Herbert Hoover

Meetinghouse to White House

by Glen Jeansonne

lowa, until he left the care of his uncle in Oregon

to attend Stanford University, Herbert Hoover
was reared In a Quaker environment. The values he
absorbed In his youth helped shape his character, per-
sonality, and beliefs, and influenced his careers in busi-
ness, humanitarian undertakings, and politics. Most
Importantly, they shaped his presidency

Quakerism was more than a form of worship. It was
a way of life and a state of mind.
Founded in 1647 in England by
George Fox as the Soclety of
Friends, the early Quaker church
sought divine guidance without
human intercession and tried to
strip away much of the ceremo-
ny attached to most Christian
denominations. Quakers rejected
altars, music, and paid ministers.
Services were silent until some-
one moved by the emotion of the
"Inner Light" felt led to speak.
They were known for practicing
what they preached: humility,
charity, tolerance, and equality.
They opposed slavery, and they
paid Indians for their land rather
than seizing it.

Quakers were often char-
acterized as being serious, In-
dustrious, Individualistic, and
scrupulously honest. Their word
was their bond; among other
Quakers they seldom wrote for-
mal contracts. They cared for
their own in times of crisis, yet

From the time of his birth in 1874 in West Branch,
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Herbert Hoover (right) and his siblings, Theo-
dore and Mary in 1888.

were known for philanthropy to non-Quakers in need.
But once the needy could stand on their own, they
were expected to shoulder their share of work.

They preferred simplicity and did not consider
worldly wealth important, yet because they worked
hard and spent little, they often accumulated signifi-
cant sums. Their drab dress and austere customs, their
tendency to create their own communities and schools,
set them apart. Like other groups who chose separat-
ISm to preserve their traditions,
they were sometimes viewed
with suspicion by outsiders.

Hoover grew up not only
amidst Quakers, but In a small
town resonant of the American
frontier. West Branch was but
a village of 400 in his boyhood,
and his Oregon homes, New-
berg and Salem, were hamlets.
His Quaker values were rein-
forced by frontier values such as
Independence, self-reliance, and
Individualism.

Hoover's parents, Jesse
Hoover and Hulda Minthorn,
married in 1870. Both had lived
In West Branch, in eastern lowa,
for more than a decade. One of
the town's three blacksmiths,
Jesse was tall, slender, and mus-
cular, and wore a beard. He
loved laughter and was known
for wit. Purchasing two lots, he
built a tiny, two-room house on
one, and his blacksmith shop on
the other. Industrious and iIn-
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ventive, he shoed horses, made
and sold plows, repaired pumps,
and perfected a method of coat-
Ing barbed wire with hot tar.

Within six years, three chil-
dren were bom: Theodore (‘'Tad")
In 1871; Herbert ("Bert") in 1874,
and Mary ("May") in 18/6. The
family was packed iInto two
rooms; the only bedroom held a
ned for Jesse and Hulda, a trundle
ned for the boys, and a cradle for
paby May. The partially enclosed
porch was used as a kitchen In
the summer and a storehouse In
the winter. Frequently they shared meals with neigh-
bors and friends. On some Sundays, as many as a doz-
en would spill out of the tiny house onto the yard.

Jesse rose to the middle class in a community that
had few poor and no rich. He sold the blacksmith shop
and began selling farm implements. He built a larger,
four-room house, selling the old property for a small
profit. Hulda, who had briefly taught school before she
married, kept the home spotless and made the family's
clothing. There was not much to read: a Bible, a Quaker
almanac, an encyclopedia, and a few novels moralizing
on demon rum. Hoover later said the only local Demo-
crat was the town drunk. If so, he must have imported
his libation because West Branch lacked a saloon.

Religion unified the family and community. Home
life revolved around worship; there was Bible read-
Ing In the evening, meditation before meals, and silent
prayers before bedtime. During the two-hour Sunday
services, marked by long periods of silent meditation,
young Bert learned patience.

