
Before Franklin D. Roosevelt and ^ the Radio
By W. Norwood Brigance

Dr. Brigance, Head of the Speech Department at Wabash College,
and former President of the Speech Association of America, has
written this historical account of ghosting to introduce tlie follow-
ing three papers, which were presented at the last annual SAA
Convention, in Los Angeles, on December 30, 1955, Dr. Brigance
is renowned throughout the Speech profession for his many years
of brilliant service and leadership.

THE FOLLOWING ARTICLES DISCUSS GHOSTWRITLVG
as practiced in the United States today. But

we should not be misled thereby into assuming
that ghostwriting is a new wile, or that it was
developed during the last 30 years following the
appearance of radio. Franklin D, Roosevelt, and
that emerging new profession known as business
management — whose members now go forth to
speak, armed in a righteous cause with a manu-
script supplied by their pubhc relations counsel.

Ghostwriting, in fact, is as old as written re-
cords of history. Copies, for example, still exist
of 15 speeches that were ghostwritten by Antiphon
before 411 B,C,, and he is known to have ghost-
written at least 21 more, now lost, Antiphon in-
deed is a name worth remembering, for he was
the first representative at Athens of a rising new
profession for which changing conditions of that
time had just begun to make place — "the writer
of speeches for money,"

From Antiphon to Eisenhower's Kevin McCann,
members of this profession have exerted a strong
influence on the flow of history. Sometimes they
have been scribes for the illiterate. Sometimes
they have been organizers and coordinators of
ideas for great men who had all kinds of talents,
except for words. Sometimes they have been em-
ployed by men with high talent for words, but
who had not time under the pressure of other
work for the drudgery of writing. For them the
ghostwriter performed the drudgery, and the
master of words retouched the language in his
own image. But in one way or another, from tlie
day of Antiphon, ghostwriters have been with
us. We shall glance at a few of the outstanding.

Julius Ceasar used several of his secretaries
as ghostwriters, and one of them is credited with
the immortal Veni, Vidi, Vici. At Caesar's death
in 44 B.C., there was a "cleft in the record of
Caesar's own composition." Aulus Hirtius consen-
ted to be the ghostwriter. It was Hirtius who
completed the account of the Gallic campaign,
51-50 B.C., and further completed the narrative
of the Civil War from roughly January, 47 B.C,
to March 15, 44 B,C. In short, Caesar not only
had his Brutus. He also had his ghostwriter..,

Eighteen hundred years later ghostwriting had
established itself in high places of the New World,
George Washington during the American Revolu-
tion had at least three secretaries who served as
ghostwriters: Jonathan Trumbull, Jr,, David Hum-
phreys, and David Cobb, Washington's Victor)'
Dispatch on the surrender of Cornwallis — seem-
ingly like Caesar's for Asia — was ghostwritten:
by David Humphreys. Humphreys wrote the dis-
patch and Washington signed it without change.
Then in the fall of 1783, after the British had
evacuated New York, Washington was called
upon to attend flve ceremonies of welcome in that
city, half a dozen more on the march across New
Jersey, and still another eight after he arrived
in Philadelphia. At each his position required him
to say a few fitting words of response. What was
a man like Washington to do, with his awkard
style and unready pen? He turned to David
Humphreys, who by this time understood the
mind of his Commander-in-Chief so well that
he could write a speech that fltted the Command-
er's lips. Humphreys wrote these responses so
each was a bit different from the others, and g; ve
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each a personal touch that made each audience
feel that Washington was talking specifically to
them.

In the midst of this series of delightful little
speeches, comes one that jars the eys of a reader
even today. That was Washington's Farewell
Order to the Armies of the United States. It had
a heavy introduction, superfluous statements with-
in, and a feeble exhortation. Why? David Hum-
phreys was ill, and Washington had to call on
another ghostwriter, David Cobb. Unhappily,
David Cobb was not equal to it.

Cobb was not the last ghostwriter engaged by
Washington. The most outstanding, of course,
was his calling upon James Madison and Alex-
ander Hamilton for aid in drafting his Farewell
Addiess. But that collaboration is well-known and
need not be elaborated here.

Nor was Washington the last American Presi-
dent to engage a ghostwriter. How many used
ghostwriters, and to what extent, has not been
a subject of inquiry until recently. Even now
little is known about it. But a few instances are
worth noting.

Andrew Jackson relied chiefly on Amos Kendall
for writing state papers. Jackson would lie on his
bed, smoking vigorously, and talking out his ideas
in "vigorous but imprecise language." Kendall
would draft a paragraph and read it back. Jack-
son would shake his head, and try talking it out
again. Kendall would draft it again, getting closer
and closer until Jackson would relax satisfied,
whereupon "Kendall himself would be surprised
at the full force of the point." Jackson also had
other ghostwriters. His veto of the Bank Charter
was drafted by a team who worked on it for
three days while Jackson passed in and out of the
room, listening to different parts, and directing
what was to be inserted and altered. Members of
this team were Kendall, Andrew J. Donelson,
Roger B. Taney, and Levi Woodbury. Though
the others came and went, Amos Kendall re-
mained, until Henry A. Wise whined to the House
in 1838: "He was the President's thinking machine,
and his writing machine, ay, and his lying ma-
chine."

We come next to Abraham Lincoln. After draft-
in:; his First Inaugural, Lincoln had it privateh'
Piinted in Springfield. He then showed or mailed
Cf'pies to trusted advisers. Among these were
hdge David Davis, Senator O. H. Browning,
Francis P. Blair, William H. Seward, and possibly
Stj phen A. Douglas. Altogether Lincoln made 44

changes from the first printed draft, 28 of them
on the recommendations of others. Probably the
most thorough-going was the conclusion, begin-
ning with, "I am loath to close." Lincoln's original
conclusion, Seward thought, was cold and lifeless,
so Seward drafted another. Lincoln took Seward's
conclusion, kept the thought and arrangement
exactly as Seward had drafted it, but rewrote it
in his own poetic language. The thought in that
conclusion is Seward's. The words are Lincoln's.

