviction that overflowed in the one case ran dry in
the other, and the difference between them is the whole
distance a man can fall in nine years.

Why he fell that distance is the question, and I owe you my

best answer rather than an easy one. The answer is not that he
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had secretly become a bigot. I have found nothing to suggest
Bryan hated Catholics or Jews or Black Americans in his heart,
and the absence of that hatred is precisely what makes the
episode so terrible and so instructive. The answer is the one I
gestured at before, the trap that this whole part of the book is
named for. Bryan's constituency, the rural Protestant America
he had defended and been defended by for three decades, was
the water the Klan swam in, and to name and condemn the
Klan was to turn and strike at his own people, the people
whose love had been the one constant of a career full of defeat.
He had built his entire identity on being their champion, the
voice of the plain folk against the sneering elites, and in 1924
the plain folk included four million hooded men, and the elites
who wanted the Klan named included the Catholic,
cosmopolitan, urban Smith forces he had spent his life
opposing. To name the Klan was to side, for once, with the
city against the country, and he could not do it. The defender
of the people chose the people over the principle, even when
the people had become a mob.

The title of Part Three pays its final and bitterest dividend
here. We become what we hate, I wrote in 2005, and traced the
way a movement that defines itself against an evil can come,
through pride and fear and the corruption of power, to
practice that evil while believing itself innocent. Bryan had
spent his life defining himself against domination, against the
strong who trampled the weak, against the money power and
the empire and the war machine, and he had been, for most of

that life, nearly what he claimed to be, the voice of the
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trampled. But the logic of his identity had a trap inside it that
took thirty years to spring. His authority rested entirely on
being the champion of his people, and when his people, in his
last years, filled up with men who had themselves become the
trampler, who put on hoods and did to the Catholic and the
Black man and the Jew precisely what Bryan had spent his life
denouncing the strong for doing to the weak, he could not
turn on them, because turning on them meant surrendering
the identity that was the whole of him. So the champion of the
oppressed defended the oppressors, in the name of defending
the people, and never saw the contradiction, because in his
own mind he was still and always the friend of the common
man, and the common man could not possibly be the villain.
The defense of the powerless had curdled, by 1924, into the
protection of a powerful mob, and the deepest layer of the
curdling stayed invisible to the man it happened inside. It was
the same trap that had closed on him in Nicaragua, and the
distance between the two closings measures how much further
down the Garden took him. There he had signed a small
nation away and felt nothing, because no accuser stood in the
room and the deed made no sound, and the blindness was
total. At the Garden it reached only so far: the deep
contradiction stayed out of his sight, the champion of the
trampled shielding the tramplers, while the cruder charge of
cowardice he could feel gathering in the hall, which is why he
rose to deny it before a delegate had spoken it aloud. The first
fall he took in the dark; the second he took with his eyes half
open, and the half-seeing is the most frightening thing in the

217



The Magnificent Loser

whole disease, that a man can feel the accusation forming and
still not see the rot beneath it.

I want to give the contrary argument its full weight,
because the discipline I set myself forbids the cheap
demolition, and because the argument is not nothing. Bryan
and his defenders held that the way to kill the Klan was to deny
it the oxygen of attention, that a public condemnation by a
great party would hand the fanatics the persecution they
craved and the publicity they fed on, and that the thing would
shrivel faster if starved than if fought. This was not a uniquely
crazy position. A newspaper in Syracuse made the identical
case that same season, arguing that the Klan was least
dangerous in the sunlight and most dangerous in the dark, and
that the wise course was therefore to let it parade itself into
irrelevance. There is a genuine strategic question buried in
there, one we still argue about, whether condemnation
amplifies the thing it condemns. I will not pretend the
question is stupid. I will only insist that in this case it was a
rationalization dressed as a strategy, the comfortable theory a
man reaches for when the brave thing is also the costly thing
and he has decided not to pay.

And the theory was wrong where it mattered, even where it
happened to be right. The Klan did collapse, as it happens,
within a few years, so that Bryan's prophecy of a transient
organization can be made to look prescient. But it did not
collapse because it was ignored. It collapsed because its most
powerful leader, the Grand Dragon of Indiana, was convicted

of a hideous crime of rape and murder that exposed the rot
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behind the righteousness, and because its own corruption and
overreach caught up with it. In the years between Bryan's
speech and that collapse, the unnamed and uncondemned
Klan went on burning and terrorizing and shaping the nation's
law, including the immigration act of that same year that
slammed the door on the peoples it hated. And here is the part
that no accidental correctness can touch. The moral demand
to name an evil does not depend on the evil's life expectancy.
You do not decline to call a thing monstrous on the
calculation that it will probably die anyway. The naming is
owed to the victims who are being burned now, this year,
whatever the actuarial future of the organization doing the
burning, and a man who weighs the publicity costs while the
crosses are alight has already failed the only test that counts.
This is the lesson my whole study keeps teaching me, and
Bryan taught it to me again, against his will, from the floor of
that Garden. The monsters in a free society are too few to
destroy it by themselves. What destroys it is the much larger
number of decent people who, at the decisive moment, decline
to name the monster, who counsel patience and unity and the
avoidance of unpleasantness, who persuade themselves that to
confront the evil directly would be imprudent or impolite or a
gift to the fanatics. The Klan of 1924 had its four million true
believers, and they were dangerous, but they could have been
faced and named and beaten. What they could not be beaten
without was the willingness of the good and the powerful to
say the name out loud, and at the one moment when the most

powerful good voice in the country was asked to say it, that
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voice argued, brilliantly, for silence. The complicity that kills a
republic is rarely the active malice of the wicked. It is the
eloquent reasonableness of the decent explaining why now is
not the time.

There is a tension a careful reader will have felt building,
between the demand I make here, that the evil be named
plainly, and the discipline I set myself at Tolstoy's door, the
refusal to flatten any person into a verdict. The tension
dissolves once you see that the two rules govern different
things. Naming is owed to the act. Bryan's refusal to name the
Klan was a grave act, and I have named it without softening,
because an act is finished and entire and can be weighed whole.
The refusal to reduce belongs to the person, who is never
finished and never captured by his worst hour, because a
person is the sum of everything he ever did, always larger than
the single thing that shames him most. I owe the deed its plain
name and I owe the man his whole truth, and the whole truth
of any man is wider than the worst thing he ever did. A book
can therefore condemn an act with its full strength and still
decline to call the man who did it a monster, and that doubled
obligation, plain judgment on the deed and stubborn fairness
to the person, is the discipline that holds this chapter and the
rest of the book together.

I have to hold two things about Bryan in the same hand
here, and the holding is the whole moral labor of this book. He
was a man of real conscience, not a monster, who had proved
his courage in 1915 and would prove a kind of doomed

sincerity again in the courtroom where he died. And that is
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what makes 1924 so much worse than the failure of a mere
bigot would have been, because a bigot naming the Klan was
never going to happen and shocks no one, while a good man
refusing to name it shows you exactly how the decent become
the enablers. The qualities that made Bryan admirable, his
loyalty to his people, his hunger for unity, his certainty that he
stood with the righteous, were the qualities that delivered him
to the wrong side of the one question that mattered most in his
last year alive. The failure was a good man's failure, not a
wicked man's, and that is the most disturbing thing about it:
goodness without the specific courage to name a specific evil at
a specific cost can be conscripted into the service of the evil it
would never consciously endorse.

So I come back to the photograph, to the forty thousand
unmasked men flooding Pennsylvania Avenue in the August
sunlight, two weeks after Bryan was buried, marching in the
confidence of a movement that no great party had been willing
to name. I do not say Bryan put them on that avenue. The
Klan had its own momentum and its own four million, and
one speech did not summon them. But I do say that the
avenue was a little clearer for them, the air a little more
permissive, because the year before, when the question of
naming them was placed squarely before the nation's other
party and hung on a single vote, the greatest moral voice in
American public life had spent itself arguing that they did not
deserve the advertisement of being condemned. They took the
silence as permission. They always do. And they marched in

the sun.
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This is the keel of the book, the lowest place in the man's
long descent, and I have tried to set it down with the discipline
I promised myself at Tolstoy's door, to strike with every just
means and never with malice, to excuse nothing and to destroy
nothing, to render the failure at its full and terrible weight
while refusing to pretend the man who failed was anything
other than the same complicated human being who broke my
heart with his courage nine years before. He had five days of
life left after a courtroom in Tennessee, which is where this
story goes next, and the evolution crusade that killed him was
of a piece with the rigidity that silenced him here, the old
champion of the people hardening at the end into a man who
would protect his people from a German submarine and a
Wall Street note but not from themselves, and would not,
when it counted most, say the name of the thing they had
become. I have named it for him, as plainly as I know how. Itis
the least I owe the men and women he declined to defend, and
the most I can do for the memory of a magnificent loser who,
in the summer of 1924, lost the one fight he should have given

everything to win.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Inherit the Wind, From the
Stage

I HAVE SAT in a great many dark theaters in my life, and I

know the particular silence that gathers in a house just before a
man is destroyed on a stage.

I felt it again not long ago, in the seats, watching a
production of "Inherit the Wind,” when the play arrives at the
death of Matthew Harrison Brady. Brady is the prosecutor, the
great orator gone to fat and self-regard, the defender of the
literal Bible against a science teacher's right to mention
Darwin, and the play has spent two acts setting him up for the
fall. When the fall comes it is total. The verdict is in, the trial is
over, and Brady, swollen and sweating and desperate to deliver
one more grand summation, rises to speak, and the crowd that
once adored him simply drains out of the courtroom and
leaves him braying to an empty room, and then he collapses
and dies, mid-sentence, of what the play frames as a burst of

his own vanity. Around me the audience exhaled with
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satisfaction. The fool had gotten what the fool deserved. And I
sat there, a man who has spent his working life writing for the
stage, feeling something colder than satisfaction, because I
knew the name the playwrights had filed off that character,
and I knew it was the name of a man who did not die that way
at all. I have my own history with this play, too, one that
predates my history with the real Bryan.

The man under the made-up name was William Jennings
Bryan, and the death the play gave him was a lie. I do not mean
a small dramatic compression of the kind every play commits. I
mean that the playwrights took a real human being, dead and
unable to answer, and put on him a grotesque and humiliating
death he never died, in service of a point that was not even
about him, and they did it so well that for seventy years their
invention has been the thing most Americans know about the
last act of Bryan's life. What the theater did to Bryan is the
question here, and I come to it as a guilty party, because the
theater is my own trade, and I am at this moment engaged in
the same dangerous act the playwrights performed, putting a
real and complicated dead man on a stage of my own making. I
had better understand exactly how the thing can go wrong
before I go any further with it.

I should say plainly where I stand to make this judgment,
since it is the standing the rest of the book rests on. My life has
been spent in and around the theater. I trained as a dramatist at
Columbia, in the program built on the legacy of the men who
made the American stage, and I learned my craft in the

working houses, including a long apprenticeship at Arena
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Stage in Washington, where I watched plays get built from the
boards up and learned how a scene is engineered to land. I
know the dark house from the inside of it, the way an audience
breathes as one animal, the way a good actor can make fifteen
hundred strangers lean forward together, the way a line lands
or dies. And I know, because it is the first thing the craft
teaches, that everything on a stage is a choice, that nothing
happens by accident, that when a character is made to seem a
fool it is because a writer decided to make him one and an
actor and a director executed the decision with skill. So when I
sit in a house and watch Brady destroyed, I am not watching a
neutral record of a man. I am watching a series of deliberate
choices by gifted craftsmen, aimed at producing a specific
feeling in me, and the feeling they are aiming for is contempt.
Knowing how the machine works does not make me immune
to it. It only makes me unable to pretend I am seeing the truth
when I am seeing a construction.

So let me tell you what "Inherit the Wind" actually is,
because almost no one who absorbs its version of Bryan
knows. The play was written by Jerome Lawrence and Robert
Edwin Lee, finished in 1950, and first staged in 1955, in Dallas
under Margo Jones and then on Broadway, where Paul Muni
played the defense lawyer and Ed Begley played Brady and the
reviews were rapturous. In 1960 Stanley Kramer made it into a
film with Spencer Tracy as the defense and Fredric March as
Brady, and Gene Kelly, of all people, as the sneering reporter,
and that film is how most of the country met the story. It is
built on the bones of the 1925 Scopes trial, the Tennessee
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prosecution of a schoolteacher for teaching evolution, with
Bryan and Clarence Darrow as the opposing giants, and it lifts
some of its courtroom dialogue nearly word for word from the
actual transcript. It is, on its own terms, a magnificent piece of
theatrical machinery, and I would defend its craft to anyone.
The play's hold on the culture has only tightened with the
decades, which is part of what makes it dangerous. It became a
staple of the American high school and community stage,
performed endlessly, the kind of play a student is likely to
encounter before ever hearing Bryan's name in a history class,
so that the fiction arrives first and sets like concrete.
Hollywood remade it for television twice more, with Jason
Robards and Kirk Douglas taking the leads in 1988 and Jack
Lemmon and George C. Scott in 1999, each version carrying
the same shape forward to a new audience. The 1960 film had
its premiere, with a black comedy the makers surely savored, in
Dayton, Tennessee itself, the town whose memory it was
rewriting. And because the open evolution debates never went
away in this country, the film is now most often watched with
no thought of McCarthy at all, taken at face value as a straight
story of enlightenment against ignorance, its original purpose
forgotten and its incidental slander of a real man preserved.
The parable outlived the thing it was a parable about, and shed
its meaning, and kept only its victim. That is the strange
afterlife of a powerful dramatization. The reason it was made
fades, and the distortion it committed in passing becomes, for

millions, simply what happened.
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But here is the thing the play tells you about itself, in a note
at the front that almost no audience ever reads. It says it is not
history. Lawrence and Lee set their story in a town they called
Hillsboro, at a time they called "not long ago," with the names
changed, and they meant all of it as a parable about something
happening in their own decade, not in 1925. They wrote it in
the depths of the McCarthy era, when congressional
committees were hauling artists and teachers and ordinary
citizens before them to demand whether they had ever held a
forbidden thought, and careers were being burned on
suspicion of the wrong sympathies. The playwrights reached
back to the Scopes trial, a generation safely in the past, because
it was a usable image of a community persecuting a man for
what he was allowed to think, and they bent it to indict the
conformity and the fear of their own time. The fight they
cared about was the fight against the blacklist. Bryan was just
the costume they dressed their villain in.

And what a villain they made him. The Brady of the play is
a glutton, forever eating, a vast and sweating ego who quotes
scripture he half understands and cannot answer a clever
lawyer's questions and is revealed, by the end, as a hollow and
pompous fraud propped up by the ignorance of a mob. He is
given no serious reason for his beliefs beyond fear and vanity
and the love of applause. He is a man whose time has passed
and who is too stupid and too proud to know it, and the play
invites you to pity him a little and despise him a great deal and
teel, when he drops dead in that emptying courtroom, that the

universe has balanced its books. It is a brilliant piece of
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character assassination, and the man it assassinates bore only a
passing resemblance to the actual William Jennings Bryan.

To be fair to the playwrights, and fairness is the discipline
of this chapter, they did not invent everything. The spine of
their courtroom, the famous confrontation in which the
defense lawyer puts the great orator on the stand and
cross-examines him on the literal truth of the Bible, draws
closely on what actually happened at Dayton, and some of the
exchanges are lifted nearly word for word from the trial
transcript. Bryan did agree to be questioned as an expert on the
scriptures, and he was indeed cornered and made to look
foolish on points of literal interpretation, the age of the earth,
the day the sun stood still, the question of where Cain found
his wife. That much the play took from the record. The
meaning it imposed on the record was its own. Bryan himself
submitted to that examination out of a stubborn confidence
that he could defend the faith, and the real examination was
less a total rout than the play makes it, with Bryan landing his
own blows before the judge cut it off and struck the whole
thing from the record. The play takes the raw material of a
genuine and damaging cross-examination and stages it as an
absolute humiliation, the final exposure of a hollow man, and
then it adds the invented death to seal the verdict. It built its lie
partly out of true bricks, which is the most effective way to
build one, and the hardest to dismantle afterward.

Consider only the things the play simply invented or
reversed. It shows a town seething with hatred toward the

outsiders who came to defend the teacher, when the real
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Dayton was a cheerful boomtown that threw a carnival
around the trial and treated the visitors as honored guests who
were good for business. It invents a fundamentalist preacher
and his tormented daughter, who is made the teacher's fiancee,
none of whom existed, to manufacture a romance and a
cruelty the real case did not contain. Left out entirely is the
fact that the real Bryan offered to pay the schoolteacher's fine
out of his own pocket when the man was convicted. And it
gives Brady that humiliating public death in the courtroom,
raving and abandoned, when the truth is that Bryan died five
days after the trial ended, quietly, in his sleep, after a good
Sunday dinner, an old man worn out by the heat and his own
untreated illness. The play could not use a quiet death in a bed.
It needed a comeuppance, so it wrote one, and it wrote it onto
a real grave.

To understand the crusade you have to understand the
moment that produced it, which was a moment of genuine
crisis for the faith of millions. The decade after the Great War
was an earthquake in American religious life. A movement had
risen, taking its name from a series of pamphlets called The
Fundamentals published in the years before the war, to defend
traditional Protestant belief against the acids of the modern
age, against the higher criticism that treated the Bible as a
human document and against the Darwinism that seemed to
write God out of the story of life. The fundamentalists
organized, formed associations, and went looking for a
battlefield, and they found one in the public schools, because

something had changed that made the schools matter as never
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before. By 1920 the country had built, for the first time, a
system of nearly universal compulsory secondary education,
which meant that for the first time the great mass of American
children were required by law to sit in classrooms and be
taught whatever the state decided to teach them. What those
classrooms taught about the origin of man had suddenly
become a question of enormous stakes, because the audience
was now everyone's children, compelled to attend. Into that
anxious and newly consequential arena stepped the most
famous Protestant layman in America, looking for a cause
worthy of his last years, and he found it in the fight over what
the compelled children would be told about Darwin.

