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A President, His Paperboy & the Socialist 
nce upon a time, before the 0 American small town had been 

reduced to a quaint prop in beer and 
truck commercials, its residents pos- 
sessed a common understanding and 
mutual sympathy so strong as to over- 
come differences like those that separate 
hawk from dove, lefty from righty, even 
President of the United States from 
leader of the Socialist Party. 

The Socialist, in this case, was Eugene 
V. Debs, the radical Railway Union leader 
from Terre Haute, Indiana. During the 
First World War, Debs told a Canton, 
Ohio, audience, “The master class has 
always declared the wars; the subject class 
has always fought the battles.” After sar- 
donically noting that “it is extremely 
dangerous to exercise the Constitutional 
right of free speech in a country fighting 
to make democracy safe in the world,” 
Debs defiantly proclaimed, “I would a 
thousand times rather be a free soul in 
jail than to be a sycophant and coward in 
the streets.” 

He got his wish. Convicted of violat- 
ing Woodrow Wilson’s Espionage and 
Sedition Acts, Eugene V. Debs became 
the most celebrated of the 15,000 Ameri- 
cans whom even Wilson called “political 
prisoners.” Debs was confined to the fed- 
eral prison at Atlanta; in 1920, he ran for 
President from his cell and won almost 
1 million votes, many from decidedly 
bourgeois non-socialists who admired 
his courage. (H.L. Mencken, after mock- 
ing Debs for “his naive belief in the 
Marxian rumble-bumble,” praised him 
as “fair, polite, independent, brave, hon- 
est, and a gentleman.”) 

President Wilson, a Princeton intel- 
lectual, was vindictive in the manner typ- 
ical of the theory class. “This man was a 
traitor to his country and he will never 

be pardoned during my administration,” 
Wilson said of Debs. Chimed in the New 
York Times: “He is where he belongs. He 
should stay there.” 

Wilson’s successor was Warren 
Harding, the affable owner of Ohio’s 
Marion Star. Harding lacked Wilson’s 
intellect as well as his mean streak. The 
kindly Buckeye asked his venal Attorney 
General Harry Daugherty to meet with 
Debs in March 192 1, so the prisoner 
was shipped northward on a train to 
Washington, where he met with Daugh- 
erty and Harding gofer Jess Smith. 

These Doublemint twins of GOP 
corruption were charmed by Debs. 
Although Daugherty opposed a pardon, 
he pronounced the Socialist “sincere, 
gentle, and tender,” and the solicitous 
Smith even ran into a drugstore to buy 
a bundle of quill toothpicks for Debs 
after the prisoner complained of jail- 
house plaque. 

Among those pleading Debs’ case was 
his Socialist Party heir, Norman Thomas, 
who by extraordinary coincidence had 
once been a dollar-a-week paperboy 
delivering Harding’s Star. Thomas, who 
regarded the President as a genial Bab- 
bitt, “a fine small-town or city booster,” 
visited Harding twice in the White 
House. The homeboys reminisced about 
good old Marion before Thomas asked, 
“Is it not a splendid thing that a country 
should have men brave enough to speak 
their minds even when they are in a 
minority?” Harding agreed. 

He intended to release Debs on July 
4, but the American Legion protested so 
vociferously that he delayed the pardon 
from the anniversary of American liberty 
to the season of Christian charity. Hard- 
ing released Debs on Christmas Eve 
192 1, saying, “I want him to eat his 
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Christmas dinner with his wife.” 
The labor leader prepared to go 

home-not to a Washington, D.C. castle 
built upon union dues, but to his pretty 
house in Terre Haute. At Harding’s 
request, Debs dropped by the White 
House on December 26. When the radi- 
cal was ushered into the President’s 
office, Harding sprang from his chair, 
stuck out his hand, and said, “Well, I 
have heard so damned much about you, 
Mr. Debs, that now I am very glad to 
meet you personally.” 

They chatted amiably, comfortably, 
in the way that a man who is esteemed 
in Marion can get on with a man who 
is esteemed in Terre Haute. In an oddly 
Middle American way, they had known 
each other all their lives, though they’d 
never met. 

ing appears to me to be a kind gentle- 
man, one whom I believe possesses 
humane impulses. We understand each 
other perfectly. As for the White House 
-well, gentlemen, my personal prefer- 
ence is to live privately as a humble citi- 
zen in my cottage at Terre Haute.” 

Socialist and the Republican, in perfect 
understanding. 

Debs later told reporters: “Mr. Hard- 

And so the two Americans parted, the 

-Bill Kauffman 
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s Get Hollywood‘s Best Stuff 
ho gets the most respect from 

After taking a look back at 2001, you 
w Hollywood today? 