Lincoln's successor, Andrew Johnson, you will
recall, had not leamed to read and write until
after he was 2L When the time came for his First
Message to Congress, he called on the famou.s
historian, Ceorge Bancroft. Tlie original copy of
that message is now in the Johnson Papers of the
Librar}' of Congress. It is in Bancroft's hand-
writing, together with a covering letter from Ban-
croft to Johnson.

Later, when Johnson vetoed the Reconstruction
Bill, he turned to a former United State.s Attorney
Ceneral, Jeremiah S. Black. Black wrote the
message for Johnson; and Black's draft, in Black's
handwriting, is now among the Johnson Papers
in the Library of Congress. Attached to it is
Black's covering letter.

Jeremiah S. Black, in fact, was an old hand at
ghostwriting for Presidents. He had drafted James
Buchanan's message to Congress of January 8,
186L The original copy, in Black's hand, is now
among the Black Papers in the Library of Con-
gress. He drafted the contents of Buchanan's
reply to the Commissioners of South Carolina
on Secession. Tlie original copy of that document,
in Black's hand, is among the Buchanan Papers
in the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. Buch-
anan prided himself on his high literary ability
in writing state papers. Yet repeatedly he turned
to Black to gho.stwrite state papers and even
letters. An extreme is when he had Black draft
a letter from Buchanan to Black, in which Buch-
anan asked Black for his opinion as Attorney
Ceneral. The original of this letter is now among
the Buchanan Papers in Philadelphia. It is in
Black's hand, with a notation on the back in
Buchanan's hand, saying that this was "The foini
in which Judge Black desired I might propound
the questions to him for his opinion."

But let us tum from American Presidents of
the nineteenth century to those in the twentieth,
on the eve of radio. Warren C. Harding had a
speech writer during the 1920 campaign, a rising
young newspaper editor, Arthur H. Vandenberg.
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Later Vandenberg was asked if he coined Hard-
ing's phrase, "back to Normalcy." He replied in
the classic words of ghostwriters down the cen-
turies: "I don't claim it and I don't deny it.
Normalcy certainly sounds like one of my words."

The master ghostwriter of the 192O's, however,
was Judson G. Welliver, fonner editorial writer
for the Washington Times. Welliver's biography
in Who's Who in Arnerica, supplied by him, reads:
"attached to White House organization after
March 4, 1921, occupying a confidential relation
to President Harding and Coolidge until Novem-
ber 1, 1925, resigned." Welliver was a versatile
writer. He composed speeches in an ornate style
for Harding, and in a frugal style for Coolidge,
Jack H. Pollack insists that Welliver "frequently
smiled over the solemn edtiorials" comparing the
"different literary styles" of Harding and Cool-
idge. And why not?

Herbert Hoover's ghostwriter was French
Strother, As the Outlook reported, January 29,
1930: "Mr. Stiother's task [is] to assemble the
facts for and write the President's speeches and
messages and extracurriculum activities." "The
general public is not aware" of this, "but it is
known to the editors and vtriters with whom Mr,
Strother associates."

Of course, Mr. Hoover is said to have denied
that he ever had a ghostwriter. From his view-
point it was an honest statement. He refused to
use material as Strother wrote it, but, as the
Outlook put it, would insert "freakish phraseology
and constructions." He would split Strother's in-
finitives, Strother would change them back, and
Hoover would reinsert them, "through half a
dozen revisions." Finally, in May, 1931, Strother
left the White House, but when the 1932 cam-

paign approached Hoover called him back again.
Whatever were the secret terms that Strother
exacted, the results were obvious. At once Hoover
stopped using split infinitives and began usinc
more literary language, Strother died in 1933, hut
Hoover, as late as August 10, 1954, on his 80th
birthday, was still using some of those literary
phrases taken verbatim from his 19,32 campaign
speeches.

For 2,300 years, then, ghostwriting has been a
profession, widely practiced and not always with-
out honor. Yet little is known of the operating
practice of this profession, and that little is too
often kept out of print. As a result, even scholars
today sometimes assume that ghostwriting began
after the appearance of radio. For example, a
historian, Ernest R, May, published an article
in The American Scholar during 1953 setting
forth that historians who interpret recent history-
face a new hazard not faced by historians who
deal with earlier periods. This hazard is the
ghostwriter. Said he: "Public men have found
that by hiring ghost writers to hack out their
letters, speeches, and books, they can obtain lei-
sure for philosophy and politics." This hazard,
thought he, was new: "Despite a few examples
from the distant past, ghost-written sources form
a major problem only for the historian of the past
two decades," or in other words, "since 1933,"
Even Time carried a report on May's article, and
gravely announced that now historians had a new
hazard, the ghostwriter.

This survey, I hope, will allay that fear, and
enable readers to enjoy the interesting articles
that follow, undiluted by worries of what the
ghostwriters of today will do to the historians of
tomorrow.

COMING IN NOVEMBER

The November issue, guest-edited by Professor Joseph F. O'Brien (while
Editor Oliver is in Asia and Europe - possibly hunting new ideas on com-
munication), will contain an article by David Phillips on "Oral Communication in
Industry" - and a group of articles on parliamentary law, including: what a Con-
gressman needs to know, the legal side, and what underlies it all. More, too, on
salesmanship and other uses of speech in today's world.






