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  ONE


  A Lone Vote


  SILENCE FELL OVER THE U.S. CONGRESS. A CROWD OF restless lawmakers and visitors quieted as they waited for Representative Jeannette Rankin to speak. The moment had come for the congresswoman from Montana to cast her vote.


  It was December 8, 1941. Up to that day, the United States of America had been able to stay out of the dreadful conflict called World War II. But tragedy had struck a few hours before. Japanese warplanes had bombed Pearl Harbor, the U.S. Navy’s largest base in the Pacific Ocean. More than 3,500 people had been killed or wounded during the surprise attack. Huge ships had sunk into the once-peaceful Hawaiian harbor. The bombing raid had destroyed U.S. Army and Navy planes by the hundreds.


  Shock, anger, and grief rocked the nation.


  Almost immediately, President Franklin D. Roosevelt responded to the country’s outrage. He asked Congress to declare war on Japan.


  Most people hoped every lawmaker would vote “yes” so that the Japanese would be sent a forceful, unanimous message. They believed the attack on a U.S. naval base had made the situation clear, and that the time had come for their country to join the side of the Allies in the conflicts then raging around the globe.


  But sixty-year-old congresswoman Jeannette Pickering Rankin of Montana believed war was wrong. For the previous twenty years she had worked night and day to bring about world peace. She had voted against war once before in Congress. In everything she did, Jeannette struggled to end war forever.


  She also had a promise to keep. When she campaigned for Congress, she had told Montanans that if she was elected she would help keep their sons out of World War II.


  She had tried to explain her views. “Mr. Speaker!” she called out as Congress discussed President Roosevelt’s request for a declaration against Japan. “I would like to be heard!” Again and again she tried to speak against the war. Again and again, despite her bold efforts, she was ignored or shouted down by the Speaker of the House and other congressmen. “Mr. Speaker!” she exclaimed.


  But the clerk had begun reading the roll call. As their names were read, the representatives voted aloud. Each one had said “yes” to declaring war on Japan. Jeannette Rankin was next on the list.


  As the clerk called her name, Jeannette looked up and squared her shoulders. In her clear, strong voice, she spoke the words that would change her life forever. “No,” she said. “As a woman I can’t go to war, and I refuse to send anyone else.”


  Instantly an outcry rose from the crowd. Spectators hurled protests and insults at the woman who had voted for peace. Hissing and booing filled the chambers.


  The voting went on until every member of the House of Representatives had given his or her opinion. The Senate also voted. Altogether, 470 lawmakers said “yes” to war.


  Only Jeannette Rankin voted “no.”


  As the crowd began to leave, Jeannette gathered her things and stepped into the coatroom. Visitors weren’t allowed there, but they pressed around her anyway, angry about her proud, lone vote.


  Some accounts of that moment say Jeannette was pushed and grabbed by the furious mob. Concerned but unafraid, she looked for a way to escape. When she spotted a nearby telephone booth, she slipped inside and shut the doors behind her. Then she dialed the Capitol switchboard and asked for the building’s police.


  The officers arrived promptly. Before long, they broke up the crowd and escorted Jeannette to her office. All day they stood guard outside.


  The nation’s anger toward the one peaceful representative continued for weeks. For her stand against the war, Jeannette was called “stupid,” “ignorant,” and a “disgrace to Montana.” Cruel and angry letters flooded in, ordering her to resign and go back to her home state. Some demanded that she change her vote immediately. Others warned that she would never be re-elected. Even her brother told her gruffly, “Montana is 110 percent against you.”


  [image: Troubled by angry crowds just after her lone vote against the nation’s entry into World War II, Jeannette slipped into a telephone booth where she dialed Capitol police for help. This photo appeared in newspapers across the country the next day.]


  Still, a few people praised her enormous courage.


  Although public comment ran against her, Jeannette received letters of support from across the nation. Author Lillian Smith wrote, “That one little vote of yours stands out like a bright star in a dark night.” And although nearly all Montana newspapers found fault with Jeannette, the People’s Voice from Helena praised her “splendid example of courage and conviction…”


  Later in life, she was asked if she had ever regretted her vote. “Never,” she replied with complete certainty. “If you’re against war, you’re against war regardless of what happens. It’s a wrong method of trying to settle a dispute.” She said that she would vote against war today, tomorrow, and forever.


  In the days after the vote, however, when her office phones jangled angrily or the mail carrier brought another stack of unpleasant letters, Jeannette would sometimes close her eyes for just a moment. Perhaps she thought about the green meadows of the western Montana ranch where she played as a girl. She might have remembered her comfortable childhood home in the nearby town of Missoula where she and her siblings grew up. Maybe she pictured these early years to remind herself of a more peaceful time and place.


  TWO


  Montana Girlhood


  TWELVE-YEAR-OLD JEANNETTE RANKIN PERCHED ON THE back of her parents’ jolting hay wagon. The cool Montana air that blew across her face smelled of ponderosa pine. Occasionally a meadowlark flew up from the new grass, or a white-tailed deer darted into the thickets along the road. Up front, Jeannette’s parents, John and Olive Rankin, talked amid the chattering voices of their children.


  At last summer had come! Jeannette was glad to see the gravel streets of Missoula disappear behind them as her father guided the creaking wagon through rutted tracks toward their ranch house ahead. Winter in town had seemed endless that year.


  All winter, Jeannette had gone to school in Missoula. Although she enjoyed classroom challenges and learned quickly, her blue eyes often wandered from the teacher. She looked out the window and daydreamed about the world beyond. Memorizing ordinary facts didn’t interest her.


  Jeannette learned more from listening to the intelligent conversations between her parents and their friends. They often had long fireside talks about government, history, and faraway places. Sometimes they told the story of Chief Joseph, the courageous and peace-loving leader of the Nez Perce Indians. Later in her life, Jeannette would remember his example of quiet bravery when his fleeing band was pursued and finally stopped by U.S. soldiers. “I will fight no more forever,” he had said, preferring peace to war.


  Who could guess that these conversations would follow Jeannette her whole life? Who would have thought that the ideas


  

  

  [image: Portrait of the Rankin family about 1895. Back row, left to right: John, Jeannette, Harriet, Wellington, and Olive. Seated in front, left to right: Mary, Edna, and Grace. Philena, who died in childhood, is pictured in the photograph on the table.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: The beautiful Rankin home in Missoula, Montana. Built in 1884, the house stood until the 1950s when it was torn down to make room for a new bridge across the Clark Fork River.]


  [image: Jeannette and other young women playing basketball. Jeannette is the third player from the left.]


  

  

  

  

  

  

  [image: Jeannette studied hard, but not always eagerly, at Montana State University in Missoula, where she wrote her senior essay on snail shells. She is shown here in a science lab.]
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Troubled by angry crowds just after her lone vote against the
nation’s entry into World War |1, Jeannette slipped into a tele-
phone booth where she dialed Capitol police for help. This photo
appeared in newspapers across the country the next day.
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Jeannette and other young women playing basketball. Jeannette
is the third player from the left.
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The beautiful Rankin home in Missoula, Montana. Built in
1884, the house stood until the 1950s when it was torn down to
make room for a new bridge across the Clark Fork River.
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Jeannette studied hard, but not always eagerly, at Montana State
University in Missoula, where she wrote her senior essay on snail
shells. She is shown here in a science lab.