:odd easily argue that it’s young chil- 
dren. The ratio of quality films to clutter 
hasn’t been good for adults-we faced 
the usual high chances of being ripped 
off or insulted rather than entertained 
when we ventured into movie theaters 
this past year. 

The options for small children were 
much brighter. Spy Kids got things off 
to a boisterous start last spring, followed 
by summer’s Shrek, and the positive 
trend has continued with the recent re- 
leases of Monsters, Inc. and Harry Potter 
and the Sorcerer’s Stone. In short, there’s 
been more reason than usual of late to 
envy youth. 

It’s no wonder that children’s films 
have been so accomplished this year, 
considering the talent level involved. The 
eminently enjoyable, G-rated Monsters is 
the latest creation of Pixar Animation 
Studios, arguably the best movie produc- 
tion company working right now. Pixar 
concentrates exclusively on computer- 
animated kids’ movies, a field the studio 
perfected with A Bug’s Life, Toy Story, and 
Toy Story 2. Each of those movies looks at 
the world through the innocent, imagi- 
native eyes of a child, a feat pulled off 
once again in Monsters, Inc., which fol- 
lows an inquisitive little girl who man- 
ages to tame the scary creatures in her 
bedroom closet. Melding ingenious 
storytelling with stunning technological 
prowess, Pixar’s pictures are fast becom- 
ing fairy tales for a new generation. 

Even so, Pixar doesn’t have a 
stranglehold on the kids’ flick business, 
a fact that became clear with the arrival 
of Dreamworks Pictures’ computer- 
animated Shrek. Matching Pixar in 

visual and narrative wit, Dreamworks 
demonstrated itself to be a formidable 
competitor with this spoof of and 
homage to classic make-believe stories. - 
And that’s good news for fans of com- 
puter-animated storytelling, since we’ll 
be the main beneficiaries as these 
two studios try to outdo each other. 

It’s not only top production 
talent-kids have also been getting top 
material. In addition to the William 
Steig children’s book that inspired Shrek, 
film studios have, of course, adapted J. K. 
Rowling’s Harry Potter series, the biggest 
phenomenon in children’s literature in 
years. The story of an 1 1-year-old boy 
who discovers he’s a wizard and goes off 
to learn his trade at a magical boarding 
school, the Harry Potter books-what 
with their floating candles and flying 
brooms-are tailor-made for the movies. 

Who would have guessed, however, 
that the filmmakers behind Harry Potter 
and the Sorcerer’s Stone would have 
brought Rowling’s first book to the 
screen so intact? Nearly everything is 
here, from the Sorting Hat to the Quid- 
ditch match, even if the result is a com- 
mercially risky running time of two and 
a half hours. 

anything else, is a respect the filmmakers 
have for the young readers in their target 
audience (something that clearly wasn’t 
shown last year when Dr. Seuss’ How the 
Grinch Stole Christmas butchered the 
work of Theodor S. Geisel). Rowling’s 
book is treated as a defining classic here, 
because that’s exactly what kids think 
of it. Meanwhile, we adults have our 
classics-Shakespeare, for example- 
routinely massacred by the movies. 

An even more heartening facet of 
the best children’s movies this year was 

i 

What this points to, more than 

that they refused to insult the intelligence 
of their viewers, often bypassing the easy 
laughs that can be had by wallowing in 
bathroom gags in favor of a sharper, 
smarter humor. Nowhere was this 
more clear than in Shrek. (Yes, there 
were a few flatulence jokes in the film, 
but if an ogre can’t be a bit gross, who 
can?) The very premise of the movie 
-that all fairy tale creatures have been 
banished to the title ogre’s swamp until 
he rescues a princess from a dragon- 
assumes that children are well-read 
enough to catch the connections to 
traditional bedtime stories. Thus the 
giggles that erupt when Shrek finds the 
big bad wolf in his bed. 

The best of these films, of course, 
have more than giggles. Monsters, Inc. 
is a potent, timely parable about con- 
fronting one’s fears, real and imagined, 
while Shrek, in which an ogre and a 
princess strike up an unlikely romance, 
turns the conventional Hollywood 
notion of beauty on its head. Yes, these 
are familiar, old-fashioned ideals, but 
they’re imaginatively presented. 

And goodness knows Hollywood 
usually doesn’t bother including morals 
of any sort in the dregs they serve up to 
us grownups. 

-Josh Larsen 

THE AMERICAN ENTERPRISE 53 LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED


