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By David H. Stratton
ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF HISTORY
AT BAYLOR UNIVERSITY, CURRENTLY
AT UNIVERSITY OF WYOMING

Behind Teapot Dome: Some
Personal Insights*
E Teapot Dome has long stood in the public mind as a conspicuous symbol not only of political corruption but of degenerate business morality
as well. An examination of the charges against Albert B. Fall, therefore,
though necessarily concerned with political and personalratherthan business data, touches the interest of students of business history, whose
natural concern lies in identifying the factual basis for incidents which
have become part of the folklore of American business.

In the summerof 1956 the Democratsassembledin convention
at Chicago and the nation's television and radio audiences heard
fervent assertions, amidst a barrage of Bible-Belt platitudes, that
the RepublicanPartyfrom 1920 until that time had offered"nothing
better than Teapot Dome - the great depression - Nixon, Dixon
and Yates, as well as Benson and McCarthy. ..." 1 Although the

resultsof the 1956 election revealed considerabledisagreementwith
this assessment of Republican contributionsin the last thirty-six
years, the first item mentioned, the Teapot Dome naval oil controversy, not only epitomizesfor most historiansthe corruptionof the
worst of all presidentialadministrations,that of WarrenG. Harding,
but also representsthe blackest mark of corruptionon the Republican Party in this century.2 Teapot Dome has become a part of
American political folklore, and the man most responsible for it,
* A condensed version of the article was read as a
paper at the Mississippi
Valley Historical Society meeting in April, 1957, at Lincoln, Nebraska. Professor
Strattonis currentlywriting a book about Fall and Teapot Dome.
1Copy of keynote speech made at the Democratic National Convention in
Chicago, Aug. 13, 1956, by Governor Frank G. Clement of Tennessee, sent to
the writer by Clement.
"E.g., John D. Hicks and George E. Mowry, A Short History of American
Democracy (Boston, 1956), pp. 679-680; Richard Hofstadter, et al., The
United States; The History of a Republic (Englewood Cliffs, N. J., 1957),
pp. 630-631. See also Samuel Lubell, The Future of American Politics (New
York, 1952), p. 239.
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Albert B. Fall, is usually considered an archtraitor,only slightly
less despicable than Benedict Arnold.
Teapot Dome was establishedas a symbol of political corruption,
with Fall as the Republicanvillain, in the election of 1924, and has
reappeared as a campaign issue at four-year intervals ever since.
In 1924the Republicans,needing a scapegoatfor the iniquity of the
Harding administration,pointed smugly at prominent Democrats,
such as William G. McAdoo, who had also been entwined in the
oil controversyand settled upon Fall as the Republicanto bear all
the blame. The Democrats,on the other hand, realized the utility
of Teapot Dome in their effortsto pin the corruptionlabel on their
opponentsand, with some difficulty,nourishedit throughthat election and the campaign of 1928 as well.3 It was not enough to win
either contest for them, but, as Cordell Hull, the Democratic national chairmanin 1924, afterwardsobserved, it was a "windfall"
for his party.4 And, with the aid of the extended, sensationallitigation which followed the congressional investigation of Fall's oil
deals, Teapot Dome was continually in the headlines for almost a
decade. Such long and concentratedattention fixed the oil controversy in the Democraticrepertoire.
As a result of Teapot Dome, Albert B. Fall's reputationsuffered
a sudden and devastatingeclipse. He had served nine tempestuous
years in the Senate when his fellow senator and close friend,
President-electHarding, named him for the Cabinet in 1921. Fall
had been exploiting the naturalresourcesin the Southwest and in
Mexico as a prospector,practical miner, mining investor, farmer,
and rancherfor nearly forty years. His belief in the unrestrained
disposition of the public lands was as typically Western as his
black, broad-brimmedStetson hat and his love of fine horses. He
was a remnantof an extravagantage, the nineteenth century,when
the naturalresourceshad been unlimited and open for unrestricted
exploitation."Consequentlyit should not have been surprisingthat

