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			Sudden Death

			“Death, by grim paradox, has put new life into the Republican lower house primary in the 13th congressional district,” reported the Chicago Tribune on March 26, 1950. With its customary delicacy alloyed with barbed nuance, the Tribune described the new political reality occasioned when Representative Ralph E. Church died suddenly and unexpectedly five days earlier.1 

			If not a full-blown paradox, the sudden loss of Congressman Church on March 21 represented a definite problem for the local Republican party. Church had represented his district, centered in his hometown of Evanston, Illinois, for most of two decades. As a staunch Republican in a conservative district, his support was solid and discouraged rivals from either party for his seat. In the upcoming GOP primary to be held April 11, his was the only name on the party’s ballot, already printed and legally impossible to change when he died.

			Thus not only was the script—that Church would be nominated and breeze to victory in November—scuttled, there was now no time for a tidy rewrite. Instead there was speculation, some plausible and some wild, as to what would happen and who would emerge victorious. The vacancy brought out more than a dozen names of potential candidates from a pool of hopefuls fired with pent-up ambition.

			Party elders were flummoxed. Things had gone well for years in a district which had been largely immune from infighting. Republicans in northern Cook and Lake Counties had flown above the storms that divided the party elsewhere: conservatives versus progressives, isolationists versus internationalists. Illinois Republicans didn’t have quite the lock on the state that they enjoyed only a decade before. But in the northern suburbs, they could take satisfaction that the congressional seat representing their genteel constituency was secure.

			But now, the rock-like, if sometimes quirky, presence of Ralph Church was gone. With news of his death, which occurred while he was speaking before colleagues in a committee meeting on Capitol Hill, party leaders were frantically on the phone, attempting to devise a course of action that would keep Church’s seat in friendly hands. They wanted to make sure they weren’t saddled with a Republican who was unknown or unloved by party regulars and to avoid a gross miscalculation that could let the election fall to a Democrat. 

			Two possible courses of action emerged. One was to conduct a write-in campaign, always difficult and especially in Illinois, where standard ballots lacked space for voters to easily write in a name. The other was to hope that the deceased Church would outpoll any write-in rival on the April primary ballot. It would then fall to the political hierarchy to install a new nominee well before the general election in November. If not unprecedented to elect a dead candidate, it all represented an uncommon way to choose a congressman. 

			In its reporting, the Tribune said that there were adherents to the write-in approach, because leaving it to party leaders might look too much like a backroom deal. This could be undesirable; it was a particular vulnerability to the GOP ever since the Republicans nominated Warren Harding for president in 1920 essentially in a “smoke-filled room.” But then again, who would emerge from a write-in free-for-all?

			The press mentioned a number of likely candidates at the outset, and one of them was Marguerite Stitt Church, Ralph Church’s widow. She was known as a woman of intelligence and character, and was sometimes referred to as the “political and legislative teammate of her husband,” as the Tribune knowingly reported, “having traveled extensively in Europe, twice engaged in country-wide speaking tours in Republican campaigns, and has been active in civic affairs.”2 Alongside her professional work as a consulting psychologist, Marguerite also participated in numerous volunteer efforts, perhaps most prominently as a member—and for one term the president—of the Congressional Club, a group of political wives in DC which organized non-partisan events. She was the first woman from Illinois to hold that position.3 She was long active in the affairs of her alma mater, Wellesley College—including serving as president of its national alumnae association—and she took the organization of these powerful alumnae very seriously. A main mover in the civic life of Evanston, she had become her husband’s indispensable political strategist.

			That Marguerite Church would be, if elected, one of the few women in Congress was not seen as an impediment. Neither was the inference made that she was exploiting an unfortunate situation. Her history in Washington and in Illinois made it hard to brand her with any sharp liabilities. “I was not one of those congressional wives who served in the office or hovered around the office,” she later said.4 Most analyses of her candidacy in the local newspapers concluded that she was probably as qualified as any of her opponents, intellectually speaking. And it would be hard to interpret her seeming passivity, her claim that she would serve only if called, as anything but a political virtue.

			Of course, others wanted the seat too, including, unbeknownst to many, the couple’s eldest son, Ralph Jr. The opening also brought out Waukegan mayor Robert Coulson, who announced his intention to run with the support of the Lake County Young Republicans. Coulson, a former assistant state’s attorney, had earned praise as the prosecutor in charge of juvenile justice cases. Businessman Robert Kendler also threw his hat in; Kendler was a builder largely responsible for the growth of Skokie. Park Ridge Mayor Alfred T. Haake announced he was interested, as did Lee R. Fleming, a businessman and activist in Zion. These candidates had largely local expertise, which may not have been an advantage at a moment in which America was engaged in a cold war that had politics worldwide on edge.5 