Now I have to do the harder thing, which is to tell you the
truth about the crusade itself, because the play's dishonesty
does not make Bryan right, and I will not trade one caricature
for another. The anti-evolution campaign of his last years was
a genuine thing he genuinely led, and it was, by my lights and I
think by any defensible reading, wrong. Beginning around
1920, when he was past sixty, Bryan put the whole force of his
name and his voice behind a movement to forbid the teaching
of Darwinian evolution in the public schools, and the
movement had real success, with several states passing laws or
resolutions against it. To use the power of the state to forbid a
teacher from describing a scientific theory is an assault on free
inquiry, full stop, and no amount of context redeems the
principle. On the central question of whether a government
may decide which established science its children are permitted

to hear, Bryan was on the wrong side, and the schoolteacher
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was on the right one, and I want that said plainly before I
complicate it.

Bryan had not always been this man. As a younger figure
he had been relatively open about the origins of life,
untroubled enough by the science to let it alone, and his turn
against evolution came late and hardened with age, the way
certainty so often hardens in a man who feels the world
slipping out from under the things he loves. The same
progressive instinct that had made him reach all his life for
legislative solutions, the laws against the saloon, the laws to
elect senators directly, the laws to tax incomes and break the
trusts, now reached for a law against a theory, because passing
laws to fix what alarmed him was simply how Bryan's mind
worked. He had spent thirty years believing that the organized
will of the people, expressed through their legislatures, could
and should correct the evils the powerful inflicted on the weak,
and he did not draw the line most of us would draw between
regulating a railroad and regulating a classroom. To him it was
one continuous principle, the right of the democratic majority
to shape the society it lived in, and the teaching of a doctrine
he believed was poisoning the young looked to him like exactly
the kind of harm a self-governing people had every right to
forbid. The instinct was the same one that had made him
great. He simply pointed it, at the end, at the wrong target, and
could not see that a free people's right to govern itself stops at
the schoolhouse door where a child's right to learn begins.

What the play erased, and what I am obliged to restore, is

why he did it, because his reasons were stranger and more
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serious than the fear of science the playwrights assigned him.
Bryan's terror of evolution was less a religious panic than a
social one. He had watched the doctrine of the survival of the
fittest escape from biology and colonize human affairs, and he
had seen what it became out there. He had seen it become the
creed of the robber barons, the justification of the strong for
crushing the weak, the comfortable science that told the rich
they deserved their wealth and the poor their poverty because
nature itself had selected the winners. To a man who had spent
thirty years fighting for the common people against exactly
that kind of pitiless logic, Darwinism applied to society was the
enemy in a new and respectable costume. He had said as much
for years on the lecture platform, warning that the Darwinian
theory presented man as reaching his perfection by what he
called "the law of hate, the merciless law by which the strong
crowd out and kill off the weak.” In that warning he was a
moralist afraid of what men do when they decide morality is an
illusion, not a fool afraid of monkeys.

His fear ran deeper still, into the two horrors of his age that
the play could not afford to mention because they complicate
the villain. The first was the war. Bryan, the great pacifist, had
become convinced that the gospel of struggle and the survival
of the fittest, filtered through Nietzsche and the German
theorists, had helped produce the militarism that drowned a
generation in the trenches, the idea that war was simply natural
selection among nations and the strong were entitled to devour
the weak. The second was eugenics, and here history has been

brutal to everyone but Bryan. In the 1920s eugenics was
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mainstream, respectable science, taught in universities, written
into law, used to justify the forced sterilization of the "unfit"
and the ranking of human races into higher and lower stock,
the opposite of a fringe lunacy. The textbook at the center of
the Scopes trial itself, the biology text the teacher used,
contained a passage instructing students that mankind divided
into races that could be ranked from savage to civilized, with
the Caucasian at the summit. Bryan looked at that and
recoiled, and his recoil was correct. The science he wanted kept
out of the schools was, in part, the science of eugenics, and on
eugenics the old man's instinct was a great deal sounder than
the instinct of the educated experts who mocked him.
Eugenics deserves more than a passing mention here,
because it is the place where the mockery of Bryan ages worst.
The biology textbook the schoolteacher used at Dayton, a
widely adopted text of the era, did not merely describe natural
selection. It applied the logic of selection to human beings,
instructing students that the races of mankind could be
arranged in a hierarchy from the lowest to the highest, with the
European at the top, and it commended the science of
eugenics as a means of improving the human stock by
discouraging the reproduction of the unfit. This was the
respectable, mainstream, university-endorsed science of the
1920s, the same decade in which American states were
sterilizing the so-called feebleminded by the thousands under
laws the Supreme Court would soon uphold. When Bryan
looked at the teaching of evolution and saw, mixed into it, a

doctrine that ranked human beings by race and proposed to
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breed the lesser ones out of existence, he was reading the
textbook, not hallucinating. His conclusion, that the cure was
to ban the teaching, was wrong and dangerous in its own right,
an overreaction that traded one harm for another. But his
alarm at what was being taught in the name of science was the
alarm of a man whose moral instincts were, on this single
point, a generation ahead of the experts who laughed at him,
and history has been far kinder to his horror of eugenics than
to their endorsement of it.

The argument had been forming in him for years, in the
most famous of his platform lectures, the one he called "The
Prince of Peace,” which he had delivered on the Chautauqua
circuit to enormous crowds long before Dayton. In it he
warned that if men came to believe they were merely risen
animals with no divine spark and no immortal soul, they
would lose the moral law that restrained them and the
brotherhood that bound them, and the result would be cruelty
dressed as nature. You can disagree with the theology entirely,
as I do, and still recognize in it a coherent, mistaken, deeply felt
argument about the moral consequences of a worldview, made
by a man who had spent his life on the side of mercy and was
terrified of a philosophy that seemed to license its opposite. It
is no simpleton's rant.

There was a democratic argument folded into the crusade
t0o, and it is the one that most resembles the Bryan of the great
years, which makes it the most poignant and the most
mistaken. The people of Tennessee, he insisted, paid for their
schools, and the people therefore had the right to decide what
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those schools taught their children, and no professor or expert
or distant elite had the authority to override the moral
judgment of a self-governing community about its own young.
This was the pure populist note he had sounded his whole life,
the majority against the experts, the plain people against the
credentialed few who presumed to know better. It had carried
him gloriously when the question was whether the farmers or
the bankers would set monetary policy, whether the voters or
the bosses would choose senators. But it broke against a
different kind of question, because the right of a majority to
govern itself is real and the right of a majority to forbid a truth
is not, and the freedom of a child to learn what is known is not
a thing the community gets to vote away, however many
taxpayers raise their hands. Bryan could not see the difference,
because he had spent a lifetime making majority rule his
lodestar, and a lodestar is a hard thing to doubt at the end of
the road. That same argument, the engine of his finest hours,
became, turned on a schoolhouse, the engine of his worst law.
The crusade reached its legal climax in Tennessee in the
spring of 1925, when a backcountry legislator named John
Washington Butler, a farmer and a devout admirer of Bryan,
introduced a bill to forbid the teaching in the state's public
schools of any theory denying the divine creation of man and
holding instead that he had descended from a lower order of
animals. The legislature passed it, the governor signed it, and
the Butler Act became the law that a young Dayton teacher
named John Scopes would agree to break, in a test case cooked

up partly by the American Civil Liberties Union and partly by
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local boosters who saw the publicity a trial would bring. Bryan
volunteered to help the prosecution, eager to turn the case into
a national platform for his cause. The law he championed
would outlast him by more than forty years, struck from the
books only in 1967, and the principle behind it would not be
ruled unconstitutional until the year after that. That is the
reckoning, and it is not a flattering one, and I have no interest
in softening it.

The Tennessee law was the most famous fruit of the
crusade, far from the only one. Bryan had spent the early 1920s
carrying the anti-evolution message from state to state,
addressing legislatures and revival crowds and his own
enormous reading public, and the movement he fronted
pushed bills in dozens of statechouses, won outright in a
handful, and forced quieter concessions in many more, where
textbooks were purged or evolution was dropped without a
formal law. He had become the political face of a religious
mass movement, the one figure whose name could turn a
fundamentalist sentiment into a legislative campaign, and he
gave the movement what it had lacked, a champion of national
stature who could draw the cameras and command the front
pages. The schoolteacher’s trial at Dayton was meant, by
Bryan, to be the springboard, the case that would carry the
crusade from a regional curiosity to a national triumph. That it
became instead the start of the crusade’s long humiliation, and
the last act of his own life, is one of the ironies the next chapter

has to reckon with.
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Here is what I am asking you to hold, both halves of i,
because holding both is the whole point. Bryan was wrong
about the law, and the play lied about the man. He was wrong
to lend his power to the policing of what could be taught,
wrong in a way that did real damage to real children's
education for two generations. And the play that has shaped
how we remember him took that wrong and stripped it of
every serious reason, hollowed the man into a greedy buffoon,
and killed him on a stage in a way he never died, so that the
lasting popular memory of William Jennings Bryan is a fiction
wearing a filed-off name. Both of these are true at once. The
dramatist's obligation, the one I am wrestling with as I write, is
to the whole man, including the man who was wrong, and the
whole man is always more interesting and more frightening
and more useful than the cartoon, in either direction.

This is what frightens me about my own trade, and what
"Inherit the Wind" demonstrates with such terrible efficiency.
A play can overwrite a life. The facts of Bryan's last years are
available to anyone who wants them, sitting in archives and
transcripts and his own published words, and almost no one
wants them, because the play is so much more satisfying, and
the play got there first and got there best. The grotesque is
easier to remember than the man. A few hours of brilliant
theater defeated the historical record, and seventy years later
the invention is the truth in nearly every mind that holds an
image of Bryan at all. That is a kind of power that ought to
terrify anyone who wields it. I wield it. The book in your

hands is an attempt to put a dead man on a stage, and the
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example of Lawrence and Lee is the warning I keep propped in
front of me, the proof of how easily the thing becomes slander
when the dramatist decides that his point matters more than
his subject.

The question underneath all of this is the oldest one in my
trade, the question of what a dramatist owes a real person he
puts on a stage. It is not a simple question, and I do not want
to pretend it is. Drama is not history and must not be, because
a play that merely transcribes the record is dead on the boards.
The dramatist has to select, compress, invent dialogue no one
recorded, collapse months into minutes and crowds into single
characters, and all of that is legitimate, all of it the necessary
lying that lets a true thing be felt in two hours in a dark room.
The relevant boundary has nothing to do with fact versus
invention, since invention is the craft of the thing. It falls
instead at the essential truth of the person, the quality that, if
you get it wrong, makes the whole portrait a slander however
many surface facts you keep. Lawrence and Lee could have
invented freely and still given us a Bryan who was recognizably
the man, complicated and sincere and mistaken. Instead they
invented a man who was simple where the real one was
complex, contemptible where the real one was tragic, and they
killed him in a way designed to suggest his ideas were as hollow
as his belly. That is the crossing of the line, the point where
shaping becomes falsifying, and every dramatist who works
with the real dead has to know exactly where that line runs,
because the dead cannot sue and cannot answer and depend

entirely on the conscience of the one who stages them.
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I know the temptations from the inside, because I have felt
them at my own desk. There is enormous pull, when you
dramatize a real person, toward the clean shape, the satistying
arc, the villain who gets what he deserves or the saint who is
wronged. The audience wants it. The form wants it. A man
held in full, contradictory and partly admirable and partly
disgraceful, resists the neat curtain the way a living person
resists a slogan. I suspect the young version of this project, the
teleplay that died, leaned toward one of those clean shapes,
because young writers reach for them the way the young reach
for certainty. The discipline I have tried to learn since, and the
discipline this book is staked on, is the refusal of the clean
shape, the insistence on putting down the courageous
resignation and the cowardly silence and the prince of peace
and the policer of minds as facets of one stubborn, gifted,
failing human being, and trusting that the contradiction is
more honest than any tidy verdict.

And here I have to turn the same suspicion on my own
pages, because a reader who has followed the charge I bring
against the play can bring it straight back to me. I have written,
in this book, that Bryan felt a thing, that he knew a thing, that
a certain hardness was built into him in his father's house.
Those statements are inferences, readings of a man's inner
weather drawn from the shape of his outer life, and they do
not stand in the documented record the way his speeches and
his votes stand in it. I want to mark them for what they are,
rather than slip them in wearing the clothes of the record.

Where I say what Bryan did, where he went, what he signed,
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what he said from a platform, I am standing on documents
and you can check me. Where I say what he felt or knew or
told himself, I am reading inward from the evidence, and the
honest word for that is inference. What separates me from the
play I indict is a single discipline. I do imagine Bryan's interior,
because no full portrait of a man can leave his inner life blank.
What I try never to do is imagine him into a smaller man than
the record will bear. I will not pretend to flag every such
inference as it passes, since that promise deadens the prose and
no honest writer fully keeps it. The discipline I can hold is the
harder one underneath: to reach inward only in order to
understand him, never to make him smaller or simpler or more
convenient than the documented life supports, and to ask you
to read every interior passage in this book as the inference it
plainly is.

What the alternative to the caricature requires is the harder
portrait, not a whitewash, the one that holds the
anti-eugenicist and the book-banner in the same frame and
does not let you off the hook by deciding he was simply good
or simply foolish. Lawrence and Lee gave the world a Bryan it
was comfortable to despise, and in doing so they let the world
off easy, because a fool is no warning to anyone. The real
Bryan is a warning, precisely because his crusade against
evolution grew out of decent fears, the fear of a brutal Social
Darwinism and a monstrous eugenics, and arrived nonetheless
at the indefensible place of forbidding teachers to teach. That
is the useful and disturbing truth, that good motives marched

a good man to a bad law, and the play threw the truth away in
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exchange for a laugh and a corpse.

There is a pattern in these last chapters that I cannot stop
seeing, and the anti-evolution crusade completes it. Bryan had
been, for the great middle of his life, the champion of the
people against every power that sought to dominate them, the
money power, the war machine, the empire. And in his final
years that same protective passion turned, by a logic I have
tried to trace honestly, against the people's own freedoms. He
would not name the mob his people had joined, and he would
forbid the books his people feared, and in both cases he told
himself he was defending them, when what he was defending
them from was, increasingly, the open society itself, the
freedom to think and to be different and to learn. The
defender of the common man ended by trying to wall the
common man'’s children inside a single permitted truth. It is
the same descent every time, the protector who cannot tell the
difference between shielding his people and imprisoning them,
and it is one of the recurring ways a genuine love of the people
curdles into an enemy of their liberty. Bryan never stopped
loving them. That is what makes him a tragedy rather than a
villain, and it is what makes the play's contemptuous fool
useless as well as unfair, because a fool teaches us nothing
about how the good go wrong.

So I keep coming back to that emptying courtroom and
that fake death, the audience around me satisfied, the great
fraud collapsing of his own gluttony while the crowd files out.
It is superb theater and it is a theft. The real man walked out of

the real courtroom at Dayton alive, beaten in the
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cross-examination but not dead, and he had five more days,
real days, in which he ate and talked and made plans for the
national campaign he would never wage, before he lay down
on a Sunday afternoon and did not wake up. The play could
not let him have that quiet, ordinary, human death, because it
needed his death to mean his defeat. I intend to give it back to
him. The chapters ahead go to the real Dayton, the real
cross-examination, the real five days, and the real grave, and my
whole purpose is to set the man down as he was rather than as
the stage required him to be.

This is where Part Three ends, with Bryan dramatized into
a monster he was not and guilty of a crusade he should never
have led, both at once, the close of the long descent this part
has traced from the plowshares to the silence to the policing of
a schoolroom. I have tried to be a different kind of dramatist
than the ones who buried him under a borrowed name. I do
not get to decide whether I have succeeded; you do, and so
does whatever remains of the truth about him. But I know
which courtroom I am walking into next, and I know the man
I am bringing with me is heavier and stranger and more human
than the one who died to applause on that stage, and I mean to
carry him the rest of the way as he actually was, into the heat of
Dayton and out the far side of it, to the death that the
playwrights stole and that I intend, at last, to return.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Dayton

I AM SIXTY-ONE years old as I write this, which is the age

William Jennings Bryan had reached when he began the
crusade that killed him.

I noticed the coincidence the way you notice your own
reflection in a dark window, suddenly and without wanting to.
He was sixty-one in 1921, when he threw the last of his
enormous strength behind the campaign against evolution,
and he was dead at sixty-five, four summers later, on a Sunday
afternoon in a small Tennessee town. I am four years from the
age he was when he died. I am writing the end of a man'’s life at
almost exactly the age his own end began, a century after it
happened, and I would be lying if I told you that did not
change the way the words come. There is a particular gravity to
setting down a death when you have arrived at the stretch of
road the dying man was walking, and Part Four of this book,
the part I am now opening, takes its name from a phrase I used
about him years ago, the unredeemable removal, by which I

meant a taking-away that cannot afterward be undone or paid
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back or set right. I have come to the part of the story where the
man is removed, and I find I cannot write it from any safe
distance, because I am standing on the same ground.

There is a promise I made at the end of the last chapter,
and this is where I keep it. I said the playwrights had stolen
Bryan's death, had given him a grotesque and public collapse
he never suffered, in order to make his death mean his defeat,
and I said I meant to give him back the real one. So this chapter
goes to the real Dayton, the actual trial that the famous play
counterfeited, and to the actual death that followed it, and my
whole purpose is to set both down as they happened rather
than as the stage required. The reality is stranger and sadder
and more human than the fiction, as the reality of a man
almost always is, and Bryan is owed the truth of his last days
more than he is owed anything else I can give him.