' See
J. Leonard Bates, "The Teapot Dome Scandal and the Election of
1924," The American Historical Review, Vol. LX (Jan., 1955), pp. 303-322;
Roy V. Peel and Thomas C. Donnelly, The 1928 Campaign; An Analysis (New
York,1931), pp. 52-71.
'Cordell Hull, The Memoirsof Cordell Hull (2 vols.; New York, 1948), Vol.
I, pp. 114-115.
SFor accounts concerning Fall's life see David H. Stratton, "Albert B. Fall
and the Teapot Dome Affair" (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Department
of History, University of Colorado, Boulder, 1955); by the same author, "President Wilson's Smelling Committee," The Colorado Quarterly, Vol. V (Autumn,
1956), pp. 164-184, and "New Mexican Machiavellian?The Story of Albert B.
Fall," Montana,The Magazineof WesternHistory,Vol. VII (Oct., 1957), pp. 2-14.
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after becoming Secretaryof the Interior and rather surreptitiously
assuming control of certain naval oil lands, he negotiated agreements with two petroleummagnates,HarryF. Sinclairand Edward
L. Doheny, for the tapping of Teapot Dome Naval Oil Reserve in
Wyoming and Elk Hills Naval Oil Reserve in California,both set
aside for the Navy's use only in case of emergency. The astonishing
part came later. First in 1924, and later in 1928, a Senate investigating committee,guided by SenatorThomasJ. Walsh of Montana,
revealed that Fall had received personally at least $404,000 and
assorted livestock from the two oilmen, Sinclair and Doheny.6
Because of the Teapot Dome scandal, a term which became the
popular appellationfor the irregularitiesin the leasing of both the
Wyoming and Californiareserves,Fall was broken in health, reputation, and finances. Old and ill, the formerSecretaryof the Interior
went to prisonin 1931 for accepting a $100,000bribe from Doheny,
and became the first AmericanCabinet officer ever convicted and
imprisonedfor a felony committedwhile in office. The oil debacle
obscuredhis priorprestige;all he had left was a tainted past. Only
a few rememberedhis fearlessness and character of earlier days.
There were many who never had a high opinion of Fall, but even
at the time of his death in 1944,when the ignominyhad been piling
up for years, a popular periodical assessed his career with near
accuracyby stating, "The ugly chapter in Fall's life could not have
been foreseen by the public. His reputationfor honesty, integrity,
and fearlessnesshad been impeccable."7 Ex-SenatorHenry Fountain Ashurst, an Arizona Democrat whose service in the Senate
paralleled Fall's, was astounded when the evidence against his
former colleague started appearing. "I was amazed and it seemed
to me a monumentof manhoodtoppled when he fell."8
"The
hearings of this committee and its findings are in U. S. Senate, Leases
Upon Naval Oil Reserves, Hearings Before the Committee on Public Lands and
Surveys Pursuant to S. Res. 282, 294, and 434, 67th Cong., and S. Res. 147,
68th Cong. (Washington, 1924); U. S. Senate, Leases Upon Naval Oil Reserves,
Report No. 794, 68th Cong., 1st Sess. and 2d Sess. (Washington, 1924 and
1925); U. S. Senate, Leases Upon Naval Oil Reserves, Hearings Before the
Committee on Public Lands and Surveys, 70th Cong., 1st Sess., Pursuant to
S. Res. 101 (Washington, 1928); and U. S. Senate, Investigation of Activities
of Continental Trading Co., Report No. 1326, 70th Cong., 1st Sess. (Washington, 1928).
7Newsweek, Vol. XXIV (Dec. 11, 1944), pp. 38, 40.
8Ashurst to the writer, Nov. 1, 1956. Senator Ashurst expressed the same
opinion at the time the Teapot Dome committee was revealing the ruinous
findings. See entry in Ashursts diary, Jan. 16, 1924. Microfilmcopy in University of ArizonaLibrary,Tucson.
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On the other hand, many of Fall's contemporaries,with the
advantage of hindsight and the fear of splattering oil, attempted
to give the impressionin both written and public statements that
he, Fall, had always been a villain, even before Teapot Dome, and
some of his more prominentassociates of earlier years went so far
as to try to conceal their formerrespect and admirationfor him.
An index to the papers of President Calvin Coolidge, who as
Vice Presidentsat in on meetings of the Harding Cabinet and presided over the Senate when the resolutionto instigate the Teapot
Dome inquiry was discussed and passed, is now in the Library of
Congress along with the Coolidge manuscripts. This index was
formulatedwhile Coolidge was in the White House, and it contains
several references relevant to Teapot Dome, but most of the important files bearing upon this subject, described in the index,
cannot now be found among the Coolidge papers.
About a year after Fall left the Senate to become Secretaryof the
Interior,SenatorHenry Cabot Lodge asserted that Fall's departure
to the Cabinet had been a serious loss to him because they had
become good friends.9 Later Lodge edited his correspondencewith
Theodore Roosevelt as his last literary effort. His most recent
biographer,ProfessorJohn A. Garraty,observesthat the first manuscript of this work contained some flattering references to the
former New Mexico senator. But before it went into print the oil
scandal broke. Lodge did additional editing; he went through the
manuscriptand eliminatedevery mention of Fall. Lodge evidently
did not want it known he had been a friend of the man who was
accused of defrauding the government in the sensational Teapot
Dome affair.10On the other hand, Roosevelt,who had died in 1919
before the naval oil controversyerupted,had describedFall as "the
kind of public servant of whom all Americansshould feel proud,"
and had also stated, "Fortwo or three years SenatorFall has been
on the whole, with the possible exception of Senator Poindexter,
the man with whom I have been able most cordially to co-operate
among all of the people at Washington. He has done capital work
in the Mexicanbusiness."11
"Lodge to Mrs. Albert B. Fall, Feb. 15 [19221. This letter is among the
correspondence files, papers, and documents held by the Fall family; hereafter cited as Fall Family Papers.
"
John A. Garraty, Henry Cabot Lodge: A Biography (New York, 1953),
fn. 6, p. 421.
n Roosevelt to Fall, June 17, 1916; to Bronson Cutting, Aug. 8, 1916, in
Elting E. Morison, et al., eds., The Letters of Theodore Roosevelt (8 vols.;
Cambridge, 1951-54), Vol. VIII, pp. 1065, 1097-1098.
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Ex-PresidentHerbert Hoover, who was Secretaryof Commerce
in the Harding administration,has also been plagued by Teapot
Dome. The oil leases were apparentlydiscussed in Cabinet meetings, and, according to Fall, "Mr. Hoover and myself were rather
more than friendly during our association in the Cabinet." Soon
after the death of Harding, Fall returned from Russia, where he
had advised Sinclair on oil matters, and the ex-Secretaryof the
Interior and his wife had dinner with the Hoovers, but the two
men had no communicationafter this social engagement in the late
summer of 1923.12

There were those who said Hoover must have known about the
manipulationsin the InteriorDepartmentand should have exposed
them.13 This was enough to put him under a cloud and link him,
as the Republican presidential candidate, to Teapot Dome, the
corruptionissue in the election of 1928. Also, Hoover had written
a warmfarewell to Fall when he resigned from the InteriorDepartment in March, 1923, saying that this agency had "never had so
constructiveand legal a headship as you gave it" and expressing
the hope that Fall would soon return to public office.'4 Fall published the letter in a series of syndicated newspaper articles he
wrote just before going to prison in 1931, thus adding another coal
of fire on the depressionPresident'shead.15
Hoover does not admit any friendship with Fall and disclaims
any knowledge of his wrongdoing. Yet the former President's
prominencein the RepublicanParty is one of the main reasons the
Democrats still find Teapot Dome an effective campaign barb.
This can be illustratedby an event of recent years. In 1952, when
Hoover hurled charges of corruptionat the Trumanadministration,
he was immediately confronted by the Democrats with the words
he wrote Fall in 1923 and his associationwith the Harding administration.',
Lodge's and Hoover's"poormemory"concerningtheir esteem for
Fall priorto Teapot Dome does not absolve him of any guilt in the
Fall to Frank J. Hogan, Sept. 15, 1930, Fall Family Papers.
Samuel Hopkins Adams, Incredible Era; The Life and Times of Warren
Gamaliel Harding (Boston, 1939), pp. 303-304.
Hoover to Fall, Mar. 12, 1923. Photostat of original, Fall Family Papers.
15,
Fall with Magner White, in a series of fifteen articles for the North American Newspaper Alliance, which appeared in July and August of 1931. The
final article quoted the Hoover letter verbatim. In the El Paso (Texas) Times,
2, 1931.
Aug.
" Herbert
Hoover, The Memoirs of Herbert Hoover (3 vols.; New York,
1951-52), Vol. II, pp. 47-48; New YorkTimes, Feb. 24, 1952.
P

'
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naval oil transactions. The collapse of Fall's reputation did not
come, however, until some nine months after his resignationfrom
the Cabinet.
Some of those critical of Fall's record on Indian rights, conservation,and Mexicanaffairshad been unhappyabout his appointment as Secretary of the Interior. Yet Senator Walsh, later the
spearheadof the investigationinto Fall's handling of the Navy'soil
reserves,wrote to congratulatethe Secretary-designate.He added,
"Asyou know, this position is scarcelysecond in importanceto that
of the presidency, so far as the material interests of the people of
our State are concerned."17 President-elect Harding, who had
wanted to name Fall Secretaryof State until dissuaded by Republican leaders, had insisted that his friend join the administration.
A month before Fall took office he wrote his wife about Harding's
offer: 18

He thinks that the Interior Department, is second only to the State Department
in importance and that there is more opportunity for graft and scandal connected with the disposition of public lands &c, than there could be in any other
Department, and he wants a man who is thoroughly familiar with the business
and one he can rely upon as thoroughly honest....

Although there was a possibility that the designation of Herbert
Hoover as Secretary of Commerce might be challenged by the
Senate, the opposition did not materialize,and the entire Harding
Cabinet was approved following a surprise personal appearance
by the new President to present the list of nominations. Fall's
name drew a spontaneousburst of applause, and his appointment
was uniquely confirmedwithout the formality of referring it to a
committee.19
While in the Department of the Interior, Fall was often under
fire, just as he had been in the Senate. His proposals for the national parks and forest reserves brought him into heated controversy with Stephen Mather,Director of the National Park Service,
" Walsh to Fall, Feb. 26, 1921, Fall Family Papers.
* Fall to Mrs.
Fall, Feb. 4, 1921, Fall Family Papers.
1 New York Times, Mar. 5, 1921; The
Chicago Daily Tribune, Mar. 5, 1921;
Associated Press report in The Rocky Mountain News (Denver), Mar. 5, 1921;
Congressional Record, 67th Cong., Special Sess., pp. 6-7 (Mar. 4, 1921);
Mark Sullivan, The Twenties, Vol. VI of Our Times: The United States 19001925 (6 vols.; New York, 1926-35), fn. 7, pp. 146-147. Senator Robert M.
La Follette of Wisconsin may have intended to oppose Fall's appointment had
not President Harding's surprise appearance happened. Belle C. and Fola La
Follette, Robert M. La Follette (2 vols.; New York, 1953), Vol. II, pp. 1024,
1041.
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and Secretaryof AgricultureHenry C. Wallace, and with conservationists such as Gifford Pinchot. His sponsorship of legislation
concerningPueblo Indian lands likewise drew criticism.20And the
Senate had hotly debated his oil transactionsand authorized the
investigationof them ten monthsbefore Fall'svoluntaryresignation
in March of 1923. At the time he left public life, however, no
evidence of corruptionin the Interior Department had been revealed, and his integrity was generally unimpugned, although he
probably had more enemies than the average politician who has
served for eleven years in offices on the national level. Then came
the revelationsof the Senateinquiry.
Fall defended his personalacquisitionsfrom Sinclairand Doheny
as legitimate loans and normal business transactions having no
bearing on his leasing policy for the naval oil reserves. The livestock had been sent by Sinclair without Fall's specific approval.
The first $35,000from Sinclairconstituted a loan and a reimbursement for expenses incurredwhile accompanyingthe oil millionaire
as an adviser on a trip to Russia for negotiations regarding petroleum concessions. He had made this trip after resigning from the
Cabinet and with President Harding'sblessing. As for $233,000in
Liberty Bonds, that was Sinclair'spayment for a one-third interest
in Fall's New Mexico ranch, and the last $36,000,in cash, from the
same source had been obtained as "a line of credit"for operating
expenses and improvementson the ranch in which Sinclair had
invested. Although Doheny, his old friend of frontier days, had
some difficultyproducingthe promissorynote bearing his signature,
Fall maintainedthat the $100,000 Doheny had sent him in a little
black bag was a regularloan.21
In arguing that his personal financial affairshad not influenced
his leasing policy in the Interior Department, Fall asserted that
the government,and not he, had been the sole beneficiaryduring
his administrationof the Navy's emergency oil supply. His agreements with the two oil magnates allowing them to drill on the
"•Robert Shankland, Steve Mather of the National Parks (New York, 1951),
pp. 221-224; Russell Lord, The Wallaces of Iowa (Boston, 1947), pp. 225-229;
New York Times, Mar. 12, 1922; Robert Sterling Yard, "New Mexico Aflame
Against Two Bills," The Outlook, Vol. CXXXIII (Jan. 17, 1923), pp. 124-125.
' Fall
expressed this line of defense many times, especially when he was
tried for accepting a bribe in 1929. See United States of America vs. Albert
B. Fall, CriminalNo. 42304, In the Supreme Court of the District of Columbia,
"Transcript of Proceedings," Vol. VIII, pp. 799-806, 815-860; Vol. XI, pp.
1367-1513. There are seventeen volumes of these typewritten transcripts;
copies in Teapot Dome File, Justice and Executive Section, National Archives.
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Wyoming and California reserves had saved these leaky undergroundreservoirsfrom drainagethroughprivate wells on adjoining
fields. His program envisioned preservationof the oil for future
use in above-groundstoragetanks,as well as makingit immediately
availableto the Navy whose top brass were nervously anticipating
an attack by the Japanese in the Pacific. Through Fall's arrangements with Sinclair and Doheny, the short-fundedNavy, pinched
by the economies of postwar isolationism,could exchange its crude
oil in the Wyoming and Californiareservesfor refined oil at several
Atlantic, Caribbean, and Pacific ports, principally in the Pacific
area. Fall took special pride in the Doheny agreementwhich would
not only provide fuel oil, but which also requiredhis friend's company to constructextensive naval storage facilities at Pearl Harbor
as well.22
After the Teapot Dome controversybroke, Fall wrote Doheny,
"[Secretaryof the Navy Edwin] Denby may have been actuated
solely by fear of war with Japan. I was actuated: primarily,by a
sense of responsibility in the matter of saving the Navy its oils
[that is, from drainage]; and secondarily,to place the same in a
form and in places where they could be utilized."23 When Pearl
Harbor became America's last major stronghold and the nerve
center of the Pacific in World War II, Fall was convinced that his
thwartedeffortsto build a greatfuel depot there twenty yearsbefore
had been vindicated.24
These explanations have been attacked ever since as nothing
more than frail coverings for shocking graft and corruption in
public office. Although Fall always had his warm partisans,in the
eyes of the countryas a whole he died in 1944 a discreditedpublic
servant. No matter what explanationsmay be presented, his acceptance of the money from Sinclair and Doheny while holding
a public trust was reprehensible and foolish, and he must have
known the possible implications. Obviously this was much worse
than accepting a five-poundham or a free railroadpass, as public
officialshad sometimesdone.
Actually it is difficult, however, to fix the degree of his guilt.
Taking the money was clearly wrong, but were the oil deals a
sinister,well-conceivedplot in which Fall brazenly bargainedwith
"See articles by Fall for North American Newspaper Alliance, numbers
five, six, seven, ten, and twelve. In El Paso Times, July 23, 24, 25, 28, 30, 1931.
' Fall to
Doheny, July 31, 1925, Fall Family Papers.
4 Mrs. Fall to H. V. Kaltenborn, National
Broadcasting Co. news commentator, Dec. 16, 1941, Fall Family Papers; El Paso Times, Dec. 1, 1944.
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the highest bidders to rob the nation of valuable natural resources
affecting the national security? Or, was he guilty of a serious indiscretion in his personal transactionswith the two oilmen? The
formeris doubtful and would be difficultto prove from the record.
Because of his conservationviews, and for this reason alone, Fall
no doubt would have turned over the reserves to Sinclair and
Doheny anyway, or to some other representativesof private enterprise. Such an attitude made bribery unnecessary.
As for the $100,000from Doheny, on which Fall's bribery conviction was based, it appearslikely that Fall's old friend of prospecting days would have loaned him the money regardless of the oil
leases, if only to secure his services and his knowledge of LatinAmericanaffairs after he retired from the Cabinet. Fall later explained it this way to Frank J. Hogan, Doheny's chief counsel in
the naval oil litigation:25
I have never been able to make myself believe that Mr. Doheny had the remotestideaof influencingmy officialactionsby makingme a loan of $100,000.
I was egotisticalenough to believe at the time, and I have alwaysheld the
same opinion, that knowing of the pending developments of oil, and other
possibilities of American companies in Venezuela and Colombia, as well as that
development which was continuous in Mexico . . . , that he was desirous of
securing my services in connection with his operations because of my supposed

laws and customs. . . , and I believedand yet
knowledgeof Latin-American
believe that if Mr. Doheny was influencedin makingthis loan by anything
otherthanpurefriendshipand the fact he was possessedof unlimitedresources,
thatsuch influencewas throughthe desireto have a firstcall upon my services
when I went out of official life.

Doheny made a hobby of hiring ex-Cabinet officers,whether Republicans or Democrats. After resigning from his post in the
Harding administration,Fall had assisted Doheny in several enterprises, and he was to have started his officialemploymentwith the
oilman January1, 1924, at a salary of about $50,000 a year.26
As mentionedpreviously,Fall always contended that $233,000of
the money coming from Sinclair had been for the purchase of a
one-thirdinterestin his New Mexico ranch, and that the remainder
came as loans and in payment for advisoryservices. In 1928, when
Sinclairwas tried for conspiracyto defraud the government,a jury
agreed with this contention and acquitted the oil magnate. Ex'

Fall to
21, 1929, Fall Family Papers.
' Leases Hogan, Jan.
Upon Naval Reserves (1923-24 hearings), pp. 274, 1014-1015,
1704-1705, 1771-1883, 1918-1932; New York Times, Nov. 28, 1923; Fall to
Henry A. Wise, July 1, 1925; to Doheny, July 31, 1925; to Frank J. Hogan, Jan.
21, 1929, Fall Family Papers.
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plaining the controversialverdict, one member of the panel declared:27
Although the Government counsel made a good impression they did not prove
Sinclair conspired with Fall to lease the property [Teapot Dome]. If Fall had
wanted to sell the lease it seems to me that he would have gone after at least
$2,000,000 and would not have accepted $233,000, as he could have gotten
more.

Of course many challenged the jury'sverdict. Senator George W.
Norrisof Nebraskawas one of these. "Sinclairhas too much money
to be convicted. We ought to pass a law that no man worth $100,000,000 should be tried for a crime. That at least would make us
28
consistent."

Extensive civil litigation forced Sinclair and Doheny to return
the naval oil lands to the government,but Fall's bribery conviction
in 1929 for accepting the $100,000as what he said was a loan from
Doheny was the federal prosecution'sonly notable accomplishment
in the various criminal cases. This lone conviction of significance
came after Fall and Doheny had already been jointly acquitted of
conspiracyto defraudthe governmentand a juryhad handed down
the same verdict for Sinclair on a similar charge. In the 1929
bribery trial the court also admitted for consideration evidence
regarding the former Secretaryof the Interior'sfinancial arrangements with Sinclair. In effect, the jury was burdened with determining whether Fall had been an unfaithful public servant, not
necessarily with deciding if the government had suffered injury
because of his actions.29The emphasis on this clear-cut issue, to
the virtual exclusion of the complicated drainage problem and
related technicalities, presented to the everyday-citizen jury a
question they could understand. The verdict was guilty, and Fall,
by this time old and ill, was taken to prisonin an ambulancein 1931.
Since this conviction labeled the $100,000 as tainted money, it
seemed reasonable to assume that another jury would look at
Doheny's part in the money exchange the same way. But in 1930
the oilman was acquitted of giving Fall a bribe. Judge William
Hitz, who had also presided in the Fall bribery trial, told the jury
to disregardthe previous conviction.0?
New YorkTimes, April22, 1928.
Ibid.
* Francis X. Busch, Enemies the State, Notable AmericanTrials series
(Inof
dianapolis,
pp. 162-163.
' United1954),
States of America vs. Edward L. Doheny, Criminal No. 42305,
In the Supreme Court of the District of Columbia, "Transcriptof Proceedings,"
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Even if Fall had a corrupt intention in connection with that transaction, it does
not follow that Doheny had the same intent. You are here to find what was in
Doheny's mind, not what was in Fall's mind. And unless you are convinced
beyond a reasonable doubt that at the time that Doheny sent the $100,000
mentioned in evidence to Fall he had in his own mind a corrupt intent to bribe
Fall ... , then it is your duty to return a verdict of not guilty.

The jury,not being psychologistsor mind readers,acquitted on the
first ballot. Public servant Fall was guilty of taking a $100,000
bribe, while oil millionaireDoheny was innocent of giving a bribe
in the same transaction. Evidently the nation expected a higher
code of ethics for its public servantsthan for its millionaires.
Fall's personal financial arrangementswith Sinclair and other
information, which had been admitted as evidence against the
ex-Secretaryof the Interior, had been excluded from the Doheny
trial. Also, a different federal statute from the one used against
Fall had been involved in the Doheny trial, and each law emphasized the intent of the person concerned. But still the last jury's
decision, accordingto The Nation, tended "to shake confidence in
the operation of our law."a3 One of the governmentprosecutors,
Atlee Pomerene, declared that the jury system in the District of
Columbia, where both cases were tried, had fallen down because
of the intelligence of the jurors available to decide such complex
cases.32 The New Republic optimisticallymaintained that despite
the verdict Doheny was still guilty before the bar of public opinion,
"and largely because of that fact, the easy morality of Harding's
day has disappeared."33
Fall himself would never admit he was guilty of graft or corruption, nor would his immediate family. His wife waged a spirited
crusade of vindication until the day she died. The Fall papers
contain no evidence of a corrupt oil plot with either Sinclair or
Doheny. But written material of this sort, if any, is seldom preserved in correspondencefiles. As with every public servant,Albert
B. Fall must stand responsiblefor the record of his administration
in the Interior Department, and plainly he was one who insisted
on being master in his own realm. Yet he did not negotiate the
complicated contracts and leases singlehandedly or without the
Vol. IX, p. 1611. Thereareten volumesof thesetypewrittentranscripts;
copies

in Teapot Dome File, Justice and Executive Section, National Archives.
" The Nation, Vol. CXXX (April 2, 1930), p. 382.
" Pomerene to Benjamin Tuska, April 29, 1930,
Teapot Dome File, National
Archives.
" The New Republic, Vol. LXII (April 2, 1930), pp. 174-175.
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knowledge and aid of his own subordinatesas well as members of
the Navy Department,several of whom testified to the worthiness
of the transactions. The failure to encourage competitive bidding
and to announce publicly the Teapot Dome and Elk Hills deals
until congressionalpressure was exerted, however, cast suspicion
on these negotiations.34
Whateverhis motivationsin the oil episode, Fall's worst blunder,
besides taking the money itself, was writing a letter in December,
1923, to the Teapot Dome investigating committee in which he
declared that the $100,000from Doheny had come instead from another close friend, Edward B. McLean,a playboy newspaperowner,
and that he had never received any funds from the two millionaire
oilmen. This falsehood, he said in 1928, was "the only thing in the
world"he regretted about the whole affair except "the sufferingof
35 The letter was intended, of course,
my poor wife and daughters."
to end the inquirybefore SenatorWalsh discoveredthe real source
of Fall'saffluence.
When Walsh had found evidence of oil-splatteredmoney and
had called on the former Secretaryof the Interior to explain the
origin of these funds to the committee,Fall had sent word he was
ill and had not appeared. Various fellow Republicans, including
Senators Reed Smoot and Irvine L. Lenroot of the investigating
group, had unsuccessfullyimploredhim to defend himself and the
integrity of the Republican Party by testifying where he had obtained the $100,000with the hope this would end the investigation."6
In fact, when Fall told Smoot and Lenroot that he might have
received it from several different sources and had included McLean's name among them, one of the senators stated, according to
Fall, that if the ex-Cabinet officer would tell the committee that
newspapermanMcLean was his benefactor,the taint of oil would
be removed from the money, and "such an answer would blow
" Leases
Upon Naval Reserves (1923-24 hearings), pp. 1, 27, 2017-2020,
2058; Congressional Record, 67th Cong., 2d Sess., pp. 5792, 6041 (April 21,
28,' 1922).
Deposition of Fall taken in El Paso, March 29 to April 1, 1928, for the
Sinclair conspiracy trial. Copies are in Teapot Dome File, National Archives,
and in the Library of Texas Western College, El Paso.
T Leases Upon Naval Reserves (1923-24 hearings), pp. 1429-1433, 2374ff.;
CongressionalRecord, 68th Cong., 1st Sess., pp. 3230-3233, 3319-3320 (Feb.
28 and 29, 1924). Memorandumby Fall concerning the writing of the letter
of Dec. 26, 1923; and Fall to Henry A. Wise, July 1, 1925, Fall Family Papers.
Senator Thomas J. Walsh to David F. Pugh, Dec. 13, 1927, Thomas J. Walsh
Papers, Libraryof Congress.
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Walsh out of the water and stop the entire proceeding." Fall stubbornly replied that he did not intend to give any informationat all
to the committee about this part of his personal affairs.37
On the night after Christmasof 1923 importantcallers had come
to Fall's WardmanPark apartmentin Washington,and had found
him sick in bed. Among them was Will H. Hays, who had been
the Republican national chairman in the 1920 election and afterwards Postmaster General in the Harding administration. Hays
had reason for great concern because Sinclairhad donated at least
$160,000for the retirementof the 1920 Republicancampaign debt,
and much of that sum had come from the same group of Liberty
Bonds Sinclairhad used to buy the one-thirdinterest in Fall's New
Mexico ranch. This was the largest single contributiongiven by
any Republicanin the country, and had been offered at about the
same time the Senate committee began uncovering the damaging
details of Fall's finances. The proximity of these two events led
Senator Walsh to speculate afterwards that Sinclair's generosity
might have been inspired by the oilman's"dire need of friends at
court." Evidently Hays was now worried lest the investigating
committee expose the details of the Republican Party's financial
arrangementsand somehow link them to Sinclair'smoney transactionswith Fall, thus creatinga landslide of criticismwhich would
not only crushFall but other prominentRepublicansand the party's
hopes for the 1924 election as well.38
In a long and spirited discussion that night in the Wardman
Park Hotel, Hays urged Fall to end the probe into his financial
affairs. Sinclairwas probably present also to offer his pleas to the
bedridden Fall. Finally Fall dictated a letter to the committee
saying he had obtained the money in question from McLean.
AlthoughFall always maintainedhe had dictated all of the letter,
and that it was not composedfor him by some of those in his apartment that night, Hays, Sinclair,and a Sinclair attorneywere probably hoveringover his bed as he dictated.39The next day the letter,
transmittedby an unknown hand, turned up as the first topic of
" Memorandum
by Fall concerning the writing of the letter of Dec. 26,
1923; Fall to Henry A. Wise, July 1, 1925, Fall Family Papers.
of Activities of Continental Trading Co. (1928 report).
'Investigation
' Fall to
Henry A. Wise, July 1, 1925. In an unpublished manuscript, dated
1941, Mrs. Fall, who was there, said the others present besides Hays when
the letter was written were Sinclair and one of his attorneys, G. T. Stanford,
and a stenographer; Fall Family Papers. See also deposition of Fall for Sinclair conspiracytrial, 1928.
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businessfor the investigatinggroup. This became the turningpoint
of the probe. As Senator Walsh remarked, ". . . the knowing ones

smiled incredulouslyat the idea of Ned McLean'shaving such a
sum of money at hand to loan, though rich in property, or of his
loaning it if he had it."40 When the Senate committee revealed
that Fall had lied about his finances, this cast a sinister light on
every aspect of the naval oil transactions,and the Teapot Dome
scandalspoutedup.
This great lie cost Albert B. Fall everything. Just why a shrewd
politician would take such a chance is unanswerable. Undoubtedly
he thought it was the easiest way out; that is, it would end the
inquiry. The pressurefrom his Republicanfriends and Sinclair,his
adherenceto the frontierethics of protecting a "pardner,"Doheny,
who was then engaged in a giant fund-raisingcampaign for the
formationof a new petroleumcompany,41and his serious illness at
the time no doubt influencedhis action. After his bribery conviction in 1929he explainedthe letter as an attemptto preventpolitical
abuse from pouring in upon the administrationof his dead chief,
President Harding, and to save the Coolidge administrationfrom
the same fate in the election of 1924:42
In December, 1923, nearly ten months after I had retired from public life, I
suddenly found myself assailed by my enemies with a demand to know where I
got the money to buy the Harris ranch. I knew perfectly well, at that time that
the Democratic leaders were preparing to wage war on the Republican Administration by making charges of general dishonesty. My friend Harding was
dead. The new [Coolidge] Administration would not want to be burdened
with my defense. I knew that if I disclosed that Doheny had loaned me the
money an avalanche of political abuse would be let loose against the Republican Administration,against Doheny and against me. I knew the temper of the
public press, and how it could be used under such circumstancesfrom the floor
of the Senate. I knew that under these circumstancesmy reputationwould be
defamed, and that I would be unable to adequately meet in the public press
the charges against me. To avoid this calamity I made the unspeakable blunder
of attempting to evade the matter by an untruth. I wrote the Committee I had
obtained the money from McLean. I thus made a bad matter very, very much
worse.
"'Thomas J. Walsh, "The True History of Teapot Dome," The Forum,
Vol. LXXII (July, 1924), p. 10.
'
The parent organization,Pan American Petroleum and TransportCompany,
voted in November, 1923, to raise $20,000,000 for the establishment of a
new subsidiary, the Pan American Western Company: New York Times, Nov.
28, 1923.
"From a statement by Fall for press release, Nov. 4, 1929, Fall Family
Papers.
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No matter what motivated him, it was one of the greatest mistakes
of his life.
Just before going to jail in 1931, however, Fall was stigmatized
with another transgressiongrowing out of Teapot Dome. His accuser was no less than the President of the United States, Herbert
Hoover, a friend during the Harding regime. Speaking at the
belated dedication of the Harding Memorialin June, 1931, Hoover
told of accompanyingHarding on the trip to Alaska immediately
preceding his death and of seeing "a man whose soul was being
seared by a great disillusionment"because of a "dim realization"
that he had been betrayed by friends holding positions of public
trust.43 In effect, Hoover implied that Harding had died of a
broken heart, and thus indirectly saddled Fall with most of the
blame because the former Secretaryof the Interior'sbribery conviction and pending imprisonmentwere then current news."44
This was not the first time there had been such intimations. In
his book Masks in a Pageant, published in 1928, William Allen

White had told of a clandestine conference between Harding and
Fall's wife in Kansas City while the President was enroute to
Alaska. No one seemed to know what Mrs. Fall said in the hour
she was "closeted"with the President in the Muelbach Hotel's
presidential suite, but Harding had appeared "perturbedand anxious" as he went to his speech that evening. With the benefit of
hindsight White seemed to suggest some connection between this
mysterious conference and Teapot Dome, which was revealed a
few months later.
White also told of the arrival of a long, coded message from
Washingtonwhich had greatly disturbedHardingduring the return
cruise from Alaska. Near collapse, but withholding the contents
of this dispatch,Hardinghad kept askingHoover and others aboard
what a hypotheticalPresidentshould do when he found his friends
had betrayed him.45 Several days later Harding died in San Francisco.
is in theNewYorkTimes,June17,1931.
" Theentirespeech

" "Peopledo not die froma brokenheart,but
people with bad heartsmay
reach the end much soonerfrom great worries":Hoover,Memoirs,Vol. II,
p. '51.
WilliamAllenWhite,Masksin a Pageant(New York,1928), pp. 431-433.
In a later work, The Autobiographyof William Allen White (New York,
1946), pp. 623-624, White stated that he was at the door of the presidential
suite in KansasCity talkingwith Hardingwhen Mrs. Fall arrived. See also
White, A Puritanin Babylon:The Story of Calvin Coolidge (New York,
1938), pp. 238-240.
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After PresidentHoover'sspeech at the dedication of the Harding
Memorial in 1931, Mrs. Fall's secret conference with Harding in
KansasCity and the message she had taken to him, if any, caused
much speculation. Fall's wife maintained that her visit had been
a pre-arrangedsocial call, that she had not been alone with the
President all evening, and that the naval oil leases had not been
mentioned.46Soon after Hoover'saddress, Senator Arthur Capper
of Kansas,who had been a guest in the presidentialsuite that evening and from whom White had supposedly obtained most of his
information,publicly substantiatedthe main points of Mrs. Fall's
version of the meeting, thus contradictingnearly everything attributed to him in Masks in a Pageant.47

Judson Welliver, a White House aid and White's principal informant on the events of the Alaskan trip, also disclaimed much
of the informationpresentedby White. He did confirmthe appearance of a naval airplane with a communicationfor the President
during the return from Alaska. But, although the message caused
Harding serious concern, and the White House aid and Hoover
had afterwards speculated whether it involved Teapot Dome,
neither Welliver nor Hoover ever seemed to find out the contents.
Welliver was certain that the arrival of the secret message had
not caused the President to go around asking his trusted advisers
aboard what a President should do when duped by his friends, as
reported by White. He theorized that White or someone else had
this confused with a serious talk Welliver had with Harding in
Washingtonbefore the departurefor Alaskain which the President
had revealed that a certain congressionalleader and others he did
not name had betrayedhis confidence. This conversationhad made
a special impressionon Welliver'smind because in it Harding had
definitely declared he was going to seek a second term and state
the case againsthis false friendsto the people. Until then Harding's
candidacy for re-election had been problematical.48
In his MemoirsHoover tells about a conversationwith a troubled
Harding, before the naval airplane delivered the coded message,
when the President said he had recently discovered a politically
damaging scandal in the Justice Department involving one of his
"'Mrs. Fall to White, Aug. 28, 1931, Fall Family Papers. Interview with
Fall family in El Paso by A. B. MacDonald, The Kansas City Star, July 12,
1931.
,7 Capper quoted in The Kansas City Star, July 12, 1931; White to Mrs. Fall,
2, 1931, Fall Family Papers.
Sept.
" Welliver to Mrs.
Fall, May 16, 1938, Fall Family Papers.
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old Ohio cronies, Jesse Smith. The President asked Hoover what
he would do in such a situation,and Hoover said the scandal should
be publicized. This may have been the origin of White'sstoryabout
Harding nervously asking what a President should do when betrayed by his friends.49 Significantly,however, neither Fall nor
Teapot Dome appears to have been mentioned in Harding's talks
with Welliverand Hoover.
On the basis of this evidence, circumstantialas it may be in some
points, it seems fairly certain that Albert B. Fall and Teapot Dome
had no part in Harding'sdeath. The President died without learning the baser aspects of the oil deals, although there is little doubt
he was a victim of the strains of the presidential office.50In fact,
at the time of Mrs.Fall's visit to the Muelbach Hotel and the delivery of the coded message by the naval airplane,the Teapot Dome
hearings had not yet started, and there was little indication that
the inquiry would blossom into the sensationalproportionsof six
months later.5' Fall was in Europe advising Sinclair on Russian
petroleum concessions;SenatorWalsh was touring the Orient and
then mending political fences in Montana. It is also significant
that Harding'swidow, the devoted "Duchess,"who was with the
President on the Alaskan trip and until he died in San Francisco,
remained friendly with the Fall family, even after Teapot Dome
erupted.52 Mrs. Harding went to her death in November, 1924,
probablybelieving implicitly in Albert B. Fall, just as did her husband.
But Fall's historicalreputationdoes not rest on Harding'sregard
for him. The sensationalrevelations of the Senate investigation in
the firstmonths of 1924 came at the right time to get much fanfare
in the presidentialelection of that year. Since then Fall and Teapot
' Hoover, Memoirs,Vol. II, p. 49.
SNavy doctor Joel T. Boone, one of the presidential physicians attending
Harding at the time of his death, stated that Harding died of natural causes
as a victim of the presidential office with no person nor single incident directly
responsible: Boone to Mrs. Fall, July 20, 1939, Fall Family Papers. Colonel
Edmund W. Starling, whose book, Starling of the White House, with Thomas
Sugrue (New York, 1946), is not always a reliable source, claims that while he
was assigned to the White House Secret Service detail, he acquired a letter
from a person in the West warning about an impending scandal over naval oil
leases. He maintains that he showed the letter to Harding in Washington, and
that the President was badly shaken by it. See pp. 192-193.
" See Burl Noggle, "The Origins of the Teapot Dome Investigations," The
MississippiValley Historical Review, Vol. XLIV (Sept., 1957).
" Florence Kling Harding to Mrs. Fall, Feb. 15, 1924, Fall Family Papers.
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Dome have been eternallybound together,and this relationshiphas
been reviewed again every four years. The Republicanshave outlived the worst effects of Teapot Dome, but as long as the Democrats can use it to identify the Republican Party with corruption,
and certainly as long as Herbert Hoover lives, Teapot Dome will
live in political folklore for the use of spellbinding keynoters and
other Bryanesqueoratorsin political conventionsand on campaign
platforms.