			Then there was William McGovern, a professor of political science at Northwestern University. McGovern was a plausible candidate for a number of reasons, largely because of his knowledge of foreign policy and his conservative views. But McGovern was an unpredictable figure, known for “red-baiting” in the press and making bluntly sexist remarks in his classes.6 Party “regulars” were not called regulars for nothing. The professor was a wild card, one willing to upset not only those who disagreed with him but also the local Republican establishment. GOP committeemen wanted regularity and stability, and the worst way to achieve that, it seemed, was to elect William McGovern.7 

			It became increasingly obvious that Marguerite Stitt Church was the Republicans’ best and least disruptive choice. And the party leadership reasoned that a push from precinct workers could get her elected in a write-in election. But others weren’t so sure. Some came from the rural townships west of Evanston where electing a woman, any woman, was out of bounds for many voters. What’s more, McGovern had strong support in Evanston and especially at Northwestern, where a student-fueled campaign could rival the party’s organization in the district, long untested by real competition. There was also the complication of Ralph Church’s name remaining on the ballot.

			To help mediate all this, William Busse, the county commissioner and party committeeman from Mount Prospect, rushed back from Florida where he was wintering. Busse, in his nineties and considered a dean of the party, met with other committeemen from the district. They discussed the situation and deduced that electing the late Mr. Church and then deciding what to do was their best option. This did not prevent the Tribune, a staunch Republican paper, to sardonically note that it was the first time in memory that any party in the area had endorsed a dead candidate.8 

			Political reporter Harold Smith explained the GOP leaders’ reasoning in the April 9, 1950 Chicago Tribune. They found the whole write-in scheme too unwieldy and worried that it risked spoiling ballots altogether in the party’s other primary contests. “Three prospective successors to Church have called a halt to write-in efforts in their behalf,” wrote Smith. “One is the congressman’s widow, Mrs. Marguerite Stitt Church, whom women’s organizations in the district are backing.”9 

			The Modest Frontrunner

			Marguerite, when asked, went with the party line. “I am asking that there be no write-in of my name on the primary ballot,” she said, repeating the party’s logic that too many write-ins might lead to excessive ballot spoilage, foiling the will of the people. She asserted the right of elected committeemen from the district to choose a replacement candidate. They might or might not choose her, she said. “Although making no active attempt to seek this nomination, I would accept it proudly,” she continued. “It would be a responsibility and a privilege to continue the service of Ralph E. Church to this district and to intensify his fight for the American principals for which we have so staunchly believed. If chosen in my own right, I would serve to the fullest capacity.”10

			The dead candidate won the primary that April by a landslide. Certainly, many GOP voters were following the lead of the party leadership. Others, just as certainly, did not know that Ralph E. Church, the sole name printed on the primary ballot, had been deceased for less than a month. In any case, of the 61,103 votes cast, Church won the primary by a large margin, with 30,681 (50.2%); Republican McGovern took 11,143 (18.2%) write-ins; another 7,545 write-ins were split between Republicans Coulson, Murphy and Kendler (12.3%); and Marguerite Stitt Church, who had not sought write-in votes, garnered 375.11 The decision now fell to the two dozen committeemen, all male, who would assemble in Waukegan in June.12 

			As the GOP hierarchy prepared to vote their choice, a kind of debate ensued among the write-in candidates and others who placed themselves in the running. Hopefuls parsed their virtually identical positions. All appeared to share opposition if not outright hatred of the Truman administration. As for the Marshall Plan, something of a conservative litmus test, most called it a mistake. Mrs. Church campaigned that it should be slashed and then “ended as soon as possible.” She called it “a global give-away program.13 Candidate George F. Spaulding from Glencoe, an ex-Rhodes Scholar, a banker, and head of a securities industry watchdog group, tried to go to the right of Mrs. Church, calling the Marshall Plan “disastrous.” A state representative for Lake County, Richard J. Lyons, did the same, calling it an “international bribery plan.” Mayor Haake was for moderating the Marshall Plan, he said, and making sure that US money did not finance socialism abroad.14 

			The consensus appeared that nuanced views of the Marshall Plan were largely unwelcome in the conservative Thirteenth. Candidate John Nuveen, an investment banker who had worked in Europe on distributing Marshall Plan funds, could only express that he was “disappointed in [the plan’s] administration.”15 Then there was McGovern, running on a record and reputation of unnuanced anti-communism. He had originally supported the Marshall Plan as a bulwark against Soviet aggression but then saw the position as a losing one and called to end the program.16 He castigated the Democrats and their so-called “China hands,” US diplomats who were supposed to be representing American interests in Asia but, he charged, delivered China to the Communists. McGovern was a supporter of Joseph McCarthy, an endorsement that played to a mixed response on the conservative but outwardly polite North Shore. When Committeeman Busse was asked about McGovern, he acknowledged that he was “a professor, but no doubt a bright fellow.”17 Whether the “but” by the nonagenarian Busse was an accident or an intentional knock, it suggested that McGovern’s positions, including the Marshall Plan business, were too complex for a comfortably Republican congressional district.