Begin with the town, because the town is the first thing the
play got wrong. Dayton, Tennessee, in July of 1925 was a
sleepy farm town that had seen a chance at fame and grabbed it
with both hands, not a grim fortress of fanatics persecuting a
brave young teacher. The whole thing had been arranged, the
prosecution of the schoolteacher cooked up over a soda
fountain by local boosters who understood that a sensational
trial would put their fading little town on the map and fill its
hotels and stores. They got their wish beyond any dream.
Dayton turned itself into a carnival, the streets strung with
banners, the sidewalks crowded with hot-dog stands and
lemonade sellers and souvenir hawkers, a live chimpanzee

paraded through town, preachers and cranks and hucksters of
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every description pouring in, the courthouse lawn a
fairground. The town wanted the show, threw itself the show,
and welcomed the outsiders who came to put it on. The
hostile, seething Hillsboro of the play existed only in the play.

A Dayton engineer named George Rappleyea lit the fuse,
having read in the newspaper that the Civil Liberties Union
was looking for a Tennessee teacher willing to challenge the
new law, and having seen at once what such a trial could do for
a town that was quietly dying. He gathered the local men who
mattered at Robinson's drugstore, around the soda fountain,
and they hatched the plan together, and they sent for the
young teacher Scopes, who was filling in coaching the football
team that summer, and asked him whether he would be willing
to be prosecuted. He agreed without much thought, not even
certain he had actually taught the forbidden chapter, and the
thing was set in motion by a handful of boosters who wanted
nothing so grand as the soul of the nation, only a few good
weeks of business. The irony is thick enough to stand a spoon
in. The trial that would come to stand for the deepest conflict
in American culture, science against scripture, the modern
against the traditional, was conceived as a publicity stunt by
small-town merchants hoping to sell more lemonade, and it
worked so well that the town built a college in Bryan's name a
few years after he died there, and the whole improbable
business put Dayton on the map exactly as the men at the
drugstore had dreamed.

What descended on that carnival was something genuinely

new, a media event of a scale the country had never produced.
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More than two hundred reporters came to Dayton, filing
millions of words to every corner of the nation. Newsreel
cameras rolled. And for the first time in American history a
trial was carried live on the radio, the proceedings broadcast
out of a Chicago station, WGN, into parlors across the
country, so that families who had never set foot in Tennessee
sat in their living rooms and listened to the thing unfold.
Among the reporters was H. L. Mencken, the most savage pen
in America, who had helped arrange Darrow’s involvement
and who sent back daily dispatches dripping with contempt
for the town and the crowd and the cause, and who gave the
proceedings the mocking name that stuck to them forever, the
Monkey Trial. The whole country was watching and listening,
which was exactly what everyone involved had wanted, the
boosters and the lawyers and Bryan most of all, who had come
to Dayton precisely because the eyes of the nation would be on
it.

Mencken, characteristically, misjudged the ending.
Convinced the real show was over once the scientific
testimony was excluded, he left Dayton before Darrow ever
called Bryan to the stand, and so the most savage chronicler of
the trial missed its climax entirely, and was gone, back in
Baltimore, when Bryan died. He had written Bryan's
contempt; he was not there for Bryan's death.

The two men at the center of it had a history, which the
play also flattened away. Clarence Darrow, sixty-eight years old
that summer, was the most famous defense lawyer in America,

an avowed agnostic who had spent his career defending the
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despised, and who had just the year before saved the
child-murderers Leopold and Loeb from the gallows in a
courtroom performance that had transfixed the country. He
was the great champion of the modern, secular, scientific
mind, and he had come to Dayton to defend the right to teach
what science had discovered. And here is the part the legend
forgets, that Darrow and Bryan had once been on the same
side. In the great fights of Bryan's youth, the battles for labor
and the common man against the money power, Darrow had
been an ally, had supported Bryan's first run for the
presidency, had stood with him against the same enemies. The
two old warriors who faced each other across that Tennessee
courtroom had spent their early manhood fighting side by side
for the underdog, and they met at the end as adversaries, which
gave the confrontation a tragic weight that the play's simple
clash of light and darkness could not hold.

Darrow was the perfect adversary, and a strange one for
Bryan to face. He had built his fame defending the labor
movement and the friendless and the doomed, the underdogs
Bryan claimed as his own people, and he had crowned that
career the previous year by saving Nathan Leopold and
Richard Loeb, two wealthy young murderers, from the
hangman with a courtroom argument against the death
penalty that ran for hours and held the nation. He did not
believe in God, and said so, and had made a kind of crusade of
his own out of attacking the certainties of religion, which he
considered a brake on human freedom and a source of cruelty.

To Darrow, the law forbidding the teaching of evolution was
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exactly the kind of superstition-made-statute he had spent his
life fighting, and he came to Dayton without fee, an old man
eager for one more great fight, against an opponent he had
once admired. For the cruelest fact of the confrontation, the
one the simple legend buries, is that these two had marched
together in their youth. Darrow had cheered Bryan's Cross of
Gold, had backed his campaigns, had stood on the same side of
the barricades in the great populist battles against entrenched
wealth. Thirty years had carried them to opposite poles, the
one toward a religious traditionalism, the other toward a
militant unbelief, until the old comrades met as enemies on a
courthouse lawn, and one of them did not leave Dayton alive.
The case itself was, on its surface, the simplest thing in the
world. John Scopes, a young high school teacher who had
filled in for the regular biology instructor, freely admitted that
he had taught evolution from the state-approved textbook, in
plain violation of the new Butler Act, and so the question of
his technical guilt was never seriously in doubt. The American
Civil Liberties Union, which had recruited him for exactly this
purpose, did not particularly want him acquitted. It wanted
the law itself put on trial, carried up through the courts and
struck down as a violation of the constitutional wall between
church and state. The defense, led by Darrow, came to Dayton
hoping to mount a grand demonstration that evolution was
sound science and that the law forbidding its teaching was an
act of religious tyranny dressed as education. Bryan came to
make the opposite case, that the people of Tennessee had every
right to decide what their schools taught, and that the trial was
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a battlefield in the war for the soul of the country. "The
contest between evolution and Christianity is a duel to the
death,” he had told a banquet in Dayton on the eve of the trial.
"If evolution wins, Christianity goes.” He believed the stakes
were that total.

The trial opened on the tenth of July under Judge John
Raulston, who began the proceedings with a prayer, which the
defense protested in vain, and which set the tone of a
courtroom where the prosecution had the home crowd and
the judge's evident sympathy. Tennessee men ran the
prosecution, led by the attorney general Tom Stewart and
stocked with local lawyers, and Bryan sat among them as the
great visiting champion, joined on the team by his own son,
William Jennings Bryan Junior, a lawyer from California. The
defense was the outside force, Darrow flanked by the New
York attorneys Arthur Garfield Hays and Dudley Field
Malone, cosmopolitan and modern and faintly suspect to the
Dayton crowd. Those early days went to skirmishing, over the
indictment, over the seating of a jury drawn from a county
where nearly everyone already held a view, over whether the
trial would be about Scopes or about evolution itself. It was in
those early days that Malone rose to answer one of Bryan's
speeches with an oration of his own, a ringing defense of free
inquiry that ended with the cry that the defense was not afraid
of the truth and welcomed the search for it, and the
courtroom, the home crowd, Bryan's own crowd, gave Malone
an ovation louder than any they gave Bryan, a first small sign

that the old man's grip on the country's heart had begun to
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loosen.

Then the judge cut the heart out of the defense. John
Raulston, a local jurist who opened each session with prayer
and plainly sympathized with the prosecution, ruled that the
defense's expert witnesses, the parade of scientists Darrow had
assembled to explain evolution and demonstrate its soundness,
could not testify, on the ground that the only question before
the court was whether Scopes had broken the law, which
everyone agreed he had. At a stroke the great demonstration
Darrow had planned was forbidden. The scientists were sent
home with their testimony unheard. The trial that was
supposed to put evolution itself on the stand had been
narrowed to a formality, and the defense seemed beaten, with
nothing left to do but lose and appeal. Darrow needed
something, some way to get the real argument in front of the
country that was listening, and what he found was the most
audacious maneuver in the history of American trials.

The exclusion of the scientists was a heavy blow, and the
defense fought it hard. Darrow had brought to Dayton a roster
of distinguished biologists and geologists and theologians,
prepared to testify that evolution was settled science and that it
did not, properly understood, contradict religious faith, and
the whole strategy of putting evolution itself on trial depended
on getting their testimony before the court and the country.
When Raulston ruled it out, the defense salvaged what it could
by reading the experts’ statements into the record as written
documents, unheard by the jury but preserved for the appeal,

hundreds of pages of science entered against a verdict everyone
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knew was coming. It was a defeat dressed as a record. The
grand educational spectacle Darrow had envisioned, the trial
that would teach the listening nation what evolution actually
was, had been forbidden, and the case was reduced to the
narrow and hopeless question of whether one teacher had
broken one law. Darrow was furious, furious enough to
provoke the judge into citing him for contempt, and out of
that fury and that dead end came the desperate, brilliant
improvisation that would make the trial immortal, because if
he could not put science on the stand, he would put the Bible
on the stand instead, in the person of the man who claimed to
speak for it.

He called Bryan himself to the stand. On the seventh day
of the trial, the defense lawyer Arthur Garfield Hays rose and
asked that William Jennings Bryan be called as an expert
witness on the Bible, and the courtroom must have stopped
breathing, because it was an almost unheard-of thing, to call
opposing counsel to testify. Bryan's fellow prosecutors
objected and urged him to refuse, and they were right to,
because there was no good reason on earth for him to do it and
every reason not to. But Bryan could not refuse. The chance to
stand up before the listening nation and defend the faith he
loved against the most famous unbeliever in America was the
thing he had come to Dayton for, and his pride and his
sincerity and his hunger for the great public moment all pulled
him toward the chair. He waved off his colleagues’ warnings
and agreed to testify, stipulating only that he should get to
question the defense lawyers in turn. He told the court that
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the defense "did not come here to try this case. They came here
to try revealed religion. I am here to defend it, and they can ask
me any question they please.” He walked into the trap with his
head high, believing it was a pulpit.

The heat and the crowd had grown so great that the judge
moved the proceedings outdoors, onto the courthouse lawn,
where thousands of spectators pressed in under the July sun
and the two old men faced each other in the open air. Bryan
took the witness chair and began to fan himself. Darrow, in his
shirtsleeves and galluses, his thumbs in his suspenders, began
quietly, almost gently. "You have given considerable study to
the Bible, haven't you, Mr. Bryan?" And Bryan, walking
forward into it, answered that yes, he had studied the Bible for
some fifty years. With that genial opening the trap closed, and
Darrow began, patiently and relentlessly, to ask the old
champion whether he believed the literal truth of the stories in
the book he had defended all his life.

Had a great fish actually swallowed Jonah and held him
three days and then delivered him up alive? Had Joshua
actually commanded the sun to stand still in the sky, and had
the sun, which does not move around the earth, actually
stopped? How old was the earth, and how did Bryan square
the six days of creation with the testimony of the rocks?
Where, in a world that held only Adam and Eve and their sons,
had Cain found his wife? Darrow moved through the literal
text of Genesis question by question, pressing rather than
mocking, always pressing, forcing Bryan to say in front of the

listening country whether he believed each marvel as written,
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and Bryan, who had never thought hard about the geology or
the astronomy, who had defended the Bible as a moral
document rather than a science text, found himself with no
good answers and nowhere to stand.

He asked about the date of creation, about the chronology
printed in the margins of so many Bibles that fixed the making
of the world at a few thousand years before Christ, and pressed
Bryan on whether he believed the earth so young against
everything geology had found. He asked about the great flood
and its date, about the Tower of Babel and the scattering of
tongues, about whether the serpent had actually been
condemned to crawl on its belly as punishment, and what it
had walked on before. Again and again he forced Bryan onto
ground the old man had never surveyed, and again and again
Bryan gave answers that satisfied no one, sometimes insisting
on the literal text, sometimes retreating into a vaguer faith, and
at one revealing moment confessing, when pressed on a matter
he had plainly never considered, that he did not think about
things he did not think about. The crowd on the lawn, which
had come to cheer their champion, grew quieter as the
afternoon wore on, and some of them laughed, and the
laughter was the sound of something shifting. A man who had
held vast audiences in the palm of his hand for thirty years was,
for the first time in his public life, being made to look small in
front of a crowd, and he could feel it, and his answers grew
more stubborn and more wounded as the great voice that had

never failed him found, at last, that it had nothing adequate to
say.
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The crucial moment came over the days of creation.
Pressed on whether the six days of Genesis were six literal
twenty-four-hour days, Bryan would not quite say yes, and
conceded instead that they might have been long periods, ages
of indeterminate length, rather than days as we know them. It
seems a small thing, and it was an enormous thing, because in
that concession the great literalist admitted that the Bible was
not, after all, to be read with flat literal exactness, that its days
might be metaphors for ages, and Darrow had won the only
point he needed. If the days could be ages, then the whole
edifice of strict literalism that the Butler Act was built to
protect began to crack, and Bryan had cracked it himself, on
the stand, under oath, in front of the nation. The defender of
the literal word had conceded that the word was not entirely
literal.

The legend says Darrow destroyed him, and there is a great
deal of truth in the legend, and there is also a complication I
am bound to set down. By most accounts the
cross-examination was a humiliation, the agnostic lawyer
exposing the old believer as a man who had never examined the
foundations of his own faith, reducing him to evasion and
contradiction and finally to a kind of stubborn, wounded
defiance. That is the version the country took away, and it
broke Bryan's reputation in the educated mind for good. But
the honesty I owe this story requires me to add that it was a less
total rout than legend remembers, that Bryan landed his own
blows, refused to be entirely cornered, and held to his central

point that a man could believe in God and the moral law
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without being able to explain the astronomy of Joshua. Some
who were there thought it closer to a draw than a slaughter.
The slaughter became the truth because it was the better story,
and because the play that came later carved the slaughter into
the national memory, but the man on that stand was an old,
tired, out-argued believer doing his stubborn best, not quite
the gibbering fool the legend made of him, and that is a sadder
and a truer thing.

And then, in a final indignity, the whole astonishing scene
was wiped from the record. The next day Judge Raulston,
perhaps realizing how badly the spectacle had served everyone,
ruled that Bryan's testimony was irrelevant to the narrow
question of Scopes's guilt and ordered it struck from the
record, expunged, as if the most amazing court scene in the
country's history had never occurred. The thing the entire
nation had listened to on the radio was officially declared not
to have happened, at least not in the eyes of the law. Bryan's
worst hour was simultaneously his most public and his most
thoroughly erased.

Then Darrow took from him the one thing he had left to
want. Bryan had prepared a closing summation, a grand final
speech, the capstone of his whole anti-evolution crusade, into
which he had poured everything, and he meant it to be the
climax of the trial and the launching pad of a national
campaign. Darrow saw it coming and moved to deny it. He
simply asked the jury to find Scopes guilty. Under the rules of
the court, if the defense made no closing argument, the

prosecution got none either, and so by conceding his client’s
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guilt outright, Darrow shut off all closing speeches, and
Bryan's great oration, the speech he had labored over and
longed to deliver, died in his pocket unspoken. The jury took
nine minutes to convict, the judge fined Scopes a hundred
dollars, and the young teacher rose to say he had been
convicted under an unjust statute and would go on opposing
it. The man who had built his entire life on the spoken word,
the greatest orator of his age, was sent away from his final trial
with his final speech locked in his throat. He published it
afterward, but he never got to say it, and a few days later he was
past saying anything.

The verdict that convicted Scopes was, like so much in
Bryan's life, a victory that was in fact a defeat. His side had
technically won, the law had been upheld, the teacher fined.
But the country that had listened on the radio had heard Bryan
humbled, and the cause had been made to look ridiculous
before a national audience, and the momentum drained out of
the anti-evolution movement from that day. Two years later
the Tennessee Supreme Court would quietly reverse Scopes's
conviction, sidestepping the grand constitutional grounds
Darrow had wanted and resting instead on a dry technicality,
that the hundred-dollar fine should have been set by the jury
rather than the judge, and rather than retry the bizarre business
the court dismissed it altogether, remarking that nothing was
to be gained by prolonging so strange a case. The Butler Act
itself stayed on the books, unenforced, for another forty years.
Bryan won his last case and lost his last war, and did not live to

see even the technical victory undone.
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He had not been well for some time, and the trial had taken
from him more than the public humiliation. The fierce heat of
that Tennessee July, the strain of the long fight, the crowds
and the travel and the meals his diabetic body could not
process, had all worked on a man of sixty-five who looked, by
the end, far older than his years. Those near him noticed how
heavily he moved, how the famous vigor had thickened into
something labored and slow. He had poured the last of himself
into Dayton, and Dayton had taken it, and when the gavel fell
on the verdict there was little left of the inexhaustible orator
who had once crossed the continent speaking five times a day.

Because five days after the verdict, he was dead. He had
stayed on in Dayton after the trial, an old man in the killing
Tennessee heat, worn down by the long fight and by the
diabetes he carried untreated and perhaps did not fully
understand. He spent his last days as he had spent his life,
working, revising the great speech he had been forbidden to
deliver, making plans to carry the crusade across the country,
eating the enormous meals that his failing body could no
longer manage. On Sunday, the twenty-sixth of July, 1925, he
ate a large midday dinner, lay down for an afternoon rest, and
died in his sleep. The cause was given as a stroke, an apoplexy,
almost surely tied to the diabetes that had gone unchecked.
There was no courtroom, no raving, no public collapse before
a jeering crowd. There was an old man, tired out, who lay
down after lunch on a hot afternoon and did not wake up. It is
the most ordinary death in the world, the death of millions of

weary old men, and there is a terrible dignity in its ordinariness
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that the stage could never allow him.