Yet to describe Hoovers boyhood as one In which
there was no joy would be to miss the spirit of adven-
ture that permeated small-town and frontier America.
He played with Indian children from a small Indian
Industrial school briefly located in West Branch. He
learned to shoot a bow and arrow, trap rabbits, catch
and fry sunfish, rob eggs from birds' nests, and spot
fossils in the gravel along the railroad tracks. In sum-
mer there was a muddy swimming hole and in winter
a fine sledding hill. Bert thrived in the outdoors, and
he never lost his appreciation for the serenity of nature
or his love of fishing and camping. As a student, he did
not like stuffy classrooms. He was only a mediocre stu-
dent, good at arithmetic and below average at English.
He missed so much school because of family disrup-
tions that he was almost held back a grade.

One might say that Bert Hoover's boyhood had

Hoover’s parents, Hulda and Jesse, in 1879.

much Iin common with Huck-
leberry Finn's. They fished In
the river, roamed the woods,
stretched their 1maginations
oy Inventing games. And, like
Huck Finn's boyhood, Bert
Hoover's was tainted by trag-
edy. The origins were the same,
family instability. But unlike
Huck, Hoover did not leave his
home of his own free will. He
was orphaned.

The first blow came when
Bert's father died of a heart at-
tack at age 34. Although In later
years Bert could barely remember the man with brown
hair and soft brown eyes, Jesse left a gap that was
never filled. Hulda tried to fill it, but it stretched her
resources. Always serious, she turned increasingly to
religion. In the 1870s a wave of revivalism had swept
through West Branch, fragmenting Quaker solidarity.
The progressive Quakers, with whom the Hoover fam-
Ily aligned, approved of the introduction of music Into
services and the use of preachers. Hulda was recog-
nized by the elders as one who had the gift to speak
and she became a "recorded preacher."” Now she felt
herself torn between her family and her obligation to
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A child who loved the outdoors, Hoover played with some
of the Osage children who boarded at the Indian Industrial
School iIn West Branch, founded by his mother’ relatives.
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God. Strong-willed, determined, gifted, she struggled
to find a balance between her domestic responsibili-
ties and her calling. After the death of her husband she
wrote to her sister Agnes: "l just keep myself ready first
for service to my master—then to work at whatever |
can to earn a little to add to our living and then the care
of my little ones every day Is full and some times the
nights." Later she wrote, "l will try to do what | can
and not neglect the children."

She tried to set priorities. She took In sewing.

She raised a garden. Her views were so rigid
that they verged on militancy. She became involved In
the prohibition and woman suffrage movements. She
took positions of leadership in a church dominated by
men. She enrolled Bert in a boys' temperance organi-
zation. Sometimes she boarded him with relatives for
weeks while she traveled to preach.

It was too much. Her Quaker spirit was more pow-
erful than her physical body. In the winter of 1884 she
was called to a revival in a nearby town in inclement
weather. She became Ill and died of pneumonia com-

I I ulda was sensitive, with a strong conscience.
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v Center:The Minthorn home (1889) where Hoover lived with
his relatives in Salem. Insets: The Minthorn family (1883), and
the Quaker school Hoover attended in Oregon (1888).

plicated by typhoid fever. Hulda, at 35, followed her
husband to the grave within only two years. Bert, at
nine, was an orphan.

One of his teachers, Mollie Brown, tried to adopt
him but was denied custody because she was single. A
family council dispersed the three children. Bert went
to live on a farm near West Branch with his Uncle Allen,
where he remained for two years, attending school In
town and working at farm chores during the summer.
When he was 11, the family decided to send him to live
with his mother's brother, John Minthorn, in Oregon.
Minthorn was an educator, a physician, and a real es-
tate agent. He had lost his own son and wanted to raise
Bert. He could offer a better education than what was
available at West Branch.

For the next six years Bert Hoover lived with his
Uncle John, Aunt Laura, and their three daughters.
Here, the Quaker environment was even more perva-
sive. In West Branch he had attended public schools.
In Oregon he attended Quaker schools, good ones. He
bonded with another teacher, expanded his reading in-
terests, tinkered with mechanical devices, and learned
to keep books as an office boy. As in West Branch, he
was slow with language but could work magic with
numbers.