			While addressing the issues in her calm and steady way, Marguerite revealed little in the way of personal ambition in the campaign. She said she would serve her country if called and in order to honor her late husband. Was this deference to Ralph’s memory and the party true, or an expedient? What is certain is that Marguerite on the campaign trail was often warmed by people who remembered her husband as someone who breakfasted with them, attended their community meetings, and invited them to sit with him on his porch in Evanston. His wife admired this quality and shared it.18 Years later, after her twelve years of service in Congress, Marguerite said that both she and her husband “felt the most important part of the job was taking care of the people.” In doing so she enjoyed “the support of a very great, large, and loyal group of people who believed in the Ralph Churches, so to speak.” She concluded, “We loved people and they recognized that.”19 

			At the committeemen’s meeting in Waukegan on June 10, 1950, there was some initial suspense, but it evaporated quickly. With each committeeman entitled to as many votes as April votes cast in his township or ward, Marguerite polled 22,366 to 16,796 for McGovern on the first ballot. Richard Lyons got 8,211. Five others got scattered votes. By the second ballot, Lyons threw his support to Marguerite, and she had her required majority.20 

			The day after her nomination, Marguerite sat in her living room with a Tribune reporter, who described the GOP’s newest nominee as “gray haired and slight,” and “just as interested in her daughter’s forthcoming graduation as the results of last night’s convention in Waukegan.” Marguerite told the reporter, “Of course I will be tremendously gratified if chosen.” She continued, “It would be a great privilege to be able to carry thru [sic] any service to meet the needs of the 13th district.” Still, according to the reporter, Marguerite’s sadness was clear when she said, “Thrilling as it would be to become a member of Congress, please believe me when I say it’s something I never wanted for myself. I would much rather have been just the wife of the representative of the district for the rest of my life.”21 

			A Natural Republican

			While there was little doubt about her winning the general election in November, Marguerite campaigned as hard as her husband always did. 

			Among her early campaign talking points was unremitting opposition to Democrat Truman. While partisan, it seemed like a thoughtful touch when she said, “Since 1932 the country has placed too much emphasis on standards of living and not enough on moral conduct, both national and individual.”22 

			This and many future calls on Americans’ better angels were made more credible than the cant of average legislators by her apparent modesty and perhaps also her gender. 

			In the general election, Marguerite continued to address her gender and admitted that it was rare for a woman to seek political office as lofty as a seat in Congress. In the fall, she acknowledged that it was her gender and not her positions that had most people talking—and talk they did, in a most positive vein. 

			Evanston, after all, had a staunchly feminist past. It had been home to Frances E. Willard’s Women’s Christian Temperance Union, which empowered women politically long before they had the right to vote. By the turn of the twentieth century, Evanstonian Elizabeth Boynton Harbert was a leading suffrage figure, and a little later Mary Barthelme, also of Evanston, was the first female to assume a judgeship in Cook County.23

			Women with power were hardly unfamiliar in Evanston, and that they deserved political equality was no longer debated by any reasonable resident.

			Nor was it debated that women could, if organized, make a decisive contribution to the Republican cause. Marguerite’s candidacy had support from a newly organized and very active Women’s Republican Club of the Thirteenth Congressional District. 

			Late in 1950, the club held a rally of well-dressed and conservative women at the Edgewater Beach Hotel. They produced a chorus of boos whenever a Democrat’s name was mentioned, boos that, the Tribune wrote, “were soprano.” One woman high up in the party declared, “Our purpose is to put this country back in the hands of the men and women who love America and what it stands for.”24 

			Marguerite held a master’s degree in political science from Columbia University and was therefore likely hardly surprised that women could talk and act on political issues. But she remained largely quiet at that rally, certainly more reserved than her elevated status as heir presumptive might have entitled. While she knew that excitement was key in politics, and that the Democrats and their wastefulness were so-called “red meat” for Republicans, it was not her style to shout, and she did not. Personally, she was running in a deep-dyed Republican district. She could practice politics without going out of character, which in her case was relatively quiet and dignified.25 

			In her first congressional campaign, Marguerite made nearly twenty campaign appearances a week, which was about what her husband Ralph would have done. Yet it seemed hardly necessary. “Observers are agreed,” the Chicago Sunday Tribune’s Harold Smith wrote on election eve, “that nothing short of a miracle can turn the tide that is running in favor of the district’s first woman Republican candidate.”26 Because she had campaigned on behalf of her husband for decades, she was probably not surprised that she won 74% of the November vote over Democrat Thomas F. Dolan, an Evanston attorney.27 The exact count was 140,750 to Dolan’s 49,187.28 

			The night she won, Marguerite said, “We must continue the fight for which we campaigned. We must work for peace without appeasement, but first we must set our house in order at home.”29 

			Mr. Church’s great political skill was in keeping his eye on his district and cultivating a vast array of friends and supporters. He also rarely revealed a prominent ego or personal ambition. For these characteristics, he was admired, if not loved, through his district.30 

			Against this backdrop and with these lessons of her husband’s far more conventional career, we will see that humility and courage made Marguerite powerful well beyond the boundaries of the wealthy North Shore, or what many thought possible for the gentlewoman from Illinois. Together, the Churches’ careers provide a snapshot of the American political climate across half the twentieth century, and Marguerite’s successes in particular illustrate timeless lessons in public service and character.