It was Darrow who supplied the cruelty, and the stage that
stole it. When reporters told the old lawyer that some were
saying Bryan had died of a broken heart, broken by the
humiliation on the stand, Darrow said, "Broken heart nothing;
he died of a busted belly," a remark so brutal it has outlived
almost everything else either man said at Dayton. He added,
more loudly, that the death was a great loss to the American
people, but the cruelty was already loose in the world. And the
playwrights, a generation later, took that brutal quip about a
busted belly and built it into their drama, gave their
Bryan-figure a gluttonous on-stage death, collapsing mid-rant
in the emptying courtroom, so that the grotesque joke became
the grotesque image that millions would carry of how the man
died. They turned Darrow's cruel wisecrack into Bryan's death
scene, and the truth, the quiet Sunday nap from which an
exhausted old man never woke, was buried under the fiction.
That is the death I promised to give him back, and there it is,
returned to him at last, plain and human and his own.

The news went out over the same wires that had carried the
trial, and the country that had just watched him humbled
stopped to take in that he was gone. Whatever people had
thought of him in the last weeks, and opinion was bitterly
split, the death of William Jennings Bryan was the death of an
era, and even those who had mocked him felt the ground shift.
He had been a presence in American life for thirty years, three
times the choice of his party for president, a voice that had

spoken for millions who felt they had no other, and now the
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voice was simply stopped, in a rented house in a small town,
days after the worst public humiliation of his career. The
timing made the death almost unbearably poignant, the great
orator silenced first by a legal maneuver and then by death
within the same week, as though the country and then his own
body had conspired to take from him the last word he had
spent his life believing was his birthright. His admirers, and
they were still legion, refused the verdict of the Dayton lawn
and remembered the champion, not the broken old man on
the stand. The fight over which of those was the real Bryan
began the instant he died, and it has not ended yet, and it is the
subject of the chapters that remain.

I have tried to render the trial whole, the carnival and the
maneuver and the humiliation and the erasure and the denied
speech, and to render the death without either the play's
contempt or any false tenderness, because the man deserves the
dignity of the facts more than he deserves my pity. He was
wrong about the law, as I said in the last chapter, and he was
humbled at the end by a sharper opponent, and he died beaten
in the eyes of the watching country. And he died, also, an old
man who had spent sixty-five years fighting for what he
believed was right, who lay down tired after his last battle and
slipped away in his sleep, owed nothing by the world and
demanding nothing from it, which is how most of us will go,
and there is no shame in it that any honest account can find.

The arithmetic of it keeps pulling me back, the way the
numbers line up across the century. He was sixty-one when the

crusade began and I am sixty-one writing its end. He had four
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years left at my age and did not know it, as none of us know it,
and used them to fight a fight he would lose and to write a
speech he would never give. I do not know how many years I
have, any more than he did, and I am spending some of them
on this, on the reconstruction of a dead man I have come to
understand better than I understand most of the living. There
is a strange intimacy in it, in living for months inside the last
years of a man whose age I share, watching him make his errors
and suffer his humiliations and lie down at last on a hot
afternoon, knowing the whole time that the road runs the
same direction for the writer as for the subject. It has made me
careful with him in a way I might not have been at forty. The
dead cannot defend themselves, and the one mercy left to
extend them is accuracy, the refusal to make them simpler or
worse or more convenient than they were, and I have wanted
to extend Bryan that mercy precisely because I can feel, at
sixty-one, how little any of us will be able to demand it for
ourselves when our turn comes to be remembered or forgotten
or, worst of all, dramatized.

I come back, at the end, to my own desk and my own
sixty-one years, and to the strange task of having written a
man's death at the age his ending began. It has taught me
something I did not expect, which is that the removal of a life,
even a flawed and partly failed life like Bryan's, even a life I
have judged hard across twelve chapters, is a grave and
irreversible thing, and that the writer who takes it up owes the
dead an exactness that the dramatist who came before me did

not pay. The phrase I gave this part of the book, the
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unredeemable removal, I meant first as a description of Bryan's
vanishing from the world. I understand now that it is a
description of every vanishing, including the one waiting at the
end of the road I am on, and that the only thing a writer can do
against the unredeemability of it is to get the facts of a life
right, which is a small thing and the only thing, and which I
have tried, in these pages, to do for him. The man is dead and
buried now, in the chapter and in the history. What was done
with his memory afterward, the funeral train and the
monuments and the long war over what he had been, is the
country's doing rather than his, and it is where the rest of this
book must go, into the strange afterlife of a magnificent loser

who lay down on a hot Sunday in Dayton and did not wake
up.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Funeral Train and the
Soldier's Grave

I HOLD TO a rule that some people find morbid, which is

that you go to every funeral you are invited to and a few you
are not.

I have come to believe that the funeral is the first verdict a
community renders on a life, the first public reckoning with
what a person was and meant, delivered in the rawest hours
when the loss is fresh and the truth has not yet hardened into
legend. You go because the going is a duty, owed to the dead
and to the living both, and you go even when, especially when,
the person in the box was difficult or wrong or someone you
fought, because mourning is not the same as endorsement, and
aman's death does not require you to have approved of his life
in order to stand at his grave and mark his passing. I have stood
in Arlington National Cemetery, among the long white ranks
of the soldiers’ stones, the way anyone who has lived in

Washington has stood there, and I have thought about who
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lies in that ground, and about one man in particular who lies in
it and probably should not, by the strict logic of his own life,
and whose enormous funeral a hundred years ago is the subject
I have come to in this chapter, the largest first verdict any
American of his age received.

The man is William Jennings Bryan, and he is buried at
Arlington, among the soldiers, which is the first strangeness I
have to set down. He was the great pacifist of his generation,
the Prince of Peace, the man who quit the cabinet rather than
help nudge the country toward war, the anti-imperialist who
spent the campaign of 1900 thundering against the conquest
of distant peoples. And he lies for eternity in the national
cemetery of the American military, beneath the same kind of
stone that marks the graves of the men who fell in the wars he
tried to prevent. The reason is a technicality of his biography,
the brief and bloodless colonelcy he held in the
Spanish-American War of 1898, when he raised a regiment of
Nebraska volunteers and spent the war stuck in a Florida camp
without ever seeing a battle, and that thin thread of service was
enough to earn the great peace-man a soldier’s grave. I find the
contradiction unbearably apt, and I will come back to it, but
first I have to bring his body home, the way the country
brought it home in the rainy days at the end of July, 1925.

His last days had been busy ones, which is part of why the
end seemed so sudden. After the verdict at Dayton he had not
rested. He had given speeches around Tennessee, working the
crowds the way he always had, and he had labored over the

great closing argument the court had denied him, revising it

264



The Magnificent Loser

for publication and for the national tour he meant to make of
it, planning to carry the anti-evolution crusade from town to
town across the country as he had carried free silver thirty years
before. The fight was not over in his mind. He was sixty-five
and ill and exhausted, but he was making plans, because
making plans and giving speeches was the only way he knew
how to be alive. And then, on the ordinary Sunday afternoon I
set down in the last chapter, the heart and the blood that had
carried him through a hundred thousand miles of speaking
simply stopped, and the busyness ended in the middle of itself,
the speech he would never give still warm on his desk.

The little town that had thrown a carnival around his trial
now closed its stores and went into mourning. His body lay
first in the parlor of his friend's home, and the same plain
people who had trudged in from the hills a few days earlier to
watch him fight came back to file past him in death, the
farmers and their wives, the believers who had loved him
without reservation through thirty years of his defeats. Dayton
grieved him as one of its own, and the grief was real, and it was
the first sign of the thing that would define his whole afterlife,
that the people who loved Bryan loved him past all argument,
and the people who had laughed at him on the witness stand a
week before were not in that parlor.

His family made one last gesture on his behalf in those first
days, and it was the right one. The great closing speech he had
prepared for the trial and been forbidden to deliver, the
oration Darrow's maneuver had locked in his throat, was

released by his family to the newspapers at the moment of his
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death, printed in full across the country, his last word given to
the public after all. The speech he had longed to speak to the
living he spoke instead from beyond his own death, and the
country that had denied him his summation in the courtroom
read it at last over his grave. It was, one account called it, his
last gift to the nation, and there was a rough justice in it, the
silenced man getting the final word by dying with it on his lips.
Then they took him to Washington. His widow, Mary,
who had been at his side for forty-one years, who had read his
speeches and managed his affairs and passed the bar herself and
learned German to help his work, accompanied the body
north, and in the capital it lay in state for a full day in the New
York Avenue Presbyterian Church, guarded around the clock
by veterans of the Spanish War, the soldiers claiming the
peace-man even before he reached the soldiers' cemetery.
Crowds filed past the coffin through the long hours. A
minister named Joseph Sizoo preached the funeral oration
before a packed church, speaking of a man of threefold
splendor, of his great capacity for noble living and for love and
for faith, the kind of eulogy that gathers up only the best of a
man and lets the rest lie, which is what eulogies are for and one
of the reasons a funeral is a first verdict rather than a final one.
The scale of the public grief is hard to convey to an age that
no longer produces figures who can be mourned by everyone
at once. Bryan had been a presence in American life for so
long, three decades, three campaigns for the presidency, that
there were grown men and women who could not remember a

time before him, and his death felt to millions like the loss of a
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member of the family. The flags came down to half-staff. The
newspapers cleared their front pages. In the church in
Washington where the body lay in state, the line of mourners
stretched out the doors and down the street and did not stop
through the long hours, the great and the humble both, come
to look a last time on the face of the man who had spoken for
them. The veterans of the Spanish War stood their honor
guard around the coffin, rigid and grave, and the irony of
soldiers guarding the body of the apostle of peace was lost on
everyone in the grief of the moment, as such ironies always are.
A nation was burying a piece of its own history, and for a few
days the quarrels that had surrounded him fell silent under the
simple fact of the loss.

Nothing in the whole pageant told the deepest truth about
who Bryan had been so well as the passage of the body itself,
and it is the image I want to hold longest. They carried him by
rail, in a special car, and as the train moved north the people
came out to the tracks to watch it pass. At the country stations
and the crossroads, in the towns and the open farmland, they
gathered in the heat and stood in silence as the train went by,
men in overalls and women in gingham dresses, the exact
people he had spent his life claiming to speak for, come out
one last time to see him go. There were no bands. The crowds
simply stood and watched and removed their hats, a silent
procession of the plain folk lining the iron road, and it went on
like that, station after station, the length of the route.

The route carried him out of the Tennessee hills and north

through the mountains and the river towns toward the capital,
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and the newspapers along the way recorded the same scene
repeating itself at every stop. In Chattanooga, where he had
friends, the city turned out to say goodbye. At the small depots
in between, where the train paused or merely slowed, the local
people had walked in from the surrounding country to stand
on the platforms and in the adjoining fields, having heard that
the Commoner would pass that way, wanting only to be
present for the passing. The reports describe them as quiet and
bareheaded, the men holding their hats against their chests, the
women in their plain dresses, some of them weeping, most of
them simply watching. These were not the readers of the
sophisticated papers that had mocked him. These were the
people of the small towns and the back country, the Bryan
people, the ones who had filled his tents and cast their votes for
him in three losing campaigns and never once stopped
believing he was theirs. They came to the tracks because he had
come to them, year after year, and now it was their turn to
stand at the side of the road and see him off, and they did it in
their thousands, all the long way to Washington.

There is something almost unbearably fitting in the
manner of that last passage, and I doubt Bryan could have
designed a better farewell if he had tried. He had built his
entire life on the railroads, had crossed and recrossed the
continent on them more times than anyone could count,
riding the rails from one Chautauqua tent and one
whistle-stop and one county fairground to the next, pouring
out his voice five and six times a day to the gathered farmers

and townsfolk who were his whole constituency and his whole
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love. The rails had carried his voice to the people for thirty
years. Now the same rails carried his body back to them, or
rather carried him past them one final time, and they stood
along the tracks the way they had once stood in the tents,
except that now there was nothing to hear, only the silent
passage of the man who had given them his voice and had
nothing left to give. The Great Commoner went to his grave
through a corridor of the common people, and it was the
truest thing that happened in the whole long pageant of his
death.

The burial itself came on a gray day. They carried the
coffin out through the streets of Washington, across the bridge
over the Potomac, and up the green slopes of Arlington, in a
cold rain that soaked the thousands who had come to stand at
the graveside and shiver through the committal. And there, on
the hill among the white stones, they lowered the great pacifist
into the military ground, and the contradiction I flagged at the
start was sealed in earth. The man who had given his career to
the cause of peace, who had resigned rather than write a war
note, who had been mocked as a coward and a dreamer for his
refusal to glory in arms, was laid to his rest forever among the
soldiers, under the auspices of the army, by virtue of a war he
had spent in a tent in Florida and a larger war against war that
he had spent his life waging. I do not think anyone planned the
irony. It simply accumulated, the way the truth about a man
accumulates, until his own grave became a kind of argument

he could no longer answer.
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The colonelcy that earned him the soldier's grave deserves
its own moment, because it is one of the stranger episodes of
his life and it sharpens the irony of where he lies. When the
Spanish-American War broke out in 1898, Bryan, then a
young man of national fame from his first presidential run,
raised a regiment of Nebraska volunteers and accepted a
commission as its colonel. He had supported the war, at least
in its stated purpose of freeing Cuba from Spanish tyranny,
and he wanted to serve, and there may have been politics in it
too, the calculation that a man with presidential ambitions
could not afford to sit out a popular war. But the Third
Nebraska never saw a Spanish soldier. It was sent to a camp in
Florida, where it sat through the brief war in the heat and the
disease and the boredom, and Bryan, who had hoped to lead
men into battle for a just cause, instead watched his volunteers
sicken in their tents while the fighting happened elsewhere. He
resigned his commission when the war ended, and then he did
the thing that defines him, he turned around and spent the
next two years fighting with everything he had against the
imperial conquest that the war had produced, against the
annexation of the Philippines and the new American empire.
The colonel became the great anti-imperialist. And the army
he had briefly and bloodlessly served gave him, a quarter
century later, a grave among its dead.

They marked the grave with words, as we do, and the
words are worth reading for what they claim and what they
leave out. One face of the stone carries a line borrowed from

an old English poet, calling him a statesman yet a friend to
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truth, of soul sincere, in action faithful, and in honor clear,
which is a great deal to claim for any man and more than the
record will quite bear for this one. The other face carries three
words from the letter of Paul to Timothy, the verse about
having fought a good fight and finished the course and kept
the faith, reduced to its essence: he kept the faith. That was the
epitaph his people wanted, and it was the truest thing they
could have carved, because whatever else Bryan had done or
tailed to do, he had kept his faith, had held to what he believed
with a tenacity that survived every defeat, and had died still
believing. The stone does not mention the silence on the Klan,
or the policing of the schoolroom, or the humiliation on the
lawn. Stones never do. They keep the faith and let the rest go
down into the ground with the body.

Mary stood at that graveside, the second spine of this
whole story, the woman who had been his partner in
everything for four decades. I have tried throughout this book
to keep her in view, because the standard telling of Bryan loses
her, and she was there at the beginning, in the Illinois parlor
where it started, and she was there at the end, riding the funeral
train north and standing in the cold rain on the hill, and she
deserves to be seen at the grave as she was seen at the wedding,
the one constant presence in a life full of crowds.

Mary Baird Bryan deserves more than the glimpse the
funeral allows her, because she had been the equal partner in
the whole enterprise from the start. She had married him as a
young woman in Illinois and had refused to be merely a

politician's wife. She studied law on her own and was admitted
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to the bar, the better to understand and assist his work. To
help him with his reading, she learned German. She read and
edited his speeches, managed the flood of his correspondence,
advised him on strategy through every campaign and every
crisis, and held the household together through the decades of
travel and defeat. Theirs was a genuine partnership of mind
and labor, rare in their generation and rarer still for a couple so
much in the public eye, and the standard heroic-or-foolish
portraits of Bryan almost always erase her, reducing the one
steady human relationship of his life to a footnote. She
survived him by five years, and she spent those years finishing
the memoirs he had not lived to complete, giving his life its last
shape with her own hand, the way she had shaped so much of
it while he lived. Then she was laid beside him in the Arlington
ground, and the partnership that had begun in an Illinois
parlor ended on a Virginia hill, the two of them under the
same stone at last.

And then there is the detail that I cannot leave out, though
I wish I could, because it ties this chapter back to the worst
thing in this book. When Bryan died, the Ku Klux Klan
burned crosses in his honor in Ohio, in Toledo and in Dayton,
the Ohio city that happens to share its name with the
Tennessee town where he had died. The hooded order he had
refused to name from the convention floor in 1924, the
movement he had declined to condemn because he would not
turn on his own people, claimed him in death as their
champion and lit their fires to mourn him. I do not say Bryan

would have wanted those fires. I am certain he would have
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been appalled by much of what the Klan did. But the fires
were lit, and they were lit because the Klan understood
something true, that Bryan's people and the Klan's people were
largely the same people, the rural Protestant America he had
championed and they had recruited, and that the man who
would not name them had been, in their eyes, on their side.
The crosses burning for Bryan in the Ohio night are the
unredeemed shadow over his grave, the part of his legacy that
no epitaph could carve away, and they were burning at the
moment the rest of the country was mourning the friend of
the common man.

