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C-Span Announcer:

Now more on McKinley, with a discussion of his presidential papers.  For the next 20 minutes, we talk with John Sellers from the Library of Congress.

C-Span Moderator: 

John Sellers of the Library of Congress, you can learn a lot about your collection here of the McKinley papers from the index of the collection.  What does this tell you about him?

John Sellers:

This tells you that McKinley was a careful politician.  He put nothing in writing that he did not have to.  Correspondence does not exist in the McKinley papers: that is direct, handwritten letters; very few even typed letters from McKinley to friends, politicians, even family.  There are very few.  He would sign letters that his secretary would write, but they're always brief, dealing with light subjects.  There are simply almost no McKinley autographed letters in the McKinley papers.

C-Span Moderator: 
And from looking at this a lot of--

John Sellers:

Now this you--

C-Span Moderator: 
Invitation acceptances?
John Sellers:

Right, well this is Ida, his wife, who, Ida as you know, after two children and both dying was a virtual invalid for the rest of her life.  So she--McKinley was very devoted to her, very caring.  There are many stories about that.  But again, I'm showing you Ida and you see invitations listed ad infinitum.  

Now, when you turn the pages and get farther along, you're still seeing invitations, but when you get to her husband's correspondence, you will see speeches, but you will not see letters to.  You will see a few letters from other people.  

William McKinley, as you can see, right in here, William, but again you see messages.  Usually these are mostly speeches, and if you turn the page you’re still dealing with annual addresses to the Congress, to the nation.  No correspondence.

C-Span Moderator: 
Why not?

John Sellers:

Because he simply did not want to be pinned down to something he had put in writing.  It always gave him the out, or he could hedge on--you just couldn't pin him down, if it weren’t in writing.  You couldn't pin him down.

Male Speaker:

In spite of that, you do have some things for us from the collection.

John Sellers:

Yes, yes.  I’m going to jump a little bit, not spend too much time in his first administration.  The issues, as you know, are the tariff, which was expected to go up.  This is a neat celebratory volume, which is part of the collection, and this is on the 1901 inauguration.  Now you know he wasn't president too long in 1901.  But this is a keepsake book, in which every president through McKinley is featured with a little photograph.  Like here is a perfect example of George Washington and a brief sketch through Adams, Jefferson, on down to McKinley, and I thought it made an excellent inaugural gift.

Male Speaker:

How many of those would have been printed?

John Sellers:

They probably--I don't know the exact number, but I would have guessed two or 3000.

Shop Male Speaker:

And just from looking from the distance I am, the paper looks in terrific shape.

John Sellers:

It's nice paper.  It is, and it's not finished in the cut, but that's not unusual for this type of item.  It gives it more of a manuscript feel.

Male Speaker:

Other items?

John Sellers:

One of the prime issues for McKinley was the war with Spain.  As you know, the Maine was the ship that was blown up in Cuba, in the harbor, and here is the Maine.  This whole volume is devoted to the war, the problems with Cuba.  

The relations with Cuba and Spain were problematic, even through earlier administrations.  Even back to Grant, there was an issue with Cuba and attempts actually to incorporate some of the islands, especially Hispaniola, into the United States.

Male Speaker:

While that's open to those pages and articles about him and this issue, what were his relations with the press?

John Sellers:

They were actually very good.  He got along quite well.  You will not find--you have the opposition press, obviously, and you get attacks there, but he got along quite well.  Cortelyou, George B. Cortelyou, his secretary, personal secretary, was quite adept, and got along famously with the press.

Male Speaker:

Other items include?

John Sellers:

I'm going to--I got this a little out of sequence but again, I give this one for a specific reason.  I have talked, spoken before about other presidents, especially Benjamin Harrison, but this brief page here, maybe two pages, is all we have on McKinley.  And this volume, in fact, actually reaches--this is the first volume and what you have is a brief Civil War return where, you know, he serves in the war, and he is in the Battle of Virginia fighting and campaigning.  He's only 17 years old when he enters the war, a very young man, so he's in the Union Army for a brief time and as far as his career, documenting his career, a sense of destiny, saving correspondence, there's nothing. 

This volume reaches his presidency.  There is simply nothing from his early life, no family correspondence, very little from his wife.  He had no children, so immediately -- this is 1888.  This is the Harrison administration, and now you’re in 1889 and before long you’re in 1896 and you're into the McKinley campaign for president.

Male Speaker:

With other presidents, we've seen letters that they’ve written and received from their wives, but even to her he didn't write very much.

John Sellers:

It's--he was with her a lot.  She was very sickly.  There are many stories about it, and one of the ones I often tell--now she was epileptic, had seizures.  And he was so thoughtful and kind, which, it might seem cruel, but she might go into an epileptic seizure while sitting beside him with guests present.  He would simply take out his handkerchief and lay it over her face and go right on talking as if nothing had happened.  

That did not embarrass him.  He loved her so much that he was not embarrassed by her physical condition.  And he went to every extreme to make sure that she was comfortable.  She was in terrible health, and her doctor and nurse traveled with her wherever she went.  But he was just a perfect husband in that regard.

Male Speaker:

And other volumes are part of the collection?

John Sellers:

I want to show you some--these are examples of what I was trying to tell you about family correspondence.  Even in writing to a sister, like Sarah, McKinley--the letter is written by his secretary, typed and he simply signs it.  His signature should be on the reverse--yes, here it is here: Sincerely yours, all well.  

So you do not see a lot of emotional expression in McKinley, and you see, even in writing to a nephew-- like here's a letter to a nephew named Will.  McKinley is trying to assist his nephew in a job and making some recommendations, suggestions and offering to give him clothing or help support him, but he's signing it.  He doesn't write it by hand.  He simply has things done for him.

Male Speaker:

And in the end he says, “Whenever you need any clothes or anything else, write me."  He was willing to help.

John Sellers:

Yes, he was.  He was a generous man, there's no question about it.  And he was considered a kindly person.  He's not a bad man, but there's not a lot of depth to McKinley.  It's not the same as when I talk about a man like Lincoln or Harrison, people with a little more emotion.  McKinley was, in some respects, almost devoid of emotion.  
Now this is his inaugural address in his--this should be his first administration.  No, this is the second administration.  It is written for him and--

Male Speaker:

Do you know by who?

John Sellers:

I don't know.  There would be several involved.  It's being reviewed, edited and this would be typical.  He gave many, many speeches, which we have a plethora of speeches.  But as you can see, he's making very few changes, and the speeches are just simply written for him.  There are only like three words or phrases changed.

Male Speaker:

Would he have had the same people writing speeches through his entire administration?  Were they speechwriters as we know them today?

John Sellers:

No, they were, they were generally, they were usually friends, people that had been with him for some time.  For example, Lincoln wrote his own speeches, but he would use people like Hay or Nicolay, with whom he brought from Illinois to the White House to answer certain letters, things that he didn't consider too important to respond to in person.

Male Speaker:

After the president was shot, a group of doctors wrote this: "The patient stood the operation well, pulse of good quality, rate of 130, condition at the conclusion of the operation was gratifying.  The result cannot be foretold.” 

“Cannot be foretold.” They were seeing the future a little bit.

John Sellers:

They had not found the bullet.  The first one landed in his clothing, kind of bounced off a rib.  The second one penetrated front and rear of the stomach, which was sutured, but they did not find the bullet.  They tried.  Obviously, some kind of infection set in.  

He didn't die right away.  He was shot on Sept. 6, but he lived until the 14th of Sept., 1901.  It was a tragedy that need not have happened.  Cortelyou did not want to McKinley to go to the exposition, the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo.  McKinley insisted, and Cortelyou had stressed this over and over again, and took extra precautions about security.  And one of the difficulties was that it was hot.  

The Hall of Music especially bothered Cortelyou, and McKinley was insistent upon shaking hands with as many people as he could.  It was so hot a lot of people had handkerchiefs out, wiping their brow or whatever and Czolgosz, who shot, an anarchist who shot McKinley, had a pistol wrapped in the white handkerchief.  And he actually made no attempt to hide the handkerchief in the hand, which possibly diverted attention from him, even though he was calling attention to himself.  

