SECTION 15

WILLIAM HOWARD TAFT,
A RELUCTANT PRESIDENT
1909-1913

“I don’t think there can be found in the whole country a man so well-fitted to be president.”
—President Theodore Roosevelt, 1908

“Don’t sit up nights thinking about making me President for that will never come
and I have no ambition in that direction.”
—William Howard Taft, 1908

“He’s [Taft] all right; he means well and he’ll do his best. But he’s weak. Theyll get around him.”
—President Theodore Roosevelt, the last day of his presidency, 1909

“Taft, who is such an admirable fellow, has shown himself such an utterly commonplace leader,
good-natured, feebly well-meaning, but with plenty of small motive; and

totally unable to grasp or put into execution any great policy.”

—Former President Theodore Roosevelt, 1910
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"ANY PARTY WHICH WOULD
NOMINATE ME WOULD MAKE
A GREAT MISTAKE."
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15-1 % WHO WAS WILLIAM HOWARD TAFT?

William Howard Taft, age 51, became president under the shadow )

of the most towering president since Lincoln, and he never saw light.
A jovial man before and after the presidency, he suffered depression and
even tears in the White House.

Taft never wanted the presidency. His wife Helen did. She steered his
career in that direction, while he yearned instead to be a Supreme Court
Justice (a position he later attained).

WhenTheodore Roosevelt picked Taft as his successor, he chose his polar
opposite: Taft was calm, careful, slow, and—well, judicial. Whereas TR
considered fair game any action not explicitly prohibited by the Constitution,

| WILLIAM HOWARD T T Taft moved only with explicit Constitutional direction.

27th President, 1909-1913 What went wrong? In the end, Taft could not satisfy a Republican party
Political Party: Republican split between western progressives, who wanted him to exceed TR’s

Vice president: James S. Sherman reforms— and eastern conservatives, who wanted fewer restraints on business.
Nickname: “ Will” Worst of all, and hence the tears, a broken friendship: Roosevelt turned
6'2"—332 pounds on Taft for, in TR’s words, betraying his progressive policies.
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BioGRAPHY AT A GLANCE: WILLIAM HOWARD TAFT, 1857-1930

BORN: September 15, 1857, in Cincinnati, Ohio.

ADULT HOME: Cincinnati, Ohio.

ANCESTRY: English. The first Taft, Robert, emigrated to America in 1678. He settled in Braintree, Massachusetts,
within a few years of Henry Adams, ancestor of John Adams, the second president.

RELIGION: Unitarian.

EDUCATION:
Yale University, 1874-1878; graduated salutatorian.
Cincinnati Law School, 1878-1880; graduated and admitted to the bar.

MARRIAGE:
Married to Helen (Nellie) Herron (1861-1943); daughter of John Herron, a prominent Cincinnati judge and a law
partner of Rutherford Hayes. She attended President and Mrs. Hayes' 25th wedding anniversary at the White House.

Graduate of Cincinnati College of Music; school teacher before marriage.
First president’s wife to ride with her husband along Pennsylvania Avenue at inauguration.
Responsible for planting 3,000 cherry trees from the Japanese Ambassador at the Washington Tidal Basin.
CHILDREN:
Robert A. (1889-1953), U.S. Senator, 1939-1953; sponsor of Taft-Hartley Act which limited labor union activities;
Helen (1891--1987); Charles Phelps I (1897-1917).
MILITARY SERVICE: None. (Taft was a descendant of a Bunker Hill veteran.)
PRE-PRESIDENTIAL CAREER:
Lawyer, judge, professor of law and dean of the University of Cincinnati Law School.
United States solicitor general, 1890.
Governor-General of the Philippines, 1901-1904; lauded for land reform, roads, schools, honest government.
Secretary of War, 1904-1908 (appointed by Roosevelt); supervised building of the Panama Canal.
POST-PRESIDENTIAL CAREER:
Professor of law, Yale, 1913-1921; Chief Justice of the United States, 1921-1930 (appointed by President Harding).

BOOKS BY TAFT: Four Aspects of Civic Duty (1906); Our Chief Magistrate and His Powers (1916).
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