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Aftermath

“The vilest character attacks . . .
since the days of Joe McCarthy.”

Sr;x,\'nm Thomas F. Eagleton of Missouri sat
down with a reporter from Newsweek magazine and reflected on
the events ol the past week. Farlier that month—on July 14,
1972--he had been chosen vice-presidential nominee on the Dem-
ocratic ticket with Senator George McGovern of South Dakota.
Less than two weeks after his nomination, however, Eagleton’s
candidacy ciune into jeopardy when he told a news conference
that he had been hospitalized three times for nervous exhaustion,
and that he had received clectroshock  treatments on two of
these oceasions. At that samie press conference, Eagleton was
quoted as saying: I think it is a legitinate question the press
has to ask me about whether my health is such that 1 can hold
the high oflice of vice-president of the United States.””t Three
days later, when asked if he thought newspapers had gone over-
board with their stories, he had even joked: “No, I think the
press is very well balanced mentally,

The press would not diop the issue during the cnsuing week,
however, and in his Newsweek interview Fagleton took a serious
and critical view ol editorial veaction:

If T have had a particular disappoinunent, it would be the news-
papers. not any one paper, bhut the newspapers in general. I'm dis-
appomted because several newspapers for which 1 have the highest
regard would leap to conclusions so quickly and would be so relatively
unsophisticated about emotional problems. 1 hd thought the average
guv might be uptight about mental fatigue, but not the colwmnists,
editors and publishers ol great newspapers, ...

The pres throughout my entive aueer has been fair, verv fair to
me. I'm not a press baiter and I can't out-\gnew Agnew. But some-

FYDemo Ticker: Furor Over Eagleton®s Hlnewes,” Congressional Quarterly
Report, July 20, 1972, p. 1852,

2 "Fagleton Says on Coast He Will Remain,™ New York Times, July 29,
1972, p. 10,

LY
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times when you write a baseball story, you have to put yourself in
the shoes ol the pitcher or manager. And maybe when you write a
political story like this oue, you have to try to put yourself in Tom
Eagleton's shoes. . . .

Maybe 1 was wrong to think the papers would look at it from my
point of view. But I didn’t think there was going to be this kind of
overrcaction, However, in fairness, I've got 10 acknowledge that |
was guilty of more wishful thinking than in-depth thinking. . . #

Mrs, Fagleton's impressions were the same as her husband's.
In recounting her story, she told how press response to the dis-
closures had taken both the Eagletons and the McGoverns by
surprise: I could see right then and there that 1 had under-
estimated how they were going to accept it. They thought it
was big news. . . ."™ The press people were friendly, she granted,
but they wanted to keep discussing the senator’s medical history,

After the Fagletons returned from a campaign trip to Hawaii,
Mis. Fagleton recalled how friends visited them carly one Sunday
norning, “They would quote the New York Times and the
Washington Post, the Kind of papers that I thought would be
more sophisticated about the whole thing. . . . People cvery-
where were saying., ‘Hang in there. Stay in there.” At the same
time, the press was banging away. day after day. with ‘You've
got to get out. You've got to step down.” [ never would have
dreamed it”'8

“No one thought Tom’s health would be a major campaign
issue,” she concluded. “The whoele point of the campaign was
to make George McGovern President, but . . . the only issue
the press seemed interested in was [Senator Fagleton's] health,”s

Senator MceGovern also felt that the Fagleton story had been
blown out of all proportion by the press:

The method I uwsed to pick my Vice-Presidential candidate was
exactly the same as the method used by nine out of ten Presidential
candidates. [t was a secondary issue, handled the only way it could

20Self, Tt Won't Be Faw.” Newsweek, August 7, 1972, p. 17,

+ Barhara Fagleton with Winzola McLendon, “Mrs. Eagleton’s Own Story,”
Ladies Home Jouwrnal, OQctober, 1972, p. 111

5 1bid,

¢ 1bid., p. 153.
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have been handled, but suddenly it was blown up to an issue of
comparable significance to the war in Viemam. :

The press mmmimously agreed that the Eagleton business indicated
“McGovern can’t make a decision.” It's amazing, truly amazing, how
quickly they forgot the thousids of decisions 1 made that enabled me
to move lrom 2 per cent in the polls to winning the nomination. . , .7

Keeping his self-control during the week of cvisis was made
especially diflicult, the Senator said, “with «'* of those reporters
around watching every move I wade for the slightest sign of
something happening.™  He deseribed e relaticship between
politician and the press as " adversary relationsh~” and con-
cluded that “in the case of Fagleton they von and we lot. That’s
all.™®

McGovern reflected on the bitterness his wile felt toward the
press alter the Fagleton story broke:

Here. were all these fellows who had been dinner guests in our
home. People she'd adwavs been fond of, who'd alwavs seemed fond
of us. And now they were doing this to me. Saving I wasn't qualilied,
saving I couldn’t make dedisions. To my wile, this was a personil
hetraval.

She'd always been a mich more lorgiving person than I was, She'd
find am excuse tor almost evaryone, no matter what he'd done.  But
during that campaign she developed this hatred for the press, because
ot the way they were misrepresenting me. that beeame, really, a
pathological thing, That's why she had to feave the campaign in
October. She just could nor bear to step onto that airplane one more
time with all those people whom she hated. , | 1o

Colunmist Karl F. Mever, writing in the New Satesman. saw
a bias on the part of Fastern newspapers. It Senator Edward M.
Kannedy of Massachusetts had agreed to run, Mever observed,
the Democrats would have been congratulated by the same Fast-
crir newspapers that shamk o in dismay at Eagleton's revelations.
Yet, in a nmjor personal crisis. Fagleton proved more stable

¢ Joe McGinnis, “Second i ioughts of George McGovern,” Neie York Tines
Magazine, Mav 6, 1973, P 88,

RIbud., p. 102,

Y [hid,

10 1bid.
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than Kennedy.!" Characterizing the anti-Fagleton segment of the
press as “ravenous journalists,” Meyer was particularly surprised
at the “vehemence” of the editorial comment in “the usually
reflective” New York Times and Washington Post, “which fonnd
the semator’s sins beyoud redemption.”  Meyer also described
Time magazine's solt-focus cover photograph of Senator Fagleton
as looking like “the demented rvapist” in Alfred Hitcheock's filin,
Frenzy @

T'wo Midwestern newspapers, the Chicago Tribune and the
St. Louis Post-Dispatch, commented editorially on the perfor-
mance of the press during the Fagleton crisis. The Post-Dispatch
believed that Senator Fagleton had sustained some of the most
“vicious (and contemptible)” questioning by a few members of
the news media in the experience of its editors. The newspaper
commended the senator for standing up to the “vilest character
attacks, on the part of some elements of the press and broadceasts
on the |National Broadeasting Company| and [Columbia Broad-
casting System| television networks since the days of [Senator] Joe
McCarthy." ' The Tribune criticized the editorialists *who might
fhave been] expected to have a modern, enlightened attitude
toward mental illness, but instead called on Mr. McGovern to
drop Mr. Fagleton in a ruthless display of political pragmatisin,”**

One of the most sustained and detailed criticisms of the press
e trom New Republic colummist Sedulus. His critique, " 'The
Press as Mob." reviewed what he called “the destruction of "Tom
Fogleton,” "It seemed to me.” Sedulus wrote, “like a mob scene
of out Shakespeare,” explaining  that Shakespeare didn't like
mobs—calling than “rankscented.” The critic noted that Fagle-
ton winted to lk abont thines other than his electroshock
therapy. but reportars insisted that it was “the people™ who wanted
the sertor to discuss his illness. On the contrary. argued Sedulus,
it was the journalists themselves who were rink-scented imd
wanted Eagleton to discuss nothing but his psychiatric history.1®

1Rl B Mever, “The Fagleton Allair™ New Satesman, August 1, 1972,
p M

12 1hid., p. VIS,

tFditorial, \uguse 11972, p 2B

U pditonaly o File, Juiy TS 1972, . Wi,
135S dulus on TV Aage 19, 1972 pa T4
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Sedulus yecalled that an interviewer in San Francisco had asked
Eagleton il he minded “the hysteria of the press.” “Only by
calling it hysteria,” the critic agreed, “[could] we escape calling
it worse. . .. Yo, hysteria [was] the word rather than villainy,'
The results were the same, he said. whether evil or hysteria ran
the show: just to have the questions there was enough to kill
oft Fagleton. Sedulus accused the Washington Star-News of hav-
ing the Knife out for Senator Fagleton with loaded page-one
banner headlines for a whole week ("McGovern  Pounders,”
"McGovern shifting on Eagleton,” “Fagleton Gets the Word
‘Fonight™). NBCG commentator John Chancellor, he said, was
objective and spoke without malice. The other networks, how-
ever—especially  CB8—were consistently more agavessive, and
prene to an inquisitorial mode of questioning,  Sedulus com-
mented that moderator George Hevman, on the CBS program,
Fuce the Nation, “numaged to dig in like a Jewish mother who
suspects her son of lying,'7

“What impressed me throughout the proceedings,” the New
Republic evitie concluded, “was the daszling insensitivity of the
press to its power yole,” He o~crifed columnist Mary McGrory
of the Washington Star-News writing that an execution had
taken place and that McGovern was the executioner. “She didn't
mention the press.” Sedulus added. In the Fagleton case the
people saw “a stunning contemptuous instmee of how the press
fhad] come imadvertently to display all the tyrmical powers that
our country [had] tradition:lly feared to be vested in the hands
ol the government.,” It was the journalists who had “set them-
selees up as the appropriate makers and unmakers of a presiden-
tial candidate, . . 18

To discover how people felt about press handling of the Fagle-
ton story, students ot the School of Journalism at Kent State
University conducted - telephone survey of sixtv-five persons
chosen at random in the Akvon. Ohio, area. Thirty-five respon-
dents identified themselves as Democrats, fourteen as Republicans.
and fifteen as independents. (One person vefused to label his
political aflilintion.)  Of those questioned. 48 per cent said they

W Ihid., p. 20,
1T 7hid., p. 19,
8 1bed., p. 20,
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believed that newspapers should not have published stories con-
cerning Sannor Fagleton's vecord ol mental illness: 38 per cent
said that newspapers should hine published the stovies: and 14
per cent were undecided, Not unespectedly, the Democrats were
62 .10 32 per cent againsy publishing, and the Republicans 36
to 26 per cent in Gnor of publishing the information. A lage
utnber of Republicans (38 per cent) were undecided

Two observers suggested that the Fagleton stovy happened to
come stlong at a convendent tinme for the news wedia, “In the
sumnier dog days,” wrote Karl o Mever in the New Statesman,
“Fagleton's misfortunes filled the page one vacuum,"™** and a
New York Times veporter, Steven Vo Roberts, noted that “most
newsmien, particularly those of the electronic media, are undee
rather substantial home oflice pressures to produce deamatic
capy., When news s slow, they grab for what is available”
Roberts described the seene at MeGovern's retieat in South
Dakoti, with hindreds ol journalists encamped there, feverishly
seeking fresh copy, They had learned little that was wmore exciting
than the name of Senator MeGovern's horse, Then, in the middle
of a sweltering mid-summey week. all the energies ol the media,
which had been idling in the sumnmer vews shirup, suddenly
revved up when Fagleton made his disclosures?