So the nation buried a man it could not agree about, which
is the condition that has governed his memory ever since. To
the millions who lined the tracks and filed past the coffin, he
was a saint and a martyr, struck down five days after defending
the faith against the great unbeliever, and they mourned him
without a shadow of doubt. To the educated readers of
Mencken's dispatches, he was a fallen demagogue who had
been exposed as a fool on the witness stand and had the
decency to die before the embarrassment faded. Both verdicts
were delivered over the same grave in the same week, and the
funeral could not reconcile them, because a funeral is built to
mark a passing, not to reconcile anything. The argument over
which Bryan was the real one began at the graveside and has
never stopped, and it is the business of the chapters still to
come.

When the newspapers turned from reporting the death to
judging the man, they split exactly along the fault line that had
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run through his whole career. The papers of the small towns
and the religious press eulogized him without reservation, a
fallen hero, a Christian statesman, the greatest commoner the
republic had produced, struck down in the act of defending
the faith. The sophisticated papers of the cities were colder,
and some were cruel. Mencken, who had left Dayton before
the end and was back in Baltimore when the news came, wrote
an obituary so savage that it has become almost as famous as
the trial, a portrait of a vain and empty old mountebank who
had spent his last years preying on the ignorance of the yokels,
with not one generous word in it. Between those poles ran
every shade of ambivalence, the editors who admired his early
crusades and lamented his late ones, who could not decide
whether they were mourning a great man fallen or a fraud
exposed. It was the old division, the same one that had elected
him three times and defeated him three times, the same split
between the America that loved him and the America that
laughed at him, and his death did nothing to heal it. If
anything his death deepened it, freezing each side into its final
verdict, and handing the long argument over to the historians,
who have been at it ever since.

The country was not done honoring him, though, and
nine years after the burial it raised him in bronze. In 1934 a
statue of Bryan was unveiled in Washington, in the parkland
along the Potomac, not far from the Lincoln Memorial, a large
tigure of the Commoner caught in his speaking pose, arm
raised, mouth open, the orator frozen at the height of his

power. It was the work of Gutzon Borglum, the most famous
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sculptor in America, the man then carving the faces of four
presidents into the granite of Mount Rushmore, and the
choice of so celebrated an artist marked the seriousness with
which the nation meant to honor its dead tribune.

The dedication, on the third of May, 1934, brought out a
president. Franklin Roosevelt, a year into the New Deal, came
to unveil the memorial and to claim the old populist as a
forerunner of his own crusade for the common man against
the moneyed interests, which was a fair enough claim, since
Bryan had been fighting those interests when Roosevelt was a
schoolboy. The president spoke over the bronze and said that
the Great Commoner had fought the good fight and kept the
faith, lifting the words straight from the gravestone and the
letter of Paul, so that the epitaph became the eulogy and the
eulogy became the official national verdict, pronounced by the
most powerful man in the country. The statue was unveiled by
Bryan's own grandson. For one bright afternoon in 1934, with
a sitting president praising him beside the image of Lincoln, it
must have seemed that Bryan's place in the American
pantheon was secure forever.

I have on my desk, as I write this, a copy of a press
photograph from that dedication, dated the third of May,
1934, which I sought out and acquired years ago because the
moment it captures seemed to me to hold the whole
magnificence and futility of the man. The caption beneath it
announces that the president lauded the Great Commoner at
the dedication of his memorial. It shows the speaking-pose

statue, arm lifted, and it records that Bryan's grandson drew
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away the covering to reveal the bronze. There is a particular
poignancy in studying that photograph now, knowing what
the people in it could not. They believed they were witnessing
the permanent enshrinement of a great American, the moment
his place in the national memory was fixed beyond the reach of
time, a president’s words and a famous sculptor's bronze and
the proximity of Lincoln all combining to settle the verdict for
good. They were wrong about nearly all of it. The bronze
would not stay. The verdict would not settle. And the
president’s generous words would not protect the statue from
the wrecking crews a generation later. But on that spring
afternoon none of them knew it, and the photograph holds
them all in their certainty, the family and the dignitaries and
the president, gathered around the gleaming new image of a
man they were sure the country would honor forever, in the
last hour before the long unhonoring began.

The pose the sculptor chose for that statue tells you what
the country wanted to remember. Borglum did not show
Bryan the prosecutor sweating on a Tennessee lawn, or Bryan
the broken old man of his last week. He showed Bryan the
orator, caught at the height of his power, one arm flung up,
the mouth open in mid-phrase, the body leaning into the great
voice that had moved millions. It is Bryan as he stood at
thirty-six on the convention floor in Chicago, Bryan delivering
the Cross of Gold, Bryan at the one moment when the whole
nation hung on his words. That is the man the bronze
preserves, the young god of the spoken word, frozen forever in

the act that made him, and it is a generous and a true choice,
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because that Bryan was real and was magnificent. The statue
remembers his best hour and lets his worst ones go, which is
what a monument does, the same mercy the eulogy had
performed, now fixed in metal for the ages.

Borglum was one of the great contradictions of American
art, the man who made Bryan's monument. He was the
supreme monument-maker of his age, the sculptor who would
carve four presidents into the living rock of a Dakota
mountain and give the country one of its defining images. And
before Rushmore he had spent years on the face of Stone
Mountain in Georgia, blasting and carving an immense
memorial to the leaders of the Confederacy, Lee and Jackson
and Davis, a project conceived and funded in close partnership
with the reborn Ku Klux Klan of the 1920s. Borglum moved
in those circles, attended the meetings, was entangled with the
order in ways his admirers prefer to forget, until a furious
falling-out got him thrown off the Stone Mountain project in
1925, the year Bryan died. So the hands that shaped the
likeness of the friend of the common man had also shaped the
Lost Cause into a mountainside and had clasped the hands of
the hooded men whose crosses burned for Bryan in the Ohio
night. I do not raise this to condemn the statue, which is a fine
piece of work, or to suggest that Borglum's entanglements
were Bryan's. I raise it because this whole story is shot through
with these dark rhymes, the Klan in the convention and the
Klan at the funeral and the Klan in the sculptor's past, and
because there is, in the end, no clean marble anywhere in it, no

monument that is not also a complication, no honor that does
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not carry its own shadow.

The bronze in Potomac Park was only the most prominent
of the honors the country heaped on him in the years after his
death, and the abundance of them is worth noting, because it
measures how secure his memory once seemed. Bryan College
had opened its doors in Dayton in 1930, a fundamentalist
school founded in his name on the site of his last battle, meant
to carry his cause forward into the generations. His home state
put his likeness into the national collection of statues in the
Capitol, the gallery where each state enshrines the two figures
it most wants to represent it, and for decades Nebraska chose
Bryan as one of its two. Towns and schools and streets across
the heartland took his name. Counties were named for him.
His face appeared in textbooks as a great American, his Cross
of Gold speech reprinted as a model of oratory, his career
taught as a chapter in the story of the people's struggle against
the trusts. In the years between his death and the middle of the
century, the official memory of William Jennings Bryan was a
memory of greatness, a man the nation had decided to keep,
honored in bronze and stone and named places from
Washington to the Nebraska plains. That is the height from
which the fall I am about to describe would come, and the fall
means nothing unless you first grasp the height, the sheer mass
of honor that had accumulated around him, all of it seeming as
permanent as the granite faces his sculptor was carving into the
Dakota hills.

And here is the thing the bright afternoon of 1934 could
not know, the thing that makes the dedication the perfect
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hinge into the rest of this book. That statue, raised by the most
famous sculptor in America, dedicated by the President of the
United States, standing in honor beside the memorial to
Lincoln, would not be allowed to keep its place. Twenty-seven
years later it would be pulled down off the Washington green
and carted away, and the long unmaking of Bryan's public
memory, the removals that give this part of the book its name,
would begin with the toppling of the same bronze that
Roosevelt had praised. But that belongs to the next chapter.
For now the statue stands, gleaming and new, and the
president has spoken, and it seems that the magnificent loser
has won at last the permanent honor that eluded him in life.

I think often, doing this work, about the difference
between the verdict of a funeral and the verdict of history, and
Bryan's case has clarified it for me. A funeral speaks in the
present tense of loss, and it speaks generously, because the
people gathered are wounded and the body is in the room, and
generosity is what the moment demands. It gathers up the best
of a person and holds it to the light and lets the failures rest,
which is mercy rather than dishonesty, the mercy we will all
need when our own turn comes and someone has to stand up
and find the good in us. The trouble is that the funeral's
verdict tends to harden into the official one, carved into stone
and cast into bronze and repeated by presidents, until the
merciful half-truth of the eulogy becomes the thing the
country believes it knows. History is supposed to be the
correction, the slower and colder and fairer verdict that comes

after the grief subsides, that can hold the failures alongside the
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virtues and weigh the whole. But history is slow, and the
bronze is fast, and for a long time the bronze wins. The work I
am doing in this book is, in a sense, the work of the appeal, the
attempt to reopen a verdict that a funeral and a statue and a
president closed a hundred years ago, less to overturn the
mercy than to add the truth the mercy left out, which is the
only honest way I know to honor a man you have also judged.
I come back, at the end, to Arlington and to my rule about
funerals, because the two have been arguing with each other in
my head through this whole chapter. You go to every funeral, I
said, because mourning is a duty owed even to the flawed, and
because the funeral is the first verdict and not the last. Bryan's
funeral was the largest first verdict of its age, a nation and its
president and its plain people all gathered to say he had kept
the faith, and the bronze made that verdict permanent in
metal, and the gravestone made it permanent in stone. And
every word of it was true and not enough, the way a eulogy is
always true and not enough, because the funeral honored the
champion and the statue honored the saint and neither could
hold the whole man, the prince of peace they were lowering
into a soldiers’ grave. To stand at the grave of such a man, as I
have stood in that cemetery, is to feel the full weight of what a
funeral can and cannot do. It can mark that he is gone. It
cannot tell you what he was. That harder verdict is left to
history, and to the long quarrel over his memory that started
the moment they lowered him into the soldiers’ ground and
that I am still, a hundred years later, trying to render fairly. The

bronze would fall, as bronzes do. The argument would not. It
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is where this book goes next, into the wars over the memory of
a man whose funeral could honor him but could never finish

him.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Statues Come Down

THERE IS A patch of parkland in Washington, along the

Potomac near the approaches to the Theodore Roosevelt
Bridge, where a statue of William Jennings Bryan once stood
and stands no longer, and I have walked that ground knowing

what is missing from it.
Anyone who has lived in Washington has crossed that low

green stretch of West Potomac Park a hundred times without
thinking about it, the way you cross any familiar ground, and
most people who cross it have no idea that a president once
stood there and unveiled a great bronze figure of the
Commoner with his arm flung up in mid-oration, or that the
bronze is gone now, carried off decades ago to a small town
eight hundred miles to the west. The grass has closed over the
place the way grass does. I have stood there, a student of how
nations remember and forget the people who made them, and
felt the particular silence of a spot where a monument used to
be, which is a different silence from a spot that never held one.

An empty pedestal carries a meaning that bare ground never
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will. It is the mark of a deliberate decision, the visible record of
a community that once chose to honor a man and later chose
to stop honoring him, and the study of those decisions, of why
the statues go up and why they come down, has been one of
the long preoccupations of my working life.

This chapter is about the coming down. The last chapter
left Bryan at the height of his posthumous honor, lifted into
bronze by the most famous sculptor in the country and praised
by Franklin Roosevelt beside the image of Lincoln, his place in
the national memory seemingly fixed forever. This chapter
follows what happened to that bronze, and to the other
monuments his admirers raised, across the century that
followed, and it is a story of removal, the removal that gives
this part of the book its name. A man can be taken out of the
national landscape in more than one way, and Bryan was taken
out in two of them, and the two removals are worth setting
side by side, because they mark the two distinct ways a country
unmakes the memory of someone it once decided to keep.

Start with how far he had fallen before the first statue ever
came down, because the removal makes no sense without the
decline. The Bryan who was cast in bronze in 1934 was
already, by then, a diminished figure in the educated mind,
and over the decades after, the diminishment deepened. His
thrashing at the Scopes trial had fixed him in the national
memory as the buffoon of the witness stand, a fixing that the
famous play would soon make permanent. The populist
economics he had championed had been absorbed,

transformed, and outgrown by the New Deal, so that even his
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admirers came to see him as a forerunner rather than a figure of
living importance. His religious crusade of the last years
embarrassed the secular culture that came to dominate the
universities and the press. By the middle of the century, Bryan
had become a man more studied than honored, a chapter in
the textbooks rather than a presence in the national heart, and
the great bronze in Potomac Park had begun to seem less like a
tribute the country was proud of than like a piece of furniture
nobody quite remembered acquiring.

The verdict of the historians had a great deal to do with the
fading, and it is worth naming, because it set the terms by
which educated Americans would remember him for two
generations. In 1948 the historian Richard Hofstadter
published an enormously influential study of the American
political tradition that included a portrait of Bryan so
devastating it has shadowed his reputation ever since.
Hofstadter drew him as a man of genuine sympathy but
narrow mind, a revivalist preacher who had wandered into
politics, all heart and voice and no analytical power, a figure
who had felt the suffering of the people deeply and
understood its causes not at all. It was a brilliant and a cruel
portrait, and it stuck, because it was written with great style
and because it flattered the self-image of a postwar intellectual
class that wanted to see the old agrarian moralism as something
the country had outgrown. For decades the academic Bryan
was Hofstadter's Bryan, the sincere simpleton, the man whose
decency could not compensate for his refusal to think, and a

culture that has decided a man was a well-meaning fool does
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not fight hard to keep his statue standing in the rain by the
river. The bronze came down, in part, because the books had
already taken him down.

So when the statue got in the way of a road, there was no
great fight to save it. In 1961 the District was building a new
approach to the Theodore Roosevelt Bridge, the kind of
highway project that was remaking American cities everywhere
in those years, and the Bryan statue happened to stand on
ground the engineers wanted. And so the bronze that a
president had dedicated twenty-seven years earlier was, in the
plain words of one account, yanked down, pulled off its
pedestal to clear the way for an off-ramp. There was no debate
about whether Bryan deserved to be honored, no argument
about his legacy, no reckoning with what he had been. There
was a road that needed to go through, and a statue in the path
of it, and the statue lost. That is the first kind of removal, and
it is worth naming precisely, because it is the kind almost
nobody thinks about when they think about statues coming
down. It was not a repudiation. Nobody had decided Bryan
was unworthy. He was simply in the way of traffic, and his
monument was treated as an obstacle rather than as an honor,
which is in its quiet fashion the most wounding judgment of
all, the judgment of pure indifference.

The early 1960s were a brutal time to be a statue in the
path of a road. All across America in those years the bulldozers
of what was called urban renewal and the new interstate
highway program were tearing through cities, flattening old

neighborhoods, throwing bridges and off-ramps across the
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landscape with little sentiment about whatever stood in the
way. Whole districts were leveled, historic buildings
demolished by the hundreds, and the monuments of an earlier
age were shoved aside as casually as everything else when the
engineers needed the ground. The displacement of the Bryan
statue was a small episode in that vast remaking, one bronze
among the countless things that the age of the automobile
decided it had no room for. There is something fitting, in a
bleak way, that the great enemy of concentrated power and
soulless modernity should have been evicted from the capital
by a highway project, the embodiment of the impersonal
forces reshaping the country without asking anyone's leave.
The road did not hate Bryan. It did not know who Bryan was.
The road simply needed the space, and a society that builds its
monuments in one era will bulldoze them in the next when
they stand between the traffic and where the traffic wants to
go.

What do you do with a national monument nobody in the
capital particularly wants? You give it away. By an Act of
Congress, the displaced statue was shipped off to Salem,
Illinois, the little town where Bryan had been born, eight
hundred miles from the green where Roosevelt had praised it.
The figure that had been raised to stand among the memorials
of the capital, in the company of Lincoln, was demoted to a
park ornament in a town of a few thousand people, sent home
to the provinces like a relative who has overstayed. There is a
kind of mercy in it, that Salem wanted him when Washington

did not, and there is also a sharp comedown in it, the great
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national tribune reduced to the local-boy-made-good of a
small Illinois town, his bronze presiding over a triangle of grass
on North Broadway instead of the parkland of the capital.

The trip itself reads like a dark comedy, and I set it down
because it captures something about the whole sorry business
of his unmaking. Billy, as the people of Salem affectionately
took to calling the statue, left Washington on a truck on the
twenty-second of May, 1961, and the trip west was a catalogue
of small disasters. The truck blew a tire, and the brakes caught
fire crossing the mountains. At one point the heavy bronze
shifted so badly on the flatbed that Billy nearly toppled off
onto the highway, the figure of the Great Commoner pitching
sideways on a truck bed somewhere in the Appalachians, a
hundred-odd years after his birth and thirty-six after his death,
nearly ending up face down on a mountain road. He survived
the trip, as he had survived so many indignities in life, and he
made it to Salem in one piece, but the image is hard to shake,
the bronze orator who had once held the nation in his hand,
lashed to a flatbed and skidding toward the ditch, hauled
across the country like surplus freight.

Salem, to its great credit, received him as Washington had
not. When the statue reached town the people turned out for
it, lining Highway 50 east of Salem to watch it come, and the
local fire department and police and the high school band
escorted Billy through the streets to his new place in the park
triangle with what one account fondly calls respectful
pageantry. It is a touching scene, and a revealing one. The

honor that a president and a famous sculptor had conferred in
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the capital in 1934 was renewed, thirty years later, by a
volunteer fire department and a high school band in a small
midwestern town, which is either a sad demotion or a fitting
homecoming depending on how you look at it, and is
probably both. The plain people of a small place claimed the
champion of the plain people when the capital had no further
use for him. Back in Washington the removal stirred a little
protest, a few citizens who objected to losing the statue, but
the mood was not one of mourning. The capital let him go.
One of Salem's own accounts puts it with an honesty that
stopped me when I read it, calling the statue in its park triangle
a reminder of another time when Bryan did not receive the
respect he deserved. The town that took him in understood
exactly what the taking-in meant.