Even more than
Jesse and Hulda,
Minthorn taught
Bert to set a worthy
goal, then work un-
ceasingly until he
achieved It. He was
quite stern, unlike
Bert's father, Jesse,
and he worked Bert
hard, making him
earn his room and
board. There was
less time for play In
Oregon than In \West
Branch. Bertchopped
wood, hoed onions,
cleared forests, and
milked cows. His
work ethic solidi-
fied. He learned to
find satisfaction In
work, to never lose
faith in himself, to
be organized, to re-
frain from gossip, to
avold I1dleness. Bert
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did stage minor rebellions: he went fishing In-
stead of to church one Sunday but doubtless
pondered whether the fish would bite the line
of an infidel. But he learned that work brought
rewards, both personal and monetary. He took
pride In his accomplishments, and they were
recognized by his adopted family.

What the boy lacked, however, was genu-
Ine affection, especially physical affection. He
sometimes felt lonely and overworked. But
he learned to deal with adversity and combat
grief, to reach within himself and find forti-
tude. From a boyhood marred by traumas and
sad surprises, he might have become an embit-
tered derelict. Instead he would become a hu-
manitarian. One lesson was paramount from
his Quaker upbringing: others were more Im-
portant than he.

Years later, as a parent of two sons, he did
not impose the strict discipline that he had en-
dured. Although he put his work first and of-
ten traveled, he was a permissive parent, rarely
physically affectionate, but loving.

nother key to Hoover's character was
Ahis ferocious drive, which also had

roots In Quakers' distaste for laziness,
his uncle's prodding, and his own desire to
prove himself. Freed from the straitjacket of
constant supervision, he blossomed as a stu-
dent at Stanford University. He enrolled at age
17 in 1891, the year Stanford opened its doors.
Thriving on self-discipline, he graduated In
1895 with a degree In geology.

As a young mining engineer, he started at
the bottom and by 1901 was the highest sala-
ried professional man under 30 In the United
States. In his career, developed on six conti-
nents, he exhibited traits often attributed to
Quakers; he was shrewd, thrifty, hard-headed,
and fair. Single-minded, he harnessed his prodigious
energy. In an era before sophisticated mining instru-
ments, he relied on intuition and Instinct to determine
where fortunes lay underground—which mines could
be revived and which should be abandoned, when an
apparently worthless lead slag could be turned for a
profit. His mind was quick and inventive, and he was
willing to take chances.

Competitive by nature, Hoover enjoyed testing his
mettle In business, and by the eve of World War 1he
had amassed a potentially enormous mining empire.

Hoover at the time of his wedding to Lou Henry in Monterey, Califor-
nia, 1899. Both were 24

But "just making money wasn't enough," he said. He
"did not want to be just a rich man." Material progress
was empty without spiritual values. Deeply spiritual,
he once remarked while president, "l cannot conceive
of a wholesome social order or a sound economic sys-
tem that does not have its roots in religious faith."
World War | presented Hoover with an opportuni-
ty to serve humanity. Threatened with starvation, tiny
Belgium was trapped between Germany's occupation
and the British Blockade, yet neither the Allies nor the
Central Powers wanted the blame for starving the Bel-
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An American Expeditionary Forces photograph shows “the evacuation of a Belgian hamlet during bombardment.” As head of
the Commission for Relief in Belgium, Hoover marshaled massive, international resources for the Belgian people.

gian people. As leader of the Commission for Relief in
Belgium and as a private citizen of the most powerful
neutral nation, Hoover leveraged world opinion.

He seemed to have a little of Joan of Arc in him,
crossing military lines to meet with European royalty,
prime ministers, and generals. Some considered him
crude and unpolished. One European diplomat re-
marked: "Mr. Hoover is the bluntest man in Europe."
Had the Europeans understood his Quaker roots, they
would have recognized that he was being what he al-
ways was: plain, blunt, and determined.

He persuaded cynical rulers to give him what he
wanted without seeming to bully, though he was tena-
cious to the point of stubbornness. His ideas flowed
easily and he communicated them effectively. He
found that under the right conditions he could inspire,
that he could almost telepathically communicate his
Idealism and empathy to the world.

Under his direction, the Commission for Relief in
Belgium became the largest private philanthropic under-
taking In history, combining private control, government
money, and private donations. Although he directed at-
tention away from himself and toward his cause, many
credit Hoover as having saved more human beings from
starvation than any other person in history.