		

		
			 

		

	
		
			The Churches’ Origins

			In 1848, the year that Ralph Church’s grandfather, George William Frederick Church, immigrated to America and specifically to Vermilion County, Illinois, Zachary Taylor was elected president of the United States, and the Chicago Board of Trade was founded. Taylor’s election went almost entirely unnoticed by George Church and others who were part of a steady influx of English immigrants to the area at the time. The Board of Trade, too, was a matter of remote interest to the Churches, who had purchased good land and hoped for good yields in the future. For now, however, they were subsistence farmers.31 

			More important to members of this English “colony” in Vermilion County, of which the Churches were a part, was a new rail line that came along near their farms around 1850. A new station was conveniently established near their settlement, called Butler’s Point, and out of appreciation for having a stop on the line, the English farmers renamed the town that would grow up around it Catlin after the president of the railroad. Biographical sketches of Ralph Church, written when he was a state legislator and later a congressman, recorded his birthplace as Catlin, or often as “a farm near Catlin.” Church’s origins were entirely rural, distant indeed from the seats of government where he would serve. Catlin was remote and still is, and the Church farm even more so.

			But Catlin had a lot going for it, especially in the mid-1800s, when Illinois was something of an arcadia for Europeans attracted by fertile soil and available land in the broad basin of the Mississippi River. This was not to mention the political and religious freedoms that America promised. It was a time when “American fever” took hold in many countries in northern Europe, with plenty of promoters saying that America was the antidote for everything that ailed the Old World.

			Migration to Illinois

			Illinois was targeted by many English because a succession of writers praised the area for its many advantages. Among them was the well-known Morris Birkbeck who started a vaguely utopian settlement in the new state, where he believed that innovative farming and free democracy would flourish. “The land is rich natural meadow, bounded by timbered land, within reach of two navigable rivers, and may be rendered immediately productive at a small expense,” wrote Birkbeck in Letters From Illinois, published in 1818. Later visitors wrote glowingly of Grand Prairie, as the great swath of Illinois was called. It included Vermilion County, longtime home of the Churches and many families related to them.

			George Church, whose father was a prosperous banker in London, had farming on his mind as well. After considerable thought, he arranged passage on the sailing ship Devonshire, an American vessel, and he was described on the ship’s manifest as a “Gentleman.”32 The voyage was about three weeks from Portsmouth to New York. George was a “cabin” passenger, which provided more comforts than for those in steerage, though the caste system on ocean voyages was rendered meaningless when the seas were roiling. Another passenger on the Devonshire wrote that “sea-sickness is a great leveler; it makes a man feel his humanity, purging him of vanity & conceit.”33 Under any circumstances, of course, passage to America was difficult and reflected a commitment to a new life.

			Grand Prairie, an informal name for the area below Chicago and south to the towns around Decatur, became known in the eastern states and England as spacious, with government land for sale and fertile soil. It represented the opportunity to own significant farms that were unavailable to most folk. 

			Geologically, Grand Prairie was an ancient lakebed and extraordinarily flat, a feature that emphasized its vastness and, to some, its romance. Vermilion County, in the middle of the region, had special features: fertile soil and salt. For this reason, Native Americans had settled the area before the influx of white pioneers, and by the early 1700s they lived in relative peace with the French explorers who named the river the Vermilion and loosely organized the surrounding area beginning in the late 1600s. After the French and Indian War, English-speakers established a proper European settlement at Salt Springs, on a branch of the Vermilion River. Salt was necessary at the time as a means to preserve food, and that resource in particular represented a business opportunity and excellent reason to settle the area.

			A slow trickle of settlers followed, and in 1820 a pioneer named Butler took up at a place where forest turned to prairie not far from Salt Spring, establishing Butler’s Point, later renamed Catlin. For several decades, settlement of the Vermilion basin accelerated, as it did elsewhere through the vast “Northwest,” due to the federal government’s policy of selling land for as low as two dollars an acre at first. While it was initially a wilderness that could strike fear in many, this was overcome by courage and ambition, qualities of many families who would become important landowners in Vermilion County, which was organized and named in 1831.

			While most of the early settlers came from other states, the influx from abroad was significant and began around the 1830s, when Abraham Mann from Bedfordshire, England, came with his family. Mann’s father, a salesman of paints and oils, traveled the Mississippi Valley and eventually returned to England, but he enchanted friends and family with stories, particularly of Illinois. And when son Abraham decided to emigrate, he settled in the northern part of Vermilion County. He was shortly joined by other English and their families around Rossville, north of Danville. These included Reverend William Cork. Within a few years, as many as seventeen English-born households were clustered on approximately that many farms.34 

			It was not hard for another family of landowners in the county to get to know these English and to admire their “undying tenacity” in making their farms successful. These were the Sanduskys, whose original forebears arrived decades before from Russia. Tired of living under the rapacious czars, a pioneer named Sadowsky used the homestead laws and became a landowner beyond his dreams. In time, the Sanduskys, as they renamed themselves, were also land dealers. And in search of new settlers, Isaac Sandusky traveled to London in the 1840s to lecture, or sponsor lectures, extolling the great opportunities that Grand Prairie offered.35 

			It was through the Sanduskys that the extended family that included the Churches, according to family lore, learned of the area that was being “marketed” as Grand Prairie. The first to make the trip was Richard Puzey, a member of an old Berkshire family. English census records have Richard listed as a draper, and he also served as postmaster in the rural district where he lived. He was an early widower, which appears to have made him restless, or rootless, enough to contemplate emigration. This he did in 1847, perhaps after having heard a Sandusky lecture.36 In short order he had a farm, and it wasn’t much longer before he had a wife, the daughter of Rev. William Cork.

			George W. F. Church’s long-term intention was to join his uncle Henry Church, the first of the family in Vermilion County, probably in 1848. George arrived by ship in New York Harbor, also in 1848, but then detoured to upstate New York for a couple of years, where he could learn farming, or at least the basics, with another uncle. But George Church did get to what would become Catlin, and he was one of a long chain of immigrants from London and its environs, many known to each other. Within just a few years Puzeys, Joneses, Bentleys, and Clipsons settled near the Churches, intermarried with them, and began extended family lines that would do well in farming and other professions for many decades to come. Occasionally, of course, the families sent heirs out to success in the larger world. Among the latter category was Ralph E. Church, George’s grandson, who went off to college in Michigan. Ralph never returned to live in the old Grand Prairie, but a part of Catlin never left him.

			Records have George Church’s uncle Henry Church registered as a draper by profession, like Puzey and several of Puzey’s brothers.37 This may have been how Henry, who lived in London, met his wife, Sophia Puzey, sister of Richard Puzey. Henry and Sophia were the first Churches to make the trip, the reasons for which are not entirely clear, as the Churches were well educated and prosperous in London. Henry’s brother (George’s father) was a banker. Their wanderlust may have been inspired by another brother, Thomas, who joined the East India Company, a trading enterprise that had brought him significant wealth.38 

			Author Karen Cord Taylor, who wrote about the Vermilion County English, asserts that there was some doubt that Henry was as ambitious as his brothers. He had a grocery in Butler’s Point, though it was said that whatever success he had in that trade was due to his wife, Sophia. In any case, Henry was followed by several nephews, including George, who arrived in 1850 after his sojourn in upstate New York. By the following year, he had married London-born Sarah Elizabeth Jones and she had their first child.39 In 1854, their second child, Henry George Church, was born. He would become father to the future congressman, Ralph Edwin Church.

			Finding a Larger Stage

			It appears that these early English ignored politics, even if they did not disparage the activity outright. This is interesting in view of Ralph’s eventual career. Taylor asserts that there’s no indication that they took any interest at all in one of the central political events of their first decade in Illinois. That was the Lincoln-Douglas debates and the 1858 race for the US Senate. While the Puzeys, Churches, and most others from England abhorred slavery—and would not have immigrated to a slave state, according to Taylor—they took little interest in the debates, which addressed the “peculiar institution,” as it was mildly termed. None of the Churches could even vote until one of George’s brothers, Adolphus, took citizenship papers in 1860.

			When the Civil War came, English enlistment from the county was not too robust. Records are that Catlin Township contributed eleven recruits to regiments that went on to war. One appears to have been another brother of George and Adolphus. The English attitude about fighting in the war was certainly highlighted by the suicide of Will Clipson, a member of the English colony, which appeared to have been triggered when he believed that two of his sons might have been lost in it.40 (They weren’t.) As for elective politics, a Church family member was elected township clerk in 1861, though there’s no record of what he accomplished in that office. In any case, it is fair to say that whatever political impulses, not to say patriotic ones, that drove Ralph E. Church to public service were either latent in the family or were developed later after he left Grand Prairie. 

			Ralph Edwin Church was born May 5, 1883, on the family farm near Catlin and attended rural schools in his early years.41 Whether it was for achievement or ambition, he made one his first moves to leave the place in which he was otherwise settled when he, with his family’s consent, decided that he would enroll at Danville High School, which was about eight miles away from home. He made the trip daily in a horse cart. Ralph did well at Danville, not only academically but also on the football field. There’s no indication that he enjoyed celebrity or social success in high school, despite his undeniable intelligence and physical strength on the farm and the gridiron. One key lesson incised by high school and repeated throughout his career was that his ambitions would be realized by earnestness and repetitive hard work.

			Upon graduation from Danville High School in 1903, Ralph resolved to follow his pattern of moving on to a larger environment. That was the University of Michigan, a sign of significant ambition, since he might have chosen the University of Illinois, just an hour’s drive or so from home, and Ann Arbor was a day’s train. But Michigan had taken its place among the distinguished institutions of the nation. Its longtime president at the time, James Burrill Angell, a graduate of Brown University, had resolved along with his faculty to grow the school and model its programs after the research universities of Europe.42 

			The Michigan Dream

			For Ralph, enrolling as a member of Michigan’s Class of 1907 was a sacrifice for his family and for him personally, as he certainly worked his way through. Beyond working odd jobs, he also stayed busy as a prolific joiner of campus organizations. Years later after he had achieved prominence, he was remembered by an alumni notice for “the habit of holding office when a collegian while he served as Treasurer of the University of Michigan Athletic Association, Treasurer of his Class, Chairman of its Prom Committee and Captain of [the intramural] Football Team, to name but a handful.”43 It appears Church was both a loner and a joiner, but not prominent in the latter category; he never ascended to the highest positions of leadership in college, though he tried. 

			He had talents. He was good with numbers, and as treasurer of the athletic association, which promoted college sports on campus and boosted attendance, Ralph did the good work of helping put the organization on a more stable and solvent footing. He did some of the same work for other campus activities such as banquets and fairs when they were organized. Yet despite this work, positions of acclaim adulation on campus and offices of exalted leadership eluded him. 

			In his senior year, he was also on the finance committee of the annual minstrel show, a blockbuster every year.44 Minstrel shows were an old form of entertainment in which white men painted their faces black and performed satires that mocked Black music and diction. In 1907, this was hardly controversial at Michigan, though it would certainly (and rightfully) later become so. It is interesting that an article in the Michigan Daily promoting the annual show shared a front page with an announcement of a campus lecture by Booker T. Washington.45 This juxtaposition of minstrels and Dr. Washington, founder of the Tuskegee Institute and a pioneer in Black education, is striking to the modern viewer. In fact, Washington was lauded in the campus paper for not pressing politics in efforts to improve Black lives. 

			Something was burning in Ralph, or at least smoldering, when he made a move in 1906 to be senior class president. Ralph believed that his participation in extracurricular activities might get him over the top. Instead it got him to second place, and that was all. The presidency went to Robert H. Clancy, a classmate whose profile was high on campus as a leader of several organizations and sports editor of the Michigan Daily.46 He became the unanimous choice for the Class of ’07’s president after Ralph withdrew from the race.47 

			Clancy went on to make quick work of a political career when he served for several terms in Congress beginning in 1923. His first election victory was as a Democrat from a city district in Detroit. In the following cycle, he lost to Republican John B. Sosnowski, then switched parties and defeated Sosnowski in the 1928 GOP primary. Clancy was noted as an anti-prohibition candidate, a position popular among his largely immigrant constituency. This stance was highlighted when he was arrested, along with Detroit’s mayor and Wayne County’s sheriff, for the federal transgression of drinking alcohol. His arrest took place in the Deutsches Haus, a center of German-American life in the city. Whether the arrest helped or hurt him at the polls, Clancy could not prevail in the 1932 election after redistricting. Clancy and Church, former campus rivals, did not cross paths directly as members of the House of Representatives. There can be no doubt, however, that Clancy’s political risk taking—specifically as a “wet” who practiced what he preached—provided a warning to Ralph, who would be a “dry” (though not abstemious) as he crafted his own careful political career.

			Contract With the Law

			After graduation, Ralph decided to continue at Michigan, enrolling in the university’s law school, a national leader in the field. He enjoyed some extracurricular success that first year when elected as president of the Taft Republican Club, a campus political group so called because William Howard Taft was the party’s standard bearer for US president in 1908. Republicans were well organized on campuses around the nation at the time, and with the Taft Club, Ralph Church finally rose to the top of an organization. This club was overtly political, and it was interesting how even young Republicans reflected some of the fractiousness that was just beneath the surface of the GOP on the national stage. For example, when the Detroit Free Press announced Ralph’s election to head the Taft Club, it noted that another member’s appointment as the state’s representative to the National Republican College League was “not entirely satisfactory to all members of the [Ann Arbor] club . . . However the club officers and members are mum on the subject, declaring there is perfect harmony on the club and they refuse to discuss the matter at all.” Whether this contretemps was personal or political can’t be known. Certainly, President Church achieved what he intended, which was for any rivalry or discord to disappear as much as possible.48 

			Despite personal recognition with the Taft Club and the opportunity of leadership, Ralph made what seemed for him like a rash decision the following year: to leave Michigan Law and move to Northwestern University. Northwestern had a good law school too, nearly at Michigan’s level, and it had the advantage of being in the larger arena of Chicago. If any pattern emerged or was affirmed by this move, it was that the future congressman, even as a student, frequently sought an ever larger stage. Chicago would provide such a setting, which was important for him once graduation was nigh and the practice of law beckoned.

			That he planned to be a serious lawyer was evident in his classwork at Northwestern, and particularly in his thesis, which was a comprehensive and remarkably erudite examination of contract law. He had chosen as a thesis advisor a young professor of promise, Charles Cheney Hyde, who would go on to become an authority on international law and a professor at Harvard—this before a high position in the Department of Justice and then a lucrative practice in Washington, DC. Church’s thesis, entitled “What is the Place of a Contract—Where it is in Fact Made, or Where it is Performed?” showed many things, not just of the subject at hand but of the author’s intellect and character. It indicated that Ralph Church did not shy away from complexity but instead appeared to comprehend it, and verbalize it articulately.

			The thesis project demonstrated initiative on the part of the student—it was an ambitious work of research by any standard. It showed that the author possessed honed analytical skills. The subject was hardly trivial. It examined the issue of what jurisdiction should adjudicate a contract if that contract was created in one place and the terms of the contract performed in another. “[B]ecause of the long period in which this question has been in litigation, it is impracticable, if not impossible, to discuss or even mention by citation every case found in the French, English, American and other reports,” Church wrote, in something of a disclaimer. “It has, however been the aim of the writer not only to give his own views on the subject, but also to cite, observe or criticize, as he deems fit.”49 

			Perhaps tortuously, Church’s exegesis gives precedence to the place where a contract was made, though his recitation of case law on the subject indicates that this general doctrine was hardly universal, especially in practice. “At this point, the great mass of decisions go astray,” he wrote.50 At the same time, while the writer appears eager to discover absolutes in the law, he’s willing to admit that there was legitimate ambiguity in many cases. One which is resonant a hundred years later was his mention of some states that prohibited marriage between different races. The question arises: would a marriage made in a state where the union was legal have legal standing in states where it is not? “[I]f to give that marriage effect would be against the policy of law, or contrary to good morals, the marriage will often be given no effect,” Church states factually and in a way that appears to accept the prejudiced doctrine.51 

			For someone who would have a hand in public policy in years to come, his intolerance for any inconsistency in the law is interesting. So is his cogency in arguing his subject, and not least, his obvious hard work. The thesis sheds light on his early choice of profession, moving into politics shortly after his graduation from law school. One can conclude that he was partly motivated to become a lawmaker to correct discrepancies—in a law, in a position, or even in a political statement. And as a member of the political minority for most of his legislative career, he became well known among his colleagues, if not his constituents, for attacking any inconsistency, especially when they came from his usually more powerful political opponents.

			Also interesting and revealing of character is the tone and erudition of the 146-page thesis. Notable is the fact that he quotes in Latin passages of European law for as many as two pages. He found no need to translate the citation beyond a few key phrases. Along with the rest of the thesis, it illustrated what most people acquainted with Ralph Church knew: he was intelligent and well read, and did nothing to hide that fact in personal relations or the written word.

		

		
			 

		

	
		
			Ralph Church’s Political Debut

			In May of 1916, former President Teddy Roosevelt visited Chicago on a tour of the Midwest to promote and gauge his chances for another run at the White House. It was eight years since he had left office, and four since he had engaged in a bitter battle with his former friend William H. Taft at the Republican convention. Roosevelt lost the 1912 nomination to Taft, then the incumbent, but the rupture in their party enabled the otherwise unlikely election of Woodrow Wilson. It also kept Roosevelt’s ambitions alive.

			Roosevelt arrived at LaSalle Street Station in a downpour, though the weather did not stop a throng of newspapermen on the platform from seeking some piquant quote from the man who was never at a loss for words. As Teddy stepped from his Pullman car, he faced the reporters and quite a few Republican well-wishers with his usual smile. Then he pushed his way toward the front of the train to do what he customarily did, which was to thank the engineer and fireman who got him to Chicago.

			He then made toward the station exit, still smiling and greeting familiar faces. “Hello. Hello! I’m very glad to see you again,” he said several times as he moved slowly through the station. Out on the street, he climbed in the waiting automobile of Evanstonian Harold Ickes, lawyer, reform activist, and Roosevelt’s friend. The car started for the next stop, the LaSalle Hotel, but it rolled slowly as fans continued to wave and even climb on the running board. The Chicago Tribune said the ex-president loved every minute of it.52 

			Roosevelt arrived at the hotel where he was scheduled for a series of meetings with party stalwarts and supporters. But there were still reporters and more jostling. One of them called out and asked how the ex-president was feeling. “That I’m in first class condition goes without saying when you recall that I negotiated that crowd [at the station] and survived,” he said. Some order was restored by the Secret Service, whereupon Roosevelt answered a few more questions. About the war in Europe, Roosevelt distanced himself quite fully from President Wilson, who was promising that America would stay out. “I have but one thing to say, and that is in reply to some of our good pacifist friends who are saying that preparedness means war.” He paused, and became serious: “You might as well argue that we shouldn’t permit our sons to learn how to write in school lest they become forgers.”53 

			Foreign policy was much on Roosevelt’s mind as he proceeded to a series of meetings, one with an editor from a German-language newspaper, who wanted an explanation of all the war talk, as it naturally alienated the German-American population. Another meeting was with party leaders supportive of Roosevelt’s “progressivism” and his positions in favor of programs that addressed poverty and health, these not being conventional Republican stands. There was another in which Roosevelt explained his trust-busting efforts against corporations that monopolized markets, a delicate issue for the party of business. Meetings like that could be difficult. But the next one was a pleasure. It was with a committee of “citizen soldiers,” men who had taken time off civilian jobs to prepare for military service by enlisting in the Citizens’ Military Training Camp as part of an overall preparedness campaign. This committee included lawyer Ralph Church.54 

			“You are setting an example to which the whole country should come,” Roosevelt said to the dozen or so men representing the hundreds who were taking part in the training program. The ex-president showed his ability to relate to the broad swath of voters when he said, “I want to put it in the power of every young fellow, of the mechanic’s son and the laborer’s son, as well as you bankers’ sons, to secure this training.” The camps were conducted at several Midwest sites including Fort Sheridan to the north of Chicago and Fort Benjamin Harrison in Indiana. Roosevelt congratulated the group, saying, “The middle west has been our bulwark. It was Illinois that gave to the nation Grant and Sherman and Sheridan . . .” and so on, as politicians, especially the most ebullient of them all, were wont to do.55 

			Ralph Church was happy to shake hands with the ex-president. Not yet a politician, Church’s positions lined up neatly behind those of Roosevelt, and while the young man was not four-square behind every position espoused by the Hero of San Juan Hill, Roosevelt remained a model for anyone who had a career of elective office in mind. Roosevelt, then fifty-two, remained energetic, popular, and usually able to make even controversial stands look conciliatory. Ralph, who was already in his first campaign for elective office, would have certainly noted how Teddy glossed over what ailed the Republican Party. As the young man was eyeing a political career himself, he was paying attention to Roosevelt’s knack for staying on the right side of most issues and sliding across others.

			The Citizen Soldier

			Church had done well by enlisting in the Citizens’ Military Training Camp. It squared with the young man’s patriotism, always a stamp of approval for incipient candidates. It also lined him up with most if not all of the rest of his party, which had staked its claim against Wilson’s and the Democrats’ repeated (and ultimately futile) assertion that America would avoid war. Of course, the training exercises up at Fort Sheridan were nonpartisan—the camps were the creation of the US Army with the cooperation of private companies who encouraged employees to sign up. And it could hardly be disputed that the military had previously been coasting at so-called “peace strength,” which was about half of what was regarded as “war strength,” as the preparedness lobby called it. Prudence called for some bulking up.56

			Church signed up for training for the first time in the summer of 1915, going up to Fort Sheridan, less than an hour north of Evanston, for a month. The “rookies,” as they were called, slept in tents, marched every day, and took target practice. They received instruction in “the science of modern warfare,” which largely meant communications and involved the laying of cable and operating handset radios that were becoming standard issue. A certain esprit de corps was evident at Fort Sheridan among the businessmen who chanted patriotic slogans at meals and during drill. “Remember Bull Run,” they’d cry in unison, recalling one of the Civil War’s first battles, a Union defeat that history chalked up to lack of preparation.57 

			The citizen training program positioned Church, then thirty-three, for his future. In the short-term that meant service in the army or some branch of the service if America went to war. And in another way, it established him on a political front, aligning him, if not with Roosevelt, then against isolationists in both parties. It also brought him into contact with well-connected people, notably Congressman Martin B. Madden of the Illinois delegation in the US House of Representatives. Madden and Church were both low ranking privates in the training corps. For Madden’s part, he decamped at least once that month for a downtown Chicago hotel, where he got a good bath and decent bed. When asked, he said he was in Chicago “to scout for rations” (this with a straight face) and to pick up “some things for the colonel” (here cracking a slight smile).58 

			Church, for his part, took no leave of absence from his month at camp at Fort Sheridan, or at least there was no report of his having done so. Happily, he did get publicity when he won the high score in his company on the rifle range, as the Tribune reported. Toward the end of the month he also sought appointment to the committee that would help keep track of everyone in the program and encourage them to further training. Among those chosen for the committee from Company D were Ralph Church and Judge Charles A. McDonald. It was as a member of this committee that Ralph was chosen to meet with Roosevelt, the patron saint of preparedness.59 

			Church’s eagerness to serve was obvious to anyone who knew about him or his resumé. He also became a member of the executive committee of the Training Camp Association, and he traveled to Washington to request for all men in military training a stipend of $100 a month ($2,817 in 2023), which was granted. Then in 1916 he was elected to the Illinois House of Representatives, but he still volunteered for active duty and entered officers’ training at Fort Sheridan. His training was almost complete when a series of medical conditions disqualified him from service in the army.60 

			According to the April 5, 1918, Evanston News-Index, Ralph officially gave up his dream of military service due to “faulty eyesight” eliminating his eligibility. “Church has had more than his share of ill luck,” the paper said. “When the first Fort Sheridan officer
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