Salem had reason to want him, beyond mere civic pride,
because Salem had made him before the nation ever heard of
him. He had been born there in 1860, in a house his father, the
circuit judge, had built, and though he left as a young man and
made his life in Nebraska, the town never stopped claiming
him as its most famous son. The connection ran deeper than
birth. Years before Bryan died, the sculptor Borglum, the same
man who would later make the great Washington statue, had
come and made life masks of Bryan and his wife, casting their
faces directly, and had even made a cast of Bryan's right fist,
the hand that had hammered the air through ten thousand
speeches, and those intimate small castings ended up in Salem,
in a museum the town keeps to its native son. So when

Washington cast off the bronze, Salem already held the masks
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and the fist, the physical traces of the living man, and it made
sense to send the statue to join them. The town that had given
him his face at the beginning took back his likeness at the end.
There is a completed circle in it, the birthplace receiving the
monument the capital discarded, the small place keeping faith
with a man the great place had forgotten, and whatever the
demotion meant for Bryan's national standing, it meant that
he came to rest, in bronze, on the ground where he had started.

That was the first removal, the removal by indifference, the
road that needed the ground. The second removal, which
came almost sixty years later, was an entirely different kind of
act, and it requires a different statue, because Bryan had been
honored in bronze more than once. In 1937, three years after
the Potomac figure, the state of Nebraska had placed a statue
of him, the work of the sculptor Rudulph Evans, in the
National Statuary Hall of the United States Capitol, the
chamber where each state enshrines the two figures it most
wishes to represent it before the nation. For more than eighty
years Bryan stood there as one of the two faces Nebraska had
chosen, a permanent representative of the state in the symbolic
heart of the republic, alongside a figure named J. Sterling
Morton.

Then, in our own time, Nebraska decided to change its
mind. In 2019, after a process that ran through the state
legislature, Nebraska recalled both of its statues from the
Capitol and chose two different figures to represent it. This
was a deliberate reconsideration rather than a road project, a

state looking at the two people it had chosen ninety years
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before to stand for it in the national pantheon and deciding
that they no longer did, that the values of the state had moved
and its representatives in marble and bronze should move with
them. It is the second kind of removal, the removal by
reweighing, and it is the kind that has filled the news in recent
years, the kind that comes loaded with argument about
memory and justice and who deserves to be honored.

The decision to recall Bryan from the Capitol did not
happen by accident or by sudden passion; it moved through
the slow machinery of a state legislature over several years in
the latter part of the decade. Nebraska lawmakers took up the
question of whether the two figures the state had sent to
Washington in the 1930s still spoke for the Nebraska of the
twenty-first century, and concluded that they did not, and set
in motion the formal process of replacing them, raising private
money to commission new statues and finding new homes for
the old ones. It was deliberate, procedural, almost bureaucratic
in its unfolding, a reweighing conducted by committees and
votes rather than by crowds with ropes. This matters, because
it distinguishes Bryan's second removal sharply from the kind
of statue-toppling that has dominated the headlines, the
monuments pulled down by protesters in the heat of a single
night. Nebraska did not tear Bryan down. It retired him,
through a lawful and considered process, the way an
institution retires a portrait that no longer represents it, and
then it took some care to find him a dignified place to go. The
difference between a statue toppled by a mob and a statue

retired by a legislature is the difference between a repudiation
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and a reconsideration, and Bryan, characteristically, got the
quieter and more orderly of the two.

The choices Nebraska made in the swap are worth dwelling
on, because they say a great deal about what the second kind of
removal is for. Out went Bryan, and out went Morton, who
had founded Arbor Day but had become better known to
history for his defense of slavery. In came two new figures:
Standing Bear, the chief of the Ponca, and Willa Cather, the
novelist. Standing Bear was the Native American leader whose
people had been forcibly marched off their Nebraska land to
Indian Territory in 1877, and who had gone to federal court
and won the case that first established that a Native American
was a person under the law, entitled to its protection. Cather
was the great novelist of the Nebraska prairie, and the statue of
her was made by the first African American sculptor ever to
contribute a work to the Statuary Hall collection in its more
than a century and a half of existence. The state that had once
sent two nineteenth-century white politicians to represent it
now chose to send a dispossessed Native chief who had won
his personhood in court and a woman who had written the
prairie into literature. The reweighing could hardly have been
more pointed.

Standing Bear deserves to be known by anyone who wants
to understand what the second removal meant, because his
story is the mirror image of Bryan's in ways that make the swap
almost unbearably resonant. He was a chief of the Ponca, a
small tribe that had lived peacefully on its Nebraska land until

the government, in 1877, forced the whole people on a long
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death-march south to Indian Territory, where many of them,
including Standing Bear's own son, died of disease and hunger.
When Standing Bear tried to carry his son’s body home to be
buried in the Nebraska earth, he was arrested. And in 1879, in
a federal courtroom in Omaha, he became the man who
established, for the first time in American law, that a Native
American was a person within the meaning of the law, entitled
to its protections, after a hearing in which he is said to have
raised his hand and told the court that the blood that would
flow from it if it were cut was the same color as any white
man’s, that he was a man. He won his freedom and the right to
bury his son at home. That this was the figure Nebraska chose
to put in Bryan's place, a man who had to go to court to be
recognized as human, dispossessed by the same expanding
white America whose common people Bryan had spent his life
championing, gives the removal a moral precision that no
random replacement could have carried. In choosing him, the
state did more than remove Bryan; it answered him.

And here the ironies stack up in a way that is almost too
neat for fiction. Bryan, who had built his entire career on his
claim to speak for the common people, the forgotten, the
dispossessed, was removed from the people’'s chamber and
replaced by a man whose people the America of Bryan's day
had actually dispossessed, marched off their land at bayonet
point in the same decade Bryan was coming of age. The
champion of the powerless gave way to a chief who had been
made powerless by the nation Bryan loved, and who had won

his dignity back less from Bryan's brand of majority democracy
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than from a federal judge protecting a minority against the
majority's will. And there is a final irony that rhymes with the
last chapter. When Bryan's statue was taken out of the Capitol,
it was sent to the Nebraska National Guard Museum in the
town of Seward, on the grounds that he had once commanded
a regiment of Nebraska volunteers in the Spanish-American
War. So the great pacifist, removed from the hall of statesmen,
was sent to live out his bronze afterlife in a military museum,
the apostle of peace landing once again, as he had landed at
Arlington, among the soldiers, by virtue of the same brief and
bloodless colonelcy. The army keeps claiming him. It will not
let the peace-man go.

Now set the two removals side by side, the indifferent one
and the deliberate one, because between them they tell the
whole story of how a country can unmake a memory. The first
removal, in 1961, said nothing about Bryan's worth; it said
only that a road mattered more than his monument, that he
had faded so far that no one would fight a highway
department to keep his bronze in the capital. The second
removal, in 2019, said a great deal about his worth; it was a
considered judgment that other lives now better represented
what the state wished to honor. What is strange is that the first
removal, the one that passed no judgment at all, may have been
the more complete erasure, because the tyrant who is torn
down in fury at least stays vivid in the nation's memory as a
villain, his name kept alive by the passion of his repudiation,
while the man who is quietly carted off to make room for an

off-ramp simply disappears, fading from a presence into a
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footnote into nothing. Bryan suffered both, the loud removal
and the quiet one, but it was the quiet one, the one that treated
him as freight, that came closest to erasing him altogether.

This is the territory I have spent years thinking about, the
strange machinery of public memory, the way a society decides
whom to carve in bronze and whom to haul away, and Bryan is
one of the most instructive cases I know, precisely because he
does not fit the categories that the current arguments are built
around. We are living through a great age of statues coming
down, the most intense reckoning with public monuments in
a century, and the debate has hardened into familiar shapes.
On one side stands the argument that a society has both the
right and the duty to remove the monuments it raised to the
unworthy, that to keep honoring, in the public square, men
who fought for slavery or built their power on cruelty is to
keep endorsing what they did, and that taking the statue down
corrects an honor that should never have been granted, rather
than erasing the history of it. That argument is effective
because it recognizes that a statue is an act of praise rather than
a neutral record, and that praise can be withdrawn when a
community's conscience grows. On the other side stands the
argument that tearing down monuments is a dangerous habit,
that it lets each generation impose its own certainties on the
past and erase the complexity of figures who were neither
saints nor monsters, and that a nation which goes around
toppling the imperfect will eventually have no one left
standing. That argument is effective because it warns against

the arrogance of the present, the assumption that we have
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reached the final moral vantage from which all our ancestors
can be judged and found wanting.

I have watched a great many statues come down in my
lifetime, and the watching has taught me to distrust the easy
confidence of every side. I have seen the bronze tyrants of the
old Communist world hauled off their pedestals as the regimes
that raised them collapsed, Lenin and Stalin dragged through
the streets of cities that had been forced to revere them. In a
foreign capital I have seen the statue of a dictator toppled and
broadcast around the world as the image of a liberation that
did not turn out to be one. And in my own country I have
watched the long, bitter reckoning with the monuments to the
Confederacy, the hundreds of bronze generals and soldiers
that had been raised across the South, many of them raised
generations after the war rather than in its aftermath, in the
heyday of segregation, as deliberate assertions of white
supremacy over a terrorized Black population. The
tearing-down of those particular monuments seems to me, on
the merits, long overdue, because they were erected as
instruments of intimidation and they functioned as such for a
century. But I have also seen the reckoning spread outward
from the clear cases to the ambiguous ones, until figures of real
complexity, men who were mixtures of the admirable and the
indefensible like nearly everyone who has ever held power,
were being pulled down with the same broad gesture as the
Klansmen in bronze, and the careful distinctions that honest
memory requires were being lost in the momentum of the

crowd. The age of removal has done necessary work and
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careless work both, often in the same week, and Bryan sits
squarely in the zone where care matters most.

Both arguments are serious, and both are right about
something, and Bryan is the figure who shows why neither is
sufficient by itself, because he belongs cleanly to neither
column. He is not Morton, the defender of slavery whose
removal almost no one can argue with on the merits, nor a
Confederate general cast in bronze to intimidate the
descendants of the people he fought to keep enslaved. He was,
for most of his life, on the side of the powerless against the
powerful, a force for democracy and for mercy, and the same
man was also the silencer of the anti-Klan plank and the
policeman of the schoolroom. To rip him down as a villain
would be a lie, and to defend him as a hero would be a lie, and
the only honest thing is the hard thing, to hold the whole
contradictory man in view and let the bronze stand or fall on
the truth of all of it rather than on a slogan from either side.
The trouble is that statues cannot hold contradictions. A
statue says, simply, this person is worthy of honor, and the
moment a figure becomes too complicated for that simple
sentence, the statue becomes untenable, and it comes down,
by fury or by indifference or by committee, and the
complexity it could never express goes down with it.

What the statue's fall takes away is the occasion to
remember the man, not the man himself, who is beyond all
this, and that is the loss I find myself caring about, standing on
the empty ground in West Potomac Park. The bronze in Salem

and the bronze in Seward are not Bryan himself; they are
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markers, prompts, occasions for a passerby to stop and ask
who this was and what he did and whether it mattered. When
the marker is gone, the asking stops. The empty pedestal, or
the closed-over grass where the pedestal used to be, asks
nothing of anyone, and the man it once commemorated slides
another notch toward the oblivion that waits for nearly
everyone who has ever lived. I do not say the statues should
have stayed. The Potomac one was in the way of a real road,
and the Capitol one was Nebraska's to give and Nebraska's to
recall, and I can defend both removals on their own terms.
What I cannot accept is the forgetting that the removals
accelerate, the slow closing-over of a man who was, whatever
else he was, one of the largest figures his country ever
produced.

The statues are only the most visible of the honors that
have quietly receded. There was a time when Bryan's name was
scattered thickly across the country, on schools and streets and
counties, when his Cross of Gold speech was a fixture of every
anthology of American oratory, when the postal service put his
face on a stamp among the great Americans, when Nebraska
named him to its hall of fame and set a bust of him in the state
capitol. Most of those honors still technically exist, the stamp
issued, the bust standing, the speech anthologized, the county
names unchanged on the maps. But they have gone inert, the
way an honor goes inert when the living memory behind it
fades, becoming the kind of thing that is there without being
noticed, a name on a sign that no one connects to a person

anymore. Ask a hundred Americans under forty who William
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Jennings Bryan was, and you will be lucky to find one who can
tell you, and that one will likely know him only as the foolish
old man from the monkey-trial movie. The honors persist as
dead letters while the knowledge that gave them meaning
drains away, which is its own kind of removal, quieter even
than the highway and the legislature, the removal less of the
monument than of the memory the monument was supposed
to serve. A statue can be carted to Salem. The forgetting goes
everywhere at once.

A hundred years after the trial, in the summer of 2025,
Bryan returned for a few weeks to the newspapers, the way the
dead are briefly disinterred on their round-numbered
anniversaries before being buried again. The centennial
brought the inevitable retrospectives, the reconsiderations, the
dueling opinion pieces about whether the old man had been a
fool or a prophet, the small flurry of attention to a figure who
spends the other ninety-nine years of each century in near-total
obscurity. Dayton held its commemorations. The historians
published their reassessments. And then the anniversary
passed, and the attention receded as quickly as it had come,
and Bryan sank back into the footnotes, his hundredth
anniversary having proved, if anything, how completely he had
faded, that a man who once filled stadiums now rates a week of
think-pieces once a century. I have been writing this book in
the long shadow of that centennial, conscious that the brief
flare of interest it produced has already died down, that the
questions it raised were raised and then dropped, and that the

work of actually reckoning with the whole man, rather than
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arguing about him for a news cycle and moving on, was left
undone when the anniversary ended. The round number came
and went. The reckoning it should have prompted did not
happen. This book is, among other things, an attempt to do
the thing the centennial gestured at and abandoned. A week of
attention is not the same as being understood, and Bryan, a
hundred years dead, is still waiting to be understood.

That is why this book exists, in the end, and I understand
its purpose better having written this chapter than I did
before. It is an argument against the forgetting rather than an
argument to put the statues back, the latter being foolish and
beside the point. It is a refusal to let William Jennings Bryan
slide quietly out of memory as his bronzes have slid quietly out
of the capital, an insistence that the whole man, the
magnificent and the terrible together, is worth remembering
precisely because he was so large and so contradictory and so
revealing of the country that made and unmade him. A statue
could never hold that man. A book can try. The work of these
pages is the work of the empty pedestal refusing to stay silent,
the refusal to let the closing grass have the last word.

Bryan's bronzes are scattered now, one in a park triangle in
a small Illinois town, one in a National Guard museum on the
Nebraska plains, the great national tribune broken into pieces
of exiled metal a thousand miles apart, and the Washington
ground where a president once praised him holds nothing but
grass and the noise of the bridge traffic he was pulled down to
make way for. The statues have come down. The argument

about the man has not, and could not, because it was always an
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argument about what he was rather than about bronze. That
argument, the deepest and oldest one, the one that began the
day he died and has never stopped, is where this book must
finally go, into the long war over the memory of William
Jennings Bryan and over who has the right to render the
verdict that the statues, in the end, could neither deliver nor

pI'CVCIlt.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Memory Wars

ON MY DESK, as I write the last full chapter of this book,

two objects sit side by side, and between them they contain the
whole argument I have been making for four hundred pages.
The first is a pair of books by a historian named Robert
Cherny, one of them his short life of Bryan and the other his
scholarly edition of the Cross of Gold speech, the speech itself
wrapped in Cherny's careful introduction and notes, the
official custody of the words that made the man. The second is
a single page of a television script I helped write forty years ago,
a script about William Jennings Bryan that never reached the
screen, which the same Robert Cherny handed back to us
soaked in red ink, every page of it bleeding, the same two
words recurring in his hand the length of the script, tens of
times, in capitals each time: BAD DRAMA. Page three is the
one I kept, the place where the red cut deepest. That historian
whose verdict ended my Bryan and the one who became the
keeper of Bryan's memory are the same man, and the two

objects on my desk are the two verdicts he rendered, the one
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on me and the one on the subject we both, in our different
ways, gave a piece of our lives to. This chapter is about the long
war over what Bryan was, the war the scholars have been
tighting for a century, and it is also, unavoidably, about the
man who sat in judgment on my own attempt to enter that
war, and about what it means that I have spent forty years
writing my way back to the page he marked.

Let me tell you who Robert Cherny is, because the irony
only works if you see him clearly. He is a serious and a
distinguished historian, professor emeritus at San Francisco
State, the author of a shelf of well-regarded books on the
politics of the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era, and his
short biography of Bryan is widely held to be the best brief life
of the man ever written, praised for the fairness of its
treatment and for the balance of its closing assessment, which
he titled, with characteristic evenhandedness, the evaluation of
a crusader. He is not a hack, not a debunker, not a man with an
axe to grind against Bryan. Quite the reverse. Cherny took
Bryan seriously when much of the academy still treated him as
a punchline, and he belongs, as I will show, to the movement
of scholars who rescued Bryan's reputation from the contempt
into which it had fallen. And here is the part that has needled
me for four decades. Robert Cherny took the same road I did,
a generation ahead of me.

Cherny's stature matters here, because the weight of the
verdict depends on the weight of the man who delivered it. He
was no casual reader handing down a careless opinion. His first

book, drawn from his doctoral work, was a study of the
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ground Bryan rose from, the transformation of Nebraska
politics in the populist and progressive years, which means that
before he ever marked my script he had already mastered the
political world that produced the Great Commoner. He went
on to write across a wide territory, the politics of the Gilded
Age, the history of San Francisco and California and the
American West, the lives of figures from a radical labor leader
to a New Deal muralist, building the kind of varied and serious
body of work that earns a historian the emeritus title and the
lasting respect of the field. Along the way he helped found an
archive of labor history. He produced, in his short life of
Bryan, what reviewers have called the best brief biography of
the man in print. This is the person who read my teleplay as a
consultant for the production and rendered his two-word
judgment, and I set down his credentials less to enlarge my
wound than to make the situation clear: I was dismissed by an
expert, not a fool, which is precisely what has made the
dismissal so hard to answer and so impossible to ignore.

The custodianship is the thing I keep turning over.
Consider what it means that the man who wrote BAD
DRAMA on my script went on to become, in the most literal
institutional sense, the keeper of Bryan's flame. When a reader
today wants the authoritative text of the Cross of Gold speech,
the speech this entire book has treated as the hinge of Bryan's
life, that reader picks up the edition that Robert Cherny
prepared, reads the words through the frame of Cherny's
scholarship, learns to understand the speech as Cherny has
taught the culture to understand it. He is the custodian of the

303



The Magnificent Loser

oratory that made Bryan magnificent. And he decided, forty
years ago, that my attempt to render the magnificence and the
tragedy of that same man in dramatic form was BAD
DRAMA, and he was probably, as a matter of craft, at least
partly right, which is the thing that has made the verdict so
hard to put down. The keeper of the flame told the young
dramatist that his fire was no good. The question this chapter
exists to answer is whether the keeper of the flame is the only
one entitled to tend it.

That script he marked was a shared piece of work, and the
circumstances are worth setting down. It was a project for
Nebraska's educational television, a dramatization of Bryan's
life that I was writing with Marshall Jamison, the director and
playwright who had become my mentor, a man of the
professional theater who had taken a young Nebraskan under
his wing and was teaching him the craft from the inside.
Jamison believed in the project and believed in me, and the
two of us labored over the teleplay with the seriousness of
people who thought they were making something that
mattered, a real dramatic reckoning with the state’s most
famous and most troubling son. The production brought in
scholars as consultants, as such productions do, to vet the
history and lend their authority, and one of them was Cherny.
The system was sound and the intention was good. But when
the expert's notes came back, the whole script bleeding red and
the words BAD DRAMA sitting in the middle of the
wreckage, something went out of the enterprise, the particular

deflation that happens when the people whose approval you
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need have told you the thing does not work. The teleplay did
not survive. I have spent a long time blaming the verdict and a
longer time understanding it, and only recently have I seen
that the verdict and the truth of the work were two separate
questions, that a thing can be BAD DRAMA and still be the
right thing to have attempted, and that the attempt was worth
completing even if the first version of it deserved to die.

To answer that, I have to lay out the war itself, the
hundred-year battle over Bryan's memory, because my quarrel
with one historian is a small skirmish inside a much larger
conflict, and it cannot be understood apart from it. The
reputation of William Jennings Bryan has swung more
violently across the decades than that of almost any other
major American figure, and the swinging is itself the most
interesting fact about him, the proof that he touched
something the country has never resolved.

It began, as these things do, with worship. To the millions
who had followed him, Bryan died a saint and a martyr, and
the first accounts of his life were written in that key, the
adoring memorials, the reverent biographies, the Memoirs that
he and Mary had been preparing and that she completed in her
widowhood, a book that gives his own version of his life with
all the certainties intact. There was even, from the start, a more
literary witness: the young Willa Cather, who would one day
be chosen to replace him in the Capitol, wrote a contemporary
portrait of Bryan in 1900, catching the prairie tribune at the
height of his powers. The early memory of Bryan was the

memory his people kept, the Great Commoner who had given

305



The Magnificent Loser

his voice to the voiceless, and for a while that memory held the
field.

Then came the demolition, and its chief engineer was
Mencken. The Baltimore newspaperman had spent the Scopes
trial filing dispatches of such concentrated cruelty that they
permanently altered the way educated Americans pictured
Bryan, and when the old man died five days after the verdict,
Mencken wrote an obituary that has become a classic of the
form precisely because it contains not one drop of mercy, a
portrait of a vain and hollow demagogue who had spent his
last years feeding on the credulity of the rural masses. Mencken
gave the contempt its language, its wit, its unforgettable
images, and for a generation of city-bred intellectuals the
Bryan they carried in their heads was Mencken's Bryan, the
buffoon on the witness stand, the mountebank in the
sweat-stained shirt.

Mencken's Dayton dispatches deserve their place in the
record, because they did more to shape the modern image of
Bryan than any other writing about him. He had come to
Tennessee to cover the trial as a carnival of rural idiocy, and he
wrote it that way, with a savage comic genius that has rarely
been equalled in American journalism, pouring contempt on
the locals as yokels and primates and the dupes of a backwoods
theocracy. It was Mencken who fixed the phrase Bible Belt on
the region, Mencken who turned Dayton into a national
symbol of everything an educated city-dweller was supposed to
despise, and Bryan into the chief mountebank of the whole
show. And when Bryan died, Mencken did not soften. The
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obituary he produced is studied to this day as a masterpiece of
invective, a portrait drawn entirely in acid, of a man Mencken
painted as a cynical fraud who had grown rich and famous
preying on the fears of the ignorant. There was no balance in it
and no charity, and it was monstrously unfair, and it was also
so brilliantly written that it stuck, lodging in the educated
memory in a way that fairer assessments never could. Mencken
understood, as propagandists always do, that wit outlasts
truth, and his cruel and dazzling Bryan has proven harder to
dislodge than all the careful corrections of the scholars
combined.

The contempt got its scholarly warrant twenty years later
from Richard Hofstadter, whose study of the American
political tradition appeared in 1948 and whose chapter on
Bryan turned Mencken's mockery into history's considered
judgment. Hofstadter drew him as a man of feeling without
intellect, a revivalist who had strayed into politics, generous of
heart and empty of analysis, a figure who had sensed the
suffering of his people and understood none of its causes. The
portrait was written with such force and elegance that it
became the standard view in the universities for the better part
of two generations, and it flattered the self-conception of a
postwar liberal intelligentsia that wanted to believe the old
agrarian moralism was a thing the modern, rational America
had safely left behind. By the middle of the century the
educated verdict on Bryan was settled, and it was devastating: a

good man, perhaps, but a fool, and a faintly dangerous one.
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Hofstadter's achievement, and it was an achievement, was
to give that contempt the dignity of analysis. Where Mencken
had merely mocked, Hofstadter explained, building a
sophisticated argument about Bryan as the representative of a
backward-looking agrarian mind that could not comprehend
the industrial age it was living in, a man whose moralism was
sincere but whose grasp of economics and science and modern
life was hopelessly thin. The chapter was titled, with a scholar’s
precision, around the idea of the democrat as revivalist, the
politician as preacher, and it cast Bryan as a kind of historical
fossil, the last spokesman of a rural Protestant order that the
twentieth century was leaving behind. What made the portrait
so durable was its quality. Learned, graceful, psychologically
acute, it arrived at exactly the moment when the American
intellectual class was defining itself against everything Bryan
represented, the provincial, the pious, the anti-modern. For
the professors and the writers and the cultivated readers of the
postwar decades, Hofstadter's Bryan was not just a judgment
about one dead politician; it was a flattering account of their
own superiority, a way of understanding themselves as the
clear-eyed heirs of a rationality that the Bryans of the world
had never possessed. A verdict that comforting does not get
overturned easily, and it ruled the educated mind for forty
years.

And then the verdict began to turn, and the first to turn it
was, of all people, Hofstadter's own student. In 1965 a young
historian named Lawrence Levine published a study of Bryan's

last decade that quietly demolished his teacher's portrait,
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treating the aging Bryan as a thoughtful and morally consistent
reformer rather than a reactionary crank, a man who had held
to the same convictions all his life. The irony is exact and
worth pausing on, because it thymes with my own situation.
Levine had studied under Hofstadter, revered him, called him
a mentor, and then wrote a first book that in effect repudiated
the master's most famous judgment, an urban Jewish New
Yorker reaching across every barrier of background to build a
bridge of understanding to a rural Protestant prairie orator he
might easily have dismissed. The student answered the teacher.
It is one of the recurring shapes of intellectual life, the disciple
who honors the master by overturning him, and I have come
to think it is the shape of my own long argument with Cherny,
the descendant on the same road answering the verdict of the
man who came before.

The reweighing that Levine began gathered force over the
following decades. Paolo Coletta produced a massive
three-volume life that treated every phase of Bryan's career
with patient seriousness. And in 1997 the legal historian
Edward Larson published an account of the Scopes trial that
won the Pulitzer Prize and did for the trial what Levine had
done for the late years, restoring its full complexity and
rescuing Bryan from the flattening caricature that the famous
play had stamped on the popular mind. Larson showed a
Bryan and a trial far more tangled and more human than the
morality tale of science against superstition, and his book
became a standing correction to everything the movie had

taught the country to believe.
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The restoration reached its height in 2006, when Michael
Kazin published the first major biography of Bryan in nearly
forty years and made the boldest claim of all. Kazin argued that
Bryan belonged in the top rank of American reform leaders,
that among the figures of his era only Theodore Roosevelt and
Woodrow Wilson had shaped the nation's politics more
deeply, and that the populist who had been mocked as an
empty windbag was in fact one of the chief architects of the
progressive tradition that would later flower into the New
Deal. Kazin's Bryan drew his power from the fusion of
progressive politics and evangelical faith, the two halves of him
that the secular academy had always found embarrassing, and
Kazin insisted that the faith was the engine of the reform
rather than a weakness to be apologized for. The man
Mencken had buried and Hofstadter had dismissed was now
being placed among the most consequential Americans of his
age.

So that is where the scholarly war stands today, and it is
worth being clear about the score. Among the historians,
Bryan has largely won. The fool of the monkey-trial legend has
been retired by the people whose business is the careful study
of the past, replaced by a figure of real substance, a flawed and
serious reformer who gave American democracy some of its
most important instruments. Cherny's own balanced
biography is part of that rehabilitation, a fair-minded
reckoning that grants Bryan his greatness and names his
failures without either worshipping or sneering. The trouble is

that the scholarly verdict and the popular memory have come
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apart. In the universities Bryan is a major reformer; in the
wider culture he remains the sweating zealot of the courtroom
drama, beaten by Darrow and dead of his own foolishness,
because the play and the movie reach a thousand times more
people than the monographs ever will. The memory war is not
over. It has simply split into two fronts, the scholars on one
side slowly winning back his dignity, the popular imagination
on the other holding fast to the caricature, and the gap
between them is one of the things this book was written to
stand in.

The gap between the two memories is one of the saddest
facts in the whole story, because it means that the scholars’
patient work of restoration has changed almost nothing in the
place where memory actually lives. A historian can prove, to
the satisfaction of every expert in the field, that Bryan was a
major reformer who helped build the modern Democratic
Party, and it will not dislodge the image of the sweating fool
that a single famous play planted in the popular mind. The
monograph reaches a few thousand specialists. The movie
reaches everyone. And so the rehabilitated Bryan of the
universities and the buffoon Bryan of the culture coexist in the
same country, the one known to the few who read the
scholarship, the other known to the millions who absorbed the
caricature without ever knowing it was one. To close that gap
you would need something other than another monograph, a
different kind of book, one that carries the scholar's corrected
Bryan into a form that ordinary readers might actually pick up
and feel, which is, by no accident, the kind of book I have tried
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to write.

Now I can return to Cherny and to the red ink, because the
lay of the larger war makes the personal irony sharper than
ever. Here is a historian who devoted real labor to rescuing
Bryan from contempt, who took the prairie tribune seriously
as a thinker and a reformer when it was unfashionable to do so.
And this same man, confronted with a young dramatist's
attempt to do for Bryan in the theater what he was doing on
the page, to rescue the human being from both the worship
and the mockery and present him whole, raked the whole
script with red and dismissed the attempt in two words. The
historian who spent his career insisting that Bryan was more
than a punchline could not see that the play was trying to say
the same thing in a different language. Or perhaps he saw it
and judged the language a failure, which is the possibility I
have to sit with honestly.

What did he mean by BAD DRAMA? I have had forty
years to consider it, and I think he meant, at least in part,
something fair. The teleplay was the work of younger men,
and it had the faults of ambition exceeding craft, the speeches
that ran too long, the symbolism laid on too thick, the tragic
shape forced onto a life that resisted it. Judged strictly as
drama, as a made thing that has to work on a stage, it may well
have deserved the verdict. But I have come to believe that the
two words carried a second meaning underneath the first, an
assumption that the historian’s Bryan was the real Bryan and
that the dramatist's Bryan, the heightened and compressed and

emotionally rendered Bryan, was a distortion of the truth
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rather than a different road to it. And that assumption is the
thing I have spent this whole book disputing, less by arguing it
than by enacting it, by trying to show that there is a knowledge
of a human being that only the dramatic imagination can
reach, a truth about Bryan that no amount of careful
evaluation will ever quite capture, the truth of what it felt like
to be that man, to win the heart of a nation three times and
lose its head three times, to stand on a courthouse lawn at the
end of a long life defending a faith against a mind quicker than
your own.

The historian and the dramatist are after different things,
and the difference is not a matter of one being rigorous and the
other loose. The historian gathers the evidence, weighs the
sources, sets the figure in his context, and renders a verdict that
can be checked against the record, and this is indispensable
work, and I have leaned on it, on Cherny and Kazin and
Larson and Levine, in every chapter of this book. But the
historian, by the rules of the trade, must stop at the edge of
what can be documented, and the human interior, the felt
experience of a life, lies mostly past that edge. The dramatist
goes where the historian cannot, into the imagined inwardness
of the man, and renders what can be understood of him rather
than what can be proved about him, the contradictions held
together in a single suffering consciousness. The two kinds of
truth are complementary, and a culture needs both, and the
arrogance of my situation is that the custodian of the
documented Bryan was given the power to rule on the

dramatized one, and ruled against .
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Let me try to say precisely what the dramatist knows that
the historian cannot reach, because the whole defense of my
enterprise rests on it. The historian can tell you that Bryan, at
sixty-five, diabetic and exhausted, agreed against the advice of
his colleagues to take the witness stand at Dayton and submit
himself to Darrow's questioning. That is a fact, and an
important one, and the historian establishes it and moves on.
The dramatist has to do something else entirely. The dramatist
has to imagine what it was to be that man at that moment, the
pride and the fear and the stubbornness braided together, the
old champion who could not bear to refuse a fight even when
refusing was the wise course, the believer who genuinely
thought he was defending God in front of the whole watching
world and did not understand that he was walking into a trap.
None of that can be documented, because it happened inside a
man who is dead, and yet it is the truest thing about the scene,
the human meaning that the bare fact only points at. This is
the dramatist's territory, the imagined interior, the felt life, and
it is a different kind of knowledge than the historian's, reached
by a different faculty, and a culture that has only its historians
and not its dramatists understands its dead the way you
understand a stranger from a dossier, completely and not at all.

I keep coming back to the strange kinship of it. Cherny and
I took the same road off the same prairie to the same eastern
university, drawn by some current neither of us chose toward
the same enormous, ruined, magnificent figure. We are, in a
sense, two answers to the same question, the question of what

a Nebraskan who has fallen under the spell of William

314



The Magnificent Loser

Jennings Bryan is supposed to do with that spell. He answered
it by becoming the scholar, mastering the record, rendering the
fair and balanced verdict, taking custody of the words. I
answered it by becoming the dramatist, by trying to feel my
way into the man and bring him to life on a stage, and when
my answer crossed his desk he found it wanting. There is no
malice in any of this. There is only the deep difference between
two vocations, and the accident that put one of them in
judgment over the other, and the forty years I have spent
refusing to accept that the judgment was final.

Because I did not throw the script away. That is the fact
that matters most, and it is the reason this book exists. The
teleplay died, as most teleplays die, and the red ink might have
been the end of it, a young man's failed attempt filed away and
forgotten. But the obsession did not die with the script. The
man stayed with me, Bryan and his cross of gold and his
soldier's grave and his terrible silences, and the two words in
red ink stayed with me too, working in me for four decades like
a splinter, until at last I understood that the only way to
answer them was to do the thing the teleplay had tried and
failed to do, rather than to defend the dead teleplay, in a form
large enough to hold it. This book is that form. It is the long
answer to BAD DRAMA, written in the slow conviction,
rather than the heat of wounded pride, that the attempt had
been right even where the execution was wrong, that Bryan
deserved exactly the kind of reckoning the historian could not
give him, and that the dramatist who had been turned away at

the door had a claim to the subject after all.
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Here I want to be careful, because the temptation to make
this a tale of vindication is strong and would be false. I am not
claiming that the teleplay was good and Cherny blind. I am
not claiming that my verdict on Bryan is truer than his, or that
the dramatist sees more than the historian. The honest
position is humbler and stranger than that. No single
custodian owns a man as large as Bryan. He is too big for any
one discipline, too contradictory for any one verdict, and the
historians who have fought over him for a century have not
settled him and never will, and neither will I. What I am
claiming is only the right to enter the war, the right of the
dramatic imagination to render its own Bryan alongside the
scholarly ones, the right of the Nebraskan who chose the
theater to set his understanding beside the Nebraskan who
chose the archive, and to let the readers decide which truths
they need. The red ink said the dramatist had no standing in
this argument. This book is the assertion that he does.

And the argument matters beyond Bryan, beyond Cherny,
beyond my own long grudge, because the war over Bryan's
memory is finally a war over a whole strain of American life
that the educated culture has never known how to hold. Bryan
was the rural, the religious, the agrarian, the believing America,
the America of the small towns and the revival tents and the
Protestant certainties, and the contempt that Mencken and
Hofstadter poured on him was contempt for that America as
much as for the man. The rehabilitation that Levine and Kazin
and Cherny performed was, among other things, an act of

taking that America seriously, of granting that the people who
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filled Bryan's tents were citizens with a coherent vision of the
good rather than fools to be condescended to. The fight over
whether Bryan was a great man or a great embarrassment is the
tight over whether that whole half of the country deserves
respect or ridicule, and it is a fight the nation is still having,
more bitterly now than ever, which is why a man dead a
hundred years can still divide a room.

I said the war over Bryan is a war over a whole America,
and I want to be exact about which America, because it is the
one I come from and the one this book has circled from the
start. It is the America of the small prairie towns and the
Sunday churches and the county fairs, the America that
believes in God without irony and distrusts the distant cities
and the clever men who run them, the America that filled
Bryan's tents and wept at his oratory and voted for him three
times against its own apparent interest because he spoke its
language and honored its faith. The coastal, educated, secular
culture that produced Mencken and Hofstadter, and that
produced the universities where Cherny and I both went to be
trained, has never known what to do with that America except
to condescend to it, to treat its piety as ignorance and its
populism as resentment and its heroes as buffoons. And Bryan
is the great test case, because he was that America's finest voice,
its most gifted and most serious champion, and what you
decide about Bryan is largely what you decide about the tens of
millions of Americans he spoke for, then and now. To write
him off as a fool is to write them off. To take him seriously, in

all his contradiction, is to take seriously a way of being
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American that the people who write the books have always
found easier to mock than to understand. That is the deepest
reason I could not let the red ink stand, and the deepest reason
this book exists.

So the two objects remain on my desk, the custodian’s
careful books and the dramatist's condemned page, the two
verdicts rendered by the same hand, and between them I have
written my own. Robert Cherny said BAD DRAMA, and he
may have been right about the drama and wrong about the
man's deserving it, and both of those things can be true at
once. The memory war has no final winner. It has only the
obligation to keep fighting it honestly, generation after
generation, each new custodian and each new dramatist taking
up the contradictory figure and rendering him again. There is
one verdict still to come, though, and it is not mine to render.

That is where this book must end, and it is where it goes now.
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The Third Verdict

THE PAGE IS still on my desk, where it has been through

the writing of this entire book, the one page I kept from the
script that came back to us drowned in red, the page that bore
the two words, BAD DRAMA, and now that the work is
finished I can look at it without flinching for the first time in

forty years.
This book began, in its prologue, with that page and that

pen, the defacing instrument that crossed out a young man's
work and nearly crossed out his nerve. Everything since has
been an answer to it, four hundred pages of reckoning with the
man the script was about and with the verdict the script
received, and I had thought, when I started, that finishing the
book would settle the matter, would let me lay the page down
at last. It has not worked out that way. The page has a different
lesson to teach me at the end than the one it taught me at the
beginning, and the lesson is about the limits of any verdict,
including my own, and it begins with something my old

teacher told me in Florida.
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Marshall Jamison retired to the Florida coast in his later
years, and some time after our Bryan project had collapsed I
went to see him and put to him again, with years now to have
weighed it, the question I had first asked in the wreck of the
meeting itself, what he thought had actually happened in that
conference room in Lincoln, what had been going on behind
Robert Cherny's two red words. Marshall had been in the
professional theater his whole life and had read more scripts
and more rooms than I ever would, and what he gave me was
not the clean answer I had driven there hoping for. He still did
not have one, any more than he had on the afternoon it
happened. His honest guess, offered as a guess and nothing
firmer, was that the red ink had been emotion more than
judgment, the recoil of a serious historian who had looked at
our dramatization of a man he had spent years studying and
could not abide what we had made of him, and who had no
language of the theater in which to say what troubled him, and
so had pressed down hard with the bluntest words on the page.
He did not know what was in Cherny's mind, Marshall was
careful to add, and neither did I, and the only difference
between us was that Marshall had made his peace with not
knowing and I had not.

What I am left with in place of an answer is a coincidence,
and it is the coincidence this book has circled from its first
page. The man who wrote BAD DRAMA across our attempt
to put Bryan on a screen became, in the years that followed,
the official custodian of the words that made Bryan
magnificent. He edited the scholarly edition of the Cross of
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Gold speech, the volume a reader now reaches for who wants
the authoritative text, and he wrote the Library of Congress
essay on the only recording of it. The keeper of the oratory and
the marker of my drama are the same man, and that is a fact
and not a theory, and it needs no motive fastened to it to do its
strange work on me. I do not have to believe that Cherny
meant me any injury to feel the weight of having been told my
fire was no good by the one man who would go on to tend the
original flame.

And yet I owe it to the truth to be plain about how little I
actually know. Marshall gave me a guess pieced together from
afterward and from atmosphere, and he was the first to call it a
guess, because there was no proof to be had. So the two red
words on my desk have never settled into a single meaning, and
I have spent forty years turning them over without resolving
them. On one reading, the words are the honest if harsh
judgment of a serious scholar who looked at a flawed teleplay
and named its flaws, a verdict I conceded, in the last chapter,
was probably at least partly right as a matter of craft. On
another, they are something less deliberate than a judgment,
the blunt recoil of a man who knew the subject cold and the
stage not at all, two capital letters standing in for a reaction he
had no other words to express, which is closer to what
Marshall believed and which would make the mark a flinch
rather than a sentence. I cannot finally tell which reading is the
true one, because the thing that would let me tell, the actual
state of another man's mind on a particular afternoon in the

carly nineteen-eighties, is sealed away where no amount of
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writing can reach it. The judge of my drama is himself behind a
verdict I cannot render, and I have made my peace with leaving
him there.

What I can speak to with authority is what the verdict did
to me, which is a separate matter from anything Cherny
intended by it, and the only part of this whole story I can claim
to know firsthand. Marshall, having given me his guess, gave
me his counsel, and the counsel was to let it go. He called the
project unwinnable, told me there was no profit in fighting it,
advised me to put the script in a drawer and turn my mind to
other things. It was good practical advice from a man who
loved me and wanted to spare me a pointless wound, and it is
the one piece of Marshall's advice, in all the years I learned
from him, that I wish I had refused. Because I did take it. I
dropped the project, I stopped thinking about it, or told
myself I had, and I left the mark where it had landed. Whatever
the intent behind it, and I have given up claiming to know the
intent, the thing landed like a wound and behaved like one,
working slowly under the skin for four decades. This book is
the answer I finally owed it, the refusal, forty years late, to take
the advice to let it go.

There is one more thing I have never told anyone in
connection with all this, and it belongs here at the end because
of how strangely it rhymes. In 1981, a few years before the
Bryan teleplay and its red-inked death, I stood on the stage of
the Lincoln Community Playhouse in a production of Inherit
the Wind, the play I would later come to regard as a beautiful
libel of William Jennings Bryan. I played a small part, Harry Y.
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Esterbrook, the radio announcer who broadcasts the trial to
the listening nation, the voice carrying the courtroom drama
out over the airwaves. And on that same stage, playing E. K.
Hornbeck, the cynical reporter that Lawrence and Lee built
directly out of H. L. Mencken, was an actor named Gene
Bunge.

Sit with that for a moment, because I have had to. Before I
ever wrote a word about the real Bryan, before the teleplay,
before this book, before the long work of trying to rescue the
man from the caricature, I was inside the caricature myself, a
paid participant in the fiction I would spend my life
answering. Night after night I stood in the lights and broadcast
the trial of a fictional Bryan, lending my voice to the machine
of the myth, while a few feet away a friend gave breath to the
Mencken figure whose real dispatches I would one day devote
an entire chapter to refuting. I helped tell the story the way the
myth tells it, the brave modern reporter and the foolish old
believer, and I did it with conviction, because I was young and
the play is brilliant and I did not yet know what it was doing to
the memory of a real and complicated man. I was in the myth
before I ever fought it. The dramatist who would spend his life
on the side of the real Bryan began his theatrical life on the side
of the men who buried him.

So let me, finally, name the thing this coda is named for,
the third verdict, because the whole book has been moving
toward it. William Jennings Bryan received a first verdict in his
lifetime and in the weeks after his death, and it was a verdict

split clean down the middle, a saint and a martyr to the
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millions who lined the tracks and a fraud and a fool to the
readers of Mencken, two judgments rendered over one grave
and never reconciled. He received a second verdict from
history, the long and swinging reassessment of the scholars,
who buried him under Hofstadter's contempt and then,
decade by decade, dug him back out and restored him to the
rank of a major and serious man. Those two verdicts, the
contemporary and the historical, are the ones this book has
spent its length laying out. But there is a third, and it is the one
that never closes, and it does not belong to his followers or his
enemies or his biographers or to me. It belongs to the reader,
and to the future, and to time. It is the verdict that gets
rendered fresh every time someone encounters the man and
decides, for themselves, what he was, and it can never be
pronounced with finality by anyone, because there is always
another reader coming, another generation that will weigh him
on its own scales for its own reasons.

I have rendered my verdict. This book is it, the most honest
reckoning I am capable of, the case for Bryan in all his
magnificence and all his failure, the tribune of the powerless
who would not name the Klan, the Prince of Peace in the
soldiers’ ground, the champion of the common mind who
policed the schoolroom, the orator who moved a nation and
could not out-argue one clever man on a courthouse lawn. I
have held the contradictions up to the light and tried to make
them breathe. But I cannot tell you whether I have succeeded,
whether I have caught the living man or only added one more

portrait to the long gallery of partial Bryans, because that
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judgment is the third verdict, and the third verdict is the one
the author is forbidden to cast on his own work. I hand the
book to you, and the man with it, and the deciding passes out
of my hands.

And here is the final turn, the one I did not see coming
when I began. The third verdict falls on all of us, not only on
Bryan. It falls on me, the dramatist who waited forty years to
answer a wound, and you will decide whether the answer was
worth the wait or whether it was only a long nursing of an old
grievance. And it falls, strangest of all, on Robert Cherny, the
man whose two words set this whole reckoning in motion,
because I find at the end that I cannot render a final verdict on
him any more than I can on Bryan or on myself. Was the red
ink the right judgment of the work or the wrong one? Did
those two words name a real failure in what we had made, or
only one learned stranger's recoil from it? I do not know, and I
never will, and the man behind the mark turns out to be
exactly the kind of figure this whole book has been about, a
person I am not entitled to sum up, sealed in the privacy that
finally protects every human being from the certainty of the
people who would reduce them to a verdict. The mercy and
the doubt I have tried to extend to Bryan I have to extend, in
the end, to the man who marked my script, because he too is
beyond my reach, and because anything I might say about his
motives would be no more than a story I told myself to soothe
an old wound. We are all of us, Bryan and Cherny and Jamison

and I, awaiting a verdict that no one alive is entitled to deliver.
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There is the matter of the title, too, which I have not
spoken of and should, here at the end. The Magnificent Loser
was the name Marshall and I gave the teleplay all those years
ago, and I have kept it for this book, and I understand now
that I did not fully know, when I chose it, everything it would
come to mean. It named Bryan, obviously, the man who lost
the presidency three times and lost the great trial of his life in
the eyes of the watching world and lost, in the end, even his
bronze and his place in the national memory, and who
managed somehow to lose all of it with a magnificence that has
kept me bound to him for four decades. That was the meaning
I intended. But a title, like a man, turns out to be larger than
the intention behind it, and I see now that the magnificent
loser is also, and was always, me. I lost the teleplay. I lost it to a
verdict I could not fight and a wound I could not heal, and I
lost the years I might have spent making other things instead of
nursing that one defeat. And then, late, far too late by any
sensible measure, I came back and did the thing the loss had
stopped, and turned the losing into this. Maybe that is what
the phrase has meant all along, for Bryan and for me and for
anyone who has ever been beaten and refused to let the beating
be the end of the story. The magnificent loser is the man who
loses and keeps faith with the work anyway, who will not let
the defeat be the final word, and that refusal, rather than any
late victory, is the only kind of magnificence available to most
of us.

The page lies on my desk, and beside it lies the finished

book, and between the red ink and these last words stretch

326



The Magnificent Loser

forty years and the whole life I built across them. Marshall is
gone, two decades now. Cherny is far from that room. Bryan
has been dead a hundred years, scattered in exiled bronze
across a country that has mostly forgotten him. And I am
sixty-one, the age Bryan was when he began the last crusade
that killed him, and I have finally done the thing I was told to
drop. Somewhere west of all of it the prairie windmill we
opened the dead teleplay on is still turning, the soft lyric image
I once reached for to walk an audience gently toward a hard
man, and I know now that the gentleness was the evasion. The
truth had to begin where this book begins, on a page crossed
out in red. I did not answer the defacing pen by erasing its
mark; the mark is still there, in red, and I would not erase it if I
could, because it is the wound that made the work. I answered
it by writing past it, by carrying the magnificent loser the
whole distance the teleplay could not, and by laying the result
down where I cannot reach it anymore, in the only court that
tinally matters, which is the one that will sit in judgment long
after the last person who remembers the red ink, or me, is

gone. The verdict is yours now. It always was.
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A Note on Sources

This is a work of literary nonfiction, and it makes no claim to
stand as new historical scholarship. The documented life of
William Jennings Bryan rests here on the labor of others, and a
reader who wants the archive rather than the argument should
go to them.

The essential modern biography is Michael Kazin's A
Godly Hero: The Life of William Jennings Bryan (2006),
which I leaned on in nearly every chapter. Lawrence W.
Levine's Defender of the Faith: William Jennings Bryan, the
Last Decade (1965) remains the indispensable study of Bryan's
final years and the Scopes period. Paolo E. Coletta's
three-volume William Jennings Bryan (1964 to 1969) is the
tullest narrative of the life. For the Scopes trial and its long
afterlife in the American imagination, Edward J. Larson's
Summer for the Gods (1997) is definitive. Robert K. Murray's
The 103rd Ballot (1976) is the standard account of the 1924
Democratic convention and the fight over the Klan plank, and
the source I have followed for Bryan's words on that floor.
Robert W. Cherny's A Righteous Cause: The Life of William
Jennings Bryan (1985) is the finest brief life of the man, and his
scholarly edition of the Cross of Gold speech is the
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authoritative text; that he is also the historian who marked my
teleplay is the subject of this book's closing chapters. Richard
Hofstadter's portrait in The American Political Tradition
(1948) is the contempt I have argued against, and H. L.
Mencken's dispatches from Dayton are the source of the
caricature these pages exist to dispute.

Bryan speaks for himself in his own writing, above all The
First Battle (1896), his account of the campaign that made
him, and in The Memoirs of William Jennings Bryan (1925),
finished by Mary Baird Bryan after his death. The Cross of
Gold speech is quoted from the text Bryan himself preserved.
The line from him that opens this book is taken from his
address "America’s Mission," delivered in Washington in 1899.
Where I have reconstructed conversations from my own life, I
have relied on memory alone, and I have tried throughout to
mark the difference between what the record shows and what I

remember.
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Principal Sources by Chapter

For the reader who wants to follow the documented record
chapter by chapter, here is where the major published sources
sit behind the book. Where the narrative turns to my own life,
the teleplay, the conference room in Lincoln, the
conversations with Marshall Jamison, the source is memory,
and I have tried to mark those places as they come.

The Prologue, and its return in the Coda, draw on Robert
K. Murray's The 103rd Ballot for the 1924 convention and on
Robert W. Cherny's 4 Righteous Cause for the shape of
Bryan's life, set against my own recollection of the work that
was killed.

The chapters of Part One, which carry Bryan out of Salem
through his schooling and his marriage and into the silver
question and the Cross of Gold, rest chiefly on Michael
Kazin's A Godly Hero and Paolo E. Coletta’s three-volume life,
with Mary Baird Bryan's portion of the Memoirs behind the
account of the courtship and the partnership, and Bryan's own
The First Battle behind the speech that made him.

Part Two follows the rise and the long defeat. The chapter
on the campaign of 1896 leans again on The First Battle, the

book Bryan wrote in the heat of it, alongside Kazin and
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Coletta. The chapter on the Philippines and the war against
empire draws on the same biographers and on Mark Twain's
1901 essay against the imperial project, and the chapter on the
visit to Tolstoy rests on Bryan's own published account of that
meeting and on what the biographers made of it. Running
through these chapters is a comparison between Bryan's three
concessions and our own moment; the concessions rest on the
biographers, the modern parallel on contemporary reporting
of recent years.

Part Three traces the descent. The chapters on the State
Department, the arbitration treaties, the war in Europe, and
the resignation of 1915 rest on Kazin, on Lawrence W.
Levine's Defender of the Faith, the indispensable study of the
last decade, and on Coletta. The chapter on the 1924
convention and the refusal to name the Klan rests above all on
Murray's The 103rd Ballot, the standard account, with Bryan's
words on that floor taken from it. For the chapter on Inherit
the Wind, I set the play's own text against the historical record
preserved in Edward J. Larson's Summer for the Gods.

Part Four carries the book to its end. The chapters on the
crusade against evolution and the trial at Dayton rest on
Levine and on Larson, on the official transcript of the Scopes
proceedings, and on H. L. Mencken's dispatches from the
courtroom, which I have used as evidence of the caricature
even as I have argued against it. Bryan's death, his burial at
Arlington, and the statues that followed are drawn from Kazin
and Coletta. The closing chapters, which turn on Cherny's

standing as a historian and on the mark he left on my teleplay,
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draw on his own published work and on memory. Richard
Hofstadter's portrait in The American Political Tradition
stands behind the whole book as the influential contempt

these pages exist to answer.
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