One who traces the first half of Hoover's adult life
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gains an appreciation of his ability to Inspire despite
his reserved demeanor. First, he inspired those clos-
est to him on the Commission for Relief in Belgium to
work tirelessly, without compensation. Returning to
the United States, he was appointed food administra-
tor under President Woodrow Wilson. Under the slo-
gan "Food WIll Win the War," he inspired Americans
to conserve food voluntarily, without rationing

He did not like public speaking but could do it
when he had to. Later, during four years as president,
he delivered between 70 and 80 addresses via radio.
The last president to write his own speeches, Hoover
was not as effective a radio speaker as Franklin D.
Roosevelt, but he was better than AL Smith, William
Howard Taft, Warren G. Harding, Calvin Coolidge,
and Alf Landon, and equal to Harry Truman.

Hoover wanted to accomplish goals that could
only be achieved through politics, yet he did not want
to be a politician. Rather than heed the call of both
major parties to run for president in 1920, he declared
himself a Republican. Appointed to Harding's cabinet
as secretary of commerce, he accomplished major ef-
ficiencies and reorganized the department. He super-
vised the infant radio and aviation industries and was
responsible for their development. Arguably, Hoover
was the most progressive member of Harding's cabi-
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Hoover's most iIntractable problem was not his
policies, which were advanced for his time, but his
Quaker reserve. A man who met him in 1928 observed:
"He stares at his shoes, and ... he looks down so much
of the time." An individualist in the mold of Theodore
Roosevelt, whom he considered his political mentor,
he had none of the Rough Rider's self-promotion and
was one of the most restrained personalities to ever oc-
cupy the White House. "The crown of that personality
IS shyness," a friend said of him. A man who knew him
at Stanford said: "He seemed shy to the point of timid-
ity—rarely spoke unless spoken to. It wasn't until later,
when we got into politics on the same side, that | real-
Ized how much it was possible to like him."

Hoover was a shy man iIn a profession that re-
wards gregariousness. He found it difficult to make
small talk at formal gatherings, although he could
do so with friends. He seemed incapable of enjoying
himself and appeared stiff and non-athletic, though he
played medicine ball with his cabinet and staff because
It gave him three times as much exercise as tennis and
siX times as much as golf in a fraction of the time. "I
have never liked the clamor of crowds," he wrote. "I
Intensely dislike superficial social contacts." He did
not waste time shaking hands with thousands of ca-
sual visitors, as Harding had done. He gobbled five
courses of a state dinner in eleven minutes so he could
get back to work.

the White House in 1933 as largely a discredited

figure, and he spent the rest of his life defend-
Ing his ideals with typical Quaker tenacity, as always,
marching solely to the drums of his conscience. He
did not accept the verdict of his contemporaries, nor
of many historians, that he was to blame for the Great
Depression. That would have been comparable to a
scientist blaming the law of gravity on the apple that
fell on Isaac Newton's head. "I'm the only person of
distinction," Hoover said, "who's ever had a depres-
sion named after him."

Was Herbert Hoover really out of sync with the
times, as historians have habitually written? Or were
the times themselves out of sync, unsettled, wanting
change, yet lacking unity about any specific change,
and, simultaneously, fearing change? Hoover under-
stood the context of his times and their political con-
sequences better than most. He knew that in 1928 no
Democrat could have won and that in 1932 no Republi-
can could have won. In retrospect, it would have been
Impossible for the nation to leap from Coolidge to the

Losing the presidency to Roosevelt, Hoover left

New Deal without Hoover in between. He was less an
enigma than a plain-spoken Quaker whose ideas made
common sense. Moreover, no one was offering better
alternatives that had any realistic chance of fruition.

What the country wanted was not a sober, hard-
working president but a magician, like the mythical
Merlin, who could wave his wand and magically make
the depression disappear. But, alas, there was no magi-
cal solution to the Great Despression, just as there was
no Merlin. [

The author Is professor of history at \Wisconsin-MilwaLr
kee and the author or editor of 14 books, including Herbert
Hoover: The President (forthcoming).
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