Were the “colunmists, editors and publishers of great news-
papers”—to use Sceitor Fagleton's phrase—veally as “unsophisti-
cated ™ “uptight about mental fatigue™ and guilty of “overrvene-
tion™ as he seemed to think? How justified were those critics who
condenmed elements of the press as “vicious,” “vivenous,” “ruth.
less™ and “rankscented:™

To obtain an objective picture of how the press reacted edito-
vially to the Fagleton aflaiv, o studv of 66 periodicals—T4 magazines
and 52 daily newspapers—was undertaken. “T'he purpose wis not
to quantily how numy publications took certiin positions, or how
many were Tor or against Fagleton or MeGovern, Tt was instead
tr organize the volinme of press conunentay during those trau-

109\ in Survey Rap Papens lor Fagleton St Fditor & Publisher,
September 9, 1972, . B,

2 A\Tever, opo it Earleton Main” po 17

U The Medit” New York Femes, July 30, 1972, poLosee .

22 Thid.
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matic days, and thereby learn which major issues were discussed
by the pressat various stages of the week-long crisis and to examine
the range of response to those issues, Finally, the author wanted
to arrive at his own judgiment as to whether the press had acted
fairly and responsibly in covering the story,

The 52 newspapers consulted yielded a total of 84 editorials.
Sixteen of these ran immediately after the Fagleton nomination:
38 following his medical disclosures and 30 after his resignation
from the Democratie ticket. A number of magazine and news-
paper columnists were also part of the inguiry, among them James
Reston of the New York Times, Mary MeGrory of the Washing-
ton Star-News ad Shiana Mexander of Newsweek magazine, The
papers included in the study were chosen an an availability basis
rather than by any scientific selection process. The purpose was
to obtain wide variation in city size and civeutation. geographic
location, ownership® and the like. The distributions are given
in Table 1.

Taste 1

Chavacteristics of the 52 Newspapers Consulted

Circulation Group Ouwnership
500,000 aad over e, 9 Newhouse ....... e 5
300,000 {99,000 ......... T . 10 Knight .......... e e, 3
100000290990 22 Hearst ....... ceernnanaees cerveneenene e 3
Undder 100,000 ... erenneens 11 Cowles e 2
— Not group owned, other ... 36
52 —
52
Region
National distribution ... 2
New England .. o e b
Middle Nlantic oo, 4
Border and South e, 15
Midswest v, AT 17
Mountain and Pacific ... 8
Caribbean ., v 1
h2
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The geographical distribution covirs every section of the
country: 42 cities—in 27 states, the District of Columbia and
Puerto Rico—ranging in size from New York, Chicago and Los
Angeles to Biloxi, Mississippi, and Burlington, Vermont. News-
papers and magazines consulted are listed in the appendix.

Thirty-six of the papers identified themselves as independent;
nine as independent-Democratics and live as independent-Re-
publican. In actual preference, however, 24 papers supported
Richard Nixon in 1963: 13 declaved for Hubert Humphrey and
three remained undeclared.®

As might be expected, the her -iest volune of editorial comment
in the study came rom the Largest papers and from those papers
with the greatest degree of involvement in the story. ‘The St
Louis Post-Dispateh van the most editorials—six, {ollowed by the
New York Times and the Washington Post with four editorials
cach. Seven other papers cach published three editorials,

The study begins with the nonrination of Senator Fagleton,
reviews how the week of erisis was covered in the press. synthesizes
editorial reaction to the senator’s medical disclosures and sub-
sequent resignation and closes with a critique of press perfor-
mance.

24621 for Nixon-116 for Humphiey” Editor & Publisher, November 2,
1968, pp. 912



Nomination

“He . .. clearly is @ man in whom
the South Dakotan has confidence.”

A'r O A on July 13, 1972, a few hours after
he became the Democratic presidential nominee, Senator George
McGovern and his top advisers turned their attention to the
selection of a running mate. The senator’s fivst choice had been
widely reported to be Senator Fdward M. Kennedy, but whether
McGovern really believed Kennedy would accept is a matter of
dispute. U.S. News & World Report wrote that Senator McGovern
never really had any hopes that Kennedy would join the ticket.!
but Time magazine reported that McGovern's vefusal to believe
Kennedy would not run left little time for another selection after
the presidential nomination had finally bheen won? In any case,
Kennedy would not aceept. and a group of 21 McGovern aides
and advisers began o sort out the remaining possibilities. There
were 55 names on the list to begin with, but this was quickly
trinnmed to 24 then to nine. "Fwo more names were eliminated,
and the fimal seven were taken to Senator MeGovern.?

At midday MeGovern summoned representatives of the black,
Chicano and women's caucuses to solicit their views, and by one
o'clock there were three finalists: Senator Walter Mondale of
Minnesota, Serator Abrahan Ribicoll of Connecticut. and Mayor
Kevin White of Boston. Mondale and Ribicoff climinited them-
selves, and there were sttong objections to White because of his
carlier support ol Semator Fdmund Muskie of Maine. Shortly
after 3:30 that alternoon—as the deadline approached for filing
candidates with the Democratic Nationad Committee—MeGovern
placed w call to Senator Thonns Fo Fagleton of Missouri. The two
senators were acquainted. but not much more than that. “7The

TWhy Fagloton Was Picked,” July 20, 1972, . 25,
2MoGovern's First Crisds,” Nugust 7. 1072, P2
U e an Era=Or only an How:™ Newsieeek, July 21, 1972, p, 27,
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longest conversation 1T had with Senator McGovern,” Eagleton
admitted, “was one hour in the Senate steam bath in early 1969,

There was little doubt that Fagleton would accept the vice
presidential nomination if offered. Time magazine reported that
he had “stayed up half the previous night sipping gins and tonic
and wisecracking with aides to evse the tension.” The next
mworning. the day after McGovern's nonmination, “Fagleton paced
his hotel room like a caged cat, twitching cach time the phone
1. ng. ?

The man McGovern picked as his running mate was a 42-year-
old Liwyer from St. Louis who had had a meteoric political career.
He had been elected St Louis circuit attorney at the age of 26,
attorney general of Missouri at 31, lieutenant-governor at 35—the
youngest man elected to cach of these offices in Missouri history.
Fagleton had defeated former Senator Fdward V. lLong in the
1068 Demaogratic senatorial primary and had gone on to win in
the general election against Republican Congressman Thomas
Curtis by a margain of 37,000 votes, while Hubert Humphrey
was losing the state to Richard Nixon by 22,000 votes.®

Sincearriving in the capital, Fagleton had built a liberal record.
He favored cutting military spending, election veform, moderation
in race relations, and was strongly opposed to the war in Vietnam,
His particular area of expertise was urban affairs, and he ad-
vocited massive spending to rescue the cities,  His committee
assismments included Labor, public works, aging and the chair-
niuship of the District of Colimbia conmittee, Fagleton's father
had been a prominent St Louis attorney. long active in Repub:
licin politics. The elder Fagleton, in fact, had run for mayor of
St. Louis and lost by a small margin. Deseribed as a kind of
Midwestern Joe Kennedy, Fagleton had imbued his son with a
deep interest in polities and a fierce drive for achievenment. "It
wis comstantly drilled in us to be interested in current events,”
the semator recalled.”

At the age of 10, Tom had accompanied his father to the 1940

rFagleton: MdcGovern's Mo from Missouri,” Tome, July 21, 1972, p. 21,

S 1bid.

¢ Senator Facleton’s Background,” Congressional Quarterly Weekly Ree
pert. July 15, 1972, p. 1716

T Jom Who? The Man Named Eagleton,” Newsweek, July 24, 1972, p. 28,
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Republican convention in Philadelphia (he was for Wilkie). In
high school, he was provided with two tutors: one to broaden
his knowleage of national and internmational affaivs, and the othey
to teach him public speaking.®

As an undergraduate at Amherst College, Eagleton had been
a campus politician. As a student at Harvard Law School he was
reputed to have read five newspapers daily. He went to college
in the summer becanse “Dad thought it asinine for a mind to
lie fallow for four months.”™ An acquaintance put it anothey way:
“"He was always being pushed by his father. This may have
contributed 1o his difficulties.”™™  Fagleton himself says simply
that he always wanted to be a politician, even as a boy. "I never
wanted to be a policeman or a cowboy, like other kids,” he re-
called.n?

Press veaction to the Eagleton nomination was centered in two
main arcas: political and personal. His most frequently men-
tioned political assets were his compatibility with McGovern on
major issues. his urban orientation, bis ties to labor, his cordial
relations with the black connmunity, his relative youth and his
political experience and liberalism. “He is something of a M-
Govern soul mate,” said the Kansas City Times, “and clearly is a
man in whom the South Dakotan has confidence.”™ A McGovern
adviser, Stewart Udall, confirmed that the decision was made to
g0 "not for balance but to double up on strength,

Eagleton's good relationship with organized labor was seen both
as i opportunity to gain financial support and to help unily the
splintered  Democratic party—to bring some of the “windering
clemients”™ back into the fold. "The Vall Street Journal reported
that the senator had a rating of 20 “riehts” and only three
“wrongs™ on the liberal scorecard isued by CGOPE. the AFL-CIO's
political arm. "The three “wiongs™ were his opposition to the
Lockheed Aircraft loan and to the supersonic transport, and his
vote for confirmation of Williim H. Renquist to the United

8UEagleton: McGosern's Man,” p. 21

PN Question-and a Wrong Answer,” 1 fe, Augise 4, 1972, p. 31
10 McGovern's First Crisis . {2,

H-Why Fableton was Pie ced” p. 25.

L Vorials on Bale, July 1115, 1972, p. 861,

W Tom Whot™ p. 28,




12 DONALD S. KREGER

States Supreme Court.'* Fagleton's first assignment, said U.S.
News & World Report, would be to make himself better known
to the nation. Then, he would try to gain the backing of union
feaders and other party old-timers who had left the convention
with bruised feelings.!®

The St. Louis Post-Dispatch pointed out that Fagleton could
be a bridge “between the old and new politics,” since he spoke
the lunguage of crusty professionals and was also endowed with
the progressive ideas of the newcomer.™ The New York Times
observed that Eagleton was a party regular, well regarded by the
comservative Missouri organization, making him a reassuring
figure to other party regulars.!?

Although Fagleton's Catholicisin was included in most lists of
his political assets, the Kansas City Times doubted that this would
sway many voters.” and on the question of ticket-balancing. the
Wall Street Journel noted that the senator’s pure strain of urban
liberalism would be more palatable to the South by virtue of
his border state origins.'™® '

Ncgative reaction to the nomination was scattered and  re-
strained. The Chicago Tribune believed that Fagleton would not
add much to his running mate’s chances. McGovern, reasoned
the Tribune, might have placated the South by the choice of a
Southerner  (such as Governor Reuben Askew  of Flovida),
mollified labor by choosing one of its own (UAW chief Teonard
Woodcock) or pleased both the South and Wall Street by selecting
Representative Wilbur Mills of Arkansas. It [seemed| that Mr.
Fagleton's only real advantage,” concluded the Tribune. "[was]
that he [did] not offend, ind inoffensiveness fwas| not a quality
to stiv up campaign fervor.  Mr. Fagleton [was] no ‘Feddy
Kennedy, ™

There was some grimbling about Fagleton's relative inexpe-

1 Arlen . Large, "McGovern, in Picking Ragleton ws Noo 2 M Picks
‘Perfeat Nobody,"™ July T 1972, p. 23,

15 The McGovern Strategy Against Ninon” Julv 31, 1972, p. 22,

1 Fditorial, July L1972, p, 2B,

17 Editoriad, July T1 1972, p. 30,

18 Pduorialy on Pile, July 115, 1972, p. 864

19 Large, "Perfect Nobody” p. 1L

W Editerialy on File, July 115, 1972, p. 867,
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rience (only four years in the Senate), and the two-peas-in-a-pod
redundancy of the ricket. The Salt Lake City Deseret News
wondered cditorially about McGovern's wisdom in selectiag such

~an obscure figure, since the South Dakotan himself was still largely

unknown. The paper admitted, however, that Americans need
nou remain long in the dark about the record and qualifications
of a public figure with a national platform in this day of rapid
comunmications.*' In what was perhaps the most inadvertently
prophetic statement of all, the Atlanta Constitution predicted
it “[We would] all know a lot more about him . . . in the
weeks and months to come.”s*

There was general agreement by the press concerning Senator
Fagleton's per: aality and style. I1e was described as an “artic-
ulate speaker,” a “strong. energetic campaigner,” a  *“zestful
partisan™ and a “skilled performer.” The Wl Street Journal,
while assessing Fagleton's manner as “often tense and high strung
on public occasions.” nevertheless reminded readers that the
semator had been picked by his Democratic colleagues as a sort
of political anchor man for a panel of Congressional leaders
responding to President Nixon's State of the Union address.
The New York Times called Fagleton “an intelligent. conscien-
tious and compassionate Tegislator™ and the Los Angeles Times
said he had a record in both Missouri and the senate for “dil-
igence, mmbition and decency.”* pagleton’s frankness in detailing
the reasons he was selected by McGovern struck the New York
Times as “refreshingly candid,”™** and the Roanoke (Vi jinia)
Times also commented on the senator's “appearance of candor
and sincerity,”=%

Newsieeek magazine was particularly generous in its assessment
of the Missonrian, calling him “one of the acknowledged stars
among first term sewators.” The magazine deseribed the Fagleton
mix as consisting of “intense social consci-usness, revved-up

VLI, p. S6b.

“ Editovial, July 13, 1972 o LA,

“Porfect Nobody,™ p. 23

“tEditorial, July 111972, p. 30,
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= Editovial, July TEL 1972, . 30,
Skditovials on File, July 115, 1972, p. 866.
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personal drive, and a first-rate extraverted wit.” The senator,
predicted Newsweek, could prove to be “the most engaging
politician west of Ted Kennedy,” and made note of the “picture-
book™ Fagleton family,»®

It did not escape some political observers that Fagleton would
present a kien contrast to the **hyperbolic hysteria’# and “abra:
sive belligerence™ of Vice-President Spiro T. Agnew. The failure
of McGovern to convince Kennedy to run was looked upon as
a blessing in disguise by the Roanoke Times. Kennedy, still
haunted by the Chappaquidick affair, could "“mock the tone of
moral crusade set by Senator McGovern” if he were on the ticket.
Furthermore, the newspaper added, McGovern might have been
overshadowed by Kennedy, The Democratic nominee would be
much more comfortable with Eagleton.®

% Tom Who?" p. 28-9.

0 Editorial, Detroit Free Press, July 15, 1972, p. 6-A.

30 Editorial, reprited in Editorials on File, July 115, 1972, p, 866.
31 1bid.



Disclosure

“This word ‘shock.” Boy, that's
a tough word for the public.”

O.\' Tuespay, July 25, eleven days after his
nomination for vice-president, Senator Thomas F. Eagleton faced
a hastily-called press conference in Custer, South Dakota. He in-
formed reporters that he had been voluntarily hospitalized three
times between 1960 and 1966 for “nervous exhaustion and
fatigue,” and that he had been given electroshock treatments
twice to combat depression. The first hospitalization, Eagleton
said, had taken place at Barnes Hospital in St. Louis from ap-
proximately December 1, 1860, to January 1, 196}. The second
was for four days at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota,
between Christinas, 1964, and New Year's Day. 1965, occurring
six weeks after Eagleton's winning campaign for lieutenant-
governor of Missouri. The third hospitalization was in middle or
late Septembe: of 1966—again at the Mayo Clinic—for a period
of three weeks. For the past six years, the senator said, his health
had been good.

With his running mate standing beside him, Fagleton then
answered questions put by reporters: Did he find during periods
of exhaustion that it affected his ability to make rational judg-
ments?  Was alcohol involved in any way? Had he receivid
psychiatric help? What kind? Any drugs? Did he intend to
make documentation of his medical history public> What physi-
cians had he seen? Why did he decide to discuss the subject
then when he had not previously?® The senator answered all
questions, but he declined to make his medical records public.
pointing out that they were in technical language that laymen
wouldn’t understand.

Senator McGovern declared his staunch support of Eagleton.
“I wouldn’t have hesitated one moment had I known everything

P "Excerpts from Eagleton News Parley,” New York Times, July 26, 1972,
p- 20




L AU

16 DONALD 5. KREGER

Senator Fagleton said here today,” he stated® “When T talked
to Scnator Eagleton about my decision to ask him to go as my
running mate.” MeGovern continued, I asked if he had any
problems in the past that were significant or worth discussing
with me. e sqid no.and I agree with that.” What it manifested
on Eagleton’s part. McGovern concluded, wits “the good judgment
to seck out medical cire when he was exlisted”™  Senator
Eagleton, for his part. discounted any surprise on the side of the
McGovern teant, “Scrator MceGovern's stafl was aware, 1 believe,
the night belore my mume was put into nomination . . . of the
rumors . . .oand they were satisfied as to nmiv health™ Later,
Fagleton would give MeGovern's reaction to the news: “George
indicated that he felt the story wasn't a real big deal.”s

‘T'he sudden press conference in Custer was not a decision
generated solely by MeGovern and Fagleton, Rather, it was the
product of a scries ol events that started as fr back as the
Democratic convention in Miami Beach. There had been ramors
concerning Seiator Fagleton at the convention, and these rimmors
had come to the attention of the MeGovern staff, What is not
entirely clear. however. is whether these riunors were about the
senaator’s past edical ditliculties, his alleged drinking or both.
In anv cases o MeGovern zide. Gordon Weil, made a few per-
functory phone calls and tound nothing to substintiate the talk®
Newsweek reported that an hour alier the decision had been
made to put Fagleton on the ticket, MeGovern staffers called
Kansas City newspaperinen to ask what hospitat Semator Eagleton
had been in. The McGovern aides were also reported to have
called Semator Fagleton's administrative assistant for informa-
tion.?

The sccond circumstance  imolved  the actions of  Senator
Fagleton wmd his staff. Tiwe acported  that Fagleton aides

2 Demo Ticker: Furor Over Faaleton Haewes,”™ Con ewional Quarterly
Workiy Repet, fuly 2001972 po 1851,

Sebaaleton’s Own Story of His Health Problems,” 0080 Neas O Worla
Report, Nugust 7, 1952, p. I,

Vlhad. p. T

500 Crisis Named Fagleton” Necosaeeck, Nugust 7, 1972 p. 15
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bricfed the McGovernites, including key McGovern adviser Frank
Mankiewics, on Friday, July L inmmediately alter the Fagle-
ton nowination. ‘The bricfing covered the hospitalizations and
the electroshock treatinents but did not mention specific dates.
Mankiewics then went off for a short rest to the Virgin Islands.
When he retarmed to Washington, he had breaitast with Senator
Fagleton ind heard the full story, *This word *shock,”” he said.
“Boy, that's a tough word for the public,”®

Fagleton had plnmed to sit down with McGovern himsell and
tell him the sine story, but MceGovern had scheduling conflicts
and put him ofl.* Mrs, Fagleton confirmed this in her account of
the Lagleton affaiv. “Tom plamed to discuss his health back-
ground with Senator McGovern but they had difficulty in getting
together: they were going in different divections.” ' Also daring
this period, Fagleton had  two medical checkups—one by the
senate medical staft and the other at Bethesda Hospital, "The
examinations, however, did not include a psychiatrie test.!

What eventually forced the issue was the persistent digging
into the siovy by a paiv of newsmen from the Washington bhurcan
of the Knight newspapers. Tt began when reporter Clark Hovt
wait to St Louis to check out ramors of an Fagleton drinking
problem. While Hovt was en route to Missomi, Jolm Knight 111,
arandson ol the editorial chairnan ol the newspaper group.
received moanomimons phone call at his oflice at the Detroit
Free Presse "The caller identified himself as a0 Democrat who
wanted to protect Senator MoGovenn, and gave Kaoight a some-
what inaccmate recond of the Fagletom hospitalizetions, "The
infornant abo made telephone calls to Frank Maekiewics and
McGovert's campaian manager, Gary Fhto bae the calls were
constdered those ol o crmk. Knight receiy ed two additional calls
from the inforaumt with hiether information and he passed
along what he had tenned o Chirk Hoyt in St Louis.#

Hovt asscrubled the story all week through newspaper clippings

e Ragleton’s Own Ody s ™ Time, Nasust 7, 1972, po 1L

BN Cainis,” pu 13,

1 Barhara Facleton with Winvzola Mol endon, “NMus, Fagleton's Own Story”
Ladies Home Jowrnal, Octoboy, 1952, pe 156,
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12 Phe Best and the Most” Newsieeck, Nugust 7, 1872, p 58,
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and interviews with key sources. Then he and Knigu' - Wash-
ington burcau chief, Bob Boyd, went to Mankiewicz on jely 28
and gave him a two-page memorandum of their findings. i ey
told Mankiewicz they wanted to run the story alter seeing o
medical records, talking with the physicians and interviewin :
Eegleton himself. The two newsmen were prowised an inter-
view with Eugleton on July 25 and were led to belicve that
there would be no press conference until the story broke. EFagle-
ton, weanwhile, ad flown to South: Dakota to have a face-to-face
meeting with McGovern. He offered to withdraw from the ticket,
but McGovern declined and the decision was made to hold
a news conference immediately to put an end to the matter.
Mankiewice then informed Boyd and Hoyi—as well as the other
reporters in Custer—that a press conference would tike place in
=0 minutes.”™ The Knight eporters, in the words of Time
magazine. were “done out of a scoop while performing in the
best traditions of responsible journalism,'#

s i Kind of consolation prize. Hoyt and Boyd were given an
interview with Fagleton, who informed them that the timing
of the news conference was “because of you guys.™ The senator,
however, denied suggestions that he would not have disclosed
his medical history if the Knight newsmen had not discovered it,
"I had made up my mind.” he said, “that T was going to disclose
it in this cunpaign in any event, ™

On Wednesday, July 26, the moring after the news conference
at Custer. the Fagleton revelations made front-page news around
the country (“Fagleton Tells of Shock Therapy on T'vo O ca-
sions “Preated 3 Times by Psychiatrists, Fagleton Reveals.™
“Fagleton Discloses Health Problems™). The stories told of the
senator’s treatment for nervous exhaustion during the previous
twelve vears. including counseling, wedication to induce sleep
ad clectroshock therapy., They quoted Fagleton's deseription of
himself in his press conference statement as “a rather intense,
hard-driving man” who for the past six vears had enjoyed—in

1 1hid,

PEoRnight v, Eagleton” August 7, 149
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Fagleton's own words—"good, sound, solid health.”'' The Vall
Street Journal reported that “Senator McGovern told [the Amer-
ican Broadeasting Company| that his decision  that Fagleton
should stay on the ticket [was] “absolutely’ irrevocable, s

Pro- and anti-Fagleton seutiment. quickly began to coalesce.
Some Democratic party and labor leaders feared that the dis-
closures would hurt fund-raising cllorts and called for Eagleton
to quit. There was concern that if Fagleton remained on the
ticket. it would wute the assault on Agnew, muflle Eagleton's
natural ebullience and cause him to become self-conscious. It
could also alicmue working class and Catholic voters.™  Senators
of both partics issucd stucments attesting to Fagleton’s compe-
tence and capacity for high office® and President Nixon was
reported to have given orders to his stafl and canpaigners not
to discuss the issue Irving H. Chase, prosident of the National
Association for Mental Health, urged the public not to permit
Sewator Fagleton's past medical history to affect attitudes about
his competency® while at the sune thue, some newspipers were
alveady calling for the cmdidate’s vesignation.  Senator Fagleton
himsell, meanwhile, had flown to Los Angeles. where he held
another news conference. Again he declined to release his med-
ical records,

The following day, Thursday, July 27, newspaper headlines
veflected Sewator MeGovern's support. of his running  mate
("LEagleton Stays—MeGovern” “McGovern Backs Fagleion De-
spite. Demands for Quster™). Senator McGovern was quoted as
voicing "LOOO per cent™ backing of Fagleton and said he hadn't
any mtention of dropping him trom the ticket.®  McGovern also
sard he wouldn’t be “stampeded™ by critical telegrams into re-

17 Excerpts from the Faglaon News Parlev,” New York Times. July 26,
s p. a0,
CWhat's News™ 1all Steect Jowrnal, July 26, 1972, p- L
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moving Fagleton#  Fagleton, weanwhile, indicated he would
withdraw il it appeared  that his vevelations would  hart
McGovern's chances, and conceded he hid erved in not disclosing
his wedical history sooner. e had had a hectic tme on the
day of bis selection. he explained, and would have told McGovern
about it sooner if he had had rime to think# "That sane day,
colunmist Jack Anderson chavged that Fagleton had been anrested
between six and eleven times o dranken i veckless driving,
Fagleton was in Hawaii at the time to wmake a speech, and the
morning papers ol July 28 carried his denial of the accusations
("EFagleton Says Allegations of Drunken Driving \re a Lic®).
Stories filed the smne day also reported MeGovernt's insistence
that he would not tunper with the ticket and quoicd Fagleton's
determination to remain a candidate,

Ou the afternoon of July 28, at Semator McGovern's South
Dakota retreat, the presidential nominee began what ime called
“au clabotate media intrigue. apparently desigied to transmit a
message to Fagleton that it was tinte to fold his 1t at™ McGovern
spoke first to veporter Jules Witcover of the Los Angeles Times,
indicating that he had decided that Fagleton should go, that he
felt Fagleton would come to the same conclusion and that even
it Fagleton would not quit of his own volition, he, MceGovern,
would probably scuttle him.

At dinner that evening, McGovean table-hopped among, re-
porters in the diniug room. The gist of his message was that
perhaps Fagleton should withdraw after all. but that the final
decision was up to Eagleton himsell, "The senator’s reasons for
this appiarent clange were threefolds 1 the Fact that psychiatrists
had told him a relapse was possible, 2y the possible impact on the
clection, where even a shift of 1T per cent could be decisive and
3) the damage done to the Democrats’ credibility by Fagleton's
Lick of candor.®

Witcover's story appeared the next morning in the Los Angeles
Times ("McGovern Wants Fagleton oft the Ticket™),  Other

2 Ihd,
25 .,
2o\ Crisis™ . 16,
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newspapers played the same story with varying degrees of finality
(*McGovern Is Less Firm on Fagleton,” "Mc(-mcm Restudies
Decision on - Fagleton,” “*McGovern Reported Ready to Let
Fagleton Quit” “Up to Fagleton:  McGovern,” “McGovern
Opens Door for Fagleton to Resign®™).  Washington  Star-Newas
columnist Mary MeGrory wrote that “the thought of a fragile
capaign being fought out on the question of ‘those little blue
pills’ and electric shock treatments [drained] the blood {rom
McGovern faces."#8

By Sunday, July 30, events were moving rapidly toward a
resolution. Newspaper headlines reflected Fagleton's resolve to
stand fast ("Eagleton Won't Quit, Says He Is a ‘Plus' "), as
well as his conlidence in McGovern's backing (“Fagleton Says
MeGovern: Remains Firme in Support™). The clamor for the
senator’s resignation continued  ("Delegations in 3 States Say
Fagleton Should Quit™), but no final decision would be made
until the running mates conferred on Monday (*“Meeting to
Decide Fagleton's Future™).  Fagleton was scheduled to appear
that Sunday afternoon on CBS's “Face the Nation,” while
Democratic: National Chairwonian - Jean Westwood and  Vice-
Chairman Basil Peterson were to be interviewed on NBC's “Meet
the Press.”™ McGovern, meanwhile, had spoken to Fagleton by
telephone to arrange their meeting in Washington for the next
day. He told Fagleton that he was under intense pressure to
drop him but insisted that he was with his running mate all
the way until they had had a chance to talk.

The two lead stories in morning newspapers of July 31 were
Fagleton's List-ditch efforts to remain a candidate (“Fagleton
Hints He'll Fight to Stay on Ticket™) and the simultancous call
for his withdrawal by Democratic leaders Westwood and Peterson
("Party Chicfs Urge Fagleton to Resien®™), Chairwoman West-
wood had said that “it would be a noble thing” for the vice-
presidential nominee to step aside. For his own part. Fagleton
reiterated his intention to vemain. and said he wouldn't auto-
nutically quit even if MceGovern asked him to: “I'd have to
weigh it "T'he two candidates were to meet that evening to

= Facleton Munst Gor Muskie Fyed™ Boston Globe, July '..’7. 1972, p. 6.

=

M UWhat's News” Wall Street Journal, July 31, 1972, p.




22 DONALD S. KREGER

reassess the sitnation, On CBS's “Face the Nation™ the previous
day, colummist Jack Anderson had apologized to Fagleton for
publishing unsubstantiated charges of drunken driving. Anderson
declined to retract the charges, however, until he had checked
out the documentation.

Farlier in the week, both Time and Newsweek had com-
missioned polls to gauge reaction to the Fagleton disclosures. The
Time survey included interviews with 1,015 eligible voters and
showed a slight shift to Nixon by McGovern supporters and by
those who had hitherto considered themselves neutral®  The
Newsweek poll was a telephone survey of 513 people, and in-
dicated that 17 per cent of the Democrats and 35 per cent of
the independents felt less friendly to the ticket than they had
previousty ™ McGovern could not have found the two polls
comtorting. since he had already said that “if we took a poll and
99 per cent of the people thought (Fagleton] should stay on the
ticket, that other 1 per cent could still be crucial,”s2

Newspapers published Tuesday morning reported the outcome
of the Monday night McGovern-Fagleton meeting (" Fagleton
Ouits at Request of MceGovern: Says He Does Not Want to
‘Divide’” Party,” “Fagleton Quitting Reluctantly,” “Eagleton Out,
McGovern Blmmes Health Debate™. The news stories carried
McGovern's statement thet “the public controversy over Fagle-
ton's health [continued| to divert attention from the great national
issues that [needed} to be disenssed.” and quoted  Fogleton’s
willingness to subordinate his personal feelings “to the necessity
to unify the Democratic party and elect George MeGovern
president of the United States.”™  His conscience was clear, he
declared, and his spirits were high

During the furor cver his medical disclosures, Fagleton had
heen steadlast in defending his actions, In 1966, the year of his
third hospitalization, his staff had reported that he was at the
Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore for treativent of a “gastric

AN cGovern's First Grisise The Fagleton Affatv,” Time, August 7, 1972,
p- 1
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a3 Withdrawal: Nominee for Vice Poosident.” Pital Speeches of the Day,
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disturbance,” when, in fact, he was at the Mayo Clinic in
Minnesota being treated {or nervous exhaustion.  Fagleton passed
off the false report as “a ploy™ because “when you need rest, you
need rest from the press.”™ He explained that he had kept his
tiedical record in the background because he didn't think people
would understand. It was just not the sort of thing you talked
about at cocktail parties. He was also worried about the effect
it might have on his impressionable 13-year-old son. He pointed
out that just as his own father had been his hero, so was he his
son’s drero, and he was afraid of doing anything that might
jeopardize his son’s fath in him,3

He said he believed that he had whipped his emotional prob-
lems and decided to take a caleulated risk that the story would
not leak out. Even if it did come out, he thought it would be
a general story of how he once suffered a fatigue problem. He
didn’t think his shock treatments would be mentioned; and
even il they had been, he felt he had proved himself after four
years in the senate,™

He insisted he wasn't consciously trying to hide anything
when MeGovern aide Frank Mankiewicz spoke to him on the
telephone the day he was selected and asked him if he had any
skeletons in his closet. A skeleton, in his view, he said, was
committing a crime, stealing from a client. violating legal cthics
or something like that, “There [was] nothine dirty or evil.” he
said, “about the fact that T had voluntarily gone into a hospital, "™
Mrs. Fagleton supported her husband on this point. “In our
minds. Tom’s past medical history was not a skeleton. Tt was an
illness that he had suffered and it was all in the past.”#

Fagleton also recalled the civcumstances of the telephone call
from McGovern, when he was surrounded by his jubilant wife
and staff: “There was also the cuphoria. You have to try to
understand what that phone call meant to me.™® [is whole life
was polities. he explained. Before, he had had a strong father

BN eGovern's First Crisis,” po 12,
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to help him financially, morally and politically. Now, he had done
it on his own. He had taken a calculated risk, and he had mis-
judged.