And McKinley, unfortunately, was wanting the line to move faster, and so he was reaching to his left, trying to hurry them along.  He liked a routine, a rhythm in shaking hands, to shake so many, as many as he could and move them along.  And in so doing, he basically exposed himself and hid the weapon from part of his guard, his security corps.  

So it was unfortunate, but he was shot twice and they thought he might live.  Roosevelt was so confident, that as the vice president, Theodore Roosevelt, was so confident that he would survive that he went back into the Adirondacks, and was totally out of touch with the administration, which meant a horseback ride and, you know, just a real strain to get back in time.

Male Speaker:

Well, that was the doctor's report, but then he did pass away.

John Sellers:

He did.  And I wanted to illustrate one of the problems with security, and I don't think this happens so much today.  They published the itinerary of where the president would be throughout that day, and so the assassin knew exactly where to station himself.  And of the times were very specific, and that regimen was followed carefully.  So this is, in itself, a tragedy in the making.

Male Speaker:

Was that common in administrations up to that time?

John Sellers:

In the late 19th century, it was pretty common, yes.  There was not--Lincoln strolled about, you know, there was much worry about him just going to a toy store with his son, for example.  

Now, I wanted to show you a shot or two of the McKinley and Ida.  This volume is falling apart, needs-- badly in need of repair.  You can see from the shape of it, but these are called scrapbooks, and they are rather common so they’re not as valuable.  That's McKinley and I have a better shot of Ida on a subsequent page.  This is a very good shot of Ida and she is quite ill.  It doesn't show it there, but she is quite ill.

C-Span Moderator: 
You called this a scrapbook.  Is this something that was popular of the times?

John Sellers:

Oh yes, yes.  He had a staff compile these, numerous clippings, volumes of newspaper clippings, carefully arranged by subject and sometimes indexed in the scrapbook itself.

C-Span Moderator: 
The picture of her, if you can go back, the dress looks amazingly ornate.

John Sellers:

Yes, it does.  And I think they’re showing her in this setting--it's hard to tell just where this is, but I think she's at home.  It does not--let's see, it has, it's difficult to tell, it's difficult to tell on that one just the exact date of that. But there are shots similar to this after the assassination.  I think that this one is before.  
Here is an example of the propagandizing of McKinley.  I don't know--as you can see, the words, they are so small here, but they’re showing him reflections, studying, preparing, basically trying to create an image of, an artificial image of the man.

Male Speaker:

Was this the first time that that was done consciously for a president?

John Sellers:

Harrison had basically a front porch campaign.  McKinley did too.  People called on them.  They came by the thousands and often that was arranged.  I would say it starts probably with Hayes, and then comes forward.  

Here is the nation in mourning, at the least Washington in mourning at the Capitol, and this is the funeral of President McKinley.  There are numerous other shots in the volume and in the different newspaper collections, clippings that we have, but this shows you the Library of Congress, where we are across the street anyway, right behind.  They're looking from the east front, looking east.

Male Speaker:

A national day of mourning for him?

John Sellers:

A national day of mourning, yes.

Male Speaker:

Let me close by asking about something you mentioned at the beginning, about how few items there are of his in this collection, things that he wrote.  How does that impact research that people do about him?

John Sellers:

Well, it's-- a good example is Margaret Leach's book, you know, a really good book, “In the Days of McKinley.”  You have to take him in the context of his time, and you have to study the men around him to get a better picture of the man himself because there are so few McKinley autographed letters, and the speeches, obviously, are mostly written for him so you're not certain and you know he's toeing the party line.  He's Republican.  He's conservative.  You know, he's pro-tariff, high tariff, hard money, that sort of thing.  So he's also, you know, reaching out, expansionist overseas.  This is during his administration.  He is, in some ways, a manufactured man, and it's hard to get your hands onto his mind, or your mind onto his.

Male Speaker:

John Sellers, of the Library of Congress.  Thanks very much.

John Sellers:

All right.

[end of transcript]