After the resignation, when he was back at work in his Wash-
ington oftice, Fagleton talked with author Joe McGinnis. “Hell,
naturally I'm disappointed,” he said, “but in a way it's a kind
of relief. T meun. it's over now.™' Time also noted that in
Eagleton's cheerfulness after the resignation, “there was some
suggestion that Fagleton himself might have had doubts about
his ability to take the strain."+2

While McGinnis was talking with Fagleton, the Washington
Star-News was delivered to the office. On the front page

« v - was i unpleasant columm by Mary McCrory in which she wrote:
"As for Eagleton, he displayed once ugain those cocker spaniel qual-
ities--the bounding cageress, the brown-eved, unquenchable vivacity—
that have made him, in the last seven davs, something of a national
pet” ... Eagleton slowly shook his head. “histead of giving a Check-
ers speech,” he said, “I've become Checkers.'#

Someone in the oflice asked Fagleton how he would react if
he should be offered the vice-presidential nomination in 1976.
His answer: “The first thing I'll say is: “Do you know about
my health?"'#!

10 Ihid.
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Reaction

“It seems all but incredible
that he should continue . ..’

Wmnx two days of the Fagleton disclosures, a
number of prominent newspapers had called for his resignation
from the Democratic ticket. The most compelling reason given
was that—in the words of the New York Post—"his continuance
+ + « [could] only produce cruel, diversionary conflicts in a
year when real issues should be sharply defined and debated.”
Fagleton should step down. the Post continued. “in fairness to
McGovern and to the many dedicated people who [had] enlisted
undcer his banner. . . ."t The New York Times joined the Post
a day later in urging the senator to leave the race. There was
no policy reason for the wait, assistant editorial page editor A.
H. Raskin explained. “but we decided it wouldn't hurt to let
it cool for a day.”* The Times took the view that “the only way
the campaign [could] be turned back into a test of the programs
and leadership qualifications of Nixon and McGovern” would
be for Senator Fagleton “to retire from the field and permit
the presidential contest to be decided on the issucs, . . "3 James
Reston, editorial columnist {or the Times, saw Eagleton's resigna-
tion as “the least damaging way out of the mess.” Any other
course. he wrote. “inevitably [meant] this tragic personal con-
troversy [would] hound and divert McGovern and the campaign
until November.”:

The Philadelphia Frening Bulletin and the Los Anacles Times
characterized the medical disclosures as an extraneous issuc—an
added and unnccessary burden to the voters in making their

VEditorials on File, July 16-31, 1972, p. 913,
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decision. "There were so many crucial issues to be decided in
the campaign, said the Bulletin, that Fagleton should withdraw
immediately to facilitate the choice of a replacement.® The
semtor looked like a serious political liability, concluded the
Times, and it [was] hard to sce how McGovern and Fagleton
[could] avoid the conclusion that it would be best for Fagleton
to withdraw.”®

The Atlanta Constitution urged Fagleton’s prompt vesignation
to allow the catupaign to proceed on the issues rather than on
the alleged frailities of one candidate,® and the Miami Herald
expressed similar concern as to whether the judgment of the
electovate would be on matters of substance or on Senator
Fagleton himself.®

The most divergent arca of editorial opinion was centered on
the health issue. Four general viewpoints could be identified:
1) those who Delieved Fagleton's medical history constituted an
unaceeptable risk, 2) those who were genuinely concerned whether
Fagleton could stand the pace of high national office. 3) those
who wanted Fagleton to release all of his medical records so
that the public could judge his fitness and 4) those who were
satisfied that Fagleton had overcome his past difliculties, and
that health. therefore. should not be an issue.

The Washington Post took the position that there was no
available answer concerning Senator Fagleton's fitness for the
burdens of the presidency. His record of illness and treatment
went beyvond the mere seeking of psychiatric care. said the Post,
and the burden imposed by his presence on the ticket could
only be removed by his withdrawal as a candidate® The public
did not agree with Senator Fagleton. the Atlanty Constitution
declared. that he had lived down his mental problems, and even
though he might be an excellent senator, the nation should not
take a risk of this magnitude.!®

The Little Rock Arkansas Gazette found it troubling that of
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the two men McGovern asked to be his running mate, one should
have a history of panic and the other a record of instability, A
man with Fagleton's medical background, concluded the paper,
should not be one heartbeat away from the presidency.’ John
S. Knight. cditorial chairman of the Knight newspapers, was
cqually concerned that Eagleton might succeed to the presidency.
Any doctor who said a psychiatric pitient was “cured.” Knight
vlaintained, was toying with the truth. Quitting the ticket would
nke Fagleton a bigger, not a lesser man in the eyes of the
country.’* ‘The Minncapolis Tribune rcached the same con-
clusion as Knight: that no reputable psychiatrist would say that
a persont who suffered from deepscated depression was perma-
nently cured. Could Fagleton control the pressures in himself,
the Tribune asked, if he were to succeed to the presidency?t

The New York Times granted that Fagleton had shown no
incapacity for public performance. but contended that his pre-
vious posts had not been comparable to the pressures of the
presidency—and that he must be considered as a possible president.
There could be no flight from the demands of the office. the Times
concluded. when decisions ol fateful importance needed making,
and periods of tension were not subject to control, 1

Americans like to believe, observed the Detroit News, that the
man who becomes president is better able to handle emotional
problems than other men, since so much depends on his ability
to make calm. wise decisions. “In the presidency.” the News
went on to say, “events have a way of setting the pace. Presidents
must adjust to that pace or events get out of hand. Could Fagle-
ton niake that kind of adjustment?™ “The answer [was] probably
no.” said the Sioux Falls (South Dakota) Argus-Leader, for a man
who plinned to campaign six days and take Sundavs off. Matters
of government happen overnight. Sundays and weckends, the
paper pointed out.™ The San Juan (Puerto Rico) Star wondered
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editorially how a man could pace himself during something like
the Cuban missile crisis,!?

In the final analysis, @ number ol editorials concluded, the
voters themselves would have to judge the doubts that had been
raised by the Fagleton disclosures. His recovery, the Denver Post
saicl, was a question that could not be answered with assurance,
it it could be answered at all. The senator might be as stable
and responsible as any other official, but no one could dispel the
doubts that had been raised.  Eagleton’s medical history, the Post
believed, was not an inherent disqualification for vice-president,
but “it [did] constitute a serious additional risk for the voters to
consider.”™ The key question, in the view of the Louisville
Courier-Journal, was whether Fagleton would be seen as a man
who had learned to pace himsell, or as a dangerous man who was
liable to overreactions.™  Several newspapers. among them the
Louisville T'tmes, insisted that the public had a right to all avail-
able information on Fagleton so that it might make a reasonable
judgment as to the senator's ability to withstand pressure. Only
if Lagleton released the written reports of the doctors who had
treated him, the Times argued. would the voters have final
assurances that his problems were no more than he said they
were. He was less than candid with McGovern. the paper con-
tinued. but he should be candid now and make all facts public.
“To do less. would be to do a disservice to Senator McGovern,
to his party and, most important, to his country.”2¢

The Miami Flerald and the Chicago Tribune agsreed that the
public had a right to know all the facts. The Jlerald did not
draw much confidence from Eacleton's refusal to document his
illnesses.®! and the Tribune said voters were less disturbed by
Fagleton's medical history itself thon by his failure to disclose
it. The senator might still be able to erase the blot on his record,
the Tribune said, if he recognized that the public was entitled to
know all the facts and “[stopped] playing cat and mouse with
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then,™ “The Norfolk Pirginian-Pilot took a philosophical view
ol the health issue. The word “psychiatrist,” the newspaper ob-
served editorially, remained a dirty word in American politics,
sughesting a saandal of sonie sort. In an age of big-city tensions,
the people still insisted on small-town virtues for their politicians.
The question wasn't whether Fagleton was fit to be vice-
prosident—he was, on the record—but whether the American
people preferred to have him or Vice-President Spiro T. Agnew
a heartheat away from the presidency,s

There was no evidence, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch said, that
Fagleton’s abiiity to hear the burdens of public office had been
inmpaived by illness.*t and the Christian Science Monitor argued
that his miedical vecord should be forcotten since the events
occurrad six o1 more years earlier and there had been no record
of reanrence.® The Boston Globe took the view that an office
holder's past illnesses “traditionally [were] resarded as irrelevant
except to gossips”™ and that Fagleton “[would| have to be judged
on the hustings lor what he |was] and what he [stood] for, =
Noting that Fagleton had not behaved irvationally as Missouri
attorney general. licatenmant-governor, or as United States senator
during the last four veors, Kinl E. Meyer. colunmist for the New
Statesian. concluded that Fagleton was being judged not by
deeds hut by the dread that that phrase “electroshock therapy™
conjured

Rither than secing Fagleton's health record as g liability,
some editorialists viewed it as an asset. The Milwaukee Journal
saidd that the scmator's medical history sugoested strengths, not
weihneses, since he had apparently made adjustments in learn-
ing 1o cope with Tife stresses ™ “The Dayton (Ohio) Daily News
abso charecterized Faeleton's seeling of wedical help as an indica-
tion ol strength. AWhether citizens saw it that way, the paper
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suggested, would be a major test of America’s maturity® The
Daily News saw no reason to doubt that the senator had solved
his problems. Finally, the Charleston (West Virginia) Gazette
interviewed “three prominent psychiatrists™ who said that Eagle-
ton should be a stronger person as a result of his therapeutic
experience. The decision on keeping the senator, therefore, was
strictly i political one, and McGovern and Fagleton would have
to weigh the probable effects.

While the hezlth issue generated tangents of opinion, there
wits almost unanimous criticisie of Fagleton's failure to inform
McGovern of his medical history, and the editorial censure ranged
from mild to extramely hish, Time characterized the senator
as cither “naive or overambitious and dishonest” by keceping
silent. *"Tom Fagleton [was| an unlikely McBeth,” Time com-
mented. “but it {scemed) that vaulting ambition confused his
judgment.”  In sharp contrast to his ringing statements that
mental illness was no'disgrace, the magazine continned, Fagleton
o his family were extremely careful all along to disguise the
facts. This was a referace to Fagleton's assertions that his
hospitalizations were for gastric disorders and vival infections,
when in fact they were lor nervous exhaustion and depression. st

Newsieeel struck the same note in terming Fagleton's failure
to inform McGovern “a triumph of ambition over recititude,”
His clean breast came just 13 days too late. the magazine added 2
“The Mindest conmnent you jcould] apply to this lack of candor,”
wrote WL R. Hearst, Jro. editor-inchiet of the Hearst newspapers,
“lwast that Fagleton's ambition exceeded his judgment andg sense
of responsibility.”™ By his moment of untruth, Hearst went on,
the sertor had destroved his credibility—a fact that had been
faced by most of the mation’s big Democratic papers. “What they
Thadn't siid! was what they were really thinking—mamely, that
“This guy [was] suicide for us. . . "
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Newspapers from coast to coast criticized Fagleton's lack of
forihrightness. His silence was terined “a serious crror in judg-
ment”™ (Boston Globe): a “serious lack of candor and responsi-
bility™ (S Francisco Examiner): a “serious dereliction” (New
Orleans Times-Licayune): a “grave political mistake (Christian
Science Moniter), and “a grave disservice to Senator McGovern”
(Des Moines Register). The Omaha World-1evald and the New
York Post could find no sympathy for the senator. He had prac-
ticed caleulited deceit for 12 years, the World-Ilerald said, and
was payving the consequences® The Post declared that Fagleton
had cast fatal doubt on his credibility as a candidate and had
disqualificd himse!f Dy his act of concealinent.™ A question
occurred to the Munng Hervald that none of the other papers had
brought up: Didn't the voters of Missouri also have a right to
know the status of Fagleten's health during the years they elected
him to officezs?

Colummists and editorialists found Fagleton's defense of his
silence unconvineing,  Both Fagleton and McGovern, the Boston
Record-clizevican argued, were experienced enough to know that
any shadow of mental illness wis—or should  be—"automatic
grounds for disbarment to the second most important position
in the lind.” The paper did not believe that Senator Eagleton
would hine heen olfered the nomination had McGovern known
the truth, nor did it believe that Fagleton had any moral justifica-
tion for withholding the facts. Concivling that Fagleton !ad
totally disquaiilicd himseli, the Record-Anieviean found it “all
but incredible that he should continue to be the Democratic
candidate for vice president.”8

The S Francisco Exanciner saw a conflict between Fagleton's
assertion that he did not think his illness important enough to
mention and his stitement to reporters that “I've been living
with it for 12 vears. T always knew it wis going to come out
some dav” N anan that concerned. the Examiner argued, would
not have considered it unimportant -t Miami Beach.® It was
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perhaps Fagleton's awareness that mental illness is not accepted
in this country, the Mimeapolis Tribune proposed, that kept
him [rom openly admitting his health problems.  This might
have been the reason he used the phrase “nervous exhaustion™
in his disclosures, which was neither a precise medical nor psy-
chiatric diagnosis.#

The Washington Post was as skeptical as the San Francisco
Examiner of Fagleton's justification for his silence (that he didn’t
do anything ugly or sinister). It [was] hard for us not to con-
clude.” the Post said, “that Senator Fagleton withheld the in-
formation precisely becanse he thought it might dissuade Senator
McGovern from designating him for the job."# The Post also
disapproved of Fagleton's campaign to stay on the ticket. It
scemed desiened to box McGovern into reducing his freedom to
choose—just as Fagleton's earlier silence deprived McGovern of
the opportunity to asse:s Fagleton's fitness as a vice-presidential
candidate.

There were a few voices of support for Fagleton in the general
hue and ey, One of the most sympathetic, understandably, was
that of St. Louis Post-Dispaich. When the news first broke, the
paper ventured that Fagleton's candor in vevealing his psychiatric
history was likely “to balance whatever adverse political effects
might follow.” linding one point mut to Fagleton's credit:
“His decision to mecet the issue quickly and head on. . .. "This
quality of decisiveness {was] admirable in political life. . . "
What the case boiled down to. the Post-Dispatch concluded, was
whether Fagleton was capable of handling the vice-presidency.
While finding it “somewhat disquicting™ that he was “unable
to find a way™” to inform Senator McGovern of his health record,
the editoria! nevertheless characterized the senator’s qualifications
as tnsually distinguished and meriting confidence.$?

Two days Later, as the erisis mounted, the Post-Dispateh praised
Facleton for handling the furor with courage and political skill.
as well as with responsibility. Demands for the senator’s with
drawitl were premature and unpersuasive, the paper said, and
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Fagleton was right to refuse them. At the sime, there were no
public outeries for Fagletons removal and most Democratic
politicins seemed wndistwrbed. “The issue, if there [was] any,”
the Post-Dispatch jusisted, was whether  Mr, Fagleton  could
Ustand up to the pressure he [might] be under if he should become
vice-president.” “We would suppose,” the editorial continued,
“that My, Fagleton fwas] under the greatest pressures of his
political lite, and if he [cnne] through, that ought to put an
end to doubts as to whether he [could| bear the burdens of high
oflice.”" 14

As the affair approached a clivax, the Post-Dispateh took a
back-to-the-wall stance. Admitting that there was justified crit-
icism on Fagleton's failure to inforn McGovern,  the paper
nevertheless questioned  whether that was suflicient reason to
remove him from the ticket. The senator had responded to the
attacks on him with skill and aplomb: he had not lost his
composure or his sense of humor; he was the top campaigner of
all the candidates: if he was anknown before, his name waos now
it houschold word: dumipiug him wounld risk defection by intel-
lectuals and young people. and damage MceGovern's inge as a
num of compassion and high moral caliber: and the choosing of
anew cudidate by the Democratic National Conmittee wonld
stiack of deals and sioke-filted rooms, Eaoleton's record of public
service, the Post-Dispatel stunmarized—as well as his ability as a
cunpaiuncer. the public response to him and his fire performance
in recent davs—all connmuended  him for the vice-presidential
post. 3

The Burlington (Vermont) Free Press expressed admiration for
Fagleton's great courage i mirking his disclosures and sugeoested
that “the senator from Missouri [was] deserving ol more com-
pission than fwast generally accorded political leaders in election
yous " Commonweal niagazine. viewing Fagleton's performance
on CBS'Ss “Face the Nation” remarked that the senator came
across as Uaosineere and straishtforward man who did not fully
grasp the havd realities or complexities of the situation, ™7
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Praise for Fagleton's “courage™ in making his disclosures drew
acounterreaction [rom several papers. The Onuha Vorld-
Hevald yeminded veaders that the Knight newspapers had been
ready to publish the story and tevmed the Custer press conlerence
notan act of conrage but one of self-preservation,™ “The Wash.
ington Post also found it impossible to understand how Fagleton's
disclosures could be luiled as evidence of courage and candor in
light of the tiing and how the information was made public,

Although Fagleton took the brunt of the editorial harrage,
Saator McGovern and his staff were not overlooked. The New
York Times put the maior blame for the erisis on MceGovern's
failure to make an adequate study of Fagleton's qualifications,
McGovern was also criticized by the Times for waiting to see
il Fagleton could ride out the storm, instead of recognizing that
the country should not have bern asked to take the visk of a
man with Fagleton's medical history just a heartheat away from
the presidency.”  PFagleton couldn’t help having been itl, the
Little Rock Arkansas Democrat observed. but MeGovern didn't
have to choose him, There was plenty of time to cheek on the
senator, the paper asserted, since his name had been bandied
about by McGovern aides two weeks before the couvention,
McGovern's decision, and the way he uade it, did not “sav much
for his ability to lead the country,™™ Colunimist W, R. Hearst,
Ir.agreed that "none of this nightinare would have happened™
il McGovern's stafl had conducted “a responsible, exhaustive
probe® and the IWall Street Jowrnal declaved that McGovern's
failure to develop a statf that would protect him “fvaised] ques-
tions about his orgmizational ability,”"*  The Detroit News
wondered editorially whether these some advisers would go along
with McGovern to the White House 5

The heaviest scorn was reserved for MeGovern's statement that
he would have chosen Fagleton as s running mate even if he
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had known about the senator’s psychiatric history. Columnist
James Reston believed that the remark made a bad situation
even worse because it “[said] more for McGovern's personal
loyalty than his judgment,”® and the Arkansas Democrat thought
that the statemient made the presidential nominee appear “ridic-
ulous.”™ The Detroit /vews put the question bluntly: “Would
McGovern actually have chosen a man likely to become a serious
liability because of a history of psychiatric care¥® On the other
hand the Washington Post reminded readers that McGovern was
responding to an accomplished fact and operating in a situation
in whch he had no real choice. He had no choice, the paper noted,
because of Eagleton’s silence and the lassitude of McGovern's
staff.8

On the positive side, a few editorials characterized McGovern
as “considerate and kind” and a “decent, compassionate human
being.” The presidential nominee was praised for standing up
like @ man in defending his selection and not bowing to public
pressures. The St. Louis Post-Dispatch acclaimed the senator for
his loyalty, but was confused a few days later as to just where
McGovern stood: “He [had] been telling Mr. Eagleton he
[wanted] him on the ticket, and at the same time hinting to
newspaper reporters he [hoped] he [would] quit."s®

A number of editorialists saw the Fagleton affair—in the words
of the Washington Post—as an almost “natural consequence of
the chaotic and thoughtless way” in which vice-presidential
nominees were chosen.® Instead of the “admirable exercise in
‘candor and openness’ that Senator McGovern [professed] to
regard it,” the Philadelphia Fvening Bulletin commented that it
[was] another example of the undemocratic, careless, irresponsible
and arrogant procedure for picking the vice-presidentia, nom-
ince.” The Denver Post agreed on the need for procedural reform
and advocated an open convention to encourage better screening

58 Reston, "Eagleton Mess.”
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ol candidates.® "The Des Moines Register quoted a McGovern
aide as saying “Theve wasn't tine left to vun an FBI check,” but
noted that McGovern had come to the convention as a clear
favorite and yet left the vice-presidential selection to the last
minute. The Register joined the Denver Post in suggesting an
open convention. This would give the vice-presidential candidate
stature in his own right, the paper contended, and would be
more likely to bring out {laws in a candidate’s background.™

Both the Sioux Falls (South Dakota) Argus-Leader and the
Lansing (Michigan) State Journal raised the question of whether
the vice-presidential nominee should be chosen in the limited
amount of time available at the conventions. One possible
solution, the State Journal proposed. would be for the national
committees of the two major parties to draw up lists of vice-
presidential candidates before the conventions and make these
lists public. Those on the lists who wanted to eliminate them-
selves in advance could do so. As the selection process stood, the
State Jowrnal said. the delegates were denied any choice.8

As a result of the Eagleton disclosures, the Boston Globe con-
cluded. the Democratie ticket niight have been dealt a fatal
blow.®s and the Detroit Free Press saw it as “one more crushing
burden to bear” at a time when the Democratic party was already
in disarray. The affair scarcely reinforced the image of honesty
that had been the McGovern trademark. the paper said.® Look-
ing ahead. the New York Times declared that it was imperative
that the Democrats move swiltly to reunite the party once Fagle-
ton stepped down and made way for a new choice,%?
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Resignation

“McGovern the executioner
was the real victim.”

O-.\'x-: OF THE saddest and most traumatic epi- -
sodes in American political history [had] ended,” the Saginaw
(Michigan) News conmented following Eagleton’s resignation
from the Democratic ticket.! In practical political terms, most
papers agreed that his withdrawal was a clear necessity. McGovern
had been entangled with the health issue since July 25, and the
furor precluded any rational discussion of the differences between
himscll and Nixon. A symposium on mental health would have
caused the great national issues to slide past by default? and
the Republicans would have- only increased their tremendous
advantage.” Now that the air had been cleared, Fagleton’s health
wis 1o longer a divisive issue and McGovern could address himself
to the problems of Vietnam, military spending, tax reform, full
employment and welfare.4

Although agrecing that the health issue had sidetracked the
McGovern campaign, many papers ascribed Fagleton’s downfall
to dissention within the Democratic ranks. The Detroit Free
Press suggested that the political pressures to dump Fagleton—
which translated into party support and strong financial backing—
had been overwhelming. McGovern had forced Eagleton off the
ticket. the paper said. because “he [needed] the pros and he
[nceded] the money.”s

In a bitter editorial, the St. Louis Globe-Democrat declared
that there had been no widespread demand for Fagleton's removal
except by “mindless Democratic party lackeys and a few repre-
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sentatives of the left-wing urban press.” Eagleton was dumped,
the paper said, because McGovern could not otherwise have
raised money for the campaign.® The Denver Post and the Atlanta
Constitution said that it was not just McGovern who finished
Eagleton but the rank and file of Demociats all over the country.
The Miami Herald granted that the pressures to drop Fagleton
came largely from Democrats, but also detected what it called
“an American consensus.” “The public,” the Herald said, had
fixed some criteria for high office.” It had been the people who
compelled Senator McGovern to change his mind and start fresh.?
The San Francisco Chronicle also believed that it was the public
who wanted Eagleton off the ticket, judging by the polls, letters
to the editors and conversations overheard between voters®

In a searching analysis of why Eagleton resigned, the Milwaukee
Journal climinated medical, moral and political considerations
as valid reasons. Medically, the Journal said, Fagleton had under-
gone a severe mental test since the disclosures and had performed
admirably. Morally, the scnator did not lie in response to a
specific question, but rather had given a “less than complete
reply to a general question.,” He should have mentioned his
treatimient, the paper granted, but it was “overly harsh to say he
covered himself with disgrace.” Politically, Eagleton had added
a personal health question to the campaign, but had John F.
Kennedy ruined the 1960 election because he had introduced the
side issue of Catholism?®

The key political question, in the view of the Jowrnal, was
whether voters would react negatively. Some McGovern advisers
feared the worst, and they were probably right. Thus, the drop-
ping of Eagleton had been based not on the merits of the case
but rather on *“the cruel test of a widespread public prejudice”—
plus the probable distractive effects of cluttering the campaign
with a side issue. The departure of Fagleton was a “distressing
concession to unenlightenment.”10

Newspapers that -had been concerned about the health issue
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saw Fagleton's leaving the ticket as the proper solution to the
dilemmia, It might well have been that he could bave handled
the fearful pressure of the presidency, the New York Times said.
Certainly the cheerfulness and fortitude displayed in a week of
extrenie stress spoke eloquently for his stability under five. Never-
theless, there were still extreme gaps in scientific knowledge of
mental illness, the Times concluded, and it was impossible to
predict how well Fagleton wmight bear up under long term
responsibilities that would set their own pace.!t

The San Jose (California) Mercury agreed that persons with a
history of difficulty in ha-dling stress should not be placed in the
position of having to cope with more of it than any other single
person in the country, day in and day out for four years,'* and
the San Francisco Chronicle saw no reason to abandon all suspi-
cion that Fagleton's illness niight recur.™ T'he medical history of
all persons seeking the presidency ought to go to the public, the
Chionicle proposed. That would seem one of the pusitive results
ceerging from the Fagleton affair.™ In supporting the Fagleton
withdrawal, Commonweal noted that it did not find reassurances
from psychiatrists and psychologists compelling. It meant little
to say that Fagleton was still more stable than Nixon or Agnew,
since that would apply to thousands of other Americans, too. Nor
did it help much 1o point out the psychiatric ditliculties of past
presidents such as Lincoln or Wilson, since they were men of a
simpler age. Commaonweal concluded that there had already been
too much concern about Nixon's stability under stress to be
reassured by Fagleton's prowises that he could pace himself. The
pace of events was olten not up to the president, the umgazine
pointed out.!s

Just as the first flood of criticism after the disclosure had been
directed at Faglewon, so did McGovern become the chief target
following the withdrawal. The week of erisis, in fact, had seen
a shift from censure of Fagleton to intense disapproval of
McGovern's actions during the entire affair. One of the major
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12 Editorials on File. July 16-31, 1972, p, 924,

1 Editorial, August 2, 1972, p. 38.

Y Ihid,

15 The Fagleton Dedision,” August 11, 1972, p. 119,
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charges leveled at the presidential nominee was his indecisiveness,
vacillation and eventual reversal during the week-long contro-
versy, McGovern had first placed himself 1,000 per cent” behind
his running mate, Newsweek recounted, and was on record with
that stand while trying to pressure Eagleton off the ticket through
a scries of clumsily-handled signals in the press. Instead of
conlronting Fagleton man to man, the magazine continued,
McGovern had tried to push him off the ticket at the same time
Eagleton was insisting he would remain' Time also saw this
undercutting of Fagleton as “devious.”'?  Newsweek columnist
Shana Alexander argued that McGovern had painted  himself
into a corner with his “L000 per cent’ statement.  Although
McGovern had said that he backed Eagleton out of compassion
as a moralist, Alexander pointed out that most Americans wanted
leaders who made decisions more rooted in practicality than
sincerity, and they were probably right.' The Los Angeles Times
took the sitiie view. ‘The presidency required personal loyalty
and respeet Jor the dignity of the individual, the paper granted,
but it also demanded “an overriding toughness and decisive-
ness. . .. The interests of the nation [came] first. The great
decisions {could not] be deferred to public opinion polis or
cornittees or stafl aides.”™?

Washington Star-News colunmist Mary MeGrory connmented
that Fagleton had ciught the public fancy like a man who was
clinging to a window ledge while dozens of hands tried to rescue
himi. In the end. she concluded, McGovern and EFagleton had
reversed roles. “MeGovern the executioner was the real vietim,”
By postponing the inevitable, he had won few friends-only a
reputation for vacillation® Saturday Review editorialist Ronald
P. Kriss observed that “in o situation that called for crisp and
decisive action, McGovern made it appear that his mind was
being made up for him by party leaders.”!
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A second major criticism of McGovern was that his actions
were those of a cheap politician, The Chicago Tribune charged
that Eagleton had been “thrown to the wolves,” describing the
episode as marked by “amateurish bumbling, cynicism. bad judg-
ment and deceit.” When MeGovern learned of Fagleton’s prob-
lems, the Tribune recalled, he had kept quiet mtil forced into
the open by the press. Then he had tried to get it over with in
a quick news conference. He had supported Fagleton and then
had dropped hints to veporters of his displeasure. Finally, he
had let Jean Westwood. the Democratic party chicf, “do his dirty
work for him” on her NBC “Meet the Press” interview.:2

The Portland Oregonian described Fagleton as “walking the
last mile” to his conlrontation and returning “a beaten man . . .
cashiered by McGovern.™ The South Dakotan. said the paper,
stood convicted of “sacrificing his running mate on the altar of
political expediency.”* The St. Louis Post-Dispaleh also accused
McGovern of “hastily sacrificing his man™ after several Fastern
newspapers had said Fagleton's candidacy was untenable and
demanded his withdrawal. “The country [might] well wonder,”
the Post-Dispatch said, at what point expediency [became] in-
compatible with principle.”* "T'he Cleveland Plain Dealer found
McGovern's actions “an astonishing shift . . . for @ man who [had
accused] Mr. Nixon of switching for political expediency,”

McGovern's staff was given a large share of the blame for the
fiasco. What scemed incredible, the Hartford Courant said. was
that Senator McGovern and his palace guard did not look more
deeply into every scrap of Fagleton's qualifications—or lack of
them—before picking his nime out of a hat. The cpisode. the
newspaper concluded. “certainly [put] a cloud of doubt over the
wisdom of the Democrats and their presidential nominee,”™

“More than anything clse.” the Detroit Newes commented, the
affair had revedled “the bad judament. the hostiness and  the
equivocation of the McGovern organization™? and the Atlanta
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Constitution was “appalled at the sloppy staff work and the care-
less decision process.”™™ ‘The Minneapolis Tribune noted that
asking Fagleton if he had any skeletons in his closet “[did] not
qualify as a thoughtful, cautious way to elicit information.”
Granting that Fagleton was wrong in keeping silent, the Tribune
said that the greater burden was on McGovern and his staff to
check out possibilities.= .

McGovern's credibility and integrity were scen s severely
damaged—if not destroyed—by his behavios during the week of
crisis. “Nothing [would] vestore the patina of courage and integ-
rity,” wrote the Portland Oregonian, “with which McGovern
[had] sought to overlay his campaign,”* and the Minneapolis
Tribune agreed that “some of the luster [was] off that image of
the man above crass politics and compromise.” There might now
be some people, the Tribune observed, who wondered how
McGovern's new politics differed from the old3  Newsweek
columnist Shana Alexander believed that McGovern had  de-
stroyed the one advantage he had over his opponent—his rock-
hard integrity,™ and the St. Louis Globe Democrat found it
difficult to understand how McGovern could have tolerated Ted
Kennedy and yet acted as he had toward Fagleton.»

The Kansas City Times charged that McGovern had cven
insulted the intelligence of American voters by asserting that
Fagleton’s medical history would divert them from the issues.
What he was veally saying, the Times continued. was that
Americans as a people lacked the maturity to make judgments
on personalities and issues. McGovern, the Times concluded, nad
fallen in the estimation of many Americans.®

Perhaps the most severe criticism of the presidential nominee
came from the St. Louis Globe-Democrat. which said that the
cpisode proved McGovern could not “be trusted to be president
of the United States.” The paper characterized McGovern's
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tactics as “sinister,” “‘cowardly,” “lying,” *treacherous” and
“sneaking,” accused the South Dakotan of “blatant opportunism”
and “lack of public honesty” and concluded that Senator Fagleton
had recovered from his illness but saw “serious doubt that Senator
McGovern [had] recovered from his."#

On a less emotional level, the IWall Street Journal speculated
on the impulses that had made Senator McGovern a paramount
figure on the Americin scene. The paper concluded that the
senator was continually discovering that “the world is a more
complicated place than he thought it was.”* In a similar vein,
the San Francisco Examiner suggested that McGovern's actions
during the week raised questions about his ability to govern.
“The ability to choose men wisely,” the paper observed. “is one
of the talents the president of the United States must have. . . "
Senator McGovern, the paper said, must show he knows how to
handle men.#

Although most of the criticism directed at Fagleton took place
immediately after his disclosures, he again came under fire
following his resignation from the ticket. So driven was the
senator by political ambition, the Chicago Tribune said, that
rather than dealing openly with his medical problems+as had
Senator Harold Hughes of Towa with alcoholism—he took pains
to hide the truth for a decade. Then, when he was finally forced
into the open, he had tried to disiviss his psychiatric difficulties
as o worse than a broken leg—which one doesn’t try to conceal 38

New Statesman critic Karl E. Meyer declared that it “stretched
charity” that it hadn't occurred to the “fiercely ambitious”
Fagleton that telling McGovern the truth might have cost him
the nomination, particularly in light of the fact that the senator
had discussed the matter with his wife en route to the conven-
tion® Shana Alexander of Newsweek found Fagleton's lack of
candor “striking.” and his sclf-justifications “‘unconvineing.”
Labeling his psychiatric treatments as a “gastric disturbance™ and
a “virus,” she said, “were hardly the actions of a man who was
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unaware that wental illness was a skeleton. She added that
Fagleton’s ambition “had brought the campaign to the edge of
disaster.™ " Commaonweal pointed out that Fagleton might not
have considered his hospitalization as a skeleton but he should
have understoad how others would see it and informed McGovern
sooner*! The Sun Jose Mercury believed that Fagleton hed “let
his sell confidence overconse his judgtizent”™* and the Washington
Post saw the senator not as @ victim of some national prejudice
against mental illness—as did the Milwaukee Jowrnal—but rather
as avicting of his own misjudgment.

Once the issue wos settled, a number of periodicals reviewed
the week and found coniplimentary things to says about both
candidates. Fagleton in particular was praised for his “gracious
withdrawal.” which had won him “a triumph of the spirit”
(Commonweal), and for holding up “calimly and confidently under
extremie personal and political pressure”™ (Kansas City  Times).
The New York Times called Fagleton's yesignation "“an admirable
act ol self-abnegation™t and the St. Louis Post-Dispatch—the
serntor’s strongost supporter throughout the crisis—declred that
Fagleton had enierged from his ordeal “with twice the stature
ol Mr. McGovern,” standing up to attacks on his character with
“unwavering composure.” “In the space of a week.” the paper
declared, “Fagleton Thad] become known to the people as a man
of courage, imtelligence imd immene personal appeal, . . . He
should have the brighest Kind ol political future,”+

Mary MceGrory, editorizi colummist of the Washington Star-
News, commented sardonically that MeGovern must have been
relieved that LFagleton submitted without a public outery, and
that Fagleton. m turn, must thank MceGovern for “lifting him
to the status of & super-celebrity wiih a bright future.”™ Fagle-
ton was now a free man, the Washinaton Post observed.~free of
the seerecy that had dosged him, free ol any obligation to his
party or his presidentiai candidate and free to parsue his career
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and aspirations. ™ The Sacramento Bee credited McGovern with
loyalty in trying to keep Fagleton as long as possible and with
decisiveness in recognizing the pressures o vesolve the issue by
Fagleton's withdrawal. ‘The Bere believed that both M Govern
and Fagleton behaved in exemplary fashion and “reacted with the
best of human instinets,™ ™ McGovern did what he had to do,
the Chicago Daily News said, with grace and dignity, and—to
his equally great eredit—Fagleton saw the necessity and accepted
the decision in that vein.® Grnting that MoGovern did appear
~indecisive by waiting as long as he did, the Denver Post suggested
that this aliowed most of the bitterness to spend itself.so

Predictions of  how the Fagleton affair would affect the
McGovern campaign were universally gloomy. "The St Louis
Globe-Democral-—-MceGovern's bitterest critic—commented that it
was all for the best that Fagleton vesigned the nomination, since
he would not be part of the erushing defeat that loomed for the
Democeratic ticket in November® The Kansas City  Times
declaved that where MeGovern had been traveling an uphill road
before, he was now elimbing a mountain™  And the St. Louis
Post-Disprateh sugaested that MeGovern might have blown his
chances “hy his spineless act” in dumping Fagleton, MeGovern
had lost the enthusiasim and perhaps the votes of idealistic young
people, the  Post-Dispateh said, and  his “illadsised  decision
[would] haunt him through a campaign which [had| lost its fLivor
for numy Americans,”3

The Misouri papers. were predictably upset by what  had
happened to their unior senator, but there wis general pessitiism
muionwide  regurding Deniocvatic prospects. The  Portland
Oregonian, abso speculating about the reaction of vonng voters
and the notso vounyg idealists. conchided that McGovern's actions
might have destroved his chances® The Cleveland Plain Dealer
agreed that the Fagleton matter would “linger to haunt McGovern
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in the coming three campaign months,”™ and the Chicago
Tribune predicted that it would “dog McGovern into Novem-
ber™ McGovern should have accepted Fagleton's offer to quit
at the outset, the Houston Chronicle said, which would have
put the party back on the trail sooner. As it was, serious dumage
had already been done to the party's chances.® It was left to
New Statesman writer Karl E. Meyer to write the undisputed
epitaph to the Fagleton affiir: “No one emerged from it with
glory or unblemished honor.”s

Two major issues came into sharp focus as a result of the
Eagleton controversy:  the choosing of vice-presidential nominees
and public attitudes toward mental illness. "The Minneapolis
Tribune observed that the episode threw into shameful light the
haphazard wav in which vice-presidential candidates were chosen,
despite the lact that onethird of U.S, presidents had served
previously as vice-president.®™  Karl F. Meyer called the vice-
prosidential selection process “a slapdash after-thought amid the
cuphoria of a convention victory.™™  The Denver Post said it
hoped the incident would provide both parties with the motiva-
tion to change the svstem and made a suggestion of its own: that
vice-presidential candidates should go through primaries or a
comention contest to prove their ability to take the strain. Such
a procedure would also subject the candidate to closer scrutiny.
Il Fagleton had gone through one of these processes, the news-
paper predicted. he might have been able to demonstrate his
[eadership abilities so that his illness would not have mattered
had it come out® "The Atlanta Constitution joined the Denver
Post in calling for an open convention.®

Senator Fagleton himsell offered alternatives to the present
selection system: First, the man seeking the presidency should
announce his running mate and the two would run as an entry
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in 23 state primary clections. In this way, the vice-presidential
candidate would have national exposure. The second possibility—
which Fagleton himsell prelerred—would be to do away with the
vice-presidential nominating  process altogether.  Instead, the
presidential nominee would choose his running mate within 10
days. In cither case, Fagleton said, the president must have a
man with whom he is personally, politically and philosophically
compatible." Vice-President Spiro I, Aguew publicly advocated
leaving the noninating system as it is, since in his view the
presidential candidate had at least a year before the convention
to deliberate on his choice for vice-president st

The Fagleton debacle was also seen as a blow to the cause of
mental health in the United States. Irving H. Chase, president
of the National Association for Mental Health, said that it was
obvious that people were still unaware of what mental illness
really was, and that after seeing what had happened to the Senator,
thare might be fewer people seeking help when they needed it
In New Statesman. Karl E. Meyer wished that a panel of qualified
psychiatrists had been able to examine EFagleton's medical file
and offer a considered opinion, evaluating the other candidates
as well. A politician, Meyer said, was “politically safer untreated.
however mach his disorder |might] menace his judgment.” “In
cffect, Meyer continued, *“a hnown psychiatric patient [had] as
much chance of being elected as a known homosexual or an
alcoholie.™ “However one [might] feel about Fagleton's capacity,”
he concluded. “we [were] deeper than ever in the Dark Ages."

8 The Role of the Vice Presidency,” Current, October, 1972, p- 47

S L0,

63 he Fagleton Mbaiv: Stigia of Mental Disorder,” Scienee News., August
h 1972, p. 81

84 “Eagleton Affair.”




Perspective

“A personal bagedy and
a lesson for ‘The System,'”

Dm THE PRESS overplay the tagle-on story in
cie so-called “summer news stump?” Severa' critics have sug-
wsied as much, but who can say that the sffaiv—with «ll its
clements of bigh drama—would not have ‘ma as much wpact
no wmatter it might have taken place? Senator and Mas,
Fagleton accused the press of overreaction, but they also believed
that the vice-presidential candidate was “cured” and had *“proved
himsell™ over the past six years. Considering all the {actors in-
volved. however--the issues brought to the surface, the suspense
generated by Fegleton's fight to stay on the ticket, Senator Mc-
Govern's indecision—the charge of overrcaction scemns too con-
venient and sinplistic.

Certainly press criticism of Fagleton was outspoken, but the
press had cvery right to be skeptical of the senator's self-justifica-
tions, considering his actions in hiding the truth for a dosen
years.  As editorialists noted, Eagleton should have understood
how others would see his illnesses, no matter what his own views,
and should have kept the voters of his own state informed ay to
the status of his health. One can appreciate why Eagleton
would want to believe that he was “cured” and that his medical
past was no skeleton, but it does not excuse his lack of candor
with McGovern. The press had an obligation to question the
seitor’s motives and good judgment, and this it did in a pen-
ctrating and responsible wiy., The charge of “vicious character
attacks™ on the senator was undeserved.

When news of the EFagleton disclosures broke, most of the
editovial calls for the nouiinee's resienation were based not on
character faults or bad judgment but on more objecive grounds:
that 1) it would sidetrack the campaign in a year of grave
national issucs, and that 2) it was dangerous for anyone with a
history of inability to handle stress to be in line for the pres-
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idency. This was hardly a call to “dump Fagleton” for reasons
of “political pragmatism." Furthermore, as the week wore on,
the press expressed admiration for the way the senator responded
to the pressures on him; and, at the end, it generally gave him
high marks for graciousness and good hunior.

It seemed strange that the New York Times should have been
criticized for the “vehemence” of its editorial comment. The
Times, in fact, withheld its initial editorial for an extra day to
avoid jumping into the fray, and then gave a calin, reasoned
discussion of why Eagleton should leave the ticket. The “bias-
of-the-Eastern-press” charge overlooked equally concerned news-
papers in Los Angeles, Denver, Detroit and other cities around
the country.

Eagleton, however, was treated with relative gentleness com-
pared with some of the criticism leveled at Senator McGovern
and his staff once the affair had ended. The most vehement
commentary, in fact, came not from the anti-Fagleton papers, but
from the pro-Fagleton papers writing about Senator McGovern.
The presidential candidate’s judgment. integrity, character,
political acumen and organizational ability were all called into
question—not by the Fastern press primarily, but by the Mid-
western press.

There was little disagreement that McGovern canie off badly
in the episode and this was duly noted by the press. If the senator
had been badly used by Fagleton--and the press pretty much
agreed that he had been—his own actions during the week were
nothing to be proud of, particularly his atteript to force Eagle-
ton off the ticket by means of newspaper stories. If McGovern's
indecisiveness was due to his compassion for Eagleton, as he
claimed it was, then editorialists were correct in arguing that
presidents must be made of sterner stuff and must put the interests
of the nation above personal considerations.

The press was also accused by the Eagletons of having an
“unsophisticated”™ attitude toward mental illness. In point of
fact. the press granted that Fagleton had performed well since
his last hospitalization but noted that the pressures on a senator
were it no way comparable to the pressures on a president,
adding that Fagleton must be considered a potential president,
It was not mental illness itself that concerned the press, but
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whether a man with Senator Fagleton’s medical history should
be put in the position of having to cope with the kind of mega-
stress inherent in the highest political office in the nation. The
press was not reassured by Fagleton’s refusal to release his
medical records, ov by his assertion that he could “pace himself.”

Many newspapers also recognized the need for reform in the
vice-presidential nominating procedure. The Denver Post, in
fact, headlined its cditorial following Fagleton’s resignation, “A
Personal Tragedy and a Lesson for ‘The Systent.” ” The personal
tragedy could be lived down by Senator Fagleton, but the system
clearly needed changing and several constructive suggestions
were advanced by editorial writers.

It would be untrue, of course, to suggest that the entire press
corps of the nation hehaved nobly during the controversy. There
were certainly excesses in squeezing the story for human interest.
A few reporters—on television as well as in the print media—
treated Fagleton as if he were on trial for a criminal offense.
Despite the sour notes, however, the best judgment here is that
the press performed an invaluable service tc the American
electorate in defining and evaluating the critical issues involved
in the affair. The pity of it all was that no single voter could
have been exposed to the total depth and breadth of editorial
thought that developed nationwide throughout the week of
crisis. If this had been possible. the reader would have reccived
a remarkably thoughtful and perceptive analysis of exactly what
was at stake